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Introduction
Crime trends in the United States cannot be reduced to one statistic because different systems
measure different parts of public safety. Police reports describe offenses known to law enforcement,
victimization surveys capture many crimes whether or not they were reported, arrest data reflect
enforcement activity as well as suspected offending, and prison populations are shaped by sentencing
and correctional policy in addition to crime itself. The most recent national FBI release, published in
August 2026 for calendar year 2025, estimated that the violent-crime rate fell 9.3 percent from 2024
to 2025, while murder and nonnegligent manslaughter fell 18.1 percent and property crime fell 12.4
percent (Federal Bureau of Investigation [FBI], 2026). These declines followed an earlier 2024
decrease and continue a broader pattern in which many traditional violent and property offenses are
far below their early-1990s peaks. National improvement, however, does not mean that every state,
city, neighborhood, or offense followed the same path, and digital fraud and other forms of
victimization complicate simple narratives.

How the United States Measures Crime
The FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting program depends on data submitted by state, local, tribal,
university, and other participating law-enforcement agencies. Its National Incident-Based Reporting
System provides detailed incident information about offenses, victims, known offenders, relationships,
and circumstances, while the Crime Data Explorer publishes annual and increasingly frequent updates
(FBI, n.d.-a). The FBI reported that more than 17,000 agencies covering about 96.2 percent of the U.S.
population submitted data used in the 2025 annual release, but participation remains voluntary and
agency reporting can be revised (FBI, 2026). The National Crime Victimization Survey offers a
different perspective by interviewing households about selected crimes experienced whether or not
police were notified; its scope and definitions differ from police statistics, and it does not measure
homicide (Bureau of Justice Statistics [BJS], n.d.). Arrests require additional caution because an arrest
is not a conviction, one person can be arrested more than once, and enforcement priorities can
change independently of offending. Responsible analysis therefore specifies the dataset and avoids
treating police reports, victimization, arrests, and incarceration as interchangeable measures.
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Long-Term Decline and the Post-Pandemic Shift
Violent and property crime reached historically high levels around the early 1990s and then declined
substantially over the following decades, although the pace varied by offense and location.
Researchers have proposed demographic change, improved vehicle security, changing drug markets,
reduced lead exposure, economic conditions, policing practices, incarceration, and community-level
developments as partial explanations, but no single factor accounts for the entire national decline.
The COVID-19 period disrupted this trajectory when homicide rose sharply in 2020 in many cities amid
changes in daily routines, institutions, policing, firearm markets, schools, courts, and community
services. Subsequent years brought large decreases. FBI data for 2024 showed violent crime falling
4.5 percent from 2023 and murder falling 14.9 percent (FBI, 2025), followed by the substantially
larger 2025 declines reported in 2026. These figures support a clear recent national downward trend,
but causal claims require caution. A year-to-year decline cannot by itself prove that a particular law,
policing strategy, administration, economic change, or social program produced the outcome because
many conditions operate simultaneously.

Geography, Offense Type, and Unequal Exposure
National averages conceal large local differences because the United States contains thousands of
law-enforcement jurisdictions and crime is concentrated unevenly across places and populations. A
small community can experience a dramatic percentage increase from only a few incidents, while a
large city can record many more crimes but a lower rate per resident. Violence is also not distributed
randomly: age, neighborhood disadvantage, exposure to prior violence, housing instability, local illicit
markets, institutional trust, and firearm availability can shape risk, but those statistical associations
do not justify treating members of demographic groups as suspicious. Domestic violence, sexual
violence, and assault within families or social networks are frequently underreported and may be less
visible than street crime. Property offenses also move differently from one another. Motor-vehicle
theft, burglary, retail theft, and larceny respond to distinct technologies and opportunities, while
fraud, identity theft, ransomware, and other cyber-enabled offenses challenge older categories
because victims and offenders may be separated by state or national borders. Crime analysis should
therefore compare offense-specific rates, absolute counts, geographic context, and reporting behavior
rather than rely on one headline number.

Race, Enforcement, and the Limits of Arrest Data
Racial disparities in arrest, incarceration, use of force, and victimization cannot be interpreted as
simple measures of group criminality because criminal-justice data reflect behavior and institutional
exposure at the same time. Residential segregation, concentrated disadvantage, differential police
presence, enforcement priorities, reporting practices, legal resources, and neighborhood victimization
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can all influence recorded outcomes. Drug enforcement provides a familiar example: conduct
occurring in public space is easier for police to detect than similar behavior occurring in private
settings, so arrest disparities may partly reflect visibility and surveillance. At the same time,
communities experiencing high levels of serious violence have legitimate claims to effective
protection and victim support. The policy challenge is therefore not a choice between enforcement
and civil rights. It is to reduce serious harm while limiting unnecessary low-level arrests,
discriminatory practices, and interventions that undermine cooperation. Arrest statistics should be
interpreted alongside victimization data, case outcomes, geographic exposure, and enforcement
policy. Public confidence is stronger when agencies explain what their statistics measure and when
researchers avoid turning institutional outputs into unsupported claims about race, migration,
poverty, or culture.

Incarceration, Alternatives, and the Texas Example
The United States expanded imprisonment dramatically during the late twentieth century through
sentencing enhancements, mandatory minimums, drug enforcement, parole policies, and other
changes. Incarceration can prevent some offending while a person is confined, especially among
individuals engaged in serious repeated violence, but it also imposes financial, family, employment,
and community costs, and its marginal public-safety benefit can decline when applied broadly to
lower-risk or aging populations. Texas became a frequently cited correctional-reform example after
state leaders expanded treatment, diversion, probation capacity, and intermediate sanctions rather
than building all of the prison beds previously projected to be necessary. That experience showed that
alternatives can be integrated into a system that still uses imprisonment, but it should not be
interpreted as proof that reform alone caused a particular crime decline. Programs differ in quality,
access, supervision practices, fees, and revocation rules. Drug treatment, mental-health services,
problem-solving courts, community supervision, and graduated sanctions are most defensible when
they are matched to individual risk and need and evaluated through outcomes rather than through
the number of people placed under supervision.

Conclusion
The most recent national data show a substantial decline in reported violent and property crime in
2025, including an estimated 18.1 percent decline in murder and nonnegligent manslaughter and a
9.3 percent decline in the violent-crime rate overall (FBI, 2026). That finding belongs within a longer
history: traditional violent and property crime fell markedly after the early 1990s, homicide rose
sharply around 2020, and national measures have declined again in recent years. None of these
patterns eliminates local concentrations of violence, underreported victimization, or rapidly changing
digital and financial crime. Sound policy therefore begins with measurement discipline. Police reports,
the FBI’s Crime Data Explorer, the BJS National Crime Victimization Survey, arrest records, and
correctional populations answer different questions and should be interpreted together rather than
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substituted for one another. The objective of crime policy should be to reduce harm, protect rights,
support victims, and allocate resources according to credible evidence while acknowledging
uncertainty about the causes of short-term changes.
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