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Abstract 

The paper introduces the results of a two-step process that led to the design of a new 

questionnaire in the field of victimization studies. A desk-based review of national crime 

and victimization surveys from five EU countries was performed and resulted in 
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identifying opportunities to improve the consistency among these surveys as well as the 

need to include more independent variables in order to measure fear of crime and its 

correlation with sociological variables. Then, twelve experts in survey-based measures 

of crime-related issues were involved in a Delphi panel with the objective of enhancing a 

participatory design of a new questionnaire addressing individual and space-based 

determinants of the perception of insecurity that has been poorly explored to date.  

 

Keywords 

Crime and Victimization Surveys, Delphi method, fear of crime, perception of 

insecurity 

 

Introduction: survey-based measures of crime, victimization and perceived 

insecurity  

Survey-based measures of crime date back to the late 1960s and were developed in order 

to offer well-grounded knowledge that could complement administrative records and 

police statistics. The first survey-based measure was launched in 1965, when the former 

president of the United States Lyndon Johnson, responding to rising crime, decided to 

appoint a commission with the objective of examining the causes of criminality. At the 

time, the only measure of crime available to policymakers was from data on crime 

reported to and recorded by law enforcement agencies. Although, according to the 
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conclusions of the President’s Commission, ‘police agencies are to some degree dipping 

deeper into the vast reservoir of unreported crime’ (President’s Commission on Law 

Enforcement and the Administration of Justice, 1967: 40), it was recognised that police 

recorded crime was not sufficient alone to determine an accurate assessment of the true 

extent of crime. In order to improve the assessment on the extent of crime, the 

Commission suggested the implementation of a self-report survey at the national level for 

collecting information on people’s experiences of crime and characteristics associated 

with their victimisation. The proposed survey of crime and victimisation was considered 

to be a means of helping to improve the accuracy of the true measure of crime by 

capturing information that had not been reported to the police, and improve information 

that would help better understand the circumstances that related to victimisation. 

The first National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) was carried out in the United 

States in 1973. By directly asking people about their experiences with crime and 

comparing this to the level of self-disclosed victimisation from police recorded crime 

statistics, the “dark figure” of crime was revealed (Boivin and Cordeau, 2011; Messner, 

1984; Skogan, 1974) – the difference between the crimes that actually occur and those 

that are reported to the police. The survey also collected information relating to people’s 

feelings of safety at home or in the neighbourhood in which they live, fear of being the 

victim of a crime, assessment of personal risk to being a victim of crime, worry about 

criminality in general, personal wellbeing, and opinions on the effectiveness of the police 
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and the criminal justice system. The National Crime Victimization Survey has become 

an integral part of crime statistics in the U.S. and is carried out on an annual basis since 

its first edition.  

Ever since the introduction of the NCVS in the U.S., survey-based measures of crime 

have become widely adopted in countries in the European Union (for a comprehensive 

review, see Aebi and Linde, 2010) and internationally as a way to complement police 

recorded crime data. Whilst western industrialised countries are considered to have led 

the way in developing and conducting national crime victimisation surveys (hereinafter 

referred to as CVSs), CVSs have also been implemented in African countries (Nigeria, 

Rwanda, Egypt, Kenya and South Africa) under the guidance of the United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), in Asia (for example, the International Public 

Safety Survey in Kyrgyzstan in 2015) and in Latin American and Caribbean countries 

through the VICLAC-LACSI initiative (United Nations Economic and Social Council, 

2015). In turn, the adoption of national CVSs has led to attempts to compare results 

between surveys, with the work of Clinard (1978) being recognized as the first attempt to 

examine the viability of comparing CVSs. The International Crime Victim Survey 

(ICVS) stands out among other efforts to generate cross-national comparisons and to 

provide a framework for fully standardised surveys oriented toward the measurement of 

victimization experiences (Van Dijk, 2014; Van Dijk, Mayhew and Killias, 1990).  
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As argued by Cantor and Lynch (2000: 86), CVSs ‘substantially changed the definition 

of crime and the nature of the information available on crime events’. Whilst 

administrative crime statistics are based on the offences that are reported to or recorded 

by police agencies, CVSs collect personal information from individuals about their 

experiences with crime. As such, by its very nature, survey-based measures help to reveal 

different aspects relating to citizens’ needs and expectations about their own safety, and 

can improve the understanding of the causes of insecurity. It has become commonly 

accepted that police recorded crime data by themselves are not sufficient to explain 

variations in terms of people’s experiences and perceptions of crime due to the recognised 

extent to which crimes are not reported to the police and the influence that exposure to 

popular media has on the fear of crime (Cashmore, 2014; Greer, 2010), physical and 

social vulnerability (Killias and Clerici, 2000; Pantazis, 2000) and contextual factors 

related to ecological characteristics of places in which people live (Sampson and 

Raudenbush, 2004; Van Ham et al., 2012).  

 

Measuring fear of crime and the perception of insecurity: the case of five CVSs at 

the EU level 

According to Franklin and colleagues (2008), three models can be used for explaining the 

variations of fear of crime among citizens: the vulnerability model, the disorder model, 

and social integration model. The vulnerability model assumes that people’s physical and 
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social vulnerability are associated with the highest levels of insecurity (Jackson, 2009; 

Vieno, Roccato and Russo, 2013). Authors that have adopted the disorder model suggest 

there is a close link between the emergence of anti-social behaviours and the physical 

decay of neighbourhoods in which people live and their exposure to insecurity (Müller 

and Fischer, 2015; Sampson, 2012). The social integration model is used to explain fear 

of crime and perception of insecurity as a direct consequence of people’s disaffiliation 

(Brunton-Smith and Jackson, 2012; Pinkster, 2014).  

Recent theoretical developments have tried to adopt more focused approaches by pointing 

out the difference between two basic dimensions – the objective and the subjective.  The 

objective dimension refers to the influence of actual crime rates on people’s feeling of 

unsafety. The subjective dimension encompasses a continuum of emotional and cognitive 

factors affecting perceived insecurity. Assuming this difference, fear of crime is 

conceived as a particular declination of the broad concept of perceived insecurity. As a 

general definition it could be argued that fear of crime mainly refers to a negative mental 

state in reaction to victimization (i.e., being a victim of crime), while perception of 

insecurity is more related to cognitive perceived risk theories (Valera and Guàrdia, 2014). 

Furthermore, Solymosi and colleagues (2015) point out that fear of crime – and, by 

extension, perception of insecurity – is a dynamic phenomenon, being influenced by 

particular locations, times and activities, and which leads to recognising that a weakness 

of existing surveys is that they only capture static feelings of insecurity (Gray, Jackson 
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and Farrall, 2008).  

Bearing in mind current advances in the field of victimization studies, a desk-based 

analysis has been conducted within the framework of an on-going research project called 

MARGIN (Project MARGIN, 2017) with the purpose of comparing the way to measure 

fear of crime and the perception of insecurity through CVSs across five EU countries. 

Project MARGIN has involved partners in France, the United Kingdom, Spain, Italy and 

Hungary conducting collaborative research for developing strategies that help tackle 

insecurity in marginalised areas. The desk-based analysis of CVSs involved reviewing 

the content of five surveys: Cadre de vie et sécurité (France), Crime Survey for England 

and Wales (UK), Encuesta de Seguridad Pública de Cataluña (Spain), Sicurezza dei 

cittadini (Italy) and Victims and Opinion Research (Hungary). The analysis of these 

CVSs revealed three particular weaknesses that limited the opportunities for the survey 

results to be compared:  

1. The lack of an agreed framework for operationalising the constructs of “fear of 

crime” and “perception of insecurity”;  

2. As a consequence of the above, the lack of consistency and comprehensiveness in 

the range of measures of the victimization experience(s);  

3. The lack of independent variables containing information about the demographic 

and socio-economic characteristics of the surveys’ respondents, which are 
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necessary for measuring people’s fear of crime and its relationship with 

sociological variables. 

In relation to the first weakness identified, the analysis of the CVSs revealed that 

measures of fear of crime generally followed the tradition inaugurated by the U.S. 

National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS). For example, the surveys include 

questions that ask people how safe they feel “walking alone” in their neighbourhood 

“after dark”. This question has received extensive criticisms in the literature due to the 

fact that the exposure to the feeling of unsafety after dark depends on whether a person 

actually walks alone after dark or not. More precisely, authors such as Ferraro and 

LaGrange (1979), Holfreter and colleagues (2015) or Pratt and colleagues (2014) argue 

that the contemplation of activities such as leaving home and going out as pre-conditions 

for exposure to risky situations is highly controversial considering that leaving home may 

increase the possibility of falling victim to burglary or being the victim of another street 

crime (e.g. robbery), and may also reduce the risk to predominantly home-based crimes 

against the person, such as domestic violence (Pratt and Turanovic, 2015). Similarly, the 

act of going out per se is not immediately connected with victimization since what really 

matters is what individuals actually do outside. Across the five surveys analysed, only the 

Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) has developed alternative measures in an 

attempt to overcome this limitation. This includes the introduction in 2003/2004 to the 

CSEW of a more direct assessment of the situational causes of the fear of crime by asking 
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specifically about the situation when the respondent felt insecure by asking questions 

related to the frequency of the feeling of fear (e.g., How frequently have you felt [worried] 

in the last year?) and the intensity of the feeling (e.g., On the last occasion how fearful 

did you feel?).  

The lack of consistency and comprehensiveness in the range of possible measures of 

victimisation experience associated with the five different CVSs illustrated how measures 

for exploring the actual experiences of personal victimization differed greatly between 

the five countries. For example, the Hungarian CVS asks questions concerning crime in 

a broad sense, as opposed to asking questions specifically about certain types of crime.  

This is quite different to the CSEW and the French and Italian CVSs where questions are 

asked that are specific to certain crime types. Furthermore, a feature of the Catalan survey 

is that respondents are asked to recall “spontaneous memories of victimization” (e.g., Do 

you recall whether at any time in the last year you were the victim of any offence?) with 

the objective of identifying the vivid recollection of one’s personal experience, in an 

attempt to measure the impact of victimization on individuals. The lack of consistency in 

the content of the questions asked on victimisation experience in different national CVSs 

in turn makes it difficult for comparisons to be made between countries. The analysis of 

the five CVSs also revealed a general lack of detail relating to questions on victimisation 

experience, and the need (alongside better consistency) for questions relating to historical 

victimization experiences (both against the respondent and their family), information on 



 10 

the concentration of victimization, and repeated or chronic victimization. Other questions 

that might be considered include whether the risk of victimization is improving or 

declining, whether the fear of crime or feelings of insecurity actually influence the 

behaviour of the respondent (e.g., avoiding places at certain times of the day), and what 

changes, if any, an experience of victimization had on influencing the activities of victims 

(such as improving their home security after experiencing a burglary). 

The third issue identified from the analysis of the five CVSs was the lack of independent 

variables addressing the demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the surveys’ 

respondents. Each of the surveys that were analysed contained a large number of 

independent variables that could be used to analyse associations between individual 

characteristics and perceived insecurity but, only six of the same variables were recorded 

by each survey. These were gender, age, employment status, whether the respondent is a 

student, whether they were born outside the country in which the survey was conducted, 

and whether or not they had a degree. Even within some of these six variables, there exist 

cross-country differences in the way they are measured, which leads to difficulties when 

comparing findings across countries. For instance, definitions of unemployment vary 

across the five countries, depending on the type of employment which is being referred 

to (e.g., full time/part time), how long the respondent has been unemployed, and whether 

they are receiving any financial support from the government. Similar definitional issues 

also arose in the case of being born outside the country. In Italy, for instance, the national 
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CVS includes a question concerning the citizenship of the respondent, whilst in Hungary 

the same variable is obtained by considering a question on the country of birth, since 

questions regarding citizenship are not available. In England and Wales, questions 

regarding both nationality and the country of birth of the respondent are asked. In terms 

of considering the causal effect of being born outside of the county on the subsequent 

level of perceived insecurity, there are other variables that are likely to be of equal 

importance and which in most cases were not included in the victimization surveys. For 

example, an important variable relating to examining victimization against immigrants 

and minority ethnic groups is the length of time the respondent has lived in the country, 

or whether their parents were also born outside the country. In some cultures, certain 

variables are considered to be too sensitive to collect (or, indeed, even illegal to collect), 

but which if collected can provide important insights into the victimization of crime. For 

example, the England and Wales CVS includes questions relating to a person’s race and 

origins, which in France is illegal to ask. 

Two of the five surveys (England and Wales, and France) also include a question relating 

to the health status of respondents. Given that the results of recent research outline the 

possible link between health-related concerns and fear of crime, and the potential for 

positive feedback between feelings of insecurity and mental and physical health (Jackson 

and Stafford, 2009; Lorenc et al., 2014), it would appear important to capture information 

relating to the health of respondents in crime victimization surveys. While there are 
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practical considerations involved in collating information on health (such as definitional 

and sensitivity issues posing problems for objective measures of health) it would be 

valuable to capture information on health in a standard manner in CVSs to allow each 

survey to benefit from the results this would offer and to support cross-national 

comparisons. 

 

Objectives 

The objective of the research was to design a new thematic questionnaire on the 

victimization of crime with a view towards overcoming the limitations that had been 

identified from previous CVSs, and in particular from our experiences in the limitations 

in comparing between CVSs from five different countries – Spain, England and Wales, 

France, Italy and Hungary. In recognition of the need to consider contextual factors when 

analysing victimization, fear of crime and the perception of insecurity, the current 

research pursues the suggestion of Killias (2010) to collect more and better independent 

variables in order to improve our understanding of why people’s perception of insecurity 

increases or decreases. Through the determination and inclusion of a better consistent set 

of explanatory variables that may help to understand differences, trends and variations of 

perceived insecurity, this in turn would improve the value of each CVS. 

In this paper we introduce a new thematic crime victimisation questionnaire, designed 

with the specific objective of operationalizing a core group of indicators that allow for 
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analysing whether individual factors (gender, age, nationality, income, lifestyle and the 

degree of social inclusion) and situational factors (socio-economic features of 

neighbourhoods, urban layout and the degree of social cohesion) might influence 

perceptions of insecurity. Our primary focus is on urban areas with over 50,000 

inhabitants (due in part to the resources available for conducting the questionnaire in the 

five countries of the Project MARGIN participants, and the greater level of insecurity that 

is typically felt in urban rather than rural areas). The objective, therefore, was not to 

simply replicate the contents of existing CVSs but to provide insights on aspects that have 

previously been poorly addressed. Under this objective, the proposed questionnaire aims 

to improve the use of demographic and socio-geographic determinants of the perception 

of insecurity rather than extending the study of victimization in itself. To achieve this, the 

research adopted a Delphi method process to foster a participatory questionnaire design 

involving representatives from the five countries participating in Project MARGIN. 

 

Method 

The research involved the first known attempt to use the Delphi method to design 

questionnaires for constructing Crime and Victimization Surveys. 

The Delphi method is a research technique first piloted in the framework of the so-called 

“Delphi project” launched by the RAND Corporation in the United States (Dalkey, 1969). 

Since the 1970s, the Delphi method has been widely used for converging opinions among 
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experts within certain topic areas (for a comprehensive review of the use of the Delphi 

technique across different disciplines, see: Linstone and Turoff, 2002). The 

implementation of the Delphi method consists of a communication process structured 

around a series of questionnaires to collect data from a panel of selected experts. After 

each data collection stage, the Delphi coordinator (Levine and Hogg, 2010) provides an 

anonymous summary of the experts’ opinions. The feedback process encourages the 

panellists to reconsider their initial opinions, generate additional insights and clarify the 

information developed within the previous round. Then, the results arising from previous 

iterations provide inputs on specific items that can be amended by the panellists in later 

iterations. As such, over the course of multiple iterations the experts are expected to 

become more problem-solving oriented.  

The Delphi method implemented for the purposes of the current research was intended to 

reach consensus among twelve international experts in the field of victimization studies. 

The use of twelve experts fitted in line with the recommendation of Delbecq and 

colleagues (1975) on the adequate number of participants to involve in the process 

(between ten and fifteen panellists are recommended). Experts were heterogeneous with 

regard to age, background and current working position. The participants were chosen to 

represent different fields of expertise (criminology, victimology, sociology, social 

psychology, and crime statistics) in order to ensure a multidisciplinary approach to the 

questionnaire’s design. The panel’s composition was also intentionally multi-stakeholder 
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and the experts’ institutional affiliation varied from academia and research institutes to 

public institutions dealing with security issues. Gender balance within the panel was duly 

taken into account, as shown in Table 1. The MARGIN project’s management structure 

also relied on the participation of an “Ethics Advisory Board” that was responsible for 

supervising and solving potential ethics issues throughout the implementation of the 

Delphi method. Further independent scrutiny of the Delphi method and the final version 

of the questionnaire was provided by project evaluators from the European Commission 

and by external experts from each of the five countries represented in the MARGIN 

project. 

 

<Table 1 about here. Main characteristics of the panel of experts involved in the Delphi 

procedure> 

 

The Delphi process was structured into four rounds (three online rounds plus a final round 

in situ). This Delphi process characterizes the methodological approach as a “modified 

Delphi method” (Custer, Scarcella, and Stewart, 1999), particularly prominent in health 

research (Escaron et al., 2016; Eubank et al., 2016), by combining technology-mediated 

inputs with face-to-face consensus building (see Figure 1).  

 

<Figure 1 about here. Structure of the Delphi process used to design the questionnaire> 
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The modified Delphi method involved both quantitative and qualitative data. While the 

Delphi method has been typically used as a quantitative technique (Rowe and Wright, 

1999), the review of the literature shows that its implementation has been flexible, 

especially when the purpose of the research involves interpreting a broad social 

phenomenon from a holistic perspective (Creswell, 1998). Completion of the four rounds 

of the modified Delphi method took a total of 44 working days, from 19 February to 14 

June 2016. The amount of time for the administration of the four rounds was compatible 

with the recommendations of Delbecq and colleagues (1975).  

 

Implementation of the Delphi method and analysis of the inputs from the panellists 

During the first three rounds of the Delphi method (which were performed online), the 

experts were asked to numerically rate on a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (poor rating) 

to 5 (best rating), the relevance (i.e., whether the proposed items fitted with the purpose 

of the research objective) and the wording (i.e., meaningfulness of the questions and the 

related answers categories) of the items proposed by the Delphi coordinator. The rating 

exercise was intended to establish preliminary priorities among the experts. A comments 

box was available below each item to gather the experts’ personal and more detailed 

insights. Digitized versions of the questionnaires were created at the beginning of each 

round by using the web-based form builder JotForm (http://www.jotform.com).  

http://www.jotform.com/


 17 

During round 1 (19-25 February 2016), the panellists assigned numerical values from 1 

to 5 in order to assess the relevance and the wording of 394 items (consisting of 31 unique 

questions and 363 answer categories) proposed on the basis of the conclusions drawn 

from the analysis of the five CVSs that had been previously reviewed. The objective was 

to reach an agreement on how to operationalize the indicators relating to the demographic 

and socio-economic status of the respondents, their fear of crime, perceived insecurity, 

direct victimization and perception of the risk of being victimized. The panellists’ 

comments were used to rewrite those items that, despite receiving high ratings in terms 

of relevance, needed improved wording. During round 2 (11-17 March 2016), 385 newly 

formulated items (consisting of 33 questions and 352 answer categories) were 

reintroduced corresponding to those items that were poorly addressed by the experts in 

the previous round. Moreover, based on the suggestion of one expert, the questionnaire 

used in round 2 included topics relating to cyber-victimization. In the framework of round 

3 (8-14 April 2016), the experts were required to express their ratings on 11 items 

(consisting of 6 questions and 5 answer categories) relating to two topics that had 

remained unsolved from the previous rounds (i.e., where an adequate rating had not been 

reached). The objective was to reach agreement on how to address both direct and indirect 

victimization in a way that was not time-consuming (i.e., as few items as possible) as well 

as to include some questions allowing to contrast the respondents’ lifestyles with their 

levels of perceived insecurity. Finally, the experts were also asked to establish the order 
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and the sequence of the different questions included in a provisional draft of the 

questionnaire.   

After each one of the three rounds performed online, the Delphi coordinator was 

responsible for carrying out the correspondent analysis and preparing feedback on the 

results, the reasons for extreme positions and a call for reassessment (second and third 

rounds). The analysis of data gathered throughout the first three rounds focused on the 

numerical rating assigned by the experts to each question/answer category, with the 

objective of delineating areas of agreement/disagreement around the items proposed by 

the Delphi coordinator. Establishing a sound measure of consensus is a very sensitive 

issue for research using the Delphi method (for a comprehensive review, see Von der 

Gracht, 2012). In this case, after measuring the experts’ average ratings for each question 

and answer category both for the measures of relevance and wording, the standard 

deviation of each rating was calculated. Standard deviation was then used as a measure 

of the degree of agreement/disagreement among the panellists. The criterion for 

consensus was satisfied when the average rating for each item was 4 or higher and the 

standard deviation was below 1. Such a procedure for consensus measurement is endorsed 

by previous research (Doke and Swanson, 1995; Rogers and Lopez, 2002; West and 

Cannon, 1988). Finally, in order to guide the experts through the review of the results, a 

classification into quartiles was created by dividing the items into four groups: (A) very 

well rated, (B) mostly well rated, (C) mostly poorly rated and (D) very poorly rated. This 
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analysis was performed by the Delphi coordinator the week following each round and 

involved preparing feedback to the panellists of a structured summary of the results, 

including measures of central tendency and dispersion (interquartile range and standard 

deviation).  

Over the first three rounds it was impossible to reach a consensus on two topics: how to 

fully address the relationship between people’s lifestyle(s) and their perception of 

insecurity; and whether or not specific items on fear of being victimized and perceived 

disorder should have been included in the questionnaire. Face-to-face panel interaction is 

considered particularly suitable when it is difficult to reach a consensus online, as this 

helps to better exchange views and to resolve uncertainties (Boulkedid et al., 2011). In 

the case of this research, the final round took place during a dedicated meeting hosted by 

the Spanish representatives of Project MARGIN in Barcelona (13 June 2016), and 

provided the advantage of facilitating a more comprehensive debate on the topics that had 

remained unsolved. At the beginning of the meeting each panellist received a document 

showing the results from previous rounds. The Delphi coordinator recalled the main 

conclusions from previous rounds and asked the panellists to briefly introduce their 

arguments in favour or against each one of the unresolved topics. Once the discussion on 

a given topic had concluded, the moderator noted the questions with the exact wording 

that appeared to generate consensus among the experts. Consensus was considered to 

have been reached when at least 75% of the panellists (i.e., 9 out of 12 experts) expressed 
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explicit verbal agreement. Verbal agreement as a measure of consensus is grounded in 

previous research (García de Leonardo et al., 2016). In light of the results obtained 

throughout the Delphi process, the final version of the questionnaire was designed. 

 

Results: a new thematic questionnaire in the field of victimization studies  

The structure of the questionnaire, denoted as the “MARGIN Questionnaire on 

Perception of Insecurity” (2016), consists of 29 questions covering five analytical 

dimensions or constructs relating to crime and the perception of insecurity: objective 

insecurity, subjective perception, social insecurity, socio-geographic dimension, and 

lifestyle1.  

Objective insecurity  

This construct refers to people’s experiences with victimization. In the case of the 

MARGIN questionnaire, a unique question was included that addresses both direct and 

indirect victimization: During the last 12 months, have you or someone close to you been 

the victim of crime? If a person had been the victim of multiple types of crime, the 

respondent is asked to recall only the “most recent” episode s/he was a victim, and then, 

specify “how many times it [the most recent crime] had [previously] happened”, “where 

                                                      
1 The order of questions and their distribution across the different modules of the questionnaire was a matter of 

discussion within the Delphi method’s panel. Whilst from a research point of view we were purposeful in our 

approach to allow a separate examination of each of the five analytical dimensions, the sequence of questions in 

the questionnaire broadly followed this same structure but in places overlapped with other dimensions to ensure an 

appropriate flow to the questions that were asked. 
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it took place” and “what s/he was doing at the time it happened”. No follow-up questions 

are asked for indirect victimization. Two typologies of crime are addressed in the 

victimization module of the questionnaire: crimes against property (i.e., burglary 

dwelling, thefts of personal objects and vehicle-related thefts), and violent/contact crimes 

(i.e., robberies, threats, assaults and sexual assaults). A further question examined 

whether the experience of victimization resulted in the victimized person to change 

his/her behaviour or to take self-protective measures to avoid new victimization episodes: 

As a result of what happened, what actions, if any, did you or your household take in 

order to try to prevent it from happening again? 

Subjective perception  

The subjective dimension of insecurity addressed by the MARGIN questionnaire covered 

the emotional, cognitive and behavioural reactions that people have in relation to several 

dimensions of insecurity.  Specifically these referred to the perception of crime reality 

(e.g., How much crime do you think there is in your neighbourhood compared to 12 

months ago?), expectations about the future (e.g., How do you believe security will evolve 

in your neighbourhood over the next 12 months?), assessment of police work (e.g., How 

confident are you that the police are effective at preventing crime?), and feelings of safety 

(e.g., How safe do you feel walking alone in your neighbourhood after dark?). In order 

to fully address feelings of safety, the questionnaire also asked for the amount of time 

spent “walking alone in your neighbourhood after dark” as well as the intensity of feeling 
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of unsafety – How often do you feel unsafe in your neighbourhood? – on a scale ranging 

from 1 (never) to 10 (very often). A further item addressed the worry about being 

victimized – How worried are you about being the victim of a crime? – with its inclusion 

intending to establish a clear distinction between public fear (of something that may affect 

the neighbourhood as a whole) and personal/private fear (being personally concerned 

about crime).  

Social insecurity  

The construct of social insecurity takes up the conclusions of previous research that has 

shown the relationship between the social status of respondents and their perception of 

insecurity (Gray, Jackson and Farrall, 2011; Nilsson and Estrada, 2006; Staubi, Killias 

and Frey 2013; Vauclair and Bratanova, 2016; Vieno, Roccato and Russo, 2013). The 

MARGIN questionnaire was used to examine the hypothetical profile of socially insecure 

subjects, in terms of: 

 Socio-economic status:  

o Low educational attainment (no qualification);  

o Unemployed or precarious employment;  

o Low income (below the monetary poverty threshold); 

 Self-perception of ontological insecurity and anxiety-provoking situations: 

o Perception of poor state of health and pessimism about the future; 
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o Perception of poor financial situation and pessimism about the future; 

o Perception of being socially excluded and/or marginalized: 

— Because of labour situation; 

— Because of religion;  

— Because of ethnic background; 

— Because of sexual orientation. 

Together with factors of social insecurity, a demographic vulnerability hypothesis was 

also explored by including indicators that helped to ensure a gender-balanced sample and 

by recording the age of the respondents, bearing in mind that previous research showed 

that being female and elderly is positively related to feelings of insecurity, even though 

the understanding of what stimulates fear of crime among these groups has been limited 

(Franklin, Franklin and Fearn, 2008). 

Socio-geographic dimension  

The socio-geographic dimension, also known as “neighbourhood effects” (Sampson, 

2012; Van Ham et al., 2012) provided a focus towards the following: (1) physical and/or 

social characteristics of spaces that could have a negative impact on the perception of 

residents and drive them to adopt a restricted range of behaviours; (2) self-perception 

regarding the degree of social capital between neighbours, and (3) sense of belonging. In 

our understanding, the focus on the neighbourhood as the unit of analysis is crucial in 
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order to capture individuals’ different ideas of what constitutes their neighbourhood and, 

accordingly, how they feel in places that they are more and less familiar with.  

A topic associated with the socio-geographic dimension refers to the impact of anti-social 

behaviours on perceptions of insecurity. During the discussion held between the 

participants involved in the Delphi process, concerns were expressed about the cultural 

differences between countries on the meaning of anti-social behaviours and, accordingly, 

what behaviours deserve to be included within the category of “anti-social”. In some 

countries, public intervention regulating anti-social behaviours falls under specific 

legislation (for instance, the Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014 in the 

UK or the Ordenanza del Civismo in Catalonia). In other countries, such as in Italy, anti-

social behaviours often overlap with concerns about physical degradation of public spaces 

under what is termed as degrado (decay). To overcome these limitations, the question 

agreed among the panellists (How worried are you about anti-social behaviours in your 

neighbourhood?) was accompanied by a short list of examples defining what this concept 

actually means (people hanging around making noise, being drunk, littering in public 

spaces) so that the responses and their interpretation would be consistent between the five 

countries in which the questionnaires were to be conducted. 

Lifestyle  



 25 

This fifth dimension could be considered as a cross-cutting dimension interrelated with 

the previous ones. The lifestyle dimension refers to two aspects: what behaviours cause 

insecurity among citizens, and what consequences does the feeling of insecurity generate 

in terms of behaviours. In other words, depending on the focus adopted, it would be 

suitable to ask the extent a given behaviour performed by others in public spaces may 

increase respondents’ perceptions of insecurity or whether respondents modify their 

behaviour in accordance with the circumstances to avoid uncomfortable situations that 

make them feel unsafe. As such, in order to fully address the relationship between lifestyle 

and the perception of insecurity, the panellists agreed that the questionnaire should 

include the following: 

 The respondents’ degree of familiarity with the social environment; 

 How much respondents feel like they belong in the neighbourhood; 

 Whether they spend more time within or outside the neighbourhood; 

 Whether or not perceived insecurity affects people’s behaviours. 

Consensus was reached within the Delphi panel on the following questions: the first being 

a means of measuring familiarity with the neighbourhood – How many years have you 

been living in your present neighbourhood?; and others relating to the degree of 

satisfaction of living in the neighbourhood, the resident’s familiarity with their 
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neighbours, and the feeling of being able to rely on their neighbours in case of need (each 

assessed on a scale ranging from 1 – totally agree – to 10 – totally disagree). 

A further question was included in order to identify a profile of respondents based on a 

rough estimate of the time spent within and outside the neighbourhood: How much time 

do you spend outside your neighbourhood in a typical week? Despite the evident 

limitations of this question (i.e., the impossibility of knowing what kind of activities the 

respondent performs within or outside the neighbourhood), at the very least it permits the 

identification of respondents that spend the majority of their time within the 

neighbourhood (more exposed to the problems affecting the neighbourhood) versus those 

who do not (less exposed). Agreement was also reached on a final question that allowed 

for an examination of the potential consequences of perceived insecurity on daily and 

routine activities. This question made it possible to determine the level of avoidance 

behaviours that were motivated by fear and feelings of insecurity: How often do you 

change your plans and/or routine to avoid situations that make you feel unsafe? 

 

Conclusions  

Multidisciplinary and multi-stakeholders panels of experts seem to be a way to enrich 

current practices in designing survey-based measurement of perceptions of insecurity. 

The strength of the modified Delphi method process implemented in the framework of 

the current research lies in two aspects that were particularly relevant for ensuring the 
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success of the whole process. Firstly, the preliminary analysis of the five CVSs provided 

the panel of experts with a vast amount of structured information, and was crucial to 

reduce potential conflict throughout the whole process. Secondly, the fact that the experts 

were also full members of the much broader research project within which the Delphi 

method was implemented increased their commitment and their willingness to cooperate.  

The main constraint experienced in the development and use of the MARGIN 

questionnaire was the limit in the number of questions that can be asked to respondents. 

This required the panel of experts to distil different measures and factors associated with 

insecurity into as few questions as possible. For example, there was a desire from 

members of the panel to include greater structure and depth on questions relating to the 

victimisation experience or to address the relationship between activities performed 

outside the neighbourhood, travelling from and to the neighbourhood (including 

victimisation experience on public transport and how the use of public transport 

influences perceptions of crime), but this would have come at the expense of there being 

too many questions in the survey. What was decided instead was a questionnaire that was 

designed to examine victimisation and the factors that may explain variation in the 

perception of insecurity in a manner that is missed by many CVSs. Additionally, the lack 

of some questions relating to the topic of cyber-victimization in most CVSs, at a time 

when cybercrime is increasing (European Commission, 2012), is a matter the panel also 

discussed. Despite the general consensus among the experts on the panel on the relevance 
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of cyber-victimization in contemporary societies, the majority had reservations for its 

inclusion in the questionnaire due to the need to include multiple additional questions on 

how people use the Internet before capturing information on experiences of cyber-

victimization. It was decided that the inclusion of questions on cyber-victimisation were 

beyond the scope of the current research, but that it is an important area of research that 

is required in the future. 

The inputs provided by this research do not seek to operate on the presumption of 

replacing existing Crime and Victimisation Surveys but instead seek to provide new 

insights into relatively underexplored topics, such as the influence of socio-economic and 

socio-geographic factors on perceptions and the impact that the fear of crime and feelings 

of insecurity have on peoples’ lives. The MARGIN Questionnaire on Perception of 

Insecurity (2016) has since been translated from English into five languages (Catalan, 

French, Hungarian, Italian and Spanish) and at the time of writing is being used in a large-

scale survey involving a sample of over 15,000 people in Italy by using the CATI system 

(Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing), with some integrations with the CAWI 

(Computer Assisted Web Interviewing) and CAMI (Computer Assisted Mobile 

interviews) methodologies. Italy was chosen from the five participating countries in 

Project MARGIN as the location for trialling the MARGIN Questionnaire on Perception 

of Insecurity to help encourage the improved use of victimization surveys in this country 

(each of the other four countries has more developed CVSs).  The MARGIN 
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Questionnaire on Perception of Insecurity will also be used in a small selection of 

neighbourhoods in four of the main cities (n = 100 in each city) in each of the respective 

Project MARGIN participants’ countries – Barcelona, Budapest, London and Paris. This 

trialling of the survey in five countries also helps to test the vocabulary of six different 

languages2 to ensure questions are asked as intended to ensure comparability in the 

responses that are given. The results of the survey will valuably help determine the 

robustness and validity of the MARGIN Questionnaire on Perception of Insecurity, and 

help identify the causal factors that influence the variation in the perception of insecurity 

in contemporary urban societies. 

 

                                                      
2 Spanish, Catalan, English, French, Italian and Hungarian. 
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Table 1. Main characteristics of the panel of experts involved in the Delphi procedure  

CHARACTERISTICS n 

Sex 

Male 6 

Female 6 

Present professional setting 

Academia 5 

Public institution in the field of security 3 

Public establishment of administration 3 

SME/private think tank 1 

Institutional affiliation 

Dpt. Interior of Catalonia 3 

University of Milano-Bicocca 2 

University College London 2 

French National Institute for Advanced Studies in Security and Justice 2 

EuroCrime SrL 1 

Hungarian National Institute of Criminology 1 

University of Barcelona 1 

Geographical origin 

Spain 4 

Italy 3 

UK 2 

France 2 

Hungary 1 

Field of expertise 

Criminology 4 

Victimology 2 

Crime statistics 3 

Sociology 2 

Social psychology 1 

 

Figure 1. Structure of the Delphi process used to design a new questionnaire in the field 

of victimization studies 
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