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Revisiting Risk Sensitivity in the Fear of Crime

Abstract [word count: 117]

This paper considers the psychology of risk pefoagh worry about crime. A survey-
based study replicates a long-standing finding thatceptions of the likelihood of
criminal victimization predict levels of fear ofiere. But perceived control and perceived
consequence also play two roles: (a) each pregetseived likelihood; and (b) each
moderates the relationship between perceived likell and worry about crime. Public
perceptions of control and consequence thus driwegt WMark Warr defines as ‘sensitivity
to risk.” When individuals perceive crime to be @dplly serious in its personal impact,
and when individuals perceive that they have Ipgesonal control over the victimization
event occurring, a lower level of perceived likeliidl is needed to stimulate worry about

crime.

Key words: Fear of crime; risk perception; sensitivity to riplersonal vulnerability;
probability insensitivity.



Beginning an often cited paper on a somewhat Naimote, Warr & Stafford (1983) argued
that one of the most disappointing features ofaegeinto the fear of crime was the lack of
investigation into so-called ‘proximate causes edrf (meaning public perceptions of both
the likelihood and consequence of criminal victiatian). Complicating the ascription of
irrationality when levels of fear outweigh levels of statisticaistimated risk, Warr's (1987)
‘sensitivity to risk’ model predicts that the infloce of perceived likelihood on fear is
moderated by perceptions of crime seriousness. \ilamnd empirical support for the
hypothesis that when people judged a crime to lpeodaslly serious, a lower level of
perceived likelihood was needed to stimulate soewellof personal fear. Individuals were
more ‘sensitive’ to a given level of perceived likeod when they viewed the crime to be
especially serious in nature and consequence.

In a more recent study Chadateal. (2007) considered some elements of the sensitivity
to risk model. Yet rather than looking at the paloble of perceived seriousness of crime, the
authors instead speculated on the utility of armsive body of psychological research into
judgments under uncertainty. When judging the iliikeld of uncertain events, people often
employ cognitive heuristics or ‘rules of thumb’ hat than follow principles of probability
theory (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973pne of these ‘rules of thumb’ — the availabiligunistic
— predicts that the size of a class tends to bgejuithy the ease with which instances of it can be
retrieved from memory (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974pphed to fear of crime, the availability
heuristic may help explain why people tend to e&imate the probability of criminal
victimization, and particularly over-estimate theequency of rare, spectacular and easily
imaginable events (Warr, 1980). People substitutdatively difficult question (how likely is it
that | will become a victim of a particular crime#ith a relatively easy question (how easy can
I imagine becoming a victim of a particular crime?)

The findings of a London-based survey extend Wamnidslel of risk sensitivityn two
ways. First, when respondents judged crime to pecigly uncontrollable, and when they
judged crime to be especially serious in its consege, a lower level of perceived likelihood
was needed to stimulate relatively frequent wolrgua crime. Perceptions of consequence and
control thus interacted with perceptions of likel to predict levels of worry about crime in
the sample. Second, respondents tended to semigation as likely when they saw the
consequences to be severe and the event to beulito control. The availability heuristic
predicts that vivid and easily accessible mentageny (which in the current context may
involve mental representations of highly unconaiolé, unpredictable and consequential
crimes) shapes perceptions of the likelihood ofiveergrisk. The extended model of risk
sensitivity hopes to incorporate notions of vulhdity and circulating representations of risk
into a more powerful framework on the dynamics ofmy about crime.

FEAR OF CRIME AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RISK

The psychology of risk is an under-researched iaréee fear of crime, yet insights can provide
an important complement to the most extensive boidyvidence: public perceptions of
neighborhood breakdown and stability. Numerous istuthave found that public concerns
about local disorder, social cohesion and collecsfficacy predict fear of crime (e.g. Ferraro,
1995; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; Jackson, 2004; anchhtly2008; for reviews see Hale, 1996;
Farrallet al., 2009). Such work suggests that citizens link thlke of crime with levels of moral
consensus, social order and collective efficacyddl/-to-day’ issues (‘young people hanging
around’, ‘poor community spirit’, ‘low levels ofust and cohesion’) generate information about
risk (Ferraro, 1995) and a sense of unease in @msonment (cf. Goffman, 1971; Warr,
1990; Tulloch, 2003), then fear of crime emergea ascial indicator of public concerns over
neighborhood breakdown, societal cohesion, moras@asus, and the pace and direction of
social change (Jackson, 2006). Citizens may beesgmy through the language of ‘fear’ and
‘crime’ a wealth of anxieties about social fragnagiain, the loss of moral authority, and the
crumbling of interpersonal trust, daily civility dsocial capital (Girlingt al., 2000).

To this framework we might add the mechanisms tnaderpin subjective risk
assessment. Consider Warr's (1987) ‘sensitivitsigki model. Simple yet powerful (Figure 1,
left box), at its most basic the model describesréhationship between perceived risk (defined



by Warr as the perceived likelihood of victimizatiand measured by Warr on a scale from 0 to
10) and fear (measured by Warr via asking indiviglbhaw ‘afraid’ they are of falling victim on

a scale from 0 to 10). Assuming a linear relatigndbetween perceived risk and fear, a

regression line captures the three basic elemérggoint at which a given level of perceived

risk stimulates a non-zero level of fedhréshold); the rate at which fear increases with

perceived riskqope); and the maximum level of fear that can be predumaximum fear).

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

According to the sensitivity to risk model tht@eshold and theslope (and therefore
the maximum) can vary according to the type of erend how serious individuals judge that
crime to be (Warr, 1987). The threshold and slope @lso vary according to social group.
Study after study has shown that women tend tortempgher levels than men of fear of
falling victim of crimes such as physical attackrougging (for general reviews of fear of
crime literature, see Hale, 1996, and Farealdl., 2009). Warr (1985) found that women
tended to see crimes as more serious than mely pathuse they tended to view certain
crimes as a prelude to more serious crimes (seealperceptually contemporaneous
offenses,’ since one event is judged to covary waithther event). This, he argued, explained
why the intercept in the regression equation wasnohigher (depending on the type of
crime) for females than it was for males.

Warr (1987) subsequently found that both the ttoleshnd the slopéor the linear
relationship between perceived likelihood and fiiffered in a predictable way according to
the average perceived seriousness of the crimeestipn. Figure 1 (right box) summarizes
some of the data, where six regression lines mttaelinear relationship between fear and
perceived likelihood for each of six criminal offess. As one moves from the bottom line to
the top line so this offence was judged by respotsd® be of an increasingly serious nature.
In most cases the same level of perceived liketlha@s unlikely to result in the same
amount of fear, with Warr (1987) explaining this part by differential perception of the
seriousness of crinde.

The risk sensitivity model thus suggests (a) tbatescrimes are typically seen as more
serious than other crimes, (b) that different peagain come to different conclusions about the
same crime, and (c) that the interaction of indigidlevels of perceived seriousness and
perceived likelihood in part generates the intgnsit subsequent emotional response. Some
individuals may associate a type of crime with ey serious consequences because they
feel particularly vulnerable to the criminal evefhey might, for example, associate burglary
with violence in part because they lack the abtlitylefend themselves, and believe they could
be a target of sexual assault in such a situaBen.crucially, it is the subjective sense of
seriousness and consequence that then leads tsegsently heightened fear response, even
when perceived probabilities are small, preciselgaoise susceptibility and threat is believed to
be high (cf. Jackson, 2009).

Yet the mass media might also play a role in reshksgtivity. The media are the prime
source of information about the extent, nature seribusness of crime in society. The most
dramatic media reports are outliers: shocking &rg criminal events (cf. Stapel & Veltheuijser,
1996; van Zomeren & Lodewijkx, 2009). An individualght, for instance, associate burglary
with violence in part because he or she receivédgng} reports of especially serious burglaries
from the newspapers, television and other medrgu@ting images of crime and risk may thus
lead to widespread beliefs that the especiallyogsrnature of crimes. If many people develop
their own sense of risk shaped by common imagemyadicularly frightening crimes, then it
may not be very surprising that many people wolrgua crime. By hearing about specific
events of crime that are brought home in a verydwvay — ‘as if it could happen to me’ —
people may then develop these personalized repatioeis of the risk of crime, with all the
attendant sense of high consequence, loss of tatibsense of likelihood (Jackson, 2006).

Recall, however, that Warr (1985) found significaariation in perceptions of the
seriousness of crime. Extending this to the impédhe mass media, people may selectively
expose themselves to information (Freedman & Sd4&65). Already fearful of crime — and



already feeling vulnerable — they actively seekiofdgrmation. The resulting effect on public
perceptions of risk may additionally depend onrtarire and extent of local crime reports, with
people paying particular attention to reports #rat according to Koomen et al. (2000: 923):
‘...sensational and self-relevant presentations ioficthat are local, random, and sensational.’
Heath (1984: 264) argues that sensational crimelsi€ae their spine-chilling quality from
either severe violations of social norms or fromlations of deeply engrained social norms.’
She found that reports of so-called ‘sensatiorrahes were associated with higher fear so long
as the incidents were local (cf. Liska & Baccaglir90), while crime reports that contained no
information about the motive of the crime arousamtenfear than if a motive was included. In
Stapel & Velthuihsen’s (1996) study stronger resgsnwere also elicited when the victim was
similar to the participant.

Extending the risk sensitivity model

The objective of this paper is, then, to uncovensof the basic dynamics of risk perception in
worry about crime. It is for future research tolexg the characteristics of sensational and self-
relevant crime reports, to integrate an accounti@ulating representations of risk into the
broader explanatory framework (cf. Jackson, 2008¢. present task is more modest. Extending
Warr's work on risk sensitivity in two directionthe first contribution is to examine dual
interaction effects in which perceived control aperceived consequence each alter the
observed relationship between perceived likelihand worry about crime (Figure 2). When
people judge crime to be especially serious ipéisonal effect, and when they feel they have
little personal control over its occurrence, a lovewel of perceived likelihood may be needed
to predict a relatively frequent pattern of worPyit another way, perceived likelihood becomes
more important in the production of emotional res@when personal consequence is seen to
be especially high and when personal control is tebe especially low.

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

There are parallels here to the ‘psychometric pgnadin risk perception research
(Slovic, 2000), which shows that people are attumigjust to the likelihood of a risk and the
number of lives at stake, but also to qualitativdiltinctive factors including whether a risk is
seen to be catastrophic or ‘dreaded’ and a riskeen to be uncontrollable, familiar and
involuntarily incurred. The current study capturego elements at the heart of the
psychometric paradigm in risk perception researctperception of consequence and
perception of control — but it specifies them withea model of cognitive and affective
appraisals of the risk of criminal victimizationhd first two hypotheses are, more precisely,
that worry emerges when people view the risk amnerito be especially uncontrollable and
especially consequential in its personal impacpart because only a relatively low level of
perceived likelihood is needed to stimulate ema@ioasponse.

The second contribution relates to the effect ot@eed consequence on perceived
likelihood and perceived control on perceived ltkebd. Consistent with work on the
availability heuristic, the third and fourth hype#ies are that viewing crime as highly
consequential and highly uncontrollable will beagssted with judging victimization to be
especially likely. When people feel a relativelgthilevel of control over risk, they may take
adequate precautions, have good security provisfees able to ‘read’ the environment for
signs of trouble, and be able to deal with any anters if they were to occur. There is a good
deal of evidence from psychological research tliglh perceived control is associated with
low perceived likelihood in various domains of ripkrception (e.g. Hoorens & Buunk,
1993). Yet, when people associate victimizatiorhvpiarticularly dramatic and consequential
events, and when people see specific criminal assespecially uncontrollable and
unpredictable, they may also find it easier to imaghemselves becoming a victim, since
their mental imagery of crime involves emotionadlyesting characteristics and scenarios.

The rationale for the third and fourth hypothesess follows. Individuals who see
victimization as difficult to control and especialitrong in its impact are also expected to
hold mental representations of risk that includentitic and emotionally relevant imagery.



Nisbett and Ross (1980: 45) suggest that vividigessre to the availability of information,
and that vivid information is typically: ‘(a) emotially interesting, (b) concrete and imagery
provoking, and (c) proximate in a sensory, tempamakpatial way.” Thus, a starting premise
of this study is that events which are seen to iblly serious and extremely difficult to
control will be more likely to be cognitively remented using vivid and emotionally relevant
imagery. Such imagery will then typically lead teightened cognitive availability, it is
assumed.

THE STUDY
Research objectives
Warr's model predicts that perceived likelihood a€timization will be more strongly
associated with fear of victimization among thosegle who judge the seriousness of crime
to be high (compared to those people who judgesénmus of crime to be low). His work
thus hinges on a statistical interaction in whiakrcgived seriousness ‘moderates’ (i.e.
increases or decreases) the strength of the medhilp between perceived likelihood and
worry about crime. This study tests four hypothdseway of contribution:

H1 Perceived consequence will moderate the asgmtia¢tween perceived likelihood
and worry about crime;

H2 Perceived control will moderate the associabetween perceived likelihood and
worry about crime;

H3 Perceived likelihood will be positively assoeidtwith perceived consequence;
and,

H4 Perceived likelihood will be negatively assoethtvith perceived control.

Participants

As with Warr's work, observational data are usedetst the core propositions. Data were
collected from a postal survey of residents of tweghbouring areas of London. A pure
random probability sample of 1,800 registered wtems drawn from the UK Electoral
Register. Respondents were sent a questionnaitdf #ns was not returned within 2 weeks,
a reminder letter (including duplicate questionegiiollowed. A raffle was also carried out
(three prizes of £50, £25 and £10). The achievegamrse rate was 27% (479 completed
questionnaires), with 33% in the first area (29%iatoria Gardens) and 20% in the second
(180 in Katherine Housé).

Victoria Gardens is a wealthy and well-kept subwith predominantly white and
middle-class residents.According to local police statistics, Victoria @ans has low
personal crime rates but a relatively high inciden€ car crime. Katharine House is a high-
rise, high-density, local authority housing estaith relatively high levels of personal crime
and a significant amount of incivilities such asf@iti and young people causing noise and
harassment. Katharine House is also an area wgibod proportion of residents from low-
income brackets and a diverse ethnic mix.

Yet the area in which respondents live is not aergd important in this study,
indeed the choice to survey these two neighborheeals motivated by another research
guestion. We know that perceptions of neighborhdwdakdown and stability predict
perceptions of risk (Ferraro, 1995; Farmlll., 2009). Where people live may be important
in explaining people’s perceptions of social cobesind decline that then shape perceived
risk, although people can come to quite differemtatusions about the same environmental
stimuli (Carvahlo & Lewis, 2003; Sampson & Raudesthur004; Jackson, 2004; Franzhi
al., 2008). In the current study it may be that Katharidouse contains a greater
preponderance of social and physical cues. Obseivd¢atharine House may then relate the
presence of disorderly cues to a significant riskictimisation, and this might help explain
overall area differences in worry about crime. B target here in this study is the inter-
relationships underpinning worry about crime andljpuperceptions of likelihood, control
and consequence. Crucially, the psychological mashs linking cognitive appraisals of



risk to emotional responses are assumed not terdiffstematically among individuals who
live in the two neighbouring London areas.

Measures

To measure worry about crime, respondents wereddsie often (if at all) they had worried
about becoming a victim of each of seven crimedenhitheir neighborhootlin order to get
more accurate self-reports, the time-period in tjoesvas specified to be the past month
(Jackson, 2005). The seven crimes were: beingkaidaby a stranger in the street; being
robbed or mugged in the street; being harasseéatdmed or verbally abused in the street;
being pick-pocketed or having something stolen moa-violent manner; having the home or
property vandalised or defaced; having someoneklirga the home whilst the inhabitants
were there; and having someone break into the hwhibst the inhabitants were away.
Response alternatives were: ‘not once in the lasith; ‘once or twice in the past month’;
‘once or twice in the past week’; and ‘every day.’

Perceived likelihood was measured by asking respatschow likely they thought it
was that they would fall victim of each of the sew@imes in their area (over the next 12
months). Three measurement strategies are useltitosach subjective probabilities. The
first is to generate numeric expressions of prditpalor odds; one might, for example, ask
respondents whether the pereived probability iso8.2.4 or 0.6, and so forth. The second is
to use some kind of visual representation. One trfighexample provide a line labelled at
the end points as ‘probability of zero’ and ‘prollispof one’ and ask respondents to draw a
cross between these two points that representsahei estimated probability.Generating
verbal expressions of uncertainty is the third @ptiand the one taken in the present study
with a seven-point scale labelled at the endpoihtsdefinitely not going to happen and 7 =
certain to happen.

On perceived consequence, respondents were askednbioch they thought their
lives would be affected by a typical instance oftheaof the categories of criminal
victimization, with a seven-point scale labelledtz endpoints (1 sot at all and 7 =to a
very great extent). Warr’'s (1987) study into risk sensitivity askiedlividuals how serious a
given crime was. In making such a judgment it inagivable that people draw on a number
of issues including the impact on victims and stycéad the degree of moral culpability and
transgression involved in the act (Warr, 1989; Rbésenmerkel, 2001, and Altet al.,
2007)"" The current study measures perceptions of theussress of the personal impact of
victimization (Jackson, 2009), which is assumedhtmke respondents’ ability to cope with
the consequences, but also respondents’ expedatibout the nature and severity of
representative instances of various criminal acts.

Perceived control was measured by asking respondengether they felt able to
control whether they became a victim of variousnes in their area. A seven-point scale was
used with only the endpoints labelled het at all; and 7 =to a very great extent. Perceived
control over the risk of crime is assumed to cosgtiwo things. The first is personal self-
efficacy, i.e. feeling able to exert control ovallihg victim of crime, including being able to
physically defend oneself and take appropriateguiens to keep safe. The second is public
beliefs about the nature and characteristics dfquéar crime, e.g. whether a crime is seen to
be especially unpredictable, involving indiscrimiaargeting, being mobile, volatile, with
obscure motivatioif.

Descriptive statistics

Tables 1 and 2 provide summary statistics for thgle indicators of each of the four central
constructs (worry about crime, perceived likelihppérceived consequence and perceived
control). Inspection of the top-line findings shaimMbat the majority of the sample had not
worried once in the past month, whether about ptgpgime (burglary and vandalism) or
personal crime (non-violent theft, physical attdmka stranger, harassment, and robbery).
Somewhere between 4% and 13% of the sample repbadg worried ‘everyday’ about
falling victim of each crime. These are frequeneyels consistent with British Crime Survey



estimates of the frequency of worry across Englamdl Wales (Gragt al., 2008; Farrallet
al., 2009).

INSERT TABLES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE

Table 2 shows mean levels of perceived likelihowerdhe next 12 months (ranging
from 2.62 for physical attack to 3.31 for burglampile the inhabitants are not at home),
where 1 = ‘definitely not going to happen’ and Tertain to happen.’ All the variables had a
positively skewed distribution, with longer rigtdgils found in the more serious crimes of
burglary while the inhabitants are at home, physateack in the street by a stranger, and
being robbed in the street. For the same crimae tlvas also positive kurtosis, indicating a
more distinct peak near the mean, a more rapidrngecnd larger tails compared to the other
crime categories.

Turning to the perceived consequence measuresnéam ranged from 4.91 (non-
violent theft) to 6.23 (burglary while the inhalrita are at home) on a scale ranging from 1 to
7 (where 1 = not at all and 7 = to a very greaeedjt All the items were negatively skewed,
with the longer left tails being found in the vénles relating to the more serious crimes
(burglary while the inhabitants are at home, phgisiadtack in the street by a stranger, and
being robbed in the street). This suggests agreeameong the respondents about the severity
of impact of these crimes (backed up by the sameetlerimes having high and positive
kurtosis statistics).

Finally, with the perceived control measures, theamranged from 3.15 (vandalism)
to 4.68 (burglary while the inhabitants are at hpoea scale from 1 to 7 (where 1 = not at
all and 7 = to a very great extent). There weratnatly low levels of skewness in the
distribution of each variable. All the kurtosis tigics were negative, suggesting a flat top
near the mean rather than a sharp peak.

Satistical modelling

The first step of analysis was to examine the imxahip between perceived likelihood and
worry about crime, and particularly to test a madieg effect of perceived consequence
(hypothesis 1) and of perceived control (hypoth@3isAll variables were weighted factor

scores that were rescaled to range from 0 to 10.

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

Table 3 shows the results of three linear regrassiodels, with the frequency of
worry about personal crime specified in each magkelthe response variable. Perceived
control and perceived likelihood both predictedelsvof worry about personal crime, but
perceived consequence did not (Model I). When agdime first interaction effect to the
model (where the statistical effect of perceivéallhood on worry can differ according to
levels of perceived consequence), the interacéom tvas found to be statistically significant.
Supporting hypothesis 1, the estimated averagestatat effect of perceived likelihood on
worry increased as perceived consequence incre&sgute 3 provides a more accessible
visualisation of the interaction effects relating personal crime. Recall that the single
indicators of perceived consequence were negatisiebyved. The mean of the index was
around 8 and the maximum was 10, and Figure 3 @@phic) shows the fitted line
(representing the estimated relationship betweemywand perceived likelihood) where the
perceived consequence index is 4, 6, 8 and 10. danesee that the slope of perceived
likelihood increased as levels of perceived consege increased. Among individuals who
saw the personal consequences of victimization doebpecially high, a lower level of
perceived likelihood was needed to predict frequerry about crime.

INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE



A second interaction effect was then added betweerteived likelihood and
perceived control. Again this was statisticallyrsiigant. As feelings of perceived control
decreased, so the estimated average statisticattedf perceived likelihood on worry
decreased. This supports hypothesis 2. Becauspettoeived control index had a normal
distribution, fitted lines were provided for 0, 2, 6, 8 and 10. Figure 3 (bottom graphic)
shows that the slope of perceived likelihood inseebas perceived control decreases.

Worry about property crime was also examined, alffnofor reasons of brevity full
findings are not presented. But to summarize: a8 personal crime, the interaction effects
were statistically significant, and the effect drgeived likelihood on worry increased as
perceived control decreased and as perceived comseg| increased.

To test the third and fourth hypotheses, structacglation modelling (using MPlus
5.2 and treating the indicators as ordinal-levelialdes) was used to estimate regression
paths between the relevant latent variables; fimspersonal crime, and second for property
crime (Figure 4). This technique has the advantaigallowing a number of regression
equations to be simultaneously estimated, meahitgpiaths to worry can also be included in
the statistical model. However, estimating intdoaceffects in structural equation modelling
is a complex (and controversial) task, so inteoastiwere not included here. Given that the
standard regression techniques above establisharddtion effects (Table 4), the parameter
estimates relating to likelihood predicting worttyoslld be interpreted as only the average
effect of likelihood across all levels of (sepak@teperceived control and perceived
consequence.

INSERT FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE

Starting with personal crime, the fit of the models good according to approximate
fit indices (RMSEA=0.08, CFI=0.97, TLI=0.99) andtrgnod according to exact fit statistics
(x*=173, 42 dfp<.001), although it is customary to focus on apjrate fit indices (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). Because no structural paths wemstcained, the fit statistics relate to the test
of the measurement models. This indicates thasthés have adequate reliability, and that
the structure of the measurement model had sonwityallhis conclusion is strengthened by
the fact that the factor loadings (validity coeffiats) of the worry indicators were all
statistically significant and of considerable magdé (pick-pocketpA=0.78; physical attack,
2=0.90; harassmeni=0.86; and street robber¥=0.93), as were the factor loadings of the
perceived likelihood indicators (pick-pocket=0.77; physical attackh=0.92; harassment,
1=0.85; and street robbery=0.89), the perceived consequence indicators (piciet,
1=0.79; physical attacky=0.89; harassmeni=0.84; and street robber$=0.86) and the
perceived control indicators (pick-pocket=0.75; physical attackA=0.91; harassment,
1=0.85; and street robbens0.91).

All the coefficients relating to structural pathene statistically significant, apart
from the path of perceived consequence to worryipersonal crime. Replicating the results
from Model | (Table 3), perceived likelihood wastaong predictor of worry and perceived
control was a moderate predictor of worry. Highepexted values of worry were associated
with judging likelihood of victimization to be higand personal control over the risk to be
low. Moreover, both perceived control and perceigedsequence were moderate predictors
of perceived likelihood. The more an individual sdve consequence to be severe and the
more an individual saw control to be low, the highke expected value of perceived
likelihood.

For property crime, the fit of the model was goodading to approximate fit indices
(RMSEA=0.09, CFI=0.96, TLI=0.96) but not good irrrs of exact fit {*=117, 25 df,
p<.001). In fact a respectable fit was only achielgdllowing error terms to covary between
each pair of the ‘burglary in’ and ‘burglary outidicators. This is justified by respect to
measurement error, since respondents can plaubiiie different expectations about
burglary. As with personal crime, the factor loayirof the various indicators were also all
statistically significant and of considerable magde. All the coefficients relating to
structural paths were statistically significantagdrom the one relating to the path between



perceived consequence and worry about propertyecrks with personal crime, perceived
likelihood was a strong predictor and perceivedtrmdrwas a moderate predictor of worry
about property crime. Again, higher expected valfesiorry were associated with judging
likelihood of victimization to be high and persomaintrol over the risk to be low. Finally,
both perceived control and perceived consequence wwderate predictors of perceived
likelihood: the more an individual saw the conseq@eto be severe, and the more an
individual saw the control to be low, the highes #xpected value of perceived likelihood.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study contribute to our undensling of the psychology of risk in worry
about crime. The utility of differentiating betwe@erceived likelihood, consequence and
control is demonstrated. While perceived likelihomds the judgment that most strongly
predicted levels of worry about crime, perceivedtom and perceived consequence each had
three roles to play. First, each predicted percklilelinood. Second, each predicted worry
(with the exception of perceived consequence).dlhach moderated the strength of the
association between perceived likelihood and tegquency of worry. Warr (1987) found that
among people who judged crime to be especiallyossyia lower level of perceived
likelihood was needed to stimulate a given levelpefsonal fear. He argued that such
individuals were thus more ‘sensitive’ to a givemd| of perceived likelihood:

‘...the perceived seriousness of an offense affexts by altering the functional
relation between fear and perceived risk (i.e.siwity to risk). Sensitivity to
risk in turn affects fear by determining the “outpaf fear produced by a given
“input” of perceived risk.” (Warr, 1987: 40).

The current investigation extends this finding. Tineater the perceived consequence and the
lower the perceived control, the stronger the olexkbrassociation between perceived
likelihood and worry about crime. People worriegrewhen they viewed victimization to be
relatively unlikely, so long as they saw the peedampact of the event to be high and/or
their personal control to be low.

To explain why perceived control and perceived egnence might be associated with
perceived likelihood, we can draw on research faognitive psychology into why people
routinely over-estimate the probability of dramadind salient events. There is a good deal of
evidence from the psychological literature thathhjgerceived control predicts low perceived
likelihood (see Skinner, 1996, for a review of ttencept of perceived control). But the
availability heuristic states that people judge phabability of an event partly on the ease with
which they can imagine the event. Applied to wabput crime, cognitive representations of
vivid and dramatic crimes may be characterisegetisic mental models of risk as especially
uncontrollable events with highly serious consegasn Crucially, respondents in the study
may have judged the likelihood to be relativelythgartly because they found it relatively easy
to personally imagine criminal acts and criminaémg. Individuals might be substituting a
difficult question (how likely is it ...?) with an sg question (can | picture the event ...?).

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH

This paper hopes to stimulate a program of psygicabresearch into perception and the fear
of crime. Citizens generate their own subjectiwk stimates, which comprise the interplay
between perceived consequence, likelihood anda@of@ombined with the fact that the media
routinely report rare but sensational criminal ésethis may explain why many people worry
about crime and, indeed, why some individuals wangre than other individuals (through

selective information seeking and prior feelingspefsonal vulnerability). Threats that seem
difficult to detect, that involve indiscriminaterggeting, that are mobile, volatile and with

obscure motivation — all these may be especiallyywar fear provoking, in part because of two
processes. The first is cognitive availability,cginvivid social representations of crime may
elevate the perceived likelihood of that event adeg. The second is through perceptions of
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powerlessness and severe consequence interactthgpeiceived likelihood to stimulate
relatively frequent emotional response.

There are parallels here to ‘probability neglentrisk perception research (Sunstein,
2003; Loewensteirt al., 2001; Rottenstreich & Hsee, 2001). Probability Begpredicts that
when strong emotions are involved, people focushenbadness of the outcome rather than
on the probability that the outcome will occur. Siamn (2003) argues that probability neglect
helps explain excessive public reactions to lowbptility risks of catastrophe such as
terrorist attacks. People who are already fearfukoorism will focus less on the sense of
probability and more on the actual event. Vivid geey of the event crowds out a more
dispassionate sense of statistical chance. Andevdnie may ask why someone is fearful in
the first place, probability neglect does suggestiraple mechanism by which fear is
maintained.

On first glance the two notions — of risk sensiyivand probability neglect — diverge.
We are ‘sensitive’ to perceived likelihood but we also ‘neglectful’ of perceived likelihood.
Yet in this observational study the empirical inosptions of the two models are actually
identical. It is just that the two underlying psgbtgical processes are different. In both cases
people with high levels of emotion could view tlieelihood to be relatively low when the
conseguence is seen to be high. On the one hastahlylity neglect states that this is because
emotion crowds out rational assessments of likelihgo perceived consequence takes over.
On the other hand, risk sensitivity suggests tmtedndividuals associate a risk with high
personal consequence and low personal control, aniglatively small level of perceived
likelihood is needed to elicit a strong emotioredponse.

The real issue here is what would happen to indalsl for whom the perceived
likelihood of victimization increases over time. Wo (for example) the manipulation of
perceived likelihood lead to large shifts in emntias predicted by the risk sensitivity model?
Or would heightened perceived likelihood lead takvehifts in emotion, as predicted by the
probability neglect model? Observational data cabedhe arbiter here; experimental studies
exert greater control and power to infer. If we faréntegrate into existing explanations some
core aspects of the psychology of risk, future erpental work is best placed to answer
guestions such as these, to help uncover some afytamics and mechanisms underpinning
this important social and political phenomenon wf day.
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TABLES

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of the sample

Not once in Once or Once or Everyday Row %

the past twice in the twice in the

month past month past week
Burglary (out of the home) 211 (46%) 163 (35%) 28 (6%) 60 (13%) 100%
Burglary (in the home) 336 (72%) 85 (18%) 25 (5%) 19 (4%) 100%
Vandalism etc. 261 (57%) 113 (25%) 40 (9%) 46 (10%) 100%
Non-violent theft 323 (70%) 96 (21%) 21 (5%) 23 (5%) 100%
Physical attack 346 (75%) 69 (15%) 25 (5%) 24 (5%) 100%
Harassment 320 (69%) 85 (18%)| 28 (6%) 29 (6%) 100%

Robbery 323 (70%) 96 (21%) 19 (4%) 24 (5%) 100%




TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics of the sample

Variables M SD Skewness Kurtosis

How likely do you think it is that you will fall wtim of each of

the following during the next twelve months? tlefinitely not

going to happen and 7 =certain to happen.
Burglary while out of the home 3.31 1.46 0.40 -0.45
Burglary while in the home 248 1.34 1.13 1.08
Acts of vandalism / graffiti / damage to property 3.25 1.57 0.66 -0.31
Being pick-pocketed and other non-violent theft 277 1.36 0.94 0.69
Being physically attacked in the street by a strange 262 1.32 1.11 1.01
Being harassed, being threatened or verbally abnsbeé
street 3.08 1.64 0.84 -0.19
Being mugged and robbed 276 1.40 1.00 0.71

To what extent do you think the experience of élpnstance

of each of the following would affect your everyddg? 1 =not

at all and 7 =to a very great extent.
Burglary while out of the home 549 1.58 -1.12 0.53
Burglary while in the home 6.23 1.38 -2.16 4.24
Acts of vandalism / graffiti / damage to property 5.17 1.55 -0.47 -0.56
Being pick-pocketed and other non-violent theft 491 1.60 -0.51 -0.51
Being physically attacked in the street by a strange 6.19 1.32 -2.03 3.96
Being harassed, being threatened or verbally abugbe
street 5.32 1.54 -0.91 0.23
Being mugged and robbed 6.08 1.33 -1.88 3.57

To what extent do you feel able to control whethrenot you

become of victim of the following? 1ot atall; and 7 %o a

very great extent.
Burglary while out of the home 3.95 1.93 -0.06 -1.20
Burglary while in the home 468 1.91 -0.48 -0.95
Acts of vandalism / graffiti / damage to property 3.15 1.86 0.47 -0.97
Being pick-pocketed and other non-violent theft 408 1.86 -0.16 -1.06
Being physically attacked in the street by a strange 3.57 1.86 0.20 -1.08
Being harassed, being threatened or verbally abunsbeé
street 345 1.79 0.28 -0.95
Being mugged and robbed 3.61 1.81 0.17 -1.02
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TABLE 3 Risk sensitivity: Worry about personal crime and the perception of
risk

Variable Model
(1 (1 (1)
B Cl B Cl B Cl

Perceived likelihood

(high values = high likelihood) 0.53*** 0.43,0.63 -0.27 -0.72, 0.19.76*** 0.61, 0.90

Perceived control -0.16** -0.23, -0.08 -0.15*** -0.22,-0.08 0.01 -0.10,0.11
(high values = high levels of control) ' T ' T ' R

Perceived consequence
(high values = serious imagined 0.07 -0.03,0.17 0.09 -0.23,0.04 0.07 -0.02,0.17
consequences)

Interaction between perceived likelihood

and perceived consequence 0.09™* 0.04,0.14

Interaction between perceived likelihood L0.06"* -0.08, -0.03
and perceived control

(Constant) 0.13 1.48 -0.61

R? 0.31 0.33 0.34

* statistically significant at the 5% level, ** distically significant at the 1% level, *** statistlly significant at
the 0.1% level

B = estimated partial regression coefficient; Cl #®0&onfidence interval

All variables are weighted factor scores rescalethfO to 10.
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FIGURES
Figure 1: Warr’'s (1987) model of sensitivity to rik in the fear of crime

having someone break into the home

MAXIMUM rape while someone is in the house
MAXIMUM being beaten up by a stranger
masimum for ettt
FEAR
FEAR slope receiving an obscene phone call
~5 )
begging
threshold
4
MINIMUM MAXIMUM MINIMUM MAXIMUM
PERCEIVED LIKELIHOOL PERCEIVED LIKELIHOOL

Basic elements of Warr’'s (1987: 31) Adapted from Warr (1987: 38)
sensitivity to risk model

NB. Each line represents the relationship
between perceived risk and fear for one of
eight different offence types. Working
upwards from begging to rape, each crime was
judged to be more serious than the previous
crime by respondents in the study.

Figure 2: Psychology of risk in worry about crime

Perceived consequence

A 4

Perceived likelihood > Worry about falling
victim of crime

A

Perceived control
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Figure 3: Sensitivity to risk in worry about persaal crime

The moderating role of perceived consequence
(high scores =strong imagined consequence)
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The moderating role of perceived control
(high scores = strong control)

------- Control=0 —--—- Control=2 ——— Control=4 (mean)
— — — - Control=6 ——— Control=8 — - —--Control=10

)] ~

Fitted worry about crime
w

(high scores = frequent worry)

Perceived likelihood
(high scores = very likely to occur)

NB: the perceived consequence variable is skewild,axmean of around 8, a maximum of 10, and a taiigowards O (less

than 5% of the sample had a score of below 4).
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Figure 4: Risk perception, the availability heurisic and worry about crime

Personal crime Property crime

»  Perceived control —p Perceived control
over personal crime over property crime
20% 47% 15% 21%
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Structural equation modelling with categorical éadhdicators (MPlus 5.2)  Structural equation modelling with categorical &dndicators (MPlus 5.2)

Measurement models not shown Measurement models not shown
Standardized coefficients Standardized coefficients
Chi-square=173, 42 df; <.001 Chi-square=117, 25 df; <.001
RMSEA=0.08; CFI=0.97; TLI=0.99 RMSEA=0.09; CFI=0.96; TLI=0.96
* significant, p<.05 * significant, p<.05
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' According to Tversky & Kahneman (1973), cognitiveuristics are ‘highly economical and usually etffes’
but they can also ‘lead to systematic and predietatrors.’ For discussion see Gigerenzer (2000).

" More recent research has shown that judgmentsrioiusness are composed of evaluations of the bhresk of a
crime and the wrongfulness of a crime (Warr, 198%onnell & Whelan, 1996; Rosenmerkel, 2001; Akeal.,
2007). Warr (1989) found that people tend to fomu®ne or the other evaluation, attending to thmidant feature
of the crime. When crimes were seen as especiatiyfual, then the judgment of seriousness was hewaslghted by
harmfulness. But when crimes were seen as espesialhg, then the judgment of seriousness was lyeaeighted
by wrongfulness. In a later study Alter al. (2007) found that wrongfulness was dominant, howeathough
harmfulness was still a factor.

" The samples cannot be viewed as representativiheoftwo areas. Yet one typically worries about the
representativeness of a sample when one estimateshasic population attributes such as meansaomoptions.
Relationships between constructs are arguably legeptible to low response rates, and the reldtipadetween
threat appraisal, vulnerability and emotion (fomeple) are unlikely to be specific to whether oived in one
adjacent area of London or another.

" Victoria Gardens and Katherine House are pseudsnym

Y These measures are assumed to produce a moratacaftection of the everyday experience of fefacrone
than standard measures such as ‘How safe do ybwd##léng alone in your area after dark?’ and ‘Hafraid are
you of being burgled?’. Warr (2000: 434) differaéis between those fears ‘aroused by an immediatged, as
when an individual is confronted by an armed atack is verbally threatened with harm’ and thosgieties
about future or past events that result from aticgration of possible threats or in reaction toiemnmental cues
(e.g. darkness, graffiti) that imply danger.” Heggests that standards measures of ‘fear’ capturetgrrather
than fear. Other researchers have employed to gffedt measures of the pdséquency of worry about crime
(Jackson, 2004, 2005; Grayal., 2008; Farralkt al., 2009). The current study takes this lead, by fowsin past
events of everyday worry, in order to more pregisetasure specific previous instances of worry.

Y Which is the best option for measuring the pemiikelihood of criminal victimization? Windschitnd Wells
(1996) suggest that questions that use words obarsrto describe uncertainty encourage responttentse one
or two separate systems of reason: one based ooiasge, intuitive and automatic processes; theobn rule-
based, deliberate, controlled processes (cf. Slpd®6). One should therefore use words to desgribleability
when one assumes that individuals think about ihengrisk in one way, and use numbers to describbability
when one assumes that individuals think about tiwengrisk in another way. The question for the entr
investigation is whether the risk of victimizatiég most often thought about using intuitive and -nole based
reasoning (if this is the case, then measuresthatoy verbal expressions of uncertainty are tprieéerred) or in
terms of actuarial and systematic terms (if thishis case, then measures that employ numeric esxpnssof
uncertainty are to be preferred). Verbal expressioare chosen in this study because it is assuh@doeople
think about the chances of victimization using itie and non-rule based reasoning, rather thanenigmformal
and rule-based information processing.

Y Warr (1989) found that where crimes are perceivedmore wrong than harmful, then worry wrongfulness
dominates the seriousness judgment, and vice vetsare crimes are perceived to be more harmful tiramg,
then harmfulness dominates the seriousness judgment

Y It is for future study to investigate the extemtthich perceived control consists of perceivediafficacy and
specific beliefs/representations of criminal acts.
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