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COPING WITH 	 CRIME: FEAR AND RISK MANAGEMENT 

I N  URBAN COMMUNITIES 

Int roduct ion 

The concept " fear  of crime" has  received a g r e a t  d e a l  of a t t e n t i o n  

i n  s o c i a l  and evaluat ion research a s  w e l l  a s  i n  ordinary  discourse and 

p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .  It has  received t h i s  a t t e n t i o n ,  almost independent of crime 

i t s e l f ,  because of i ts  ,impact upon t h e  d a i l y  l i v e s  of many Americans. 

Unlike s e r i o u s  cr iminal  v ic t imiza t ion ,  which s t r i k e s  only an unfortunate 

few i n  any given year ,  p o l l s t e r s  always f i n d  a d isconcer t ingly  l a r g e  pro- 

por t ion  of t h e  population repor t ing they worry about t h e  problem. Many 

who seem t h e  most concerned about crime a l s o  a r e  those  f o r  whom i t  

ob jec t ive ly  does not  appear t o  pose much of a threat--including women and 

t h e  e lde r ly ,  who repor t  r e l a t i v e l y  low r a t e s  of v ic t imiza t ion  i n  the  Census 

Bureau's crime surveys. A s  a r e s u l t ,  whenever surveys o r  o the r  opinion- 

monitoring techniques are employed t o  examine crime, f e a r  of crime measures 

are almost c e r t a i n  t o  be employed a s  research o r  eva lua t ive  too l s .  The 

f e a r  of crime seems t o  be a s o c i a l  phenomena worthy of s tudy i n  its own 

r i g h t ,  and a p r o f i t a b l e  t a r g e t  f o r  pub l i c  policy.  

Most recent  s o c i a l  and evaluat ion research employing t h e  r u b r i c  of 

f e a r  a c t u a l l y  conceptualizes i t  i n  one of two d i s t i n c t  ways: a s  an object  

of concern o r  a s  an es t imate  of r i s k .  Those who conceptualize f e a r  a s  

e s t ima tes  of r i s k  of v ic t imiza t ion  e s s e n t i a l l y  ask respondents, "How l i k e l y  

i s  i t  t o  happen t o  you?" For example, i n  a recent  evaluat ion of a community 

crime prevention program i n  Hartford,  Conn., Fowler g;&. (1978) measured 

t h e  impact of t h e  program on f e a r  using a measure of r i s k .  They asked 

each respondent, on "a s c a l e  from 0 t o  10," t o  es t ima te  "during t h e  course 



of a year ,  how l i k e l y  i t  i s  t h a t  someone would break i n t o  your (house/ 

apartment) when no one i s  home?" Estimates of r i s k  a l s o  were gathered 1 
i 

t o  evaluate  t h e  Kansas City Preventive P a t r o l  experiment (Kell ing -e t .  a., i 
i1 

1974). 

Those who th ink of f e a r  a s  concern about v ic t imiza t ion ,  on t h e  o the r  

hand, e s s e n t i a l l y  ask,  "How bad is i t  f o r  you around here?" A t y p i c a l  

opera t iona l i za t ion  i n  t h i s  genre i s  t h e  common survey quest ion,  "How s a f e  

do you f e e l  o r  would you f e e l  alone on t h e  s t r e e t s  of your neighborhood at 

night?" This wording was recen t ly  used by Anne Schneider (Schneider and 

Re i te r ,  1975) i n  a c o r r e l a t i o n a l  evaluat ion of t h e  impact of a high- 

i n t e n s i t y  street l i g h t i n g  program i n  Port land,  Oregon. 

These two conceptualizat ions of f e a r  would seem t o  t ap  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  

phenomena. "Concern" ques t ions  ask about t h e  world "out there" and how i t  

might make you f e e l  i f  you w e r e  exposed t o  its dangers. Risk quest ions,  

on t h e  o the r  hand, ask how l i k e l y  they a r e  ac tua l ly  t o  happen t o  you. 

The e f f e c t  of c r i m e  on our l i v e s  would seem t o  be t h e  th ings  t h a t  in te rcede  

between t h e  two. These a r e  th ings  t h a t  people do i n  response t o  t h e i r  

assessment of how bad th ings  could be t h a t  br ing t h e i r  r i s k s  wi th in  

acceptable l i m i t s .  W e  c a l l  these  "coping wi th  crime." ' 

Based on how w e  a s s e s s  our environment, the re  a r e  a t  l e a s t  two th ings  

t h a t  people can do on a d a i l y  b a s i s  t o  cope wi th  crime: they can a c t  

t o  reduce t h e i r  exposure t o  r i s k ,  and they can engage i n  defensive t a c t i c s  

when they f i n d  themselves i n  an exposed posi t ion .  By exposure t o  r i s k  

I mean physica l  pos i t ioning I n  a high-risk environ (which is  both a temporal 

and s p a t i a l  concept),  while by defensive t a c t i c s  I mean behaviors which 

a r e  intended t o  reduce one ' svu lnerab i l i ty  t o  predation wi th in  a given 

environ. For personal  crimes, exposure t o  r i s k  i s  g r e a t e s t  i n  bad 



neighborhoods, a f t e r  dark,  and i n  o the r  condit ions thought t o  promote 

danger. Defensive t a c t i c s  aga ins t  personal  crimes include e f f o r t s  t o  

appear less des i rab le  as a v ic t im ("dressing down"), o r  too formidable 

(walking i n  a group). Together these  comprise " r i sk  management s t r a t e g i e s , "  

o r  t h e  th ings  people do t o  reduce t h e i r  l ike l ihood of being vict imized.  

They a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  do these  th ings  when concern about p o t e n t i a l  

v ic t imiza t ion  is high; however, while pursuing r i s k  management s t r a t e g i e s  

may reduce es t imates  of r i s k  of v ic t imiza t ion ,  the  two should remain 

p o s i t i v e l y  corre la ted .  Defensive t a c t i c s  do not  always work pe r fec t ly ,  
d 


and almost everyone i$forced by circumstance occas ional ly  t o  brave t h e  

ou t s ide  world. Coping with crimk, however, should s u b s t a n t i a l l y  ameliorate 

t h e  l inkage between cqncern about p o t e n t i a l  v ic t imiza t ion  and es t imates  

of a c t u a l  r i s k .  

a) 	t h e  motivating f o r c e  behind r i s k  management ma~leuvers 
is concern,about p o t e n t i a l l  v ic t imizat ion;  i t  is "exogenous1' 
t o  t h i s  schemk?, dr iven by such f a c t o r s  a s  neighborhood 
crime l e v e l s ,  personal  ~ l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  a t t a c k ,  and 
epiqodic events;  

b) 	concern s t imula tes  at tempts t o  manage r i s k s ,  and those 
who l i m i t  t h e i r  exposure t o  r i s k  and engage i n  defensive 
t a c t i c s  perceiv@ less a c t u a l  risk than t h e i r  assessment of 
p o t e n t i a l  r i s k s  would l ead  us t o  pred5ct; 

c) 	those who assess  t h e i r  environment discomfort ingly w i l l  
continue t o  see themselves fac ing l a rge r  r i s k s  even i n  
the  face  of these  e f f o r t s ,  f o r  they cannot always be 
pursued, and some times they f a i l .  

F i n a l l y ,  a l l  of these  & f o r t s  should a f f e c t  r a t e s  of v ic t imizat ion.  

One of t h e  reasons why vigorous p u r s u i t  of r i s k  management s t r a t e g i e s  

should reduce perceived r i s k s  is  t h a t  they should reduce vic t imizat ion.  . 

While t h e r e  a r e  not  d a t a  adequate f o r  t e s t i n g  t h i s  assumption, a v a i l a b l e  



evidence suggests  t h a t  highly defens ive  and s l i g h t l y  exposed groups l i k e  

t h e  e l d e r l y  i n  f a c t  enjoy low r a t e s  of v ic t imiza t ion  as a r e s u l t .  

The Data 

The d a t a  t o  t e s t  these  hypotheses a r e  drawn from a random d i g i t  
I 
I 

d i a l i n g  telephone survey of r e s i d e n t s  of th ree  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s :  Chicago, 

Phi ladelphia ,  and San Francisco. The survey was conducted during t h e  F a l l  

of 1977, and has  an e f f e c t i v e  sample s i z e  of about 1370, spread evenly 

ac ross  t h e  t h r e e  communities. A randomly-selected a d u l t  was interviewed 

wi th in  each sampled household. (For a more d e t a i l e d  d iscuss ion of the  

survey, see Skogac, 1978)- 

Each of t h e  four  concepts t o  be examined here  was measured by two 

o r  more i t e m s  i n  t h e  survey, The measure,,of r i s k  of personal  victiixiza- 

t i o n  is constructed of responses t o  two quest ions.  Each respondent was 

asked : 

For t h e  next  ques t ion I ' d  l i k e  you t o  th ink of a 
row of numbers from ZERO t o  TEN. Now, l e t  t h e  zero 
s tand f o r  NO POSSIBILITY AT ALL of something happening, 
and t h e  t e n  w i l l  s tand f o r  i t  being EXTREMELY LIKELY 
t h a t  something could happen. On t h i s  row of numbers 
from zero t o  t en ,  how l i k e l y  do you th ink i t  is tha t . . .  

This  in t roduct ion was followed by capsule desc r ip t ions  of t h e  crimes 

of rape,  robbery, burglary ,  and a s s a u l t  by a s t ranger .  Responses t o  these  

ques t ions  were then used t o  form an add i t ive  s c a l e  measuring r i s k  of 

personal  v ic t imizat ion.  Estimates of t h e  p robab i l i ty  of being raped had 

t o  be dropped, f o r  t h a t  ques t ion w a s  asked only of women. Perceived r i s k  

of  burglary,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, seemed r e l a t i v e l y  independent of the  

remaining personal  crimes. Estimates of r i s k  of v ic t imizat ion f o r  

robbery and s t ranger  a s s a u l t  were s t rong ly  cor re la ted ,  and together  they 

formed a s c a l e  wi th  a r e l i a b i l i t y  (Cronbach's Alpha) of .83. 



The measure of defensive t a c t i c s  was constructed from responses 

t o  four  quest ions.  Each respondent was asked: 

Now I have a list of th ings  t h a t  some people do t o  
p ro tec t  themselves from being at tacked o r  robbed on 
the  s t r e e t .  A s  I read each one would you t e l l  m e  
whether you personal ly  do i t  most of t h e  t i m e ,  some-
t i m e s ,  o r  almost never? 

When you go out  a f t e r  dark, how o f t e n  do you g e t  
someone t o  go wi th  you because of crime? 

How about taking something wi th  you a t  n igh t  t h a t  
could be used f o r  p ro tec t ion  from crime--like a 
dog, whis t l e ,  k n i f e  o r  a gun. How of ten  do you 
do something l i k e  t h i s ?  

How of ten  do you avoid c e r t a i n  p laces  i n  your 
neighborhood at  night?  

Responses t o  these  ques t ions  were cor re la ted  an average of +.39 ,  and 

f a c t o r  ana lys i s  ind ica ted  t h a t  they were single-factored.  Added together  

they formed a s c a l e  wi th  a r e l i a b i l i t y  of ,71. 

The measure of exposure r i s k  was constructed from responses t o  two 

quest ions:  

During t h e  past: week, about how many t i m e s  d id  you. leave  
your home and go ou t s ide  a f t e r  dark? 

I n  t h e  pas t  two weeks, about how many times have you 
gone somewhere i n  your neighborhood f o r  evening 
entertainment--to go t o  a show o r  somewhere l i k e  
t h a t ?  

In  each case t h e  exact  number of t r i p s  was recorded. The two measures were 

only moderately cor re la ted ,  +.35,  i n  p a r t  because only a few people soughte 
-

nightt ime entertainment i n  t h e i r  l o c a l i t y .  Added together ,  responses t o  
-+ 4 rC-

t h e  two i t e m s  formed a s c a l e  wi th  a r e l i a b i l i t y  of .55. 

Concern about p o t e n t i a l  v ic t imiza t ion  is  measured by responses t o  

two quest ions:  

'-



- - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

How s a f e  do you f e e l ,  o r  would you f e e l ,  being out  

alone i n  your neighborhood a t  night--very s a f e ,  

somewhat s a f e ,  somewhat unsafe,  o r  very unsafe? 


How about during t h e  day. How s a f e  do you f e e l ,  o r  

would you f e e l  being out alone i n  your neighborhood 

during t h e  day--very s a f e ,  somewhat s a f e ,  somewhat 

unsafe, o r  very unsafe? 


Responses t o  those two i t e m s  w e r e  very highly cor re la ted ,  and together 

they formed an a d d i t i v e  index with a r e l i a b i l i t y  of .70. 

These four  i n d i c a t o r s  can be used t o  test t h e  hypotheses about t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between concern about c r i m e ,  r i s k  management s t r a t e g i e s ,  , 

and es t imates  of r i s k .  The b i v a r i a t e  cor re la t ions  between each of them 

are presented i n  t h e  lower quadrant of t h e  matrix i n  Table 1. There i t  

can be seen t h a t  concern about p o t e n t i a l  v ic t imizat ion is moderately 

c o r r e l a t e d  wi th  es t imates  of r i s k  of v ic t imizat ion,  b u t  t h a t  both a r e  

cor re la ted  a s  expected wi th  measures of r i s k  management, Those who r e p o r t  

making more defensive moves a l s o  r e p o r t  going out less and thus  l i m i t i n g  

t h e i r  exposure t o  r i s k  a s  well .  

Table 1 goes about he re  

The b e s t  es t imates  of t h e  s t r eng th to f - these  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  reported 

above t h e  diagonal  i n  t h e  matrix. These cor re la t ions  have been cor.rected 

t o  cor rec t  them f o r  a t t enua t ion  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  measurement e r r o r .  The 

r e l i a b i l i t y  of each measure sets an upper l i m i t  on t h e  magnitude of the  

c o r r e l a t i o n  i t  can p o t e n t i a l l y  e x h i b i t  with another va r iab le .  Correction 

f o r  a t t enua t ion  a d j u s t s  t h e  observed cor re la t ions  i n  terms of these  upper 

l i m i t s ,  t o  b e t t e r  approximate t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  between t h e  t r u e  score  

components of each of t h e  measures. The formula f o r  doing s o  is ,  



i-i H
 



I where r is t h e  observed cor re la t ion ,  R e 1  and Re1 a r e  r e l i a b i l i t y  
0 1 2 

es t ima tes  f o r  each measure; and r is  t h e  correc ted  c o r r e l a t i o n  (Bohrn- 
C 

s t e d t ,  1970). 

Based upon these  correc ted  es t imates  of t h e  t r u e  c o r r e l a t i o n  between 

t h e  v a r i a b l e s ,  concern about crime s e e m s  t o  be a powerful p red ic to r  of 

both exposure t o  r i s k  and defensive t a c t i c s ;  those c o r r e l a t i o n s  a r e  -.54 

and +.71, r e spec t ive ly .  A s  people become more concerned about t h e  t h r e a t  

of crime i n  t h e i r  neighborhoods they a r e  l i k e l y  t o  do something about i t .  

The psychological  e f f e c t  of engaging i n  these  risk-management 

maneuvers can be assessed by examining how they serve  t o  reduce l e v e l s  

of f e a r  repor ted  by urban dwellers ,  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e i r  reading of t h e  

dangers of t h e i r  environment. To do t h i s  w e  examine t h e  e f f e c t  of con-

t r o l l i n g  f o r  our measures of exposure t o  r i s k  and defensive t a c t i c s  upon 

t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  between l e v e l s  of concern and es t imates  of a c t u a l  r i s k ,  

using mul t ip le  regression.  This ana lys i s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  engaging i n  

r i s k  management s t r a t e g i e s  does ameliorate l e v e l s  of r i s k  t o  some extent :  

t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  between concern and r i s k  drops from +.55 t o  f .40 ,  when 

w e  take  i n t o  account what people do t o  br ing t h e  l a t t e r  wi th in  acceptable 

l i m i t s .  However, l i v i n g  i n  a fear-provoking environment s t i l l  continues 

t o  be a major determinant of people 's  assessments of t h e i r  l ike l ihood 

of being vict imized by personal  crime, regardless  of t h e i r  b e s t  e f f o r t s .  

The r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  r e d u c t i o n i n  t h e  s t r eng th  of t h i s  environment- 

r i s k  assessment l inkage contributed by people 's  ac t ions ,  27 percent ,  

suggests  t h e  l i m i t s  of personal  ac t ions  t o  cope with crime. The f e a r  of 



I 

crime problem may be exacerbated by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  people cannot do much 

as ind iv idua l  c i t i z e n s  t o  reduce t h e i r  perceived r i s k s ,  given t h e  environ- 

ment wi th in  which they must lead t h e i r  d a i l y  l i v e s .  

A search f o r  subgroups i n  t h e  populat ion who & cope f a i r l y  success- 

f u l l y  wi th  crime revealed,  i n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  t h a t  i t  i s  t h e  urban e l d e r l y  

f o r  whom t h e  gap between concern about crime i n  t h e  neighborhood and 

es t ima tes  of personal  r i s k  of a t t a c k  i s  t h e  most extreme. Figure 1 

c h a r t s  t h e  va r iab les  examined here ,  by'age. I n  each case,  t h e  ind ica to r s  

have been converged t o  stilndardized scores  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  d isplaying them 

on t h e  s a m e  sca le .  

Figure 1goes about h e r e  

A s  we can s e e  i n  Figure 1, concern about crime s t a y s  r e l a t i v e l y  

constant  acros? younger age ca tegor ies ,  then begins t o  rise a f t e r  age 

50. The ex ten t  t o  which our respondents reported engaging i n  defensive 

t a c t i c s  p a r a l l e l s  concern about neighborhood crime q u i t e  c lose ly .  Exposure 

t o  r i s k  drops s t e a d i l y  wi th  age, genera l ly  p a r a l l e l i n g  concern wi th  crime 

(but dropping "too" r a p i d l y  among younger age groups). Estimates of 

r i s k  genera l ly  rise wi th  concern about crime through t h e  f o r t i e s ;  however, 

a f t e r  t h a t  point  they f a i l  t o  rise wi th  increas ing concern about crime, 

b u t  r a t h e r  pursue a more moderate course. It is among t h e  e l d e r l y ,  who 

are by f a r  t h e  l e a s t  exposed t o  r i s k  and t h e  most prone t o  take  defensive 

measures when they a r e  exposed, t h a t  es t imates  of r i s k  of v ic t imizat ion a r e  

most "brought under control"  r e l a t i v e  t o  concern about neighborhood crime. 

It may be, the re fo re ,  t h a t  es t imates  of r i s k  of v ic t imiza t ion  a r e  

e f f e c t e d  only when l e v e l s  of r i s k  management a r e  extremely high. Among 



FIGURE 1 
FEAR AND R I S K  YANAGEMENT, BY AGE 
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those  over s i x t y ,  58 percent  r e p l i e d  t h a t  they "never go out1' i n  response 

t o  our ques t ions  about exposure t o  r i s k ,  which was twenty-five percentage 

p o i n t s  h igher  than those i n  t h e  next  most l imi ted  category. In  t h e  

aggregate only 20 percent  of those under s i x t y  reported s i m i l a r  l e v e l s  

of immobility. Differences by age w e r e  j u s t  a s  extreme f o r  t h e  component 

measures of t h e  defensive t a c t i c s  s c a l e ,  e spec ia l ly  t h a t  asking about 

II going wi th  someone" because of c r i m e .  I n  f a c t ,  by these  measures only 

25 percent  of t h e  e l d e r l y  w e r e  a t  a l l  vulnerable t o  v ic t imiza t ion  by 

street crime--the remainder e i t h e r  never went out o r  always went with 

an  escor t .  

I f  these  extreme l e v e l s  of defensive maneuvering and very low l e v e l s  

of exposure t o  r i s k  expla in  why t h e  e l d e r l y  repor t  lower es t imates  of 

r i s k  of v ic t imiza t ion  than they "should,11 they may a l s o  expla in  why 

r a t e s  of v ic t imiza t ion  are s o  low among t h i s  group a s  w e l l .  A 1 1  recent  

analyses of t h e  fear-of-crime problem among t h e  e l d e r l y  have pointed t o  

t h e  seeming discrepancy between t h e i r  l e v e l s  of f e a r  (here "concern") and 

l e v e l s  of v ic t imizat ion.  This ana lys i s  suggests t h a t  t h e  c r u c i a l  mediating 

l inkage between t h e  two may be the  f a c t  t h a t  e l d e r s  "cope wi th  crime" 

more success fu l ly  (o r  at  l e a s t  more extensively)  than most. 

This proposi t ion  is impossible t o  test with any ex tan t  d a t a ,  however. 

F i r s t ,  survey measures a r e  necessa r i ly  re t rospec t ive  measures, asking 

respondents about what has  happened t o  them i n  t h e  recent  p a s t ,  whi le  most 

surveys ask  about behaviors and l i f e  s t y l e s  i n  the  present  tense.  Thus, 

these  d a t a  a r e  more s u i t a b l e  f o r  examining what v ic t imiza t ion  does t o  

people 's  behavior than i t  is f o r  asking what people 's  behavior does t o  t h e i r  

chances of being vict imized.  For probing t h e  l a t t e r  we need panel  da ta  which 

l i n k s  people 's  responses t o  ques t ions  about v ic t imiza t ion  and a c t i v i t y  

p a t t e r n s  over time. 
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