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PUBLIC POLICY AND
THE FEAR OF CRIME IN

LARGE AMERICAN CITIES
Wesley G. Skogan

Soundings of public opinion indicate that crime is the number one concemn
of a plurality of Americans." Gallup informs us that the residents of large cities
place it ahead of even unemployment and the cost of living, and the New York
Times headlined “More New Yorkers Tuming to the Right, Despite City’s Repu-
tation as Libcral” when it saw the results of its own poll on the problem.? The
issue is a recent one: a Gallup poll of big-city residents commissioned in 1949
found that only 4 percent regarded crime as their community’s worst problem.3
Crime emerged as an important issue on the public agenda about 1965. It has
remained high on the list for over a decade, however, thus showing more staying
power than most political, economic, or social ills.

Although it is a constant concern, the sources of discontent over crime are
not always clear and neither are the appropriate prescriptions for politicians or
administrators who could profit by reducing it. This chapter reviews some new
data that speak to the efficacy of policies that have been employed to reduce or
ameliorate the impact of the fear of crime in large cities. Most traditional poli-
cies attack the problem by attempting to reduce the frequency of victimization.
In this category are included efforts to reduce police-response time, increase

- police manpower, and apprehend criminals. Others attempt to limit the serious-
ness of consequences of the most frightening offenses. Victim compensation
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FIGURE 1.1

Determinants of the Fear of Crime
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schemes and improved facilities for treating the victims of rape are included here.
Some address the fundamental causes of crime and personal insecurity, including
environmental-design projects and community crime-prevention programs. The
remainder get at fear and its consequences directly, providing symbolic bases for
feelings of safety and security. This is perhaps the major payoff of investments
in intensive uniformed patroling and streetlighting. These relationships are
sketched in Figure 1.1. The data on crimes and victims—which primarily were
collected in the federal government’s victimization surveys—are organized around
six working hypotheses that must be confronted by prospective social engineers
in the criminal-justice system:

(1) Policies have different effects on different types of crime, and often that
effect is negligible.

(2) Different types of crime have different effects on the fear of crime, and
that effect varies from group to group.

(3) The fear of crime is usually generated vicariously and not by direct victim-
ization.

(4) The fear of crime is affected by many social factors that have little to do
with victimization, directly or indirectly.

(5) The relationship between expressed fear and actual behavior is problematic.

(6) The causal system underlying the fear of crime is characterized by positive
feedback and accelerating rates of change.

After mobilizing evidence supporting these propositions, the chapter
concludzs with a few modest recommendations that seem congruent with the
argumnent developed here.

THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC POLICIES ON CRIME

Policies have different effects on different types of crime, and often that
effect is negligible. The relationship between criminaljustice policy making and
the crime rate is at best uncertain. Field experiments and statistical exercises
designed to tease out the deterrent effect of increments of man and material or
the effects of new crime-control strategies typically uncover only small effects.*
One reason for this is that many crimes simply are not deterrable by the criminal-
justice system. Many are furtive in nature, and not even their victims are clear
about what has happened, when, or by whom. Many take place in private rather
than in public places, and thus are not much affected by variations in patrol
density or tactics. A substantial number of crimes of violence involve parties
who know, love, or are related to one another; motivated by passion, they are
not preventable even by programs aimed at the presumed root causes of crime.
Finally, many or most crimes are not even reported to the police in the first
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place. In those categories of criminal activity for which the justice system depends
upon citizens to initiate the investigation process this greatly reduces the impact
of official responses to crime.

The furtive character of many crimes means that there often is only a
small residual of clues available 10 the police. If a victim is unable to supply
much information about an offender, it is unlikely that an arrest will ever be
made, for physical evidence plays a small role in ordinary police work. Typically
the victims of property crime are unable to supply such rudimentary data as the
exact time of the offense, and the lack of personal contact between victim and
offender that characterizes such crimes usually means that no descriptions can
be rendered either. The result is that clearance rates for property crimes are
much Jower than those for personal offenses.

The amount of information that is potentially available to the police for
particular kinds of crimes can be analyzed by examining the “don’t know”
responses to items in a victimization survey. Table 1.1 presents the responses of
a national sample of victims to questions about the apparent age and race of
those who carried off the caper. It indicates the importance of substantial
victim-offender interaction in establishing a base of information for later police
investigation. Both assaultive violence and robbery offenses typically leave a
strong impression of the perpetrator in the minds of victims. Property offenses
almost never lead to a personal identification, on the other hand. In the middle
lies personal larceny (purse snatching and pickpocketing), crimes in which
victim-offender relationships often are fleeting. In those offenses only about
one-half of all victims were willing to hazard a guess about the characteristics of
their attackers.

The location of crimes also affects the ability of the criminal-justice
system to prevent the occurrence or to respond rapidly following the event.
Incidents that occur in public places are more visible to passing patrols and are
more likely to involve witnesses and bystanders who may be willing to intervene
or call the police. Those in private places, on the other hand, are shielded from
view, and it is often difficult for the police to intervene legally unless their
services are requested.> The Census Bureau’s national victimization survey sug-
gests that a substantial proportion of offenses occur in closed-off or semipublic
places where private efforts are more likely to affect victimization rates. As
Table 1.1 indicates, burglary, personal theft, and interpersonal violence often
occur in less-visible locations. Many purse snatchings occur in office buildings,
commercial establishments, schools, or hotels, however. There the vigilance of
private security agents, changes in building design (alarm systems, the availa-
bility of exits), and routine self-protective practices by employees are likely to
affect victimization patterns. In the robbery and larceny categories, most inci-
dents occur in relatively public places. Programs designed to increase the amount
of “street watching” in a community, either by patrol officers or community
groups, may pay dividends in those cases.
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The relationship between victims and offenders is related by inference to
the motive behind many crimes, especially those of violence. Incidents that
spring from relationships gone awry are probably less sensitive to variations in
the certainty and severity of justice-system responses than are crimes of calcu-
lation.® While there is some evidence that the Census Bureau’s victim surveys
greatly undercount incidents within the family and among friends and neighbors,
the data may still be useful in comparing the relative concentration of stranger
crimes in various categories. The data in Table 1.1 suggest that the only substan-
tial reservoir of nonstranger crime is the interpersonal violence category; there,
40 percent of all offenses registered in the victimization survey for 1973 involved
victims and offenders who were at least acquainted. Most of the rohberies involv-
ing nonstrangers could be described as “school-yard extortion,” a serious prob-
lem among the young.

The difficulty is that almost none of that extortion nor many robberies are
reported to the police. Only in the auto-theft category were a substantial pro-
portion of offenses uncovered in the victim survey reported to the authorities.
Petty property thefts were least frequently reported (22 percent), while burglary
and robbery hovered around the 50 percent mark.” In all of these crimes the
police rely primarily upon citizens to initiate the investigation process. Thus,
programs aimed at improving response time, the quality of police service, or the
effectiveness of other elements of the criminaljustice system are not likely to
have much impact on the overall victimization rate. The data on suspect identi-
fication suggest that even full reporting probably would not help much in the
case of property crime. The high visibility of most vehicle thefts does lend hope
that official or civilian patrol programs might make a dent in that rate. On the
basis of this data, robbery also looks like a good bet for effective crime-
prevention activity: it involves rational calculation on the part of offenders, it
takes place in public or semipublic places, and frequently it could lead to the
identification of specific suspects. The weak link in the deterrence chain in the
case of robbery appears to be citizen reporting.

SOURCES OF THE FEAR OF CRIME

Different types of crime have different effects on the fear of crime, and
that effect varies from group to group. Not all victimizations have the same atti-
tudinal effect, and the impact of that experience varies from person to person.
Thus, reducing the frequency of certain crimes will have a higher payoff than
others, and programs aimed at selected subgroups in the population will have a
greater effect than scattershot crime-reduction policies.

In the 1967 analysis of citizen attitudes, the National Crime Commission
noted that only crimes against persons appeared to have any direct impact upon
the fear of crime. While property crimes reported in their surveys outnumbered
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TABLE 1.2

Victimization and the Fear of Crime

Correlation (Gamma) with:

Victimization Type Feelings of Safety No Change in Activity
Rape -.25 -.51
Robbery -.22 =32
Personal Theft -.34 -40
Assault -.01 -.09
Burglary -.13 -.14
Larceny .04 .01
Auto Theft .02 -.06
(n=23,022) (n=23,033)

Source: Compiled by the author from the attitude subsample of the 1973 survey of
New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Los Angeles. This analysis is based upon a
50 percent sample of that data.

those involving personal victim-offender contact by a wide margin, their attitud-
inal impact seemed to be slight.® Virtually the same is true among those who
were interviewed by the Census Bureau during their survey of victimization and
attitudes in the nation’s five largest cities, which was conducted early in 1973.
The only exception is burglary, which appears to have psychological conse-
quences parallel to—but weaker than—those of personal crime. The incidence of
property ¢rime affected the respondent’s perceptions of the amount of crime in
their neighborhood, but not their personal reactions to it.

Table 1.2 presents bivariate correlations between victimization measures
and two indicators of the fear of crime: a composite index that measures the
respondents’ fear of walking the streets of their neighborhoods during the day
and at night (a high score on which indicates feelings of relative safety), and an
item probing whether they had changed or limited their activities in the past few
years because of crime (a “no” response on which was scored high).® The analy-
sis is based upon a 50 percent sample of the 47,000 respondents who were
administered an attitudinal inventory during interviewing in New York City,
Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia.’® The independent variables
are counts of the number of times each respondent was victimized by each type
of offense during the preceding year. These varables ranged in value from zero
to four for personal crimes, and up to seven for some property offenses. As
Table 1.2 indicates, victimization by rape, robbery, personal theft (pickpocketing
and purse snatching), and burglary was related systematically to the fear of
crime. As the signs there indicate, victims were less likely than nonvictims to
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perceive their neighborhood as a place of safety, and they were more likely to
report changes in their behavior. Auto theft, simple larceny, and assauit were not
so related. The limited effect in the latter cases may be due to inadzquacies in
the measurement of assault in the victimization surveys, or to the lazge compo-
nent of interfamily, nonstranger crime in this category. The importance of
burglary victimization in structuring attitudes should not be surprising. foritisa
crime that violates one of the most important sources of personal security—
home walls. The home-as-haven plays an important psychological role in main-
taining one’s sense of security and order, especially for low-income pzople who
cannot purchase residential distance from high-crime neighborhoods.’

As this suggests, the impact of victimization upon the fear of crime varies
from group to group in the population. In general, those who are more physi-
cally vulnerable to victimization and those who are more likely to have difficulty
bearing the consequences of crime are more terrified when their feass are real-
ized. The effect can be illustrated using mean scores on the five-point “safety”
index to compare the attitudes of victins and nonvictims of varous types.
Women who were victimized by personal crimes had an average score of 4.98 on
this measure, the nonvictims 5.5. Among men, the comparable scores were 6.12
and 6.3. Male victims felt less insecure than female nonvictims, and the effect of
victimization (the difference between the two scores within each group) was
twice as great for females. Similarly, the effect of victimization was 2.5 times as
great among those making under $10,000 per year as among those with family
incomes above that mark, and the security score for those over 30 years of age
dropped 3 times as far in response to personal crime as that for those under 30.

Based on the five<ity data, it thus is apparent that certain groups in the
population are much more fearful than others, and the effect of victimization
among those groups is more intense. Programs aimed at alleviating the burdens
bom by persons in those categories should reap large benefits. One approach to
the problem would be to reduce victimization rates, especially among the poor,
women, and older people. Given that this strategy may not have many signifi-
cant payoffs, an alternative response to the fear-of-crime problem may be to pro-
vide the victims of cime better services. There is important evidence that quality
of police service received by crime victims plays an important role in mediating
the relationship between victimization and fear. In an analysis of victimization
data collected in a St. Louis area study, Roger Parks reports that victms who
received thorough and more satisfactory service from police officers who
responded to their call were less frightened by the experience as a resuli. Faster
perceived response time was helpful in mediating the impact of victimization as
well.'? Being more vulnerable, the spirits of women, the poor, and the elderly
may be especially buoyed by a sign of support and by the promise of competent
protection that good service may hold out.

The fear of crime usually is generated vicariously, and not by direct
victimization. Measures of direct victimization cannot explain much of the
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TABLE 1.3

Personal Victimization and Perceptions of Safety

Percentage Distribution of

Perceptions Personal Victimization
of Safety No Yes N
Low 1 21 2 5,338
2 18 1 4,304
3 19 1 4,698
4 23 1 5,524
High S 13 1 3,159
Total . 100% 100%

Source: Compiled by the author from the attitude subsamples of the 1973 survey of
New York, Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles. This analysis is based upon a
50 percent sample of that data,

variation in measures of the fear of crime, for many more people express great
fear than actually are victimized. Although it has not been investigated system-
atically, it seems that the roots of most people’s perceptions of crime and
knowledge about victimization lie in vicarious sources: television programs,
newspapers, and the secondhand reports of friends and neighbors. )

Attitude studies indicate that experience with personal crime (and burg-
lary) is the only consistent predictor to the fear of crime among victimization
measures. However, crimes against the person are relatively rare events, even in
these five high<rime cities. Within the one-year reference period used in these
(and most other) surveys, most people are not involved in a rape, robbery,
assault, or personal theft. In the 5-city survey, only 0.2 percent of all respond-
ents (and less than 0.4 percent of all females) reported that they were raped
within the past year; for robbery the overall figure was 2.4 percent, for assault
2.8 percent, and for personal theft 1.2 percent. A few of these victimizations
overlapped, leaving about 94 percent of all the respondents in these surveys
untouched by personal crime during the 1972 reference year.

The difficulty is that a variable with a highly skewed distribution cannot
be related in simple fashion to a variable with a normal distribution. This is
illustrated in Table 1.3, which relates victimization experience to perceptions
of safety, when the former is collapsed into a simple victim-nonvictim dichotomy
for all personal crimes. While the data in Table 1.3 indicate a correlation between
victimization and perceptions of safety (a gamma of -.15, which is brought
down by the inclusion of assault cases), it is clear that most people falling in the
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low-safety categories were not victimized during 1972. The roots of fear must be
found elsewhere.

One source may be the experiences of those we know and love. An indicator
of this which may be generated from the Census Bureau’s data is the victimi-
zation experiences of others in the household of each respondent. When we
measure this using a count of the number of robberies and personal thefts
suffered by other household members during 1972 (which ranged in value from
0 to 5), we find that pereeptions of safety declined steadily with indirect victim-
ization: mean safety scores dropped from 2.9 among nonvictims to 2.0 among
those who lived in households where others suffered 3 or more victimizations.

Beyond this there is no direct data on the importance of vicarious expe-
riences in shaping people’s opinions about crime. Robert LeJeune and Nicholas
Alex indicate that the victims of robbery spend a great deal of time communi-
cating their experience to others, but there is no evidence of the impact of such
“war stories.””!® It seems likely that popular stereotypes about the motives and
behavior of criminals, the characteristic features of crimes, and the relative
frequericy of personal and property offenses are largely passed on through the
media, and systematic observations of television programs indicate that infor-
mation from that source is quite inaccurate.'* Perhaps information campaigns
that “tell the truth” about the crime problem and contribute to a more realistic
public assessment of the nature of the crime problem in the United States
might contribute to an overall reduction in the aggregate level of fear in urban
communities.

Safe'y and activity are affected by many social factors that have little to
do with victitnization, directly or indirectly. The fear of crime is mixed up with
a number of other fears and aggravations that plague the lives of big-city resi-
dents. People do not get along with nor understand their neighbors, they fear
what goes on in schools, and they do not like to rub elbows with the people they
do in places where they shop or seek recreation. Part of this has to do with the
fear of strangers. Strangers are unpredictable: we do not understand their
motives and we do not know what they may do. In this sense, people of a
different race or class are stranger than those who are not. As a result, the fear
of crime is intermingled with racial fears and class-linked differences in behavior.

It is apparent from the Census Bureau’s surveys that a number of factors
other than crime (as a specific response category) affect people’s behavior. For
example, the survey asked whether respondents in the five largest cities went out
at night for entertainment more or less than they did “a few years ago.” Among
the 33 percent who indicated that they went out less. 16 percent (5 percent of
the total) attributed their decreased mobility to crime. The comparable figure
was 11 percent for those who indicated that they do not go downtown to make
major purchases. When asked about events close to home people volunteered a
number of complaints that were related to perceptions of safety and mobility,
but were not specifically “criminal.” In response to a question of what they
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disliked about their present neighborhood, 28 percent indicated that “crime”
was the most important response category. An additional 19 percent said that
they were unhappy because a “bad element” was moving into the neighbor-
hood, 9 percent cited their dislike of the character of their neighbors, and
5 percent mentioned problems with the schools. This adds up to 62 percent of
all those responding to the question. Persons who chose those responses were
more likely than those who did not to fall into low-safety and reduced activity
categories, suggesting that the “fear of crime” is 2 diffuse psychological construct
affected by 2 number of aspects of urban life.

The relationship between expressed fear and actual behavior is problematic.
It is not always possible to predict behavior on the basis of attitudes. Our
behavior is shaped by a variety of opportunities and constraints that may cause
us, perhaps even unwillingly, to act in ways thatare discrepant with our expressed
fears, beliefs, or preferences. People may fear street crime and still have to take
the bus home from work after dark; youths may be victimized frequently, yet
they may be drawn by sociability and peer pressure to spend a great deal of time
in parks and alleys; the elderly may be relatively safe from actual victimization,
but they still may take great precautions to avoic injuries that may be slow to
heal or losses they cannot recoup. The more indirect the connection between
attitudes and behavior, the less programs aimed at one will affect the other.
This may have consequences for policies encouraging the adoption of individual
self-protective measures against crime.

The Census Bureau’s victimization surveys reveal a substantial corre-
spondence between perceptions of safety and self-reports of behavior. The
correlation (gamma) between the composite index measuring perceived neigh-
borhood safety and responses to the question, “Have you limited or changed
your activities in the past few years because of crime” (with a “no” response
scored high), was +.55 among residents of the five largest cities. Twelve percent
of all respondents fell in the two “least safe” categories and yet indicated that
they had not. Almost 70 percent of these “discrepants” were female; young,
working, unmarried women were most likely to report that their neighborhood
was unsafe and yet failed to take “appropriate” countermeasures. This perhaps
was a consequence of role pressures that led them to behave this way, while
their physical vulnerability to personal crime made them more fearful of the
consequences.

One explanation for the general discrepancy between belief and behavior
may be that for many persons the fear of crime is a relatively abstract concemn.
Few are victimized, and not many live with others who have fallen victim to
a senious personal crime. In general, consistency in attitude (perceptions of
safety) and behavior (limits on activity) increases with exposure to crime. For
example, the gamma between the two measures was +.54 among nonvictims,
while among those who were victimized by rape, robbery, or personal larceny
during the preceding year the correlation increased to +.61. The correlation
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between safety and activity also was higher among those who lived in the same
household with the victims of personal crimes. Similarly, the suspicion that
one’s neighbors are likely to be counted among the criminal class was related to
greater consistency between perceptions of neighborhood safety and personal
behavior. Respondents were asked: “How about any crimes that may be happen-
ing in your neighborhood—would you say they are committed mostly by people
who live here in this neighborhood or mostly by outsiders?’ Among those who
insisted that there was “‘no crime” in their area, the correlation between the two
measures was +.49; among those choosing ‘“‘outsiders” it was +.52; among those
indicating that both outsiders and those in the neighborhood were responsible it
was +.58; among those who feared only their neighbors it was +.59. The more
immediate the source of the threat, the more consistent were attitudes and
behaviors.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CRIME-CONTROL POLICY

The implications of this data for crime-control policy are inferential, but
speak to a central issue—citizen participation in crime-prevention activities. By
popular image, the urban dweller lives in a state of seige, armed to the teeth and
locked behind bolted doors. This contrasts with the picture of the average apa-
thetic citizen lamented by criminaljustice professionals—he does not cooperate
with officials in crime-prevention efforts, he leaves his keys in his car door or his
back door unlocked with alarming frequency, and he does not even report many
crimes to the police. Part of the difference between these stereotypes may be the
distinction between attitudes or verbalized opinions and behavior. Most people
are not victimized and most people do not suspect their neighbors, even in these
five high-crime cities. As a result, it may be difficult to convince nonvictims (or,
more appropriately, the not-yet-victimized) to invest time or money in defensive
tactics or to change their life-styles. Even among victims, defensive tactics are
less than universally pursued. In the five cities, 59 percent of the victims of
personal crime reported that they had changed or limited their activities due to
crime, as contrasted with 48 percent of nonvictims. This effect is somewhat
stronger than that uncovered by the Crime Commission in their surveys in the
mid-1960s, but neither the strength of the relationship nor the level of defensive
activity is high enough to lend credence to extreme views of the paralysis of big-
city life.! * People are concemned about crime, and there is reason to believe that
this concern is on the upswing, but life goes on.

The causal system underlying the fear of crime is characterized by positive
feedback and accelerating rates of change. The framework for this discussion,
sketched in Figure 1.1, is a dynamic model. Crime, racial and class tensions, and
communication of those fears not only contribute to the spread of fear and the
reduction of personal mobility, but they in turn lead to increasing rates of crime
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and demographic and economic changes that further fuel the spiral of fear. The
result is that over time we should find exponentially increasing levels of fear in
communities that have gotten caught up in that spiral. Although time-series
attitudinal data for central cities is lacking, other indicators of social change in
large American cities do not portend well for the future.

First, rates of reported crime have increased dramatically in certain cities.
In Chicago the number of reported homicides rose from 231 in 1946 to over
1,000 in 1973, while the city’s population remained virtually unchanged.®
Crime rates have risen the most in larger communities, and by 1970 the 32
largest cities in the country—which housed 16 percent of the nation’s popu-
lation—experienced 67 percent of all the robbery known to the police.' ? Whether
the linkage between crime rates and the fear of crime is through direct victimi-
zation or the contagion of vicarious experiences, we should expect fear to
increase in some regular fashion with skyrocketing reported crime rates.

Analysis of the attitudinal data collected by the Bureau of the Census
in 26 major cities indicates that rates of officially reported crime are strongly
correlated with the level of fear in those communities. Figure 1.2 presents a plot
of the relationship between officially reported robbery rates in those commu-
nities and a measure of citizen safety, the (projected) proportion of the popu-
lation who indicated that they were afraid or very afraid to walk the streets of
their neighborhood alonc at night.'® Thc official robbery ratc in this case
probably reflects both true patterns of victimization and the image of the
dimensions of the local crime problem that radiates from the police and the
media in these communities. As Figure 1.2 indicates, citizens in cities where
reported robbery rates were high (including Newark, Detroit, and Baltimore)
felt very insecure, while those in low-crime cities (notably in San Diego) felt safe
indeed. The slope of the regression line illustrated in Figure 1.2 suggests that a
shift of 10 robberies per 10,000 inhabitants is associated with a 1.8 percent
change in aggregate levels of safety in these communities.'® While it is inappro-
priate to make firm claims about temporal trends from such cross-sectional
parameters, it is likely that the positive relationship displayed in Figure 1.2 has
remained constant across time within cities as well.

This is troublesome, for projections of existing trends suggest that large
central cities will continue to experience rapidly increasing rates of reported
crime. One reason for this is that crime and associated problems appear to be
linked in reciprocal fashion with patterns of metropolitan suburbanization.?®
The impact of this process upon the social ecology of central cities has been
mammoth. Suburbanization sorts the population along race and class lines,
concentrating the poor and the marginally employable in deteriorating physical
plants that are cheaper to abandon than repair. The hearts of large cities are
peopled by working-class whites and blacks and Latins of various classes who
are unable to escape, while job opportunities expand on the fringes of metro-
politan areas where land is cheap and expressway connections are handy. Skilled
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FIGURE 1.2
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labor and the tax base are rapidly following the middle class to suburban areas,
pulled by opportunity and pushed by the fear of crime and the financial burden
of supporting the services apparently necessary to maintain order in the old
neighborhoods. Thus suburbanization is most extensive around central cities
with the highest rates of reported crime. Across the nation’s 32 largest cities in
1970, the correlation between the crime rate and an index of suburbanization
based upon jobs and population was +.62.2' The correlation between changes
in each between 1946 and 1970 was +.57, suggesting that the relationship
between suburban growth and centralcity crime patterns has been quite
powerful.

The difficulty is that those policies that exist about suburban growth have
been drafted to encourage it, and it is unlikely that U.S. governments in their
present form can do much to reverse demographic trends. The movement of
people and jobs is largely a function of market forces and racial discrimination,
which usually work in tandem.?? What limited impact the government has in
such affairs has been in the areas of highway construction, mortgage financing,
mass-transit policy, and gasoline prices. In the past, these have worked to speed
the growth of suburbs, but it is unlikely that incremental changes in any or all
of these activities would much affect the course of urban development. Thus the
prognosis for large, dense, racially heterogeneous central cities is not good, and it
is a sure bet that crime and (perhaps) the fear of crime there will register steady
increases for the foreseeable future.

SOME RECOMMENDATIONS

This review has argued that many of the policies we traditionally pursue
to affect the fear of crime have little chance of success, and that much of that
fear is probably beyond the control of the criminaljustice system in the first
place. It has suggested three viable paths that still z{ppear to be open to policy-
makers, however. These include programs that inform the concern rather than
the fears of the public; that mobilize them in support of narrow, crime-specific
prevention activities; and that provide services to victims, calling for new skills
on the part of criminal-justice practitioners.

It is important to distinguish between the fear of crime (as manifested by
reduced activity or an unwillingness to venture onto the street) and concern over
crime as a public issue. The latter involves how high we place the issue on the
public agenda, relative to other ways of spending our money. Too often the
latter issue is approached by playing to the former, drumming up levels of public
hysteria that for most people (the data indicate) is quite inapproprate. The
result: many people are afraid, many more than are victimized by “crime in the
streets,” and that fear has negative systemic consequences which probably far
overshadow its strategic payoffs. A more responsible (and profitable) strategy
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would focus upon those high-volume crimes that strike more uniformly thrrough-
out the population, and that might be reduced in number through simple self-
defensive tactics on the part of potential victims. These include burglary and
property thefts, crimes that cost us a lot (which can easily be measured), rely
largely upon carelessness on the part of victims, and do not evoke high levels of
debilitating fear. This strategy for mobilizing public support of the criminal-
justice system recognizes the ‘“‘positive functions” of concem and attempts to
focus upon activities where it may do the most good for the greatest number.

The data presented in Table 1.1 also suggest some ways of setting viable
crime-prevention priorities with payoffs in the fear department. Analysis of the
victimization survey data indicates that certain classes of crimes may be amen-
able to government intervention. Almost 27 percent of all property larceny and
6 percent of all personal violence, for example, were reported to have taken
place in schools in 1973.2% Schools are places with controlled access, lockers,
and security administrators, all things that governments can improve upon. The
data also indicate that robbery is a good bet for deterrent impact—there is a high
potential for suspect identification, it often occurs in public places, and it
involves rational calculation on the part of offenders. Citizen reporting programs
would help close the biggest gap in the apprehension process, for less than one-
half of all personal robberies are now coming to the attention of the police.

Finaily, Roger Parks’ analysis of the impact of the quality and quantity of
police service upon the extent to which victimization experiences were trans-
lated into generalized fear should suggest training and organization policies to
police administrators.?* Perhaps the best model for the kind of police inter-
vention style that is called for is Morton Bard’s family crisis-intervention
team.?® They are trained to cope with conflicts that arise out of domestic
problems, which often calls for negotiating between the disputing parties and
arranging for the assistance of other social agencies in the solution of family
difficulties. For police officers, victimization is a routine event, and often they
simply do not understand the crisis that it evokes in the lives of victims. What
the victim needs is information (what to do about insurance, where to locate a
good doctor), advice (is his assailant likely to do it again; what should he do to
protect himself in the future?), and 2 prognosis (will he get any property back;
will they catch the one who did it; how much of his time will it take if they do?).
The evidence suggests that such assistance—which is not the same thing as
unwarranted reassurance that all is well—helps a lot in assisting victims in
adjusting to their new status.

The fear of crime greatly affects the quality of urban life. It affects it
directly through its impact upon our use of the streets and parks, the bustle of
social activity, shopping, and recreation, and the diversity and anonymity that
have long characterized city dwelling. It affects it indirectly through the debili-
tating impact of crime upon social intercourse, community morale, and even
the economic base of the city. When shops and restaurants close, when downtown



PUBLIC POLICY AND THE FEAR OF CRIME 17

streets become lonely canyons in the evening, and when families reanng children
flee the central city, we all suffer the consequences. The fear of crime has a
social, political, and economic reality of its own, quite independent of the true
dimensions of the crime problem and the efficacy of crime-reduction policies.
The development of social indicators of this aspect of the quality of life and the
cultivation of programs that succeed in coping with it should be high on the
agenda of innovators in criminal-justice administration.
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