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When a 29-year-old woman was murdered in 1974, Boston police recorded the homicide as a blunt trauma by ice 

chopper. The description paints a gruesome image. Yet a similar murder today would likely be given a simpler 

classification: trauma — a more sterile description of what could be an equally grisly crime. 

The difference shows up in a Boston police database of more than 4,000 homicides that occurred in the city from 

January 1963 to September 2016. An analysis of the data reveals that causes of death were often described in more 

colorful terms back in the 1960s and ’70s. Victims were recorded as being pushed down an elevator well or being 

strangled by a necktie, macabre fates that evoke film noir as much as big-city crime. In all, police data on homicide cases 

from the 1970s list 78 different causes of death. 

That number dropped to 12 by the 2000s, as descriptions became more standardized, with terms like “GSW” (gunshot 

wound) and “strangulation.” 

 

It’s hard to know why that changed, said Lieutenant Michael McCarthy, a Boston police spokesman. The data are 

gathered by an administrative assistant in the homicide unit, who goes through case files and creates a summary 

spreadsheet. Some of the variations may be attributable to differences in data entry. It could also be that officers realized 

they didn’t need that much detail in a summary sheet when they could just pull case files for more information, 

McCarthy said. 

“For us, it’s like a PowerPoint presentation,” he said. “You don’t put an entire report on a slide. A slide should be a 

refresher.” 

James Alan Fox, a criminologist at Northeastern University, said the change might reflect policies implemented in the 

mid-1970s by the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting system, which collects voluntary crime data from local agencies across 

the country in a standard format. “If they vary from the classification scheme that the FBI uses, then they won’t be 

included,” he said. “Boston police would then be encouraged to supply the data in the format the FBI uses.” 



 

McCarthy couldn’t confirm if that was the cause of the change. He did say that the database is mainly for internal 

department use, and that standardized descriptions make the department’s processes faster. “Change is usually done so 

we can be more efficient,” he said. “It’s done based on the needs of the department and the needs of the public.” 

 


