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INTRODUCTION

Fear of crime is a significant sociological, criminological and psychological fact. Considerations about 
fear of crime both in research and theoretical contexts have been predominant in recent research in 
contemporary criminology (Bačanović & Jovanova, 2012). The initial research initiatives on the fear 
of crime began and developed in the 60s of the last century when, in addition to the attention and in-
terest of public policy makers in determining the actual rates of crime, victimology research was also 
developed (Lewis & Salem, 1986, p. 4).

From the very beginning, theorists and researchers encountered numerous theoretical and method-
ological problems and difficulties while doing research on the fear of crime. These are perfectly un-
derstandable because fear of crime is an extremely complex phenomenon. Fear of crime is difficult to 
define as it can refer to opinions, emotions and beliefs that relate to the vulnerability of the individual, 
their loved ones and the wider community (National Crime Council, 2009). This phenomenon cannot 
be discussed like other material phenomena or other natural phenomena, nor like the crime rate, the 
death rate, etc. (Bačanović & Jovanova, 2012) That is why certain authors (Lee, 2007) believe that the 
fear of crime by nature and by definition is subjective (Lee, 2007), which does not mean that if it is 
subjective, it is also unrealistic!

According to Ferraro & LaGrange, a major problem with the conceptualization of fear of crime (1987) 
is the generic concept of the term “fear of crime”. They suggest that crime refers to different kinds of 
activities and that the fear of victimization depends on the type of crime that is considered. They state 
that to obtain valid and reliable indicators of fear of crime, it is best to specify the type of crime to the 
respondent rather than leave it to his own inference (Williams, McShane, Akers, 2020). In that sense, 
the most comprehensive definition that reflects the fear of crime contains three aspects, an emotion-
al aspect (or an affective aspect, if we add the indicators of unspecified fear) which is expressed in a 
series of emotions arising from the perception of the possibility of victimization (that is, anxiety and 
the intensity of the impact on the future life caused by the probability of victimization), the cognitive 
aspect that includes the perception of the likelihood/risk of becoming a victim as well as the severi-
ty of the consequences that could arise from the possible victimization, and the behavioural aspect 
that includes security precautions people take to avoid or reduce the probability and consequences of 
becoming a victim (Fattah and Sacco, 1989 cited in Bačanović & Jovanova, 2012). Gabriel and Greve 
(2003) argue that all three aspects should exceed the threshold value for a state to be labelled as fear. 
A person should perceive a situation as threatening and thus feel afraid (affective experience), which 
results in fearful behaviour (avoidance or self-protection) (Erčulj & Meško, 2022).

1  natasa.peovska@uklo.edu.mk



Natasha Peovska 179

THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS FOR FEAR OF CRIME

In various disciplines, numerous theoretical explanations can be found for the fear of crime. These al-
ways start with the concept of vulnerability. This concept implies that the physical and social characteris-
tics of the individual contribute to the fear of crime. People who cannot run fast or lack physical strength 
to defend themselves from attackers, cannot afford to protect their homes, or because it will take them 
longer than average to recover from property and physical injuries from crime, their fear of crime will 
be higher (Wattanasin, 2003, pp. 22, 52). Some people perceive themselves as physically vulnerable or 
unable to defend themselves or their property from attack under certain conditions. Others, who are 
perceived as socially vulnerable, are afraid of the higher possibility of being exposed to victimization. 
Social vulnerability implies increased exposure to victimization because of a series of factors (Doležal, 
2009, p. 59). Most often, the economic situation in combination with the level of education can in-
fluence individual social vulnerability. Thus, some persons who lack funds that would increase their 
personal and home security may have increased social vulnerability. Most often, social vulnerability 
relates to who the individual lives with, what his social relations are, how much help he has, as well as 
his marital status. Additionally, living in a poor neighbourhood with a high crime rate often presents 
an increased potential for victimization. Major vulnerable groups identified based on these criteria can 
be women, the elderly, and the poor. For example, more serious consequences are expected to occur 
among women, old people, as well as among people with weak or impaired health (physical factors), 
among victims without social network assistance (social factors), as well as in areas where assistance is 
not available (situational factors). When we discuss the fear of crime among elderly people, the concept 
of vulnerability explains that the fear can be seen as an appropriate response given the fact that they are 
aware of their vulnerability and resilience. First, the elderly are often not fast enough and suffer from a 
certain disadvantage that makes it difficult for them to evade an attacker or defend themselves against 
those who might attack or harass them (Skogan, 1978: 10). According to Skogan, the biggest reason for 
higher level of fear of crime lies in their lack of resources to deal with victimization and its consequenc-
es. O’Bryant explains that the elderly have neither good health nor time to compensate for physical and 
material damages and have difficulty recovering from broken bones or other serious injuries, so the ef-
fects of crime can be significantly more severe for them (Wynne, 2008). This point of view can generally 
explain the higher level of fear of crime among the elderly, but in any case, it is necessary to consider 
their social vulnerability also (whether the elderly live alone or in a community with other family mem-
bers). Researchers examining differences in the level of fear of crime among the elderly have concluded 
that those who live in areas without social cohesion and those who are socially isolated can contribute 
to a higher level of fear of crime among this group (Lee et. al, 2020).

When we analyse the fear of crime among women, there is an explanation that their higher level of 
fear lies in their higher perceptions of personal vulnerability (Boers, 2003). Women are more likely to 
experience fear due to their greater physical and social vulnerability. Warr, for example, points out that 
“women judge that potential victimization is serious, and from here, despite having the same objective 
level of risk of victimization as men, they have a higher level of fear”. Perceptions of serious consequences 
can affect women to have a higher level of fear, and this may be reinforced if the women assess that they 
may lose control in situations of threatened victimization such as when they lack effective defences, 
safeguards or opportunities to escape because they can be physically weaker than the average attacker. 
Often, they feel they have less control over their personal and public space and are often seen as easy 
targets for crime (Meško, 2007). According to Pain, women show a greater level of fear in public places 
than in private places, despite private places being the most common location where they are victim-
ized. Pain also points out that there is a higher level of fear of crime among younger women than among 
older ones. That is, the more helpless a woman feels, the higher is their fear of crime (Meško, 2007).
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As a conclusion, this concept of vulnerability refers to the interaction of the following three factors: 
probability of victimization, severity of the foreseen consequences, and a feeling of not having control 
over the first two factors (Tolle, 2001 cited in Doležal, 2009). This theoretical concept is most often 
considered when examining a socio-demographic model, in which it is assumed that sociodemo-
graphic characteristics determine people’s fear of crime.

The second concept of fear of crime refers to the victimisation concept, which considers that fear is 
caused by high crime rates that lead to a high level of fear of becoming a victim (European Crime 
Prevention Network, 2004). According to this concept, the fear of crime is seen partly as a product 
of experience with victimization. Personal experience of victimisation or finding out about anoth-
er’s experience of crime (through family, friends, relatives, acquaintances and from the media) can 
influence the emergence of fear of crime. The thesis of imagined victimization and the psychology 
of risk indicates that the fear of victimization exists when individual imagine themselves in such a 
situation, which can contribute to the emergence of a feeling of personal vulnerability (Ruuskanen, 
Jokinen, Yordanova, Markov, & Ilcheva, 2009, p. 183). Regarding the connection between personal 
victimization and the fear of crime, studies show mixed results (Jovanova & Trajanovska, 2013). Some 
authors in their research found a strong relationship (Scott, 2003; Tseloni & Zarafonitou, 2008, Fox, 
Nobles & Piquero, 2009; McNeeley & Stutzenberger, 2013 cited in Köseoglu, 2021) while some others 
found that such a relationship either does not exist or is quite weak (Lee, 1982; Quann and Hung, 
2002, Curiel & Bishop, 2018). For indirect (vicarious) victimisation, there are research results that 
show a strong relationship with the fear of crime (Doležal, 2009). The research conducted in Finland 
found out that the young residents who had an indirect experience with crime (some of their friends 
were victimized) have a higher fear of crime, and among the elderly, the fear is higher when they have 
indirect experience through news and rumours (gossip) (Ruuskanen, et. al., 2009). Clarke and Lewis 
(1982) have determined that indirect victimization perhaps is not enough to generate fear, however, 
it is a significant source of information for the crime that affects the perceptions of the individual for 
the safety in the neighbourhood and these perceptions can affect the individual assessment of the risk 
from victimization (Wattanasin, 2003).

The third concept is social control, which considers that the fear of crime is caused by the feeling of 
lack of social control. This concept covers concerns about perceived disorder in the community and 
increasing social disorder (European Crime Prevention Network, 2004). This concept is based on the 
fact that the lack of social control is a greater source of fear than the objective risk of victimization. 
Therefore, neighbourhood disunity and criminality in that area is only a manifestation of the social 
disorder that can have a disturbing effect on the residents. The present physical signs of disorganisa-
tion or disorder (bad facades, neglected parks, scattered garbage) suggest a lack of care and an absence 
of informal social control that can lead to a bad resident’s perception (Doležal, 2009). Lack of social 
trust and informal social control is considered to greatly worsen feelings of safety and increase percep-
tions of risk in their environment (Ruuskanen, et. al., 2009).

There is also an ecological concept that analyses the impact of space on fear of crime by associating ir-
regularities in the space with social problems (Sipahi, 2022). This concept relates fear of crime with the 
place of residence, arguing that fear of crime is associated more with urban than rural environments 
and that research data shows that inner-city residents report a higher degree of fear of crime than the 
residents of the peripheral parts of the city. Some authors connect the city’s physical appearance with 
the level of fear of crime, indicating that the design of the environment in which they live can play a 
positive role in the perception of citizens. Within the ecological concept framework, certain character-
istics of social relations between residents in the environment are stated and connected with the level 
of fear of crime. Accordingly, it is considered that social integration, social cohesion, satisfaction with 
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the neighbourhood and the feeling of loneliness may have a direct impact on the level of fear of crime. 
But in this case, there can be discussion whether the fear of crime would be a dependent or indepen-
dent variable, whether the fear of crime results from disturbed social cohesion, solidarity, and inte-
gration in the neighbourhood or whether the fear of crime is one of the reasons for the appearance of 
these neighbourhood changes.

All previously elaborated concepts are introduced in the social demographic model for an explana-
tion of fear of crime. But there is another model that introduces a psychological dimension when ex-
plaining the fear of crime (Meško, Areh, & Kury, 2004). Warr’s study (1982) explains how contextual 
variables have an indirect influence on the fear of crime through individual perception. In that sense, 
sometimes research results show that the fear of crime is more correlated with the perception of a high 
crime rate rather than the official data for crime rate. Van der Wurf and his collaborators are guided 
by the concept of a defended space as a space in which the situation itself is perceived by possible vic-
tims as ideal for criminal activity. This model is also called social psychological, which includes the 
perception of the individual to what extent 1) he sees himself as a target (the attractivity component) 
2) the criminal intent of other individuals or certain groups (the evil intent component), relates to 
the wrongdoer’s role in the phenomenon and is represented by the extent to which a person attributes 
criminal intentions to another individual or particular group; 3) the degree of self-assurance and 
feeling of control that a person has concerning possible threat or assault by another. In principle, it is 
a question of two related sub-factors: one’s own power and the power of the other (the power compo-
nent); and 4) criminalized area, that has to do with the situation in which a crime may take place. The 
emphasis is on characteristics of place and time and the presence of others. It is a question of the extent 
to which a situation lends itself to criminal activities in the eyes of a possible victim, i.e. of how much 
the situation facilitates crime or the attacker/offender (Meško, et. al., 2004). This research is the first 
one on the fear of crime in the field of psychology that highlights the importance of the way how we 
perceive ourselves, others and the world in which we live in terms of the emergence of fear of crime. 

The trend in further research and explanations should be directed more towards an interactive model 
of fear of crime explanation (Boers, 2003, p. 16), without looking for a causal effect, given that previous 
theoretical explanations for fear of crime are not adequate for such complex, interactive relationships 
whose overall structural and processual context characterizes the phenomenon of fear of crime.

MEASURING FEAR OF CRIME

There is considerable theoretical confusion regarding the meaning and measurement of fear of crime. 
This confusion has a long history. More broadly, is “fear of crime” simply a measure of fear of crime, 
or is there perhaps some other attribute in addition to it that might be better characterized as “uncer-
tainty that comes with modern living” “quality of life” “perception of disorganization “ or “ urban care” 
(Wattanasin, 2003:41).

There is a history of doubts and dilemmas about the validity and reliability of measuring fear of crime. 
Even at the beginning of the research on the fear of crime, the operationalization and measuring were 
faced with certain difficulties, originating primarily from the existing dilemmas regarding the theo-
retical determination of the fear of crime. Some of the theorists believe that when we measure the fear 
of crime, the questionnaires used as an instrument, are too direct to effectively determine the public’s 
perceptions of crime (Jackson, 2005, p. 298) and their level of the fear of crime.
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Other criticism relies on the fact that the fear of crime was measured through a single indicator, which 
could not cover all segments of the fear of crime as a complex phenomenon, nor could it be tied to cer-
tain criminal acts. Ferraro argues that, in numerous research studies, the fear of crime is measured and 
analysed through one indicator and most often as a global measure (May et al., 2004). Generally, fear 
of crime was measured only through the following question: “How safe do you feel walking alone at 
night in your area/neighbourhood (or around)?” Criticisms of this question point to the fact that the 
question fails to separate the fear of crime from the risk of victimization and general fears that are not 
necessarily related to the fear of crime (National Crime Council, 2009:10). Garofalo, among others, 
points out that none of these global questions mentions crime specifically; for example, the question 
refers to crime implicitly instead of explicitly (Wattanasin, 2003). This kind of question cannot express 
the specificity of the fear of crime as a phenomenon, as it can artificially raise the level of its occur-
rence because through these questions the emotions of anxiety are generalized, and no distinction is 
made between the emotions arising from different kinds of crime. A respondent’s feeling of unsafety 
walking around alone at night could be a result of the fear of dark, fear of dogs, or simply fear of being 
alone (Dozier, 2009). Additionally, what exactly “neighbourhood” or “some areas” mean is still open to 
different interpretations by different people. Third, respondents who are asked about their perception 
of safety when they are out alone, maybe is an activity that can be rare for many of them. This would 
be quite relevant, especially for old people (Dozier, 2009, p. 44). It is thought that this way of asking 
the question may generate higher levels of fear of crime or feeling of unsafety among women and old 
people than among men and young people. For that reason, in addition to this question, which would 
in one way measure the general fear of the individual, other standard questions for operationalization 
can be related to their concern regarding specific crimes, their perception of the likelihood of victim-
ization and possible consequences for them in case they become a victim of a specific crime (Sessar, 
2008). 

Considering all the above mentioned, the question is whether the questions used are correct and/or 
whether there are factors other than crime that can activate the fear of crime. Such questions can also 
be criticized from the point of view that emotions can be present, but they can be at a low level, or they 
can appear strongly but be transient (Jackson, 2005). These questions do not consider the situations 
in which fear of crime appears, its frequency and its intensity (Ferraro and Gadd, 2004) or they do 
not investigate when, where and with whom the fear of crime appears nor how often the respondents 
reported that they felt fear. Some researchers even have concerns about the respondents’ ability to 
accurately express their fear of crime (National Crime Council, 2009, р. 11). For example, the male re-
spondents can show less fear of crime, in an attempt to be consistent with the social pressure to appear 
stronger and more self-confident in the society.

According to Ferraro and LaGrange’s (1987) perceptions of crime can be separated into three catego-
ries: judgments (about the risk of crime), values (concern), and emotions (fear)” (Etopio and Berthel-
ot, 2022 cited in Saker et al, 2023). Measures from the first group examine the cognitive evaluations or 
perceived possibilities of becoming a victim of crime. The second group of measures requires values 
or the level of concern about crime/victimization, and the third set examines the emotions that can 
arise from the possibility of becoming victim. Because the authors defined the fear of crime as “a 
negative emotional reaction to crime or the symbols associated with crime”, they argued that the fear 
of crime should be limited to the emotional component, maintaining that it is “conceptually distinct” 
from concern and perceived risk. But, if the fear of crime is conceptually limited to an emotional re-
action caused by the signs of crime, many researchers call it the fear of crime, but in fact they measure 
judgement (Krannich, Berry, & Greider, 1989; Rountree & Land, 1996; Wilcox, Quesenberry, & Jones, 
2003), or values (Lane & Meeker, 2000) or a mix of both (Block, 1971; Conklin, 1971; Doob & Mac-
donald, 1979; Lewis & Maxfield, 1980; McCoy et al., 1996 cited in Van Beek, 2004). This approach of 
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the authors can jeopardize content validity, in terms of representation of the entire construct (Haynes 
et al., 1995 cited in Etopio, 2022). In other words, the measure does not represent the entirety of the 
fear of crime construct (Etopio, 2022).

Fattah and Sacco (1998) try to introduce some clarity regarding the definition through which the fear 
of crime can be properly operationalized and measured. They first note that fear is both a psychological 
and an emotional response to a threat, but the researchers exclusively emphasize the emotional aspect 
of the fear of crime. Second, what they underline is that “the answers to general questions refer more 
to the assumed or expected than to the real fear”. For clarification, they suggest empirical measures 
that can be grouped into three broad categories, cognitive, affective, and behavioural. Cognitive are 
those that attempt to measure fear by determining the respondents’ beliefs regarding the extent and 
possibility of criminal victimization. In this category, Fattah and Sacco include not only questions that 
refer to the level of local crime but also those that require the respondents’ assessment of the possibil-
ity of becoming a victim of specific crimes (Wattanasin, 2003, pp. 46-47). In this aspect, Warr (1984) 
developed a 16-item measure that asks participants to indicate their level of fear of different crimes 
(Etopio, 2022).  The authors in the affective aspect of the fear of crime include several global mea-
sures, Figgie’s unspecified fear, and questions involving concern about the fear of becoming a victim of 
specific criminal acts, or according to Figgie’s terminology “specific fear”. Measures that measure the 
affective aspect of fear have no objective external reality to which they can be compared. Therefore, it 
is not possible to talk about whether the answers to such questions are irrational or unjustified. Fattah 
and Sacco introduce measures that measure fear through people’s behaviours (a behavioural aspect 
of the fear of crime). For example, Ollenburger asked a question that refers to the extent of security 
measures that are needed for the individual to feel protected or as a reaction to previous victimization. 
These behavioural measures were added to the other two indicators, affective measures of unspecified 
fear and cognitive measures. However, the authors emphasize that behavioural measures do not tell us 
how respondents really behave, but how they say they behave. It is still argued that these behaviours 
may be more consequences than indicators of the fear of crime (Van Beek, 2004). Perhaps this is the 
most appropriate operationalization of the fear of crime, which despite all certain remarks, can be 
accepted as the most appropriate when we measure such a complex phenomenon. 

In the last two decades, in the questionnaires about the fear of crime, questions related to the media 
are also introduced, to determine the relationship between them. However, in this part, there are 
certain dilemmas about the formulation of the questions about the media. For example, it is not only 
important to gather information on how much the media are consumed, but for what kind of purpos-
es they are mostly used, what information respondents receive and the intensity of daily consumption 
of crime-related information. Furthermore, the questions related to the type of media and the media 
credibility should be included to improve the operationalization of the connection between the media 
and the level of fear of crime (Jovanova & Bacanovic, 2012).

CONCLUSION

Fear of crime is a very complex phenomenon that always causes dilemmas regarding definition, the-
oretical explanation and measurement. In that sense, there are still discussions as to whether fear of 
crime is an emotion, opinion or belief about the vulnerability of the individual. Considering that fear 
of crime is researched in many different disciplines (within criminology, victimology, sociology, psy-
chology, or psychiatry), there are different definitions of fear of crime. One of the most comprehensive 
definitions (Fattah & Sacco, 1989 cited in Bačanović & Jovanova, 2012) that reflects the complexity 
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of the fear of crime, contains three aspects, an emotional aspect (or an affective aspect, if we add the 
indicators of unspecified fear), the cognitive aspect that includes the perception of the likelihood/risk 
of becoming a victim as well as the severity of the consequences that could arise from the possible 
victimization, and the behavioural aspect that includes security precautions people take to avoid or 
reduce the probability and consequences of becoming a victim.

 Many theoretical explanations about the fear of crime can be found in the relevant literature, which 
can contribute to the explanation of such a complex phenomenon. Generally, the fear of crime is ex-
plained by the concept of vulnerability, victimisation concept, social control, and ecological concept. 
These concepts are part of the social demographic model, but recent research has introduced and test-
ed the social psychological model based on the model of Van der Wurff et al. (1989). Further research 
and theoretical explanation should be directed toward interactive models as more adequate models 
for the explanation of the fear of crime.

The complexity of the fear of crime also poses numerous methodological challenges in terms of mea-
suring. However, through a critical review of the existing knowledge and research on the fear of crime, 
some methodological aspects can be improved to obtain more reliable data on the fear of crime as a 
significant indicator of people’s feeling of safety in society.
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