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Abstract (English) 

The victimization-fear paradox describes the finding that older adults are more afraid of 

becoming a victim of crime than younger adults, although they are statistically less 

frequent victims. This result is mainly based on the so-called standard question. In 

contrast, questions regarding the frequency of experiencing fear of crime and the risk 

assessment show no age differences. Older adults, however, behave more cautious, which 

may explain the lower victimization firstly, on the other hand, however, may 

underestimate the frequency of fear. Within the framework of an action-theoretic 

approach, the question was how the age-related increase in precautious behavior can be 

explained. Fear of crime has been worked out within an emotion theoretical approach. 

In the first three studies the increase of precautious behavior has been studied as an 

expression of heightened fear caused by an age-related increase in physical vulnerability. 

Situational fear of crime was induced by means of a vignette technique. While there was a 

positive relationship between physical vulnerability, situational fear, and precautious 

behavior, older adults did not generally respond with higher fear. On the contrary, in two 

vignettes younger adults reported reliably more fear than older adults. 

In two other studies, age differences were examined in the threat evaluation with a 

modified affective priming task. Here, young adults showed a larger priming effect than 

older adults. When time to respond was shortened experimentally, the magnitude of the 

priming effect increased in both age groups. A negative correlation between the 

frequency of fear and the size of the priming effect among the older adults provides 

evidence that (negative) information is processed differently in this age group. 

The last study explores precautious behavior as an age-related change in gain-risk 

calculations. Risk behavior might be associated with gains that lose their incentive value 

with age. Moreover, older adults might have modified ways of avoiding risky behavior. 

In general, the studies provide insights in the complexity of the subject matter. While 

situational fear of crime seems not to generally increase with age, the results of the 

priming studies indicate that care needs to be taken with regard to potential regulation 

mechanisms in responding to the tasks. Moreover, the findings clarify that an approach 

has to be taken that employs various measurement techniques as well as an integration of 

different theoretical advances. 



 

III 
 

Abstract (German) 

Das Viktimisierungs-Furcht Paradox bezieht sich auf den Forschungsbefund, dass ältere 

Erwachsene sich mehr davor fürchten, Opfer eines Verbrechens zu werden, als jüngere, 

obgleich sie statistisch betrachtet seltener Opfer werden. Dieses Ergebnis geht vor allem 

auf die sogenannte Standardfrage zurück. Im Gegensatz dazu zeigen Fragen nach der 

Häufigkeit des Kriminalitätsfurchterlebens und der Risikoeinschätzung keine 

Altersunterschiede. Ältere Erwachsene verhalten sich jedoch vorsichtiger, was zum einen 

die geringere Viktimisierungsrate erklären könnte, zum anderen jedoch auch die 

Furchthäufigkeit unterschätzen könnte. Im Rahmen eines handlungstheoretischen 

Ansatzes wurde der Frage nachgegangen, wie sich die Zunahme im Vorsichtsverhalten 

erklären lässt. Dabei wurde Kriminalitätsfurcht emotionstheoretisch herausgearbeitet.  

In den ersten drei Studien wurde Vorsichtsverhalten als Ausdruck einer durch Zunahme 

an physischer Vulnerabilität bedingten erhöhten Furcht untersucht. Dabei wurde mit Hilfe 

von Vignetten Furcht situational induziert. Während es einen positiven Zusammenhang 

zwischen physischer Vulnerabilität, situationaler Furcht und Vorsichtsverhalten gab, 

reagierten ältere Erwachsene nicht generell mit höherer Furcht. Im Gegenteil, bei zwei 

Vignetten berichteten jüngere Erwachsene reliabel mehr Furcht als ältere Erwachsene. 

In zwei weiteren Studien wurden Altersunterschiede in der Bedrohungseinschätzung mit 

einer modifizierten affektiven Primingaufgabe geprüft. Hierbei zeigten junge Erwachsene 

einen größeren Primingeffekt als ältere, wobei sich in beiden Altersgruppen der 

Primingeffekt unter Manipulation des Zeitdrucks erhöhte. Ein negativer Zusammenhang 

zwischen Furchthäufigkeit und der Höhe des Primingeffekts bei den älteren Erwachsenen 

liefert Hinweise darauf, dass (negative) Informationen innerhalb dieser Altersgruppe 

unterschiedlich verarbeitet werden.  

Die letzte Studie bietet einen vertieften Ausblick auf die Konzeption des 

Vorsichtsverhaltens als Ausdruck eines für ältere Erwachsene verringerten Anreizes der 

mit Risikoverhalten potentiell einhergehenden Gewinne und veränderter Möglichkeiten 

des Vermeidens riskanten Verhaltens.  

Insgesamt bieten die Studien einen Einblick in die Komplexität des Konstrukts 

Kriminalitätsfurcht. Während situationale Kriminalitätsfurcht nicht generell mit dem 

Alter zuzunehmen scheint, verweisen die Ergebnisse der Primingstudien darauf, dass 

Regulationsmechanismen berücksichtigt werden müssen, welche die Bearbeitung der 

Aufgaben beeinflussen. Darüber hinaus verdeutlichen die Ergebnisse der einzelnen 

Studien, dass ein Vorgehen gewählt werden muss, welches sowohl verschiedene 

Messmethoden als auch unterschiedliche theoretische Ansätze integriert, um dem 

Untersuchungsgegenstand Rechnung zu tragen. 
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Introduction 

As this dissertation is being written, the news media report that the police are searching 
for the murderer of a 76-year old retiree who has been the victim of a blunt force trauma 
in her flat in Lower Saxony. Again and again, violent acts against old people within or 
outside their homes make the headlines.3 Police departments offer lectures and brochures 
especially directed at senior citizens, such as those regarding prevention against 
confidence tricks or purse-snatching.4 Regarding the public interest in crime, Warr (2000) 
elucidates that “criminal events, at their most elemental level, are frightening events. 
They are reminders to all that the world is not a safe place, that danger can strike at any 
time or location, and that life, in the end, is tenuous and precious” (p. 452). 

No wonder, then, that the finding of old adults being more afraid of crime than young 
adults was widely accepted for some time and has dominated criminological research. It 
continues to be referred to as shown by the introduction of a journal about safety and 
crime from the federal state agency for civic education of Baden-Württemberg (Frech, 
2003, p. 3). It is also considered by some as valid within criminological research (e.g., 
Powell & Wahidin, 2007).  

But media reports may do not portray crime figures accurately. Effective criminal 
policies, especially those concerning prevention, need a realistic assessment of the 
underlying magnitude of crime figures. A closer look at official crime statistics, such as 
the German Police Crime Statistics as well as at victimization surveys, reveals that old 
adults are less likely to become a victim of violent crime and most other offense types 
than young adults (e.g., Baier et al., 2011; Federal Criminal Police Office, 2011; Jansson, 
2008).  

This contradiction between low victimization rates for old adults on the one hand and 
greater fear of crime on the other hand was termed the victimization-fear paradox (Bilsky 
et al., 1993; Ditton & Farrall, 2000; Hale, 1996; Lee, 2007). It implies that fear must 
result from actual victimization; otherwise it is irrational and paradoxical with fear of 
crime having a negative impact on the quality of life. The finding of fearful older adults 
also poses a challenge to findings of developmental psychology, where research shows 
that there is no age-related increase but sometimes even a decrease in the frequency of 
negative affect, and specifically fear (e.g., Carstensen et al., 2000; Charles et al., 2001; 
Grühn et al., 2010). How are these results to be reconciled? 

                                                 
3 http://www.haz.de/Hannover/Aus-den-Stadtteilen/West/76-Jaehrige-in-ihrer-Wohnung-getoetet 
http://www.maerkischeallgemeine.de/cms/beitrag/12401560/62249/Jaehriger-schlug-Jaehrigen-
krankenhausreif-Haftstrafe-nach-Ueberfall-auf.html 
http://www.abendzeitung-muenchen.de/inhalt.ueberfall-auf-rentner-am-tegernsee-opfer-gefesselt-und-
ausgeraubt.b90d7ac3-a25c-41cc-a4b6-33a0c3a49bc3.html 
http://www.nwzonline.de/blaulicht/verdaechtiger-nach-ueberfall-auf-rentner-
verhaftet_a_1,0,928410629.html 
http://www.ksta.de/koeln-uebersicht/prozess-haftstrafen-fuer-ueberfall-auf-
rentner,16341264,16685048.html 
4 http://www.berlin.de/polizei/praevention/senioren/index.html 
http://www.polizei-beratung.de/ 
http://org.polizei-bwl.de/PDRottweil/Praevention/Kriminalpraevention/Seiten/Senioren.aspx 
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There are several explanations for this contradiction, which also raises questions about 
methodological issues within developmental psychology. Examining the methods used 
for research into fear of crime reveals that the finding of old adults being more afraid than 
young adults is largely based on the use of the so-called standard question that asks, 
“Would you feel safe being out alone in your neighbourhood after dark?” (Ennis, as cited 
in Farrall & Lee, 2008, p. 32; e.g., Naplava, 2008; Skogan & Maxfield, 1981; henceforth 
I will refer to this question as the standard question). The use of this question and similar 
variants dates back to the first crime victim surveys of the USA in 1967, and marked the 
beginning of the utilization of research into fear of crime for a political agenda (Boers, 
1993; Kreuter, 2002; Lee, 2007; Mythen & Walklate, 2008). As Gray, Jackson, and 
Farrall (2008) suggest, “the fear of crime has long been a high profile issue across 
Europe, America and elsewhere… with the risk of crime being seen as one of the most 
pressing concerns affecting people’s quality of life” (p. 2). However, Semmens (2007) 
argues that for as long as the concept and measurement of fear of crime continues to be 
under-developed, any conclusions used for criminal policies will be seriously flawed.  

Questions regarding the validity of the standard question are highlighted by contradictory 
findings reported in studies that have used alternative measures of fear of crime. In these 
studies, participants were questioned regarding their frequency of worry about or being 
afraid of different offense types (affective component), or about the assessment of 
personal risk of becoming a victim of those offenses (cognitive component). Those 
studies reveal no difference between the age groups (e.g., Ferraro & LaGrange, 1992; 
Greve, 1998, 2000; Jackson, 2009). Based on these results, old adults did not appear to be 
more afraid of becoming a victim of crime than young adults. This is in accordance with 
findings published in the developmental psychology area concerning the frequency of 
negative affect. However, research has also found that old adults take precautions out of 
fear of crime more often than young adults (e.g., Greve, Hosser, & Wetzels, 1996; Häfele 
& Lüdemann, 2006; Hohage, 2004). This may explain why old adults are less often 
victims of crime and therefore discredit the victimization-fear paradox: old adults fear 
crime as often as young adults and their precautious behavior potentially protects them 
from victimization. 

Yet, linking precautious behavior with older age raises new questions: Why are older 
adults more precautious and what are the mechanisms behind its development? This 
thesis deals with these questions. Farrall and Lee (2008) state that, “If we are to learn 
something new about fear of crime and its attendant socio-political processes it will come 
through the application of many and varied approaches which illuminate differing aspects 
of the phenomenon” (p. 213). Issues of the politics of fear (Lee, 2007) are not the focus of 
my thesis, but I concur with Farrall and Lee about the benefits of varied research 
methods, particularly when interpreting the age-related increase in precautious behavior. 

I will discuss different theoretical accounts of fear of crime and employ a range of 
methodological approaches in order to disentangle the many aspects behind fear of crime 
and precautious behavior. In order to give an integrative overview, I will use the 
framework of an action theoretical approach. Despite the calls for an emotional 
psychological perspective, up to now this has only partially been applied (e.g., Gray, 
Jackson, & Farrall, 2008a; Gray et al., 2008b; Greve, 2004). The chosen framework of 
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this thesis offers the opportunity to include emotional factors in the genesis of precautious 
behavior; however, other motivational sources will be integrated as well.  

In the first section I will present previous theoretical and methodological approaches to 
the construct of fear of crime and its explanation. I will weave the theories within a 
perspective that characterizes precautious behavior as a specific action at the core of the 
model and I will distinguish between the microgenesis and ontogenesis. The microgenesis 
focuses on the evocation of an incidence of precautious behavior when fear of crime is 
the underlying motivational process, i.e., looking at states of fear of crime. In contrast, the 
ontogenesis examines differences between people in their propensity to experience fear of 
crime and to take precautions, in other words their disposition to experience states of fear 
of crime, and the developmental conditions that lead to variations in the degree of 
disposition. These conditions include personal attributes as well as situational aspects on 
the micro-, meso-, and macro-level. This first section serves as a general review of the 
field of fear of crime, while only parts of the general model are focused on in the 
empirical part of this thesis. 

The second and third sections concentrate on the core of the model and deal with 
questions of the microgenesis and ontogenesis of fear of crime and associated precautious 
behavior. They address the issue of whether old adults’ precautious behavior is an 
expression of an increase in the propensity to experience fear of crime, i.e., an increase in 
dispositional fear of crime. Assuming that precautious behavior is an expression of fear 
and prevents being in situations that are threatening, questions about the frequency of fear 
and the assessment of future risk may already integrate knowledge about one’s 
precautious behavior and therefore decrease the frequency of fear and the extent of risk 
assessment. If this was the case, the assumption of old fearful citizens would be 
reintroduced through the backdoor, as it were.  

Accordingly, in section 2 a vignette technique is employed in three studies. Participants 
are given short descriptions of specific situations that entail potential threat, which are 
assumed to induce a state of fear. This is done under the assumption that dispositional 
fear of crime should get visible in higher intensities of state fear of crime across various 
situations. If older adults’ dispositional fear has increased in comparison with young 
adults, old adults should experience more fear of crime in those situations. It is tested 
whether this is linked to age-related changes in subjective physical vulnerability, and 
whether fear of crime in the described situations can be associated with behavioral fear of 
crime. As this research method is based on self-reports of fear with its related 
methodological limitations, two studies are presented in section 3 that utilized an implicit 
measurement technique (evaluative priming). Here it is tested whether older adults 
exemplify larger threat priming effects indicative of faster automatic threat evaluations. 
These are assumed to be associated with more precautious behavior.  

As detailed above, however, framing fear of crime within an emotional psychological 
perspective is but one step to disentangle conceptual and methodological questions in the 
field of research into fear of crime. Consequently, within an extended outlook in section 4 
I will take a closer look at conditions that make precautious behavior in young adults less 
probable although situations are perceived as equally threatening by the age groups. A 
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correlational study indicates that this theoretical approach may indeed offer an alternative 
answer to the question of why precautious behavior is more prevalent among older adults. 

I will discuss some conclusions to the theoretical assumptions and limitations directly at 
the end of each section, as well as from a broader perspective in the last section, where I 
will tackle the shortcomings of the various studies in general. The thesis will conclude 
with a discussion on some alternative explanations for precautious behavior and sketch a 
research frame that takes into account at least some of the mentioned aspects. 
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1. Explanatory Theories of Fear of Crime and a General Model 

In order to explain fear of crime, different theories have been developed that operate at 
micro, meso-, or macro-levels of explanation. Typically, correlates of fear (e.g., gender, 
age, social status, media consumption, vulnerability; Box, Hale, & Andrews, 1988; 
Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, & Gilchrist, 2000) have been assembled within a study without 
clarifying their theoretical and empirical statuses. On the one hand, the value of those 
variables is always relative to the other included variables. On the other hand, the 
influence of those variables is open to interpretation, hence, leaving the conceptual and 
causal relations vague. The problem of this is obvious when examining, e.g., gender: 
Women have reliably been found to be more afraid of becoming a victim of crime than 
men (overview: Hale, 1996). However, this does not explain why they are more afraid 
than men, i.e., what distinguishes women from men so that they experience fear of crime 
to a different extent? Which conditions have lead to these differences? Accordingly, the 
finding of a gender difference raises questions rather than being an explanation.   

There have already been advances to integrate different theoretical perspectives (Boers, 
1993; Farrall et al., 2000). In his Interactive Model, Boers (1993) suggests that fear of 
crime is experienced on a personal level but that this happens against the backdrop of 
communication about threatening events on the micro-level. In addition, fear of crime is 
informed by society’s discourse about the topic on the macro-level. He distinguishes 
between the object of fear responses (person vs. society), different components of fear 
(affective, cognitive, and behavioral), kind of threat (property, physical, or mental harm), 
and situation (time of day, at home, neighborhood). However, he develops his model and 
interrelations between concepts based on empirical findings of studies that used the 
components of fear of crime and the standard question to measure fear of crime. Yet, as 
will be shown in chapter 1.2.3, the component approach to the measurement of fear of 
crime has its pitfalls as well as the use of the standard question (i.e., how safe one feels or 
would feel when being out alone in the neighborhood). Specifically, findings from 
potentially inadequate operationalizations of the construct fear of crime determine the 
relations between elements of Boers’ model. For example, both assessment of future 
victimization risk (cognitive component) and the standard question are seen as indicators 
of fear of crime. However, education is only seen as a predictor of the standard question 
(via vulnerability), while it is considered irrelevant for risk assessment in Boers’ model. 
What does this mean for the construct fear of crime? If both indicators measure fear of 
crime, then education should play a role for both indicators. If it is only related to one, 
does this mean that risk assessment is not sensitive enough to capture fear differences 
related to educational background? Or does this mean that the standard question includes 
measurement variance that is related to education but invariant to differences in risk 
assessment? Moreover, in testing his model, Boers uses risk assessment as a predictor for 
the standard question, which foils the conceptualization of both being indicators of fear. 
Given the aforementioned issue of whether the standard question and risk assessment 
represent a similar construct, I will explain why this conceptualization may not be the 
best in chapter 1.2.3. 
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Farrall et al. (2000) proposed another integrative model. In replication and extension of 
Van der Wurff, Van Staalduinen, and Stringer (1989, cited in Farrall et al., 2000), the 
authors contrast a social psychological model with a socio-demographic model and 
finally estimate their conjoint contribution to explanation of variance in fear of crime. 
However, ‘psychological’ variables [e.g., power (feeling of self-assurance and control to 
fend off an attacker) or criminizable space (situational characteristics associated with 
crime)] are simply pitted against ‘socio-demographic’ variables (e.g., gender, household 
composition, homeownership) without questioning their interrelations. In an extended 
model even more variables are included that have been shown to be correlated with fear 
of crime, such as victimization, health, or the standard question itself. Their final “holistic 
model of fear of crime” (p. 408) includes all variables that showed significant results 
including variables such as power, age, gender, time living in area, running speed, and the 
standard question on the same (conceptual) level. However, it remains unclear how they 
relate to each other (for a similar approach see Alper & Chappell, 2012). 

In the general model proposed below, variables such as gender, age, or socioeconomic 
status are viewed as “container”-variables that are approximations to differences in the 
various parts of the model. Ultimately, as mentioned above, the goal consists in 
uncovering underlying mechanisms that are reflected in differences between women and 
men, young and old, poor and rich. The model is to be understood as an advance to unfold 
the different layers and perspectives of analysis and their interrelations.     

 

1.1. Introducing the General Model 

In what follows, different theoretical accounts for the fear of crime will be introduced and 
thereby integrated in an overall model (see Figure 1; references to the model in the text 
will be marked with respective numbers in brackets). I adapted this model from its 
application for aggressive behavior by Greve and Montada (2008). Point of departure for 
their model is an action theoretical conception that sees action as a behavior based on 
intention (Greve, 2001). According to Greve and Wentura (2007), “action, including 
developmentally regulative action, refers to intentions and goals that derive from ideas of 
what the acting person is, could possibly be, ought to be, or desires to be” (p. 203). As 
intentions and goals cannot be seen, action cannot be observed but only inferred. What we 
observe are movements (and even the description of those refers to a framework that 
depends on the level of analysis) that realize the intention. Different movements can 
realize the same intention (e.g., punching, shoving, or poisoning someone to harm the 
person)5, whereas one and the same movement can be the realization of different 
intentions (e.g., pushing someone either to harm the person or to prevent harm from an 
approaching car; in the first case it would be aggressive behavior and in the second it 
would be helping behavior even if the protected person was injured). Consequently, an 
action cannot be predicted by its intention as knowledge about (or attribution of) its 
intention is critical to recognize action at all or as Brandtstädter (2007) puts it: 

                                                 
5 All of these verbs already include an attribution of the intention in their semantic. Another way of 
description could be: “The arm of person A approaches person B’s chin with velocity X” or “Arm muscles 
surrounded by material XY move in time and space and converge with other material”.    
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We typically require of a causal relation that it does not already follow 
from logical or conceptual relations, so that antecedents and consequents 
can be independently verified. Action explanations that refer to the agent’s 
desires, wishes, beliefs, expectancies, and so on, do not seem to easily 
satisfy this requirement. (p. 57/58) 

Greve and Wentura (2007) maintain that “action entails the possibility of choosing 
between alternative options” (p. 203). This, however, does not preclude that unconscious 
processes take place in ‘organizing’ which options seem worth pursuing. According to 
Brandtstädter (2007), there is an “interplay of relatively autonomous and specialized 
modules or subsystems that are not orchestrated by an intentional master-self. The 
interplay between these subsystems can be disturbed; for example, conflicts between 
different goals or between intentional and automatic action tendencies may lead to 
particular lapses or action slips (e.g., Reason & Mycielska, 1982). Such disturbances 
attest to the fact that information processing and action regulation engage processes that 
autonomously organize themselves” (p. 57). 

The integration of the previous criminological theories in this general model is by no 
means meant to be exhaustive. Moreover, I will not test the whole model within this 
thesis. However, the model serves three goals: (1) structuring the different 
(interdisciplinary) perspectives and highlighting psychological contributions, (2) 
demonstrating the interrelations between the theories, and (3) serving as point of 
reference for the different approaches to study the main research question of this thesis: 
Why do old adults behave more precautious with regard to crime? I will first give an 
overview of the model and then integrate the different theories. I will elaborate on the 
definition of fear of crime and its relation to precautious behavior within the description 
of the core of the model and thereby also point out difficulties of the measurement of fear 
of crime. Questions with regard to different aspects are raised within this reviewing 
section, not all of them are immediately relevant for the empirical part of the thesis. In 
order to facilitate knowing which questions are addressed in the empirical sections of the 
thesis, I will emphasize how this relates to the main question and refer to the chapter that 
this question addresses. 

Applying the model of Greve and Montada (2008) to precautious behavior, the core of the 
model [1] refers to the microgenesis of precautious behavior, that is, the motivational 
processes behind precautious behavior [1a], volitional processes that regulate the 
realization of the intention [1b], and the concrete regulation of movement [1c]. These 
aspects together encompass precautious behavior as an action and expression of fear of 
crime. LeDoux and Phelps (2008) assert that humans  

are able to take charge. Once we find ourselves in a dangerous situation, 
we can think, plan, and make decisions. We make the transition from 
reaction to action. Considerably less is understood about the brain 
mechanisms of emotional action than reaction, due in part to the fact that 
emotional actions come in many varieties and are limited only by the 
ingenuity of the actor. For example, once we are freezing and expressing 
physiological responses to a dangerous stimulus, the rest is up to us. On the 
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basis of our expectations about what is likely to happen next and our past 
experiences in similar situations, we make a plan about what to do. (p. 
165) 

 

Figure 1. General model of the microgenesis and ontogenesis of precautious behavior 
and influences on the micro-, meso-, and macro-level. 

 
Thus, emotion is represented in the model in the motivational processes [1a] as well as in 
the observable behavior itself [1]. (Whether emotion is considered as being only a part of 
the motivational processes or whether the whole sequence is considered to be the emotion 
is subject to debate between different theoretical accounts of emotion. I will return to this 
question in chapters 1.2.1 and 1.2.3.) As previously mentioned, however, observing a 
specific behavior would not be enough to recognize the action. Accordingly, in order for 
precautious behavior to be considered an expression of fear, the intention should be based 
on the perception or anticipation of threat. If this was not the case, other intentions may 
play a role in showing the same behavior; thus, the term ‘precautious behavior’ may not 
apply anymore (e.g., switching to the other side of the street not to avoid a gang but to 
have a look at a shop window or buying three insurances because the insurance salesman 
was so friendly, would not be considered precautious behavior). On the other hand, 
feeling threatened need not be expressed in precautious behavior as other goals than 
protecting oneself from potential harm possibly outweigh intentions for precautious 
behavior. 

Questions arise regarding individual differences: why is a specific action motive or 
emotion evoked in a person and not another and why is the action motive expressed in 
this specific way and not another? These questions refer to the conditions of a specific 
action. On the one hand, attributes of the person have to be considered [4]. These refer to 
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cross-situational, relatively stable differences between people, i.e., competencies, coping 
resources etc. (The different terms in box 4 of the model refer to different traditions of 
research in this field; cf. Leipold & Greve, 2009.) However, the line of explanation is 
extended to encompass the question about the conditions for the development of those 
personal attributes [3]. In doing so, a distinction is made between the actual genesis of an 
action [1], i.e., why a person has acted this way in this situation, and ontogenesis [2], i.e., 
why the person has become someone who acts like this in such a situation. 

The scope of explanation of a specific action is further broadened by considering the 
influence of the situation, or rather, the interplay between situation and personal 
attributes. Different levels have to be considered. The most proximate is the micro- level 
[5]. It consists of the actual internal state of the person at a specific moment, which is 
influenced by stable attributes of the person [4], biological conditions [8], and the 
ongoing outcomes of action that feed back into the actual internal and external state [1]. 
The person could be tired, have a broken leg, or feel miserable because of an argument. 
Although people may differ inter-individually in their probability of experiencing a 
specific state (e.g., feeling tired), intra-individual differences in the actual state (i.e., 
feeling tired at this moment versus not feeling tired) may influence how one and the same 
person interprets situational cues. The micro-level has also an external aspect that consists 
of situational variations such as time of day, presence of other people, or built 
environment. The micro-level is embedded within the meso-level consisting of the 
familial relations, neighborhood, friends, and peers [6] and the macro-level with 
sociocultural (e.g., crime rate, social values, media) and historical (e.g., laws) aspects [7]. 
Actions take place against and in interaction with the backdrop of situational influences 
as they pose the circumstances under which development occurs and a person is situated 
at a specific moment in time.  

Additionally, as already mentioned regarding the micro-level, results of action have 
individual [9] as well as social consequences [10]. Those consequences feed directly back 
into the ontogenesis as well as have influence on a broader societal level that, in interplay 
with other people’s actions, also provides the broader situational context. 

 

1.2. The Actual Genesis of Fear and Precautious Behavior 

The core of the model deals with the question of the actual genesis of a concrete behavior 
and the conditions of its occurrence. It especially focuses on the description of 
intrapersonal processes behind precautious behavior and the specific conditions under 
which it takes place, i.e., what are personal and situational conditions that bring about a 
specific action? I will first give an overview of a definition of emotion and its respective 
implications for fear and precautious behavior. Then I will specifically focus on fear of 
crime, although, as will be explained, it has seldom been conceptualized with regard to 
intrapersonal processes. Moreover, I will point out methodological issues that are 
interrelated with the conception of the fear of crime construct and constitute the basis for 
the victimization-fear paradox. 

 



DISENTANGLING THE VICTIMIZATION-FEAR PARADOX 

 

10 
 

Precautious behavior has not received much focus in the criminological research of fear 
of crime, which is not surprising given that fear as a psychological construct has only 
recently been given more attention (e.g, Gray et al., 2008a for an earlier exception: Warr, 
2000). In contrast, there is a vast amount of (psychological) literature concerned with the 
topic emotion in general and fear/anxiety specifically, where only a tiny fraction of its 
broadness can be represented here.  

 
1.2.1. Conceptual Considerations I: What is an Emotion and How Does it Relate to 

Fear? 
 

There have been continuing debates about what an emotion is. This state of affairs is 
highlighted by special sections and issues of scientific journals being devoted to develop 
and discuss a definition of emotion, the latest being published in Emotional Review this 
year. Mulligan and Scherer (2012) concede that “there is no commonly agreed-upon 
definition of emotion in any discipline that study this phenomenon” (p. 345). As this 
thesis is not concerned with solving problems about what constitutes an emotion and how 
specific elements relate to each other, I will focus only on one ‘family’ of theoretical 
approaches to emotion, namely appraisal perspectives (e.g., Clore & Ortony, 2008; Frijda, 
2010a; Scherer, 2005) with influences of constructivist approaches (Barrett, 2006; 
Barrett, Ochsner, & Gross, 2007).  

According to Clore and Ortony (2008) emotions are “cognitively elaborated affective 
states (…). In this characterization, we take “affective” to mean anything evaluative, and 
we propose that “states” exist when multiple components represent or register the same 
internal or external situation in the same time frame” (p. 629). Scherer (2005) also refers 
to a component process model and emphasizes the synchronization between the 
components for an emotion to occur. He defines emotion in a working definition as “an 

episode of interrelated, synchronized changes in the states of all or most of the five 

organismic subsystems in response to the evaluation of an external or internal stimulus 

event as relevant to major concerns of the organism” (p. 697; italics in original). The 
components refer to the respective state of the five subsystems while the process “consists 
of the coordinated changes over time” (p. 697). Emotions in his view comprise a 
cognitive, neurophysiological, motivational, motor expression, and subjective feeling 
component. Especially insightful is the perspective of Clore and Ortony (p. 630) who 
portray traditional emotion perspectives as treating emotion like a latent-trait model, 
where the components are seen as symptoms or consequences of an emotion. In contrast, 
they propose an alternative view that sees emotion as emerging from its components. 
Accordingly, they give as an example that 

if threat were registered simultaneously in facial expression, posture, tone 
of voice, thought, motivation, neurochemistry, autonomic activity, brain 
activation, and so on, a person would be in a state of fear. Indeed, that is 
what we mean by “fear” – being in a state dedicated to threat. (p. 630) 

Scherer (2005) as well as Clore and Ortony (2008) maintain that it would not be 
necessary for all aspects to be evident “but for one to be in a genuine state of fear, threat 
must be multiply represented” (Clore & Ortony, p. 631). What becomes clear from the 
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enumeration of different components is that different layers of description are used 
simultaneously, yet, leaving open their interrelations, for example: How is tone of voice 
shaped or created? How do motivation and thought relate to neurochemistry, brain 
activation, and posture? These questions touch upon the old question of the body-mind 
relation and are still subject to debate. This unresolved debate is partly reflected in the 
difficulty to concretely define the construct of emotion. 

As mentioned previously, several components have been suggested as reflecting emotion. 
The cognitive component refers to appraisal processes as part of the information 
processing subsystem. Rothermund and Eder (2011) in citing Brosch, Pourtois, and 
Sander (2010) state that appraisals are “evaluative categorizations of events concerning 
their implication for the person” (p. 170).6 According to Scherer (2005), “the relevance of 
an event is determined by a rather complex yet very rapidly occurring evaluation process 
that can occur on several levels of processing ranging from automatic and implicit to 
conscious conceptual or propositional evaluations” (p. 701). In the same vein, Clore 
and Ortony (2008) state that appraisals are concerned with the nature of such evaluations 
and that while “low-level bodily, hormonal, and affective reactions often get the 
emotional process started … cognitive appraisal processes act like a sculptor, shaping 
general affective reactions into specific emotions” (p. 629). Importantly, in accord with 
Scherer and Rothermund and Eder, they stress that appraisal processes take place at 
different levels of consciousness. Comparing the categorization of a figure as a bird, they 
argue that “since multiple attributes contribute to birdness (or to emotion), a 
categorization may be made as soon as the collective activation of some of them is 
adequate. This may occur before any single attribute is sufficiently activated to serve as a 
basis by itself, and long before respondents can affirm the presence of that attribute in 
self-reports” (p. 632f.). Consequently, threat evaluations may color further judgments and 
give impetus to behavior without us knowing it. In section 3 I will discuss the 
implications of unconscious evaluation processes taking place. 

While emotion may emerge from the synchronization of the components at one specific 
point in time, Scherer (2005) suggests a recurrent appraisal circuit, i.e., “emotion 
processes are undergoing constant modification allowing rapid readjustment to changing 
circumstances or evaluations” (p. 702). (This aspect is reflected in the arrow from the 
actual genesis of behavior in the model [1] to the micro-level [5] in that there is constant 
(potential) change on the internal situation that interacts with situational factors). 
Moreover, Clore and Ortony (2008) stress the situatedness of emotions that is “when the 
elements in a situation match patterns of the kind specified in appraisal theories, the 
corresponding emotion can result. If so, then emotion might be thought of as radically 
situated, so that emotional variation directly reflects situational variation” (p. 632). 
However, there may be much inter- and intra-individual variation in the way a specific 
situation constrains and is thereby reflected in emotion [5]. I will address these aspects in 
more detail in chapter 1.3 and 1.4. 

 

                                                 
6 Original: “Bewertungen sind evaluative Kategorisierungen von Ereignissen hinsichtlich ihrer Implikation 
für die eigene Person (Brosch, Pourtois & Sander, 2010).” 
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Clore and Ortony (2008) distinguish between two ways of appraising stimuli, rule-based 
and associative processing, which both are used in everyday categorization. Rule-based 
processing refers to symbolic reasoning, where situational features are processed in a 
piece-by-piece manner (‘bottom-up’), increasingly satisfying criteria for specific 
emotions. Accordingly, the degree of differentiation abilities is related to the variety of 
experienced emotions. In contrast, associative processing refers to elicitation of emotions 
by being in situations similar to those in which one has experienced an emotion before. 
Clore and Ortony hypothesize that “the meaning and significance of an event are perhaps 
always partly contingent on its resemblance to other situations in one’s experience” (p. 
633). Accordingly, situations are not ‘entered’ as being completely new but with 
reference to their resemblance with other situations and according to previous appraisal 
processes that are reinstated in the ‘new’ situation. In addition, rather than assuming that 
either one or the other process is at work in a given situation, Barrett et al. (2007) suggest 
a continuum or a combined processing within a parallel-distributed network model. 
Emotions then emerge as best-fitting solution to the constraints of the situation and 
currently active goals, attitudes, and knowledge. 

Regarding fear, Hock and Kohlmann (2009) describe that there are various situational 
elicitors of fear [5], which are oftentimes classified into two broad domains: physical 
threat (such as violence, nature catastrophes, and surgeries) and social threat (public 
presentations, exams, or social contacts). Whether specific objects are feared due to their 
evolutionary basis or are learned responses is still subject to debate. For example, Öhman 
(2008) argues that humans are more likely to respond fearfully to evolutionarily relevant 
events (e.g., deadly predators, heights, or wide-open spaces) than to modern potentially 
deadly objects (e.g., guns or cars). He bases his assumption on attention and conditioning 
experiments that show that threatening objects are attended to faster than neutral objects 
and that fear conditioning works better for evolutionary relevant stimuli (e.g., Öhman & 
Mineka, 2001). However, there is contradicting evidence in that also modern potentially 
deadly objects have advantages in attention (e.g., Blanchette, 2006; Fox, Griggs, & 
Mouchlianitis, 2007). Moreover, some modern objects may not be unequivocally 
considered threatening as they – besides being potentially deadly – also, or rather most 
often, serve other goals (a motor vehicle transports from A to B, a gun can protect, a knife 
cuts various things etc.).  

This alludes to an important point in fear evocation. What is deemed dangerous or 
threatening is a subjective construction process (appraisal, not necessarily conscious) that 
takes into account one’s resources to cope with the object and situational information 
(e.g., Lazarus, 1991). An object is not per se dangerous but only with regard to personal 
and situational circumstances (although it may be that not all specifications can be 
integrated/appraised by an individual). For example, a shark may be dangerous in the 
open sea when surfing, but less so when being on a boat and even less when the shark is 
in a zoo separated by a glass window (cf. also LeDoux & Phelps for contextual influences 
on fear conditioning, 2008, p. 163; feeling a chill in the last situation may result from 
elicited imagined situations of oneself being in the open sea with the shark, which may be 
associated with threat probably in most people). Equally, there may be inter- and intra-
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individual differences in perception of bodily strength or health.7 This could be relevant 
in the appraisal of physical threat in that someone with avian bone syndrome may 
perceive a ball thrown at him or her quite differently than someone with good health ([4], 
[8]; see chapters 1.4.2 and 2.2; although the person with generally good health may 
change his or her evaluation when currently having a broken arm [5, 8]). This last aspect 
refers to biological differences regarding various levels of functioning [8] that may 
fluctuate intra-individually and differ inter-individually.  

One such level concerns the neurophysiological component of emotion. 
Neurophysiological change is considered as a characteristic of an emotion (e.g., changes 
in heart rate, skin conductance, or breathing). However, there is continued disagreement 
about whether discrete emotions (such as fear or anger) are associated with a specific 
psychophysiological pattern, and whether psychophysiological changes precede emotion 
or are a component of it or result from it (e.g., Larsen, Berntson, Poehlmann, Ito, & 
Cacioppo, 2008; Levenson, Carstensen, Friesen, & Ekman, 1991; Russell & Barrett, 
1999). Based on meta-analyses, Larsen et al. (2008) state that there is evidence that 
discrete emotions are associated with different changes depending on the specific 
autonomic measure (e.g., anger was associated with higher diastolic blood pressure than 
fear, with more nonspecific skin conductance responses, and smaller heart rate 
acceleration). Yet, they also contend that – as research literature grows – moderators of 
the effects can be studied (e.g., the emotion induction method; however, such a moderator 
is “problematic for the notion of emotion-specific patterning”, p. 184).  

Overall, they conclude that “although it appears that negative emotions are associated 
with greater autonomic reactivity than positive emotions, the cumulative evidence for 
emotion-specific patterns remains inconclusive” (p. 189) and that “whether or not the 
conditions for and elements of emotion-specific peripheral patterns of activity can be 
identified, what does seem clear from the extant research is that discrete emotions can be 
experienced even in the absence of completely differentiated autonomic pattern” (p. 190). 
However, Larsen et al. (2008) maintain that somatovisceral afferentiation may still 
influence emotional experience (e.g., by cognitive labeling of unexplained physiological 
arousal). Even if there is no specific physiological emotion pattern (and the same is true 
for projections in the brain, see Larsen et al.  2008, or Storbeck, Robinson, & McCourt, 
2006, for a critical stance on the ‘low route’ of fear elicitation proposed by LeDoux, 
Romanski, & Xagoraris, 1989), Clore and Ortony (2008) emphasize that physiological 
and subcortical processes are important as they are part of recursive processing of 
incoming sensory information that is progressively refined in an iterative process. In 
accord with Scherer (2001) and Barrett et al. (2007), Clore and Ortony (2008) state that 
“although full-blown emotional states involve multiple components, including cognition, 
what gets the emotional ball rolling is sometimes quite low-level” (p. 636). Accordingly, 
stimuli are evaluated already on various low-level features with regard to their valence 
(e.g., lightness vs. darkness, shape, familiarity) that may give impetus to further analyzing 
the stimulus in order to elicit an emotional state. 

                                                 
7 This may in itself already reflect appraisal processes as people with comparable health condition differ in 
their perception of subjective health (e.g., Johnston, Propper, & Shields, 2009; Smith, Borchelt, Maier, & 
Jopp, 2002). 
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In sum then, different appraisal processes reflect the evaluation of stimulus information 
with regard to personal relevance (goals, beliefs etc.) in a successively more fine-grained 
way from simple evaluations concerning valence to integrating as much information 
(regarding situational constraints and goals) as is needed to evolve into a specific 
emotion. This conception of emotion seems appealing as it reflects that evaluative 
processes also take place at a lower level of integration, physiological processes are 
relevant at different levels of information processing, and consciousness is not necessarily 
relevant in appraisal processes and behavioral responses (see also below). However, it is 
also clear that these components alone do not offer a clear-cut criterion regarding when an 
appraisal process has manifested itself as an emotion.  

The motivational component and the subjective emotional experience component may 
enrich the picture. The motivational component refers to “action readiness” (Frijda, 2007, 
p. 438), i.e., preparedness to respond in a specific way to challenges of the (imagined) 
outside world. Frijda sees its function in “maintaining or modifying a relationship in the 
interest of one’s concerns” (p. 438). Rothermund and Eder (2011) sum up that action 
readiness does not refer to specific behaviors but rather to abstract behavioral functions 
(e.g., avoidance in the case of fear, revenge in the case of anger). This is to reflect 
different constraints of the situation and behavioral options. As Barrett et al. (2007) 
suggest, 

functional demands vary with situations, making it likely that instances of 
the same emotion can be associated with a range of behaviors (e.g., 
behaviors associated with fear can range from freezing to vigilance to 
flight). This observation suggests that there is considerable heterogeneity 
in emotional responses that might be called fearful (or angry, etc.). (p. 184)  

Frijda (2007) assumes that “presumably all components manifest at a given emotion 
instance cooperate in jointly meeting the given challenge, evolutionary adaptive or not, 
and at the cost of other modes of functioning, such as that of ‘reason’” (p. 439). He 
introduces the concept of ‘control precedence’ (e.g., Frijda, 2007) in the sense that 
“implementing the motive state tends to assume priority in functioning (…) once started, 
action tends to continue till its aim is satisfied or the eliciting event has come to an end” 
(p. 68). However, although he gives behavioral precedence to emotions (or passions in his 
words), he also acknowledges that humans are able to overcome this precedence (Frijda, 
2010b). This aspect will be given more attention in section 5, when I will discuss that fear 
responses, i.e., precautious behavior, may be repressed for the sake of other goals.   

Concerning fear, Öhman (2008) argues that  
fear is a functional emotion with a deep evolutionary origin, reflecting the 
fact that earth has always been a hazardous environment to inhabit. Staying 
alive is a prerequisite for the basic goal of biological evolution – sending 
genes on to subsequent generations. Hence even the most primitive of 
organisms have developed defense responses to deal with life threats in 
their environment, whether these are unhealthy chemicals in the 
surroundings, circumstances suggesting a hunting predator, or aggressive 
conspecifics. (p. 710) 
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Most often action-readiness for flight and avoidance behavior has been associated with 
fear (e.g., Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Charles & Carstensen, 2008; Izard, Ackerman, 
Schoff, & Fine, 2000; Levenson, 1999), that is, being confronted with (or anticipating) 
threatening events is connected to flight and avoidance behavior. In contrast, Barrett 
(2006) argues that “functional demands vary with situations, making it likely that a range 
of behaviors will occur with instances of the same emotion category” (p. 23). For now, I 
will concentrate on flight and avoidance behavior as related to fear. Already Mowrer 
(1939) asserted that 

by and large, behavior that reduces anxiety also operates to lessen the 
danger that it presages. An antelope that scents a panther is likely not only 
to feel less uneasy (anxious) if it moves out of the range of the odor of the 
panther but is also likely to be in fact somewhat safer. A primitive village 
that is threatened by marauding men or beasts sleeps better after it has 
surrounded itself with a deep moat or a sturdy stockade. And a modern 
mother is made emotionally more comfortable after her child has been 
properly vaccinated against a dreaded disease. This capacity to be made 
uncomfortable by the mere prospect of traumatic experiences, in advance 
of their actual occurrence (or recurrence), and to be motivated thereby to 
take realistic precautions against them, is unquestionably a tremendously 
important and useful psychological mechanism, and the fact that the 
forward-looking, anxiety-arousing propensity of the human mind is more 
highly developed than it is in lower animals probably accounts for many of 
man’s unique accomplishments. (p. 558) 

But how does (the maintenance of) avoidance behavior develop? Different conceptions 
for the etiology of fear and avoidance behavior have been proposed. Mowrer (1939), in 
partially contesting instinct or drive theoretical approaches of fear, suggested a two-factor 
theory that explained fear evocation within classical conditioning theory. A formerly 
neutral stimulus is (repeatedly) presented with an unconditioned stimulus (something that 
elicits pain, such as electric shock) that is related to an unconditioned response 
(distancing from pain elicitor). The neutral stimulus then gains the function of serving as 
‘danger signal’ to the appearance of the unconditioned stimulus and, accordingly, 
provokes now a conditioned response (distancing from danger signal and thereby 
presumably avoiding pain). More recent studies provide ample evidence that conditioning 
is a way of learning fear of specific objects and resultant avoidance behavior (although, 
admittedly, the subjective component of experiencing fear is mostly not considered in 
those studies as the studies oftentimes use animals, see below; for an overview: LeDoux 
& Phelps, 2008).  

Besides confirming evidence, the two-factor theory has received critique on several 
points. Mowrer (1939) proposed that the mechanism to sustain avoidance behavior is 
based on a negative reinforcement due to the reduction of pain/aversive feelings by 
avoidance behavior. However, as avoidance behavior prevents the elicitation of fear, there 
is no reduction in fear that could negatively reinforce avoidance behavior (cf. Armfield, 
2006; Dymond & Roche, 2009). Further behavioral explanations have been forwarded 
that were replaced by a cognitive theoretical account by Seligman and Johnston (1939, 
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referenced by Dymond & Roche, 2009). Their theory is based on two expectancies that 
are learned. Subjects expect, on the one hand, that avoidance behavior will result in the 
prevention of aversive stimuli, and on the other, that no avoidance behavior will result in 
the confrontation with aversive stimuli. Repeating avoidance behavior confirms the first 
expectation and gives no option to invalidate the second. These assumptions have been 
refined, especially with regard to the way how an object is learned to be feared in the first 
place. For example, vicarious learning, i.e., model learning, as well as instructional 
learning also play a role (Hugdahl & Öhman, 1977; Olsson & Phelps, 2007; Rachman, 
1977). Moreover, it has been criticized that traumatic experience does not always lead to 
the development of fear (e.g., Davey, 1989; Rachman, 1977; this finding is equally true 
for criminal victimization and will be considered in chapter 1.4.1).  

Although the mechanism behind the maintenance of avoidance behavior is not entirely 
explained, several aspects can be deduced. First, avoidance behavior is an expression of 
fear, yet fear may not occur (or be experienced, see below) anymore due to avoidance 
behavior (while it is experienced if avoidance behavior is prevented). Second and related 
to the first point, humans are able to predict their evaluation of a future situation and 
corresponding emotional response (that is not to say that these predictions are correct; 
“anticipatory emotions”, Rothermund & Eder, 2011). Third, fear and according avoidance 
behavior can be learned without experiencing the painful event themselves (although it is 
argued in model learning that the observance of someone else’s pain is an experienced 
painful event, i.e. unconditioned stimulus, in itself; cf. LeDoux & Phelps, 2008). 

As pointed out in the last section, research of emotions with animals precludes the 
possibility to include the subjective emotional experience component as a characteristic 
of emotion. This component refers to the experience of change in feeling. It is assumed 
that specific emotions feel differently (e.g., sad, afraid, angry etc.). However, here we are 
confronted with the qualia problem: How does feeling feel? How does subjective 
experience relate to physical/materialistic representation (if it does at all)? From these 
questions results a further question, namely, how can subjective experience be measured 
inter-subjectively, i.e., do individuals mean the same thing (experience/emotion) when 
they say they are afraid? Subjective experience can only be measured by self-report and 
hence, language specificities may also influence the way emotions are spoken about 
(besides cultural influences on the shaping of emotions themselves). Still, if we want to 
know what individuals experience, there is no way around (yet) than asking them 
(especially considering the low correlation between other components of emotion). 
Whether subjective emotional experience should be considered as a characteristic of 
emotion has been questioned by, for example, LeDoux (2000), who states that “contrary 
to popular belief, conscious feelings are not required to produce emotional responses, 
which, like cognitive processes, involve unconscious processing mechanisms” (p. 156f.). 
As pointed out above, appraisal theories agree with this conception to the degree that 
appraisal processes also take place without us knowing them. LeDoux’s conception, 
however, neglects at least two interesting points. First, although behavioral responses may 
result from unconsciously processed stimuli, in order to call them emotional stimuli, there 
must be some sort of validation in which respect they are emotional. This is particularly 
true, as also the whole concept of valence as good or bad or dangerous are subjective 
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concepts. Otherwise, stimuli could of course be described based on other criteria in a way 
that circumvents the use of emotional terms, but this would not solve the problem of 
subjectivity. Second, given that humans have subjective emotional experiences, one may 
wonder in what sense behavioral responses vary when subjective emotions are 
experienced in contrast to when they are not (this does not necessarily mean that 
experiencing emotion versus not has a causal relationship with the observed behavior), or 
whether people pay attention to them (e.g., Thompson et al., 2011). 

 

1.2.2. Conceptual Considerations II: What is Fear of Crime? 

As mentioned in the introduction, an emotion psychological perspective has rarely been 
taken on fear of crime. Despite this topic’s popularity in criminological research, the field 
has been plagued by questions of conceptual and methodological problems that are 
interlinked (Farrall & Lee, 2008; Gerber, Hirtenlehner, & Jackson, 2010; Hale, 1996). 
Conceptual problems pertain to the question of what is actually meant by the term ‘fear of 
crime’. As Warr (2000) sums up, fear of crime has been “equated with a variety of 
emotional states, attitudes, or perceptions (including mistrust of others, anxiety, perceived 
risk, fear of strangers, or concern about deteriorating neighborhoods or declining national 
morality)” (p. 453). 

Boers (1991) introduced a differentiation between social and personal fear of crime. 
Social fear of crime refers to a person’s perception of society being threatened by crime 
and how it deals with this issue. It consists of three elements: perception of crime as a 
social problem, punitivity attitudes, and attitudes about crime policy. In contrast, personal 
fear of crime refers to the fear of becoming a victim of crime or as Ferraro (1995) puts it, 
“an emotional response of dread or anxiety to crime or symbols that a person associates 
with crime” (p. 24). Warr (2000, p. 454) specifies further that “fear of crime may be 
aroused by an immediate danger, as when an individual is confronted by an armed 
attacker or is verbally threatened with harm. (…) However, humans have the ability to 
anticipate or contemplate events that lie in the future or are not immediately apparent. 
Hence people may experience fear merely in anticipation of possible threats or in reaction 
to environmental cues (e.g., darkness, graffiti) that imply danger.” 

As in fear and anxiety research in general (e.g., Öhman, 2008; Sylvers, Lilienfeld, & 
LaPrairie, 2011), questions have been raised regarding a distinction between fear and 
anxiety concerning crime (e.g., Gray, Jackson, & Farrall, 2011). According to Rachman 
(1990), feelings of apprehension about tangible and predominantly realistic dangers 
pertain to the realm of fear, whereas anxiety refers to those feelings that are difficult to 
relate to a tangible source of stimulation. However, those boundaries seem fuzzy in 
regard to fear of crime. How tangible and realistic is the danger when hearing footsteps 
behind you that seem to follow you or jogging through a dark, seldom frequented area of 
a park? Probably nothing bad is going to happen, hence, the fear is not very realistic. 
However, it feels realistic and it is related to a specific (tangible) object of fear, namely, 
becoming the victim of some sort of crime although the perpetrator of that suspected 
crime may not have (yet) appeared. Accordingly, whether an object of fear is tangible or 
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not and whether it is realistic seems to be part of the construction of the threatening event 
itself. Therefore, if one wanted to maintain such a distinction between fear and anxiety, it 
seems reasonable to place emotional responses to (anticipated) crime on a continuum 
between both poles. This is equally true for a distinction between fear and anxiety made 
by Warr (2000). He distinguishes between fear as an immediate reaction to threat in 
contrast to anxiety as response to threatening events in the past or future. Yet, how distant 
in the future would that threat have to be to be termed anxiety? Taking the example from 
above, if you did not know whether a person was really following you and for what 
purpose, the potential threat connected to this person would be placed in the future. Still, 
the evaluation of this situation as threatening is already taking place. Hence, the question 
is where to place such a situation and its related feelings in contrast to a situation where 
really someone is chasing you or you only imagine this scenario taking place? As with 
many dichotomous classifications, there are of course prototypical cases that fit the 
respective class. However, there are at least equally as many that fall short of such a 
classification. Accordingly, there will be no distinction made between the terms fear and 
anxiety concerning crime in this dissertation (for similar considerations cf. Greve, 1998; 
Hock & Kohlmann, 2009).  

Furthermore, as already introduced above, fear is object-dependent. Amelang (1997) 
asserted that it is safe to say that situation-specific fear is superior to an assumption of 
general fear as a predictor for fear in specific classes of situation (p. 461). Becker (as 
cited in Amelang & Bartussek, 1997, p. 461) distinguishes between different domains of 
fear with the second order factors ‘fear of physical or mental abuse’ and ‘fear of 
challenges’. In the same vein, Endler, Hunt, and Rosenstein (as cited in Amelang & 
Bartussek, 1997, p. 460) differentiate fear of social situations, situations with physical 
threat, and uncertain, ambiguous situations. As will be shown, research of fear of crime 
has mainly focused on so-called ‘street crime’, i.e., criminal activity that happens in a 
public place (e.g., pick-pocketing, robbery, physical/sexual assault). Depending on the 
methodological approach, burglary and fraud were also included. Whether the different 
offenses are considered to be one-dimensional or multi-dimensional is subject to debate. 
Some researchers distinguish between fear of personal crime and fear of property crime 
(e.g., Ferraro & LaGrange, 1992). However, such a distinction is complicated for such 
crimes as robbery, burglary, or larceny by press as they include both elements of potential 
personal and property harm (see for example factor loadings in Moore & Shepherd, 
2007). To disentangle the specific harm that is feared from crime incidents, future 
research could focus on these feared aspects instead of on various types of offense 
(especially given that it is questionable whether a layperson can distinguish between the 
specifics of the legal definitions for an offense type). Lupton (1999) could also show with 
qualitative research that people construct crime and related fear according to settings, in 
which they (stereotypically) occur.  

In summary, fear of crime is treated in this dissertation as being afraid of falling victim to 
a crime, while the threat is either present in the situation or imagined, while the concept 
of fear is understood as detailed in the previous chapter. 
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1.2.3. Methodological Issues: How Fear of Crime Is Measured Thus Far 

Conceptual and methodological problems are intertwined. As will be shown, 
methodological issues are highly critical in what has been termed the victimization-fear 
paradox. The measurement of fear of crime saw its rise when crime victim surveys started 
in 1967 (cf. Lee, 2007) but has received considerable critique since then. I will review 
here some of the critical aspects so as to lay the foundation for dismantling the relevant 
aspects of the victimization-fear paradox that I will discuss in chapters 1.4.1 and 1.4.2.   

Standard Question 

One methodology used in fear of crime research has been the use of the so-called 
“standard question” (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007, p. 56; Goodey, 2005, p. 67) or “global 
measure” (Hale, 1996, p. 96). This involves asking participants to rate, using a 4-point 
scale, how safe they feel or would feel walking alone in the dark in the neighborhood, or 
similar variants of this questions (‘very safe’, ‘quite safe’, ‘a little unsafe’, ‘very unsafe’; 
e.g., Boers & Kurz, 1997; Garofalo, 1979; Hohage, 2004; Kreuter, 2002; Tseloni & 
Zarafonitou, 2008). Concerns regarding the validity of this methodology, however, are 
well documented (for an overview: e.g., Farrall et al., 2000; Hale, 1996; Kreuter, 2002; 
LaGrange & Ferraro, 1987; LaGrange, Ferraro, & Supancic, 1992). Critique has focused, 
for example, on the point that crime is not mentioned as the reason for fear or feeling 
unsafe (Reuband, 1992). Accordingly, a person with impaired vision may fear walking in 
the dark simply because they are afraid of falling. In the same vein, the general fear 
hypothesis has been raised with regard to the standard question (e.g., Fattah & Sacco, 
1989; Kerner, 1980). According to this hypothesis, the standard question rather taps 
general life fears instead of specific crime related fear. However, as Boers (1993) points 
out, correlations between the standard question and personality and anxiety tests are 
generally low; this is equally true for correlations with unemployment, inflation, and fears 
about the destruction of the environment. Moreover, it has been criticized that the 
standard question does not refer to a specific period of time and hence, measurement 
inaccuracy is possibly introduced (Farrall & Ditton, 1999).  

Furthermore, although the standard question is used as a general measure of fear of crime, 
another critique concerns the representativeness of the question; for example, offenses 
such as burglary or fraud are not reflected in the question as the question refers to safety 
outside of home. This critique has also been voiced especially from a feminist 
criminological perspective (e.g., Pain, 2000; Stanko, 1988, Stanko, 1995). They contend 
that although women’s fear outside of their home is an issue, this measure of fear of 
crime does not encompass fear at home of their abusive partner, which is a more 
prevalent phenomenon at least for some women. However, domestic violence differs 
from other crimes regarding several aspects. First, the (potential) perpetrator is known 
(per definition), whereas in other crimes they are oftentimes not (e.g., roughly half of 
violent crimes committed by non-family members are committed by strangers; cf. Durose 
et al., 2005; Hessick, 2007). This factor is related to further differences. While it may still 
be open to subjective construction, violence committed within the domestic realm targets 
a specific person, whereas it may be at random when committed by a stranger. Moreover, 
the unsettling aspect of domestic violence lies directly therein that it happens at a place or 
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by a person that is perceived to be safe (this argument can also be extended to crimes 
committed by other non-strangers as, e.g., in so-called date rapes). Accordingly, fear is 
probably felt more likely in actual situations when the crime is committed or when the 
person has already been victimized. Whether this makes a qualitative or quantitative 
difference in the experience of fear of crime and coping is an open question. 

Another critique focuses on the narrow range of feelings that is examined in response to 
crime with the standard question but also more generally (Ditton, Bannister, Gilchrist, & 
Farrall, 1999). Jackson (2008) speaks of the “’how-dare they’ factor” (p. 156) as a kind of 
angry reaction to crime. He argues that the occurrence of crime also emphasizes the 
meaning that someone intentionally damages someone else’s goods, which “stimulates 
outrage and moral judgment in the observer” (p. 156). Yet, if it stimulates angry 
responses in the observer, would this necessarily be reflected in personal fear of crime? 
And would it make a difference whether the person anticipates an offense in contrast to 
being an actual victim?  

With increased awareness of these limitations, the use of this question has declined 
significantly in empirical research (for exceptions see, e.g., Hermann, 2008). Other 
researchers employ this question directly as a measure of perceived neighborhood safety, 
yet still relating it to crime (e.g., Köhn & Bornewasser, 2011; Semyonov, Gorodzeisky, & 
Glikman, 2012), or they include it merely for comparability reasons (cf. Reuband, 2000; 
it was still used in the British Crime Survey at least until 2005/06, cf. Jansson, 2008). 

Components of Fear of Crime 

Critique on the standard question has prompted other approaches for the fear-of-crime 
measurement. One of those is based on the social psychological concept of attitudes and 
claims that an attitude towards crime includes an affective, cognitive, and behavioral 
component (e.g., Boers, 1993; Ferraro & LaGrange, 1992). The affective component is 
measured by asking the frequency of experienced fear with regard to different types of 
offenses or the intensity of worry concerning these offenses. Sometimes also the standard 
question is conceptualized as the affective component. The cognitive component consists 
of the estimated risk of becoming a victim of these offenses. The behavioral component is 
measured by the frequency of precautionary behaviors

8
 to protect oneself from crime. 

Gabriel and Greve (2003) embed the measurement components of fear of crime within 
research traditions of emotion. Applying the distinction between traits and states first 
introduced by Catell and Scheier (as cited by Gabriel & Greve, 2003), they argue that the 
measurement components can be understood as measuring trait fear of crime. Traits or 
dispositions are thought to be relatively stable differences between persons in responding 
with fear, whereas state refers to the transitory actual emotional response of fear (e.g., 
while walking through a pedestrian tunnel at night or hearing strange noises in one’s flat) 
that varies within a person given different situational conditions. They maintain that  

                                                 
8 Examples: I did not leave home after nightfall; I avoided certain streets, places or parks; I avoided 
strangers; I carried money/valuables closely to body; I asked neighbors to watch out for the flat when away; 
I opened door only when knowing who’s outside; I locked the door from inside 
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fear of crime as a disposition (trait) describes my tendency to experience 
fear of crime in certain situations; it is comparatively stable within 
subjects, but varies between subjects. Such an individual disposition is 
characterized by experiencing more situations as being relevant to fear, 
being more likely to experience fear in a given situation, and possibly 
experiencing fear more intensely. Therefore, persons with such a 
disposition are more likely to experience the state of ‘being afraid’ 
(Spielberger, 1972: 39). (p. 601) 

In referring to emotional states as being multi-componential as described above, Gabriel 
and Greve (2003) define fear as a state as consisting of the individual’s cognitive 
perception of being threatened, a corresponding affective experience of feeling afraid, and 
an appropriate motive or action tendency. Dispositional fear of crime is then seen as 
being expressed in a higher frequency of all three state components, i.e., “dispositional 
fear of crime does not consist of three components, but the components of situational fear 
of crime are conceptual indicators of dispositional fear of crime” (p. 605)9. Thus, 
frequency measures of experiencing fear reflect the frequency of the affective component, 
risk assessments reflect anticipated frequencies of the cognitive component, and the 
frequency of precautious behaviors is indicative of the frequency of the behavioral-
expressive component. Gabriel and Greve (2003) emphasize that “(synchronous) 
correlations between the cognitive, the affective, and the behavioral component are no 
indication of a causal relationship between these variables. Rather, they demonstrate that 
the logical connection between these components has been successfully (validly) 
reproduced on an empirical level” (p. 610).  

This conception stands in contrast to common research practice where the affective 
component of fear of crime is oftentimes predicted by the cognitive component (besides 
other variables) (e.g., Chadee, Austen, & Ditton, 2007; Jackson, 2009; Tulloch, 2000). 
Proponents of this approach argue that risk assessments precede the affective experience 
of fear. In critique of this assumption one could argue that (1) in direct contradiction to 
their assumption, the authors use future directed risk assessments to predict past 
experiences of fear, (2) the relationship could be reversed in that experiencing fear more 
often heightens the cognitive availability of threatening scenarios and influences risk 
assessments, and (3) in accord with Gabriel and Greve (2003), disposition to experience 
state fear of crime is expressed in both measures. That the correlation between the 
components is not perfect and that different variables have stronger correlations with 
either of them is rather indicative of difficulties in measuring and operationalizing the 
disposition than an argument against their conceptual relatedness. 

While the relationship between the affective and cognitive component measures is 
already complicated, I will argue that this is even more relevant for their relationship with 
the behavioral measure. In an attempt to disentangle, what is measured with items of 
intensity of worry, Gray et al. (2008) contend that “worry about crime is often best seen 

                                                 
9 They argue for not using the term ‘component’ to refer to the indicators, so as not to misunderstand their 
relation. However, in order to relate to the criminological literature I will continue to refer to the conceptual 
indicators as ‘components’. 



DISENTANGLING THE VICTIMIZATION-FEAR PARADOX 

 

22 
 

as a diffuse anxiety about risk rather than any pattern of everyday concerns over personal 
safety” (p. 363). This conclusion is drawn from results of their studies showing that about 
40% of participants reported being worried about one or the other offense; but when 
asked about the frequency of an actual fear episode, this was low and given the last time 
of worry, respondents were only a little bit or quite worried. Certainly this interpretation 
bears meaning in that people usually do not experience actual episodes of fear very often 
or very intensely (see also Scherer, Wranik, Sangsue, Tran, & Scherer, 2004). However, it 
may also have to do with the somewhat more problematic relation between the cognitive 
and affective component on the one hand and the behavioral component on the other.  

There are various ways of expressing the action tendency connected to fear (of crime). As 
Gabriel and Greve (2003) assert, “not all behaviors indicative of fear are triggered by an 
acute fear situation” (p. 607). Being wide-eyed from fear or crossing the road to avoid 
immediate danger is temporally and locally different from asking neighbors to watch 
one’s place when being away, taking out insurance, or not going out at all for fear of 
crime. Still, all those behaviors could be instigated by anticipated threat evaluations. But 
Gabriel and Greve caution that “in many cases, however, fear of crime is a sufficient, but 
not necessary condition for these behaviours” (p. 607). Accordingly, it has to be ensured 
that what is measured with the frequency of precautious behavior is indeed an expression 
of fear of crime rather than behavior out of other reasons (e.g., family insurances or 
obligations by the government, social behavior when taking a self-defense class etc.). 
This can be done, on the one hand, by emphasizing that the described behaviors had to be 
taken out of fear of crime and, on the other, by allowing to choose the response option 
that the behavior is not applicable (e.g., if no public transport is available one cannot 
avoid using it; if one does not own/rent a flat/house, one cannot attach security supplies 
etc.). Not emphasizing the fear-relation or not offering the inapplicability option can 
result in biasing the measure as people may report that they have behaved this way so and 
so often (but out of different reasons) or they report to have never taken this precaution 
(because they could not but not because they are not afraid). The behavioral component 
has been rarely included in crime surveys (cf. Gerber et al., 2010), but when it has been, 
especially the inapplicability option has seldom been used (e.g., Baier et al., 2011; 
Lüdemann, 2006; Sacco & Nakhaie, 2001; for inclusion: Baier, Rabold, Kappes, & 
Kudlacek, 2009).  

If the disposition to experience state fear of crime is indeed expressed in the frequency of 
precautious behavior, then this might have consequences for the relation between the 
different components or rather how they measure the disposition. Greve (2005) points out 
that the subjective assessment of the frequency of fear and especially the anticipated risk 
of becoming a victim of crime already includes the knowledge of one’s behavior. 
Accordingly, as people take preventive actions, especially those that are separated from 
an immediate fear-evoking situation, this may result in a decrease of the frequency of 
experiencing fear of specific offenses (i.e., the affective component) because the 
preventive actions aim at avoiding those offenses (for a similar argument see Liska, 
Sanchirico, & Reed, 1988 or Mowrer, 1939). In the same vein, the probability of 
becoming a victim should be corrected for these precautions. Yet, if the high frequency of 
precautious behavior is an indicator of dispositional fear, i.e., a higher propensity to 
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experience state fear, those people should also be more sensitive to experience fear of 
crime and to overestimate their risk. Consequently, high precautious behavior potentially 
buffers the frequency of experiencing fear of crime, but those people could still be more 
sensitive to situations that potentially contain threat. Whether both mechanisms cancel 
each other out cannot be distinguished by this way of measurement. Theoretically, the 
same value in the affective and cognitive components could result with high and low 
precautious behavior.  

Jackson, Farrall, Hough, and Bradford (2008) question, “If an individual has invested in 
numerous security devices should we say that their fear of crime is (a) high (hence all the 
precautions) or (b) low (since they are now protected)” (p. 4)? An approach to disentangle 
those problematic interrelations has been advanced by Jackson and Gray (2010). They 
divided their sample into “unworried” (73% of the sample), “functionally worried” (8%), 
and “dysfunctionally worried” (20%). Those who reported being worried but taking 
precautions that made them feel safer and did not impact on their quality of life were 
classified as “functionally worried.” In contrast, people who were classified as 
dysfunctionally worried took precautions but did not feel safer as a consequence. This 
approach is already very informative in that it demonstrates that, indeed, precautions are 
perceived to impact feelings of safety. However, as point of departure for the analysis, the 
approach takes a measure that could already be influenced by the phenomenon under 
question (“If I take precautions, I have to worry less”). Moreover, the first step of the 
classification consisted in dichotomizing the responses regarding worry of six offense 
types into those who responded “not at all worried” and “not very worried” versus those 
who responded with “fairly worried” and “very worried”. Consequently, the coverage of 
those who worry (at least a bit) and take precautions has been restricted. The more the 
analysis of those taking precautions is restricted regarding the extent of worry (for 
example, only including those that are very worried), the higher the rate of those in the 
subsample will be who take precautions and do not feel more safe (otherwise they would 
not feel very worried) and feel an impact on their quality of life (as feeling very worried 
should at least signify some aspect of life quality). 

These problematic interrelations highlight that different approaches to the measurement 
of fear of crime have to be advanced. In section two I employ a vignette technique in 
order to evoke situational (state) fear of crime to test its relation with the frequency of 
precautious behavior. In section 3, implicit measurements are used to investigate 
automatic threat evaluations. 

 

1.3. The Influence of the Situation 

As pointed out above, fear evocation is dependent on situational factors. Especially 
environmental studies have researched the influence of the built and natural environment 
on the evocation of fear of crime as well as social cues. Results of those studies have been 
used to argue for prevention programs aiming at the reduction of fear (cf. Robinson, 
1999). Nasar, Fisher, and Grannis (1993) compare fear maps of a college campus elicited 
from students with physical indices of concealment, blocked prospect and escape. They 
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demonstrate that higher fear levels are related to areas with presence of trees, shrubs, and 
walls that provide concealment and block prospect. In the same vein, bad lighting is also 
related to higher fear levels (e.g., Fisher & Nasar, 1992; Vrij & Winkel, 1991). Jorgensen, 
Ellis, and Ruddell (2012) studied gender differences in the influence of physical and 
social cues on the level of fear of crime in an experimental design. They used 
photographs of parks that were orthogonally varied in the level of concealment and 
presence of other people. The authors found that concealment increased fear compared to 
no concealment. Furthermore, the presence of other people resulted in less fear than their 
absence. The small main effect of gender interacted with presence of people. While the 
gender difference was low or nonexistent (dependent on the sample) in the condition of 
people present, they were larger in the condition of absence of people with female 
participants indicating more fear. This result points out two important interrelated aspects: 
(1) The same environment is perceived differently by different people (gender is only a 
proxy for underlying differences) and (2) the environment per se is not important but 
what it implies (for different people), i.e., how it is interpreted. Frijda (2007) has 
recognized the importance of situation but argued that “context resides in the individual 
as perceived stimulus events and how they are understood, as cognitive representation in 
or from memory, being set to given actions, habits or concerns” (p. 435). In the same 
vein, Koskela and Pain (2000) have stated that “it is impossible to speak of reactions to 
the threat of crime in particular environments without taking into account the social and 
political relations which structure both the physical spaces, and the daily lives, of the 
individuals involved” (p. 269). In their qualitative study in which fear of attack was 
researched in two European cities, women named places they associated with threat. 
Those places could be ordered with regard to the openness of space and whether there 
were other people or not (Table 1). However, it was neither of these dichotomies that 
evoked more or less fear. Koskela and Pain argued that what is important is how threat is 
constructed in relation to these places or buildings, and that these constructions have to be 
seen with regard to their social meaning. Along those lines, they state, for example, that 
“in Helsinki summer nights only become slightly dusky, whereas during the winter 
darkness comes early in the afternoon. Nevertheless, women tend to perceive summer and 
winter nights as equally dangerous: in winter, because of fears of attackers hiding in the 
darkness, and in summer, because the warmer temperatures mean there are more people 
around and make it easier to lurk in parks and forests. What makes women cautious is 
‘the social night': what is going on and how others behave in particular places.” 

 
Table 1 

Categories of space which women associate with fear of attack (reproduced from Koskela 

& Pain, 2000, p. 274) 
 Empty Crowded 

Open park, squares, hills bus/railway stations, city centers 

Closed 
underpasses, bridges, dead end streets, 

some parks and forests, alleys, staircases 

restaurants, some tunnels, shopping 

centers, underground stations 
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In sum then, situational variation influences the evocation of fear. However, specific 
kinds of built and social environment do not evoke fear per se, for example, narrow 
streets or crowded spaces do not evoke fear per se, but only through the (social) meaning 
attached to them. In the studies of section 2, I will utilize different situation descriptions 
that are associated with differences in threat in order to test age group differences in 
perception of those situations as threatening, i.e., differences in meaning that are 
associated with threat. 

 

1.4. Interpersonal Differences in the Evocation of Fear of Crime 

In the previous chapters I have focused mainly on the actual evocation of fear and 
according precautious behavior (i.e., state fear). However, I have already mentioned 
interpersonal differences in the propensity to experience fear (i.e., dispositional fear). In 
the following section I will deepen this perspective. With regard to the model presented in 
Figure 1, I will consider criminological theories that concentrate on biographical 
differences [3] and differences in vulnerability [4] that may be related to differences in 
dispositional fear. These aspects directly refer to theoretical approaches to disentangling 
the victimization-fear paradox. In this respect, I will concentrate on the account of age-
related differences in dispositional fear as inter-individual differences.  

Age can be variously conceptualized. Powell and Wahidin (2007) maintain that the 
concept of age refers to four dimensions: (1) biological and physiological, (2) 
psychological, (3) temporal-spatial, and (4) social dimension. While the first marks 
changes in physical appearance over time, the second points to changes in mental 
functioning and emotional and cognitive capacities over time. The third and fourth 
dimension have a stronger emphasis on the social constructionist nature of age and aging. 
They allude to the aspect that aging takes place within a specific period of time and place 
and that specific “socially defined expectations shape perceptions of how people of a 
certain age are supposed to behave” (p. 3). These last two factors emphasize that 
chronological age is situated within a certain context and that being 67 years old 
nowadays may have another meaning than 200 years ago. This marks two important 
points. First, any application of age group labels is dependent on the specific criteria 
chosen to delineate the age groups. For example, choosing retirement as a criterion that 
differentiates between young and old adults refers to quite different chronological age 
groups than taking the onset of white hair as criterion. Insofar as cognitive capacities are 
contingent on societal factors such as retirement (and vice versa), differentiations between 
age groups and application of labels may change as part of societal change. Accordingly, 
age group labels do not refer to natural categories but are “container”-variables for 
underlying differences related to chronological age. This points to the second aspect of 
what age refers to, that is, which factors create age-related changes. Ultimately, it is of 
interest to uncover the mechanisms behind these age-related changes, i.e., the interplay 
between biological, psychological, and cultural factors (see also Baltes, Lindenberger, & 
Staudinger, 2006).  
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For this dissertation, the application of age group labels is guided by a differentiation 
introduced by Neugarten (as cited in Powell & Wahidin, 2007, p. 3) but also utilized in 
psychological aging research (e.g., Baltes, 1997). A distinction is made between young-
old adults and old-old adults (or fourth age), which takes into account the different roles 
of old adults in society as well as differences in cognitive capacity. Application of age 
group labels for different chronological ages varies in the literature, which reflects the 
different perspectives or criteria used to distinguish between the old age groups. In this 
dissertation, old-old adults are not included, i.e., adults older than 85 years. Most of the 
cited criminological studies employed representative population surveys; however, they 
are largely mute with regard to the actual realized age span of the study. Oftentimes it is 
stated that adults aged “55 years or older” (Tseloni & Zarafonitou, 2008, p. 389) or adults 
“over 60 years” (Box et al., 1988, p. 344) were sampled (in contrast, Killias & Clerici, 
2000, report an age range of 18 to 84 years). If a representative sample of the old age 
group was indeed realized, then the old-old age group would make a smaller contribution 
to the old age group as they are represented in the population to a smaller extent. 
Accordingly, explicitly excluding the oldest old age group should still render the age 
groups in this dissertation comparable to those in criminological studies. The young old 
age group refers to adults being 65 to 84 years old in Studies 2 and 3 and is termed old 
age group henceforth. For pragmatic reasons, the old age group had to be extended to 
encompass adults aged 60 and older in the Studies 4 to 6. Moreover, the label young adult 
refers to adults aged 18 to 30 years in this dissertation. Young middle-aged adults are 31 
to 49 years old and old middle-aged adults are 50 to 64 years old. As mentioned above, 
age group labels only serve as approximation for underlying age-related differences. The 
ultimate goal must be to uncover the mechanisms that produce these differences, some of 
them are addressed in this dissertation.  

 

1.4.1. Victimization Perspective: The Victimization-fear paradox 

Within the model, victimization is represented as an immediate situational event [5] that 
evokes fear as well as a personal experience in the past, with potential influence on the 
ongoing development [3] in shaping the way future situations are interpreted. 

Garofalo (1979) states that fear of crime has been widely used (in the US) to argue for the 
implementation of crime-reduction measures without actually testing the implied 
assumption that fear of crime is the result of a (drastic) victimization experience. In his 
study, he found that personal victimization had no significant relationship with fear (as 
measured with the standard question). Further studies corroborated his result in that they 
found only a loose coupling between victimization and fear (as measured with different 
indicators; e.g., Box et al., 1988; Liska et al., 1988; for an overview: Hale, 1996). 
However, most of the research is correlational, and when it is conducted longitudinally, it 
does not account for differences between victims prior to their victimization (in, for 
example, coping mechanisms [4], or social support resources [6]). This, however, could 
influence differences within the group of victims that minimize differences between 
victims and non-victims (for a detailed analysis: Greve & Kappes, 2010). 
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Based on the small or nonexistent relation between victimization and fear of crime, three 
different routes of argumentation were taken. One considers vicarious crime experience, 
i.e., someone else has been victimized which impacts the own person. The other two 
routes are tightly linked. The first focuses on fear of crime as an irrational response to 
crime, while the other describes it as a rational reaction, either based on perceived or 
actual higher vulnerability (resultant from higher victimization frequencies that are, to 
some extent, not even visible in standard procedures of crime victim surveys, such as 
domestic violence or violence in home care; cf. Bilsky & Wetzels, 1997).  

The first concerns the so-called victimization-fear paradox that has received much 
attention. According to this paradox, old adults and women are more afraid of becoming a 
victim of crime than their respective comparison groups. This is true despite the statistical 
risk of victimization being markedly lower for old adults and women (see e.g., Federal 
Criminal Police Office, 2012). As Figure 2 displays, according to the German police 
crime statistics juveniles and young adults have the highest victimization risk concerning 
dangerous and serious bodily harm, which is strikingly higher than those of all other age 
groups (this finding is true for most other crimes; except for purse snatching, where old 
adults were at slightly higher risk, cf. German police crime statistics of the Federal 
Criminal Police Office, 2012).  
 

 
Figure 2. Victimization rates for dangerous and serious bodily harm (per 
100,000 inhabitants per age group).10 
 

The groups highest at risk for most crimes are male juveniles and young adults (who are 
also predominantly the perpetrators of crime), except for sexually related crimes where 
young females are at higher risk. Official crime statistics have been criticized on various 

                                                 
10 Data taken from German Police Crime Statistics (table 91); 1987 - 1990: West Germany, 1991 - 1992: 
West Germany and the whole of Berlin, from 1993: entire territory of the Federal Republic of Germany).  
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grounds (see Greve & Kappes, 2010 for an overview). Crime victim surveys try to cover 
criminal acts that have been reported to the police, as well as those that have not and 
therefore are not visible by police crime statistics. It could be argued that risk assessments 
of victim groups are biased due to reduced probabilities in reporting crime, e.g., old adults 
could be more reluctant to report offenses and thereby underestimate the actual 
victimization risk. However, this bias has not been found; if anything old adults are more 
likely to report a crime to the police than young adults (e.g., Baier et al., 2011; Wetzels, 
1995). Overall, victimization studies mirror the age differences that have been found in 
official crime statistics, albeit on a higher overall level of victimization (Baier et al., 
2011; Jansson, 2008; Kershaw, Nicholas, & Walker, 2008; van Kesteren, 2007). 

The victimization-fear paradox has a long history of debate (see Bilsky et al., 1993; 
Ditton & Farrall, 2000; Hale, 1996; Lee, 2007). In early research on fear of crime, due to 
the paradox, old adults were seen as “prisoners of fear” (headline of the Time Magazine 
U.S., 29th Nov. 1976)11 who restrict their behavior due to an irrational fear (the same 
train of thought was applied to women, cf. Stanko, 1995 for a first critical review; for a 
general critical review of the rational/irrational debate, see Lee, 2007). Clemente 
and Kleiman declared that “… it is reasonable to argue that for old people fear of crime is 
even more of a problem than crime itself” (as cited in Greve, 1997, p. 4). However, 
methodological issues associated with the measurement of fear of crime may be one 
factor that has contributed to these paradoxical findings (Greve, 1998). Most of the 
studies that report old adults being more fearful than young adults have used the standard 
question (Box et al., 1988; Keane, 1992; Killias & Clerici, 2000; Lüdemann, 2006; 
Nonnenmacher, 2007; Tseloni & Zarafonitou, 200812). As detailed in chapter 1.2.3, there 
are several caveats concerning conclusions drawn from this question. Some of them 
directly apply to old adults. The standard question leaves open why someone would feel 
safe or unsafe when walking alone in their neighborhood in the dark. For example, old 
people could simply be afraid of falling in the dark due to impaired vision. Moreover, 
although the standard question is used for investigating fear of crime in general, some 
offense types that seem particularly relevant to old people, such as burglary or fraud, are 
not addressed by the question.  

In contrast, when measures of fear of crime were applied that differentiated between 
frequency of fear (affective fear component), risk assessment (cognitive fear component), 
and precautious behavior (behavioral fear component), a different picture emerged. The 
differentiation reveals that old adults neither differ from young adults in the frequency of 
experienced fear of crime nor in the estimated risk of becoming a crime victim, 
sometimes even indicating lower frequencies and risk assessments (e.g., Chadee & 
Ditton, 2003; Chadee, Virgil, & Ditton, 2008; Ferraro & LaGrange, 1992; Greve, 1998, 
2000; Jackson, 2009; Lüdemann, 2006; Sutton & Farrall, 2005; Tseloni & Zarafonitou, 
2008; Tulloch, 2000). However, old adults indicate that they do engage more in 
preventive and avoidance behavior (Fattah, 1993; Goodey, 2005; Greve, 1998, 2000; 
Greve et al., 1996; Häfele & Lüdemann, 2006; Hohage, 2004; Killias & Clerici, 2000; 

                                                 
11 http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,914712,00.html 
12 Hummelsheim, Hirtenlehner, Jackson, and Oberwittler  (2009) report a curvilinear relationship, with 
young and old adults being more fearful than middle-aged adults. 
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Sacco & Nakhaie, 2001)13. This differential finding of age stability in the affective and 
cognitive component of fear of crime and age-related increase in precautious behavior 
provides an alternative perspective on the victimization-fear paradox: First, people who 
behave more cautiously and protectively will be victimized less often (all other things 
equal), and second, if old adults behave more protectively, they are less likely to 
experience fear (Greve, 1998, 2004). 

This interpretation may however be somewhat premature. This is because the underlying 
mechanism(s) with regard to the frequency of fear of crime and age-related increase in 
precautionary behaviors have yet to be identified. What factors impact on the frequency 
of fear and what triggers an increase in precautionary behaviors in old age are two 
important questions that need to be addressed. As described above, old adults’ 
precautious behavior could lower the frequency of experiencing fear of crime (to the level 
experienced by young adults) as precautious behavior may preclude being in fear-evoking 
situations. In the same vein, victimization risk assessments could reflect knowledge about 
one’s precautious behavior that minimizes risk. Hence, an increase in precautious 
behavior with age could be the expression of an age-related change in the evaluation of 
threat (cf. Greve, 2004). This line of argument fits with assumptions about vulnerability 
as explanation for fear of crime (e.g., Killias, 1990).  

 

1.4.2. The Rational Fear Perspective: Vulnerability as Explanation 

Perceiving oneself as vulnerable has been claimed to be the driving force behind fear of 
crime and the finding of fearful older adults (e.g., Balkin, 1979; Killias, 1990; Stafford & 
Galle, 1984). Hale (1996) states that  

any model trying to explain fear will include some notion of vulnerability. 
At a common sense level people who feel unable to protect themselves, 
either because they cannot run fast, or lack the physical prowess to ward 
off attackers, or because they cannot afford to protect their homes, or 
because it would take them longer than average to recover from material or 
physical injuries might be expected to ‘fear’ crime more than others. Three 
broad groups have been identified as falling into this category: women, the 
elder and the poor. (p. 95)  

However, conceptual difficulties arise when vulnerability is defined in this way. As 
suggested in chapter 1.2.1, to evaluate something as threatening means feeling vulnerable, 
i.e., perceiving oneself as not being able to defend oneself and expecting bad 
consequences; that is why something is perceived to be dangerous. In this sense, 
vulnerability, as Hale (1996) conceptualizes it, is already a constitutional part of fear. It 
does not explain why someone feels more threatened and it does not explain how this 

                                                 
13 Hermann and Dölling  (2006) found a curvilinear relationship between age and avoidance behavior. 
However, they included juveniles aged 16 to 19 years. Although this group reported more avoidance 
behavior than middle-aged adults, this group had a very large standard error indicating that there were 
maybe outliers biasing the estimation. Still, the old age groups reported the most avoidance behavior. 
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vulnerability developed. Accordingly, a specification of vulnerability is needed that 
focuses less on the direct perception of coping with the criminal threat but rather on 
conditions that would be necessary to perceive oneself threatened if threat perception was 
dependent on those conditions, i.e., conditions that make someone more likely to feel 
threatened – admittedly a delicate endeavor. I will focus on age-related vulnerability in 
more detail in chapter 2.2. 

Advances to directly test the influence of vulnerability (instead of using age and gender as 
markers of vulnerability) were rarely taken. However, when direct measures of 
vulnerability were included, vulnerability was mainly operationalized as a variant of 
‘perceived ability to cope with the criminal threat’ and used as a causal predictor of the 
affective component (Hirtenlehner, 2006a; Jackson, 2009). Hirtenlehner (2006a) included 
coping competency items (being able to ‘successfully defend oneself physically’, 
‘successfully escape’, ‘calm down someone through talking’, and ‘deter someone by self-
confidence’) and self-efficacy items, and predicted that these variables would moderate 
the effect of risk assessment on worry about crime. Applying the transactional stress 
theory of Lazarus and Folkman (as cited in Hirtenlehner, 2006a), he assumed that only 
those high in risk assessment and low in coping resources should experience fear. 
However, besides the misconception of a causal relationship between the cognitive and 
affective component, this conception also neglects that risk assessment is probably not 
independent from coping, or rather, that all three (cognitive component, affective 
component, and vulnerability as measured in this case) are indicators of the same 
construct, namely fear of crime. Unfortunately, Hirtenlehner does not report the simple 
correlations between the variables. Neither coping competencies nor self-efficacy nor 
their interactions with risk assessment are significant predictors of the affective 
component in a model that includes risk assessment (cognitive component). However, 
this would not be surprising if risk assessment and coping were correlated and the shared 
variance was also the shared variance between risk assessment and worry about crime. 
Interestingly, old adults and women reported lower levels of coping competencies, and 
there was no significant age and gender effect on worry about crime in a regression 
analysis that also included coping competencies and risk assessment (however, raw 
correlations are not reported in order to evaluate those relations).  

Jackson (2009) suggests another sequence of variables in his approach to include 
vulnerability. He assumes that “females might worry more frequently about falling victim 
(transitory states) compared to males because they see the event as more likely, more 
consequential, and less able to control (dispositional states). It is these intervening 
psychological processes that the study investigates” (p. 10). Hence, vulnerability here is 
seen as a mediator variable between gender or age on the one hand and worry about crime 
on the other instead of a moderator. However, similar to Hirtenlehner (2006a), he 
conceptualizes vulnerability too narrowly as ‘physical ability to defend oneself’, 
‘perceived seriousness of consequences’, and ‘perceived control over the occurrence of an 
offense’. Moreover, risk assessment was first included on a par with the ‘vulnerability’ 
variables, but then set up as a mediator between the ‘vulnerability’ variables and worry 
about crime in a structural equation model. Jackson demonstrated that each of the 
‘vulnerability’ variables have positive relations with worry about crime when included 
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separately in a regression analysis, and that they diminish the effect of gender on worry 
about crime. Entering those variables together with risk assessment in a multiple 
regression analysis results in non-significance of the other vulnerability indicators (except 
for a small unique effect of perceived control), which implies that the assumed positive 
relationship between risk assessment and vulnerability exists. This again questions the 
conclusions of Hirtenlehner (2006a) that coping does not play a role. Rather, it seems it is 
misspecified in his model and measured conceptually too closely to the critical variable. 
Regarding age effects, Jackson found that there is a negative relationship between age and 
the affective component, i.e., old respondents worried less frequently. Including the 
vulnerability indicators did not diminish the age effect on worry about crime, and in fact 
rather increased the age effect when physical defense or feelings of control were included.  

Killias (1990) distinguishes between three sorts of vulnerability: (1) personal 
vulnerability, which refers mostly to physical condition and is linked with old age, 
women, and people with bad health conditions, (2) social vulnerability, i.e., people 
without networks of social support, and (3) situational vulnerability, which applies if 
being in a deserted area where no help is available. In a study to test personal 
vulnerability (Killias & Clerici, 2000), physical appearance of the participant (weight, 
handicaps, physical shape, self-confidence) and ability to fend off an attack was rated by 
the interviewer besides the respondent’s own assessment of ability to fend off an attack. 
All variables correlated moderately to strongly positive with each other, e.g., the better 
the physical shape, the better the self- and interviewer-rated ability to defend oneself. 
Interestingly, the interviewer-rated physical appearance items correlated with fear while 
walking in the neighborhood (a variant of the standard question) and precautions taken 
while going out (besides high correlations between these variables and self-assessed 
vulnerability, which is not surprising given the above analysis about the conceptual 
relations). There were no correlations with assessment of burglary risk, indicating that 
this offense is not associated with physical threat. Unfortunately, simple correlations 
between vulnerability indicators and age are not reported and only self-assessed 
vulnerability, i.e., ability to defend oneself, was included in logistic regression models. 
Regarding precautions taken while going out after 10 p.m., the effect of age was not 
significant (while gender was) when self-assessed vulnerability was included (despite 
being moderately positively correlated in simple correlation). Together with the 
correlations between self-assessed vulnerability and physical appearance assessments, 
this indicates that precautious behavior is a function of inter-individual differences in 
physical condition (though this has not been directly tested). I will focus on this aspect in 
more detail in section 2. 
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1.5. Meso- and Macro-Level Influences on the Fear of Crime 

Although fear of crime is a personal experience, it is experienced against the backdrop of 
situational variations. Situational variations cannot only be understood as immediate 
influence on an individual but also as variation on a broader level that exerts its influence 
on a larger group of people (in the long run) or in interaction with a group’s 
characteristics [3, 6, 7]. For example, when someone lives in an area where crime rate is 
high, an individual could have a lower threshold for interpreting an ambiguous situation 
as containing threat than another person who is confronted with the same situation but 
lives in an area with a low crime rate. In this way, the neighborhood would have a direct 
effect on the probability of the evocation of fear. Of course, the question would be which 
psychological mechanisms mediate this effect. It would be interesting if those effects only 
occur given actual differences in living conditions or if this difference could possibly 
transfer to an enduring difference in interpreting (threatening) situations between people. 
Consequently, having lived in a certain area for some time may exert its influence even 
after moving into a less crime-prone environment. Moreover, historical and cultural 
values may influence how situations are interpreted. For example, some violent acts, such 
as piercings through cheeks and breasts, may belong to a happy ritual in some cultures but 
would probably be considered as threatening in others. In addition, having experienced 
war may influence how other violent acts are perceived. However, as described with 
regard to immediate situational cues, those macro-level effects will not exert effects on 
everyone depending on the way each subject makes sense of the event. This again could 
be influenced by the larger group’s way of interpreting the situation. These effects are of 
interest with regard to period and cohort effects on age effects (Baltes et al., 2006; Ryder, 
1965). 

 

1.5.1. The Social Control Perspective  

Sociological approaches address questions of meso- and macro-level influences on the 
fear of crime. The social control perspective (Lewis & Salem, 1986) and the “broken-
windows”-approach (Wilson & Kelling, 2004) can be classified in a way that they 
represent an influence on the evocation of fear of crime on the meso-level [6]. These 
perspectives focus on the importance of social stability of the community for feelings of 
insecurity. Social change and marginalization are assumed to signify social disorder, 
which signals a lack of informal control associated with the occurrence of crime, where 
nobody intervenes or helps. Social and physical indicators, then, function as ‘signs of 
crime’ (Skogan & Maxfield, 1981) or ‘cues to danger’ (Warr, 1990) resulting in fear of 
crime. Within this perspective, disturbances of social order are called ‘incivilities’ and are 
defined as “low-level breaches of community standards that signal an erosion of 
conventionally accepted norms and values” (LaGrange et al., 1992, p. 312). Incivilities 
are distinguished as ‘social incivilities’ (e.g., public consumption of drugs and alcohol, 
begging, or loitering youths) and ‘physical incivilities’ (e.g., graffiti, trash and litter on 
streets, condemned houses, or abandoned cars). 
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Most studies find moderate positive correlations between measures of incivility and fear 
of crime (mostly measured with the standard question or cognitive component, e.g., 
Covington & Taylor, 1991; Hohage, 2004; LaGrange et al., 1992; Nonnenmacher, 2007; 
Sessar, Herrmann, Keller, Weinrich, & Beckner, 2004), that is, the more incivilities there 
are, the more fear of crime is reported. However, incivilities are oftentimes measured as 
subjective evaluation, i.e., the questions are, “How frequent is/are [specific incivility]?” 
and “How much of a problem is/are [specific incivility] in your neighborhood?” (e.g., 
Häfele & Lüdemann, 2006). Moreover, incivilities are treated as causal for the evocation 
of fear of crime. However, in the way they are measured, this cannot be determined. The 
reversed relationship is plausible just as well, that is, being fearful makes the environment 
more salient and, thus, seemingly problematic environments are seen more frequently and 
deemed more problematic. And of course, as in any cross-sectional correlation study, a 
third variable could influence both variables.  

An improvement concerning the subjectiveness of the ‘influential’ variable incivility is 
made when including objective data as a second-level variable in multi-level analysis 
(e.g., Covington & Taylor, 1991; Häfele & Lüdemann, 2006; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; 
Sampson & Raudenbush, 2004; Semyonov et al., 2012). However, there is a broad variety 
concerning the choice of objective data and dependent variable. Perkins and Taylor 
(1996), for example, included the assessment of physical incivilities by independent 
raters. Those ratings showed a positive relationship with fear of crime as measured with a 
variant of the standard question independent from perceived disorder. In contrast, Häfele 
and Lüdemann (2006) also included rater-based assessments of the extent of physical and 
social incivilities. However, those variables were neither significantly related to the 
standard question, nor risk assessment nor precautious behavior. Yet, correlations 
between respondent-based assessments of incivility and those of independent observers 
are moderate (those concerning physical incivilities are descriptively higher than those 
between social incivilities). Hence, assessments of the state of the neighborhood were not 
independent from reality. However, they are interpreted in a specific way. For example, 
Sampson and Raudenbusch (2004) showed that when observed neighborhood conditions 
were controlled, ethnic composition of the neighborhood had an influence on perceived 
incivilities, while crime rate did not. The authors suggest that stereotypes play a role in 
lending social meaning to what is seen. Häfele and Lüdemann, in citing further studies, 
conclude that there is little evidence for the influence of objective differences in social 
order or disorder on fear of crime, but rather that interpretation of the environment is 
influential in the generation of fear of crime. In contrast to their conclusion, it rather 
seems that influences of objective differences between neighborhoods were ‘translated’ 
into subjective interpretations, i.e., objective physical differences exert their influence 
through interpretation by perceivers. Of course, this does not allow for concluding that 
there is a causal mechanism between interpreting the environment leading to fear of 
crime. However, it seems to suggest that people living in environments with more 
disorder also perceive it that way, which is related to more fear of crime. Of course, this 
does not explain why people perceive it that way and what led them to perceive it that 
way. As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, it would also be interesting to 
examine whether the constant experience of such living conditions exert an influence 
beyond actually living in such an environment. 
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The most comprehensive multi-level analysis to date (Brunton!Smith & Sturgis, 2011) 
lends support for the hypothesis that neighborhood characteristics independent from a set 
of  individual characteristics and neighborhood composition (e.g., age, gender, socio-
economic status) exert an influence on individual fear of crime (measured with the 
affective component). Drawing on data from a national probability sample of individuals, 
the authors showed that about 8% of variance of individual fear of crime can be attributed 
to neighborhood differences, and part of these differences refer to differences in visual 
signs of disorder and recorded crime (Brunton!Smith & Sturgis, 2011). Moreover, they 
demonstrated interactions between individual characteristics and neighborhood variables. 
For example, the recorded crime level in the neighborhood was positively correlated with 
fear of crime for non-victims and recent victims of crime. But this relation was much 
stronger for recent victims. Evidently, the psychological mechanisms behind these effects 
are not resolved. Moreover, although objective data are included and a multi-level 
approach is chosen, the data are still correlational in their nature. Notwithstanding the 
results of this study give an insight into influential factors at a broader than individual and 
immediate level. Interestingly, this approach emphasizes a problem related to this kind of 
measurement. What does the frequency of a certain emotion say about the person or 
differences between persons? As analyzed in chapter 1.3, immediate situational variations 
play a role in eliciting fear (albeit through subjective construction of meaning). Although 
being fearful should be visible in more frequent state fear, situations also vary with regard 
to their threatening impact. Assuming someone lived in a neighborhood with many crime-
threatening stimuli (and assuming that this was not confounded with personal attributes 
related to dispositional fear), that person would have a higher propensity to experience 
fear (or show avoidance behavior), simply because of being confronted with such 
situations more often. Accordingly, the mere measurement of frequency of fear of crime 
would bias estimations of personal attributes in fear of crime. 

With a somewhat different aim, Phillips and Smith (2004) conducted a qualitative study 
to research emotional responses to uncivil encounters with strangers. Examples of uncivil 
encounters include ‘aggressive driving’, ‘queue jumping’, or ‘verbal aggression’. They 
found that fear and avoidance were rather uncommon responses, and occurred mostly 
when the respondent was an observer of the situation. In contrast, anger and direct 
intervention was the most common response, either as ‘victim’ or as observer. Phillips 
and Smith concluded that “it is clear that the time has come to move beyond the 
fear/avoidance paradigm in understanding popular responses to everyday incivilities” (p. 
396). Although it is true that the study shows that anger is a more frequent response to 
incivilities than fear, it does not reflect on the interpretative frame of their study. 
Discussants in their focus groups were asked for situations that they interpreted as 
incivilities and not as (potential) crime scenarios; hence, the study only gives answers 
about how people respond to situations that they have already classified as not containing 
criminal threat (of course, this is interesting in its own right). Moreover, it does not 
provide information about how incivilities and their constructed meaning influence 
perceptions about anticipated crime and corresponding avoidance behavior.   
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1.5.2. The Social Problem Perspective 

The social problem perspective takes an even broader unit of analysis. It deals with 
macro-level influences on the evocation of fear of crime. Jackson (2004) states that 
“public attitudes towards crime express and gather meaning within a context of 
judgments, beliefs and values regarding law and order and the social and moral make-up 
of one’s community and society” (p. 946). Two interrelated lines of arguments are 
followed within this perspective. The first approach concentrates on fear of crime as 
influenced by the dramatization of crime by mass media and politics (e.g., Pfeiffer, 
Windzio, & Kleimann, 2005; for an overview: Heath & Gilbert, 1996). Pfeiffer et al. 
(2005) conclude that the German television market “since the mid-1980s has seen 
significantly more air time given over to crime in news and entertainment genre alike” (p. 
268) and that this stands in contrast to the decline of crime concerning almost all types of 
offenses. The assumed effect of media consumption focuses, on the one hand, on the 
direct evocation of feelings and, on the other hand, on vicarious victimization that 
informs the consumer about potential threatening situations. By this, they are relevant for 
the microgenesis of fear [1] as well as for inter-individual differences in responding with 
fear [3 and 4]. 

Most of the studies focus on a relationship between media consumption (frequency or 
specific programs) and social fear of crime and less on personal fear of crime (e.g., beliefs 
about the development of crime rates; e.g., Windzio, Simonson, Pfeiffer, & Kleimann, 
2007). Although there are positive relationships found, most of the studies are 
correlational, i.e., it cannot be ruled out that people that indicate beliefs in greater rise of 
crime rates are also the ones that consume specific kinds of media to a larger extent. 
Heath and Gilbert (1996, p. 384f.) also maintain that there are many moderators that 
influence the relationship between media use and fear of crime, among those are 
characteristics of the message, the location of the reported crime, or whether or not justice 
is restored. Moreover, they conclude that characteristics of the audience are important 
such as their belief in the reality of television drama. Altogether this suggests that media 
(use) is a crude (if at all) measure to grasp societal influences on fear of crime. Still, even 
if not all people are subject to the spell of media, some (already fearful) individuals may 
be more receptive to media messages. 

Regarding the influence of vicarious victimization (either through media as described 
above or in (close) relationships), there are indications that it shows a weak positive 
relationship with fear of crime (Baier et al., 2011; Lüdemann, 2006; no relationship: Bals, 
2004). Concerning the influence of vicarious victimization through media, Winkel and 
Vrij (as cited in Hale, 1996, p. 264) observe that perceived stimulus similarity is a factor 
in the effect on fear of crime: “stimulus similarity relates to the degree to which the reader 
identifies with the described victim, to the measure in which one’s neighbourhood is seen 
to bear resemblance to the described locale, and to the extent to which the described form 
of crime is similar to the form of crime one fears”. Accordingly, if vicarious victimization 
exerted an influence, even then psychological mechanisms intervene that make sense of 
the situation and represent coping mechanisms of their own resulting in only small 
relations between vicarious victimization and fear of crime. And again, the studies are 
cross-sectional and correlational; accordingly, it is not controlled for differences between 
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persons that seek out specific information or live under conditions that make them more 
prone to vicarious victimization that are potentially confounded with differences in fear of 
crime before vicarious victimization). Nonetheless, as described in the previous chapter, 
neighborhood differences in crime rate (a form of vicarious victimization if people know 
about it) have a small influence on neighborhood differences in individual fear of crime. 

Altheide (1997) also argues for media influences regarding a so-called “problem frame” 
in the sense that news media “promote messages that resonate fear” (p. 647). In his 
analysis of the use of the term “fear” in relation to crime and violence in news headlines 
he found an increase from 1985 to 1994. He concludes that “media materials contribute to 
public perceptions, albeit in less than precise ways, whether as “priming” (Iyengar and 
Kinder 1987), agenda setting, or shaping public discourse through news formats” (p. 
664). As previously suggested, although the analysis is insightful, there is a lack of 
empirical data to underscore these claims (of course, this would also be a very difficult 
endeavor). Still, it is easy to imagine that public discourse about crime and fear of crime 
can translate into individual threat perception by shaping the way a situation is perceived 
(e.g., either by influencing perceived physical vulnerability, e.g., through stereotyping 
older adults as fragile and older adults’ internalizing this stereotype or by exaggerating 
crime rates and thereby influencing expectations and therefore thresholds of threat).  

The second approach in macro-level explanations of fear of crime relates to Altheide’s 
(1997) analysis. It sees fear of crime as expression of general anxieties and uncertainties 
in times of social change (Hirtenlehner, 2006b). According to this approach, “diffuse 
anxieties are projected by citizens onto crime and criminals and fear is thus transferred to 
a more identifiable problem” (Hirtenlehner, 2006b, p. 9). To this end, Hirtenlehner 
(2006b) tested three structural equation models against each other. The first model 
contained diffuse anxieties as second order factor that consisted of the four latent 
variables (or first order factors): (1) fear of crime, with worry about different types of 
offenses as manifest variables, (2) social fear (manifested by, e.g., fear of tax increases, 
nature catastrophes, or inflation), (3) life fears (manifested by, e.g., fear of serious illness 
or immigrants), and (4) disorders (physical and social incivilities mixed). This model was 
tested against two alternative models. The first alternative model represents the social 
control perspective, where fear of crime is predicted by disorder, while social fears and 
life fears are treated as correlated and unrelated to fear of crime and incivilities. In the 
second alternative model, both fears additionally predict fear of crime. In comparing the 
three models, Hirtenlehner concluded that the hierarchical factor model with diffuse 
anxieties fit the data best and, hence, fear of crime is webbed into more abstract fears that 
represent a diffuse feeling of insecurity.  

However, in reviewing this model comparison, several aspects remain disputable. First, it 
is unclear whether the various allowances of correlations between error terms at the 
manifest level in the anxiety model were also allowed in the two alternative models. 
Second, the status of first order factors was mixed. There were various specific fears 
included as well as perceptions of incivilities. If fear of crime was related to the last, it 
would not contradict fear of crime as a specific fear. Third, even if accepting the tested 
‘insecurity model’, the second order factor explains 41% of the variance in the fear of 
crime factor. Accordingly, this leaves unique variance to the fear of crime factor that is 
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not attributable to diffuse anxieties. In essence, thus, people that fear crime have a greater 
propensity to fear other threatening events as well. Still, fear of crime cannot be predicted 
from diffuse anxieties alone.  

 

1.6. Consequences of Fear of Crime and Precautious Behavior 

The consequences of fear of crime have been the focus of criminological research into 
this topic from the very beginning (cf. Hale, 1996). A distinction can be made between 
fear of crime affecting the individual [9] or society [10], while both inform each other. 
Individual consequences pertain, for example, to life satisfaction, health, or participation 
in social life. Dolan and Peasgood (2007) suggest a methodology for measuring the 
tangible and intangible costs of fear of crime. They review various studies that provided 
evidence for a positive relationship between fear of crime and health (Dolan & Peasgood, 
2007). Moreover, there is evidence indicating a negative relationship between fear of 
crime and life satisfaction (e.g., Adams & Serpe, 2000). However, questions about 
causality remain open due to most studies’ being of a correlational cross-sectional nature. 
Stafford, Chandola, and Marmot (2007) report data from a longitudinal study with an 
interval of 5 years that included adults aged 60 to 75 years. They found that the extent of 
actual fear of crime was related to health-related indicators (walking speed, physical 
component measure, and mental disorder, particularly depression) controlled for the 
health status five years before. The authors interpret this finding as demonstrating the 
impact of fear on health (via constrained behavior). While this interpretation is plausible, 
it is similarly conceivable that changes in health created a sense of vulnerability and 
according fear. As will be argued in chapter 2.2, perceptions of health may be one 
component in constructing physical vulnerability. Jackson and Stafford (2009) reason for 
a recursive model, in which health may be an antecedent factor as well as a consequence 
of fear.  

With regard to societal effects, (Hale, 1996) argues that  

the combination of myriad individual responses has the potential to 
undermine the quality of community life. Fear may increase social 
divisions between rich and poor, between those who can afford private 
security measures and those who cannot. This deterioration in community 
life may lead in turn to a decline in society's ability to deal with crime. The 
conundrum to be faced is whether fear of crime, and the defensive 
responses it provokes, may contribute to increases in crime. (p. 3) 

Much in the same vein as in studies about individual consequences, these claims are 
based on correlational data (e.g., Anderson, 1999; Garcia, Taylor, & Lawton, 2007; 
Gibbons, 2004). Community prevention programs aim at reversing fear of crime and 
thereby reducing the effect of fear on society. However, these programs are faced with the 
complex nature of fear evocation. For example, the strategy of increasing the presence of 
the police to enhance feelings of safety and thereby decreasing avoidance behavior 
neglects several aspects. For instance, the police must be perceived as providing safety 
(instead of as authority figures that potentially misuse their power). Moreover, if the 
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police are seen as protection, their mere presence could be understood as suggesting that 
there is a need for protection, which might ultimately result in an increase of the 
prevalence of fear and avoidance behavior. This example highlights the intricate nature of 
relations between personal and environmental factors and their consequences. As detailed 
in chapter 1.2.1 concerning appraisal processes and chapter 1.3 about the influence of the 
situation, it is clear that prevention programs need to take into account psychological 
processes that mediate and moderate the relationship between person and environment. 

Another related factor that needs to be considered in the relationship between fear and 
potential consequences concerns adaptive resources. This can be best understood when 
considering the victimization-fear paradox. Given that older adults take more precautious 
behavior than younger adults and possibly have higher dispositional fear, it seems 
plausible to assume that this might be related to personal and social constraints that 
impact the quality of life. Yet, it has been reliably found that general well-being is as high 
in old age as in young age (cf. Greve & Staudinger, 2006, see chapter 2.1). On the one 
hand, this might reflect the relative low importance of fear of crime compared with other 
objects of fear such as fear of economical breakdown or fear of serious illness (cf. yearly 
survey of the R+V insurance, Jakli & Schmidt, 2012). However, then at least the other 
fears could have an influence on well-being. Instead it is argued that adaptational 
processes intervene in the relationship between fear and well-being (Greve, 2000). Greve 
(2000) demonstrated that the positive relationship between fear of crime (measured with 
the standard question) and depression was moderated by accommodative processes 
(measured as “flexible goal adjustment”, Brandtstädter & Renner, 1990). High flexibility 
buffered the negative influence of fear on depression. This finding emphasizes that 
intervening processes have to be considered when investigating the consequences of fear 
of crime. 

 


