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Abstract Previous research in the West has established

major socio-demographic correlates of fear of crime. The

interpretation of these correlates is typically based on the

concept of physical or social vulnerability of individuals.

These correlates are implicitly regarded as invariant to

social or community contexts, reflecting universal human

behavioral patterns. The present study argues that social

change may alter patterns of perceptions associated with

fear among socio-demographic groups, thus affecting

socio-demographic correlates of fear of crime. We explore

how social changes in China have created a generational

gap that influences the effects of age and education on fear

of crime. The study finds that, in contrast with the well-

established patterns in Western communities, the young

and educated exhibit a higher level of fear of crime in

urban China than their counterparts. The study also finds

that consistent with Western literature, females are fearful

and that personal victimization experience increases the

level of fear. We discuss the social and community pro-

cesses that produce these interesting patterns.

Keywords Fear of crime � Vulnerability �
Neighborhoods � Criminal justice � China

Introduction

Socio-demographic correlates of fear of crime are among the

most often reported findings in the literature. The research

within the West has yielded some well-established patterns.

The dominant theoretical perspective invoked to interpret

these patterns is the vulnerability model (Braungart et al.

1980; Clemente and Kleiman 1977; Kennedy and Silverman

1985; Taylor and Hale 1986; Will and McGrath 1995).

According to this model, those who are physically or socially

more vulnerable are expected to report higher levels of fear

of crime. Women and the elderly are typically conceptual-

ized as physically vulnerable populations, while those with

lower income and less education are typically viewed as

socially vulnerable groups. Largely consistent with the

vulnerability model, the research indicates that women and

the elderly report higher levels of fear (Braungart et al. 1980;

Clemente and Kleiman 1977; Kennedy and Silverman 1985;

Vanderveen 2002; Will and McGrath 1995; Wittebrood

2002); lower income and the less educated also tend to report

higher levels of fear of crime (Taylor and Hale 1986; Will

and McGrath 1995; Gibson et al. 2002).

Vulnerability as a theoretical underpinning for selected

socio-demographic correlates of fear of crime is intuitively

appealing and has been widely accepted. This theoretical

interpretation suggests that social-demographic statuses

reflect traits that are relatively similar across societal and

community settings. Repeated findings of similar patterns

for the socio-demographic correlates lend credibility to the

validity of the vulnerability interpretation.

The first objective of the present study is to question

the basic premise that socio-demographic correlates of

J. Liu

Southwest University of Political Science and Law, Chongqing,

China

J. Liu (&)

Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, University of Macau,

Av. Padre Tomas Pereira, S. J. Taipa, Macau, China

e-mail: jliu@umac.mo

S. F. Messner � Y. Zhuo

Department of Sociology, University at Albany, SUNY, Albany,

NY, USA

L. Zhang

Department of Behavioral Sciences, Saint Francis University,

Loretto, PA, USA

123

Am J Community Psychol (2009) 44:93–108

DOI 10.1007/s10464-009-9255-7



fear are invariant across social or community contexts.

We ask whether these socio-demographic correlates might

differ under specified social conditions. The second

objective is to identify the processes underlying any

variation in the social patterning of fear. What kinds of

processes might account for differences in the correlates

of fear of crime?

In the literature on fear of crime, another well-estab-

lished finding is that individuals who perceive higher levels

of social disorder report higher levels of fear of crime

(Kurtz et al. 1998; Perkins et al. 1992; Wilson and Kelling

1982; Skogan 1990; Taylor 1996, 2001; Taylor et al. 1985;

Markowitz et al. 2001). This important finding suggests

that perception of disorder may also be implicated in the

generation of socio-demographic correlates of fear of

crime. If under certain social and community contexts

differential perceptions of social disorder occur along

socio-demographic dimensions such as age or education,

the overall correlation of age or education with fear of

crime could be influenced by the differential perception of

disorder, not just vulnerability.

The third objective of the present study is to take

advantage of China’s profound social change to examine

the effect of social context on the production and expla-

nation of the socio-demographic correlates of fear of crime.

We anticipate that if social change produces differential

perceptions of disorder among socio-demographic groups,

this differential perception of disorder will influence the

socio-demographic correlates and produce correlates that

reflect the influence of the larger social context.

Research Background

Fear of crime has been recognized as a major social

problem, and a large literature has accumulated on the

topic. The influential theories that inform most research are

vulnerability theory and disorder theory (Dubow et al.

1979; Perkins and Taylor 1996). Within community psy-

chology, a good number of papers have been published to

explicate the key factors that influence fear of crime

(Norris 1992; Perkins et al. 1990; Perkins and Taylor 1996;

Riger et al. 1981; Riger 1985; Ross and Jang 2000; Taylor

and Shumaker 1990; Thompson and Norris 1992).

Vulnerability theory explains well established patterns

pertaining to the socio-demographic correlates of fear of

crime. The theory includes two aspects. One is physical

vulnerability. Much of the research has found that females

and the elderly are more fearful than males and the young.

The theory interprets this pattern as reflecting an associa-

tion between fear of crime and greater physical vulnera-

bility (Braungart et al. 1980; Clemente and Kleiman 1977;

LaGrange and Ferraro 1989; Kennedy and Silverman 1985;

Vanderveen 2002; Will and McGrath 1995; Wittebrood

2002).

The second aspect of vulnerability theory incorporates

social vulnerability. It maintains that socio-economic dis-

advantages associated with income, education, race, and

ethnicity are often indicative of such vulnerability.

Researchers typically hypothesize that similar to physical

vulnerability, social vulnerability is related to greater fear

of crime. Some studies have examined the effects of

income and education (Taylor and Hale 1986; Will and

McGrath 1995), while others have examined race and

ethnicity (Braungart et al. 1980; Clemente and Kleiman

1977; Covington and Taylor 1991; Liska et al. 1988;

Skogan and Maxfield 1981). The findings on social vul-

nerability have not been entirely consistent, but there is

some support for the hypothesis that members of minority

groups and persons with low income and less education are

more socially vulnerable and thus more likely to report

higher levels of fear (Gibson et al. 2002).

Whereas the vulnerability thesis focuses on socio-

demographic characteristics, another influential theoretical

account of the determinants of fear of crime directs

attention to the community setting. This is the disorder

model, also known as the ‘‘incivilities thesis.’’ An early

statement of this perspective appears in Wilson’s (1975)

widely cited work, while Wilson and Kelling (1982), Lewis

and Salem (1986), and Skogan (1990) further develop the

core themes. Wilson and Kelling’s (1982) seminal paper,

published in the Atlantic Monthly, proposed the famous

‘‘broken window thesis.’’ Wilson and Kelling maintain that

the consequences of incivilities extend beyond merely

negative appearances. Conditions such as un-repaired

physical deterioration on a street block undermine resi-

dents’ trust in one another and erode neighborhood infor-

mal social control, thereby encouraging delinquency and

causing fear of crime. The precise nature of the causal

arguments differs in various formulations of the incivilities

thesis (for a thorough analytic review, see Taylor 2001).

Nevertheless, the common element is the claim that dis-

orderly social and physical conditions in urban communi-

ties are primary sources of fear, crime, and community

decline more generally.

Disordered social conditions include conduct in public

spaces such as drinking, drunkenness, rowdy and unsu-

pervised teen groups, neighbors fighting or arguing, solic-

itations for prostitutes, and drug sales. Physical disorder

includes graffiti, litter, trash-filled vacant lots, abandoned

cars, abandoned housing, and shuttered stores. These forms

of social and physical disorder allegedly generate fear of

crime and encourage residents to withdraw from the

community, which weakens informal social control. Such

areas become attractive locations for criminal activity

given the lack of guardianship (see especially Wilson and
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Kelling 1982). Disorder, fear of crime, and crime itself thus

operate in concert to set into motion a spiral of decay and

decline in urban neighborhoods (Skogan 1990: 65).

Several studies have tested the incivilities thesis

regarding the link between disorder and fear of crime with

aggregated data at the street block level (Kurtz et al. 1998;

Perkins et al. 1992; Wilson and Kelling 1982; Perkins and

Taylor 1996). Other studies have assessed the thesis with

neighborhood-level data (Skogan 1990; Taylor 1996;

Taylor et al. 1985). In addition, two studies have used

multiple waves of data to examine longitudinal patterns

and reciprocal relationships (Markowitz et al. 2001; Taylor

2001). Overall, the evidence from these aggregate studies

largely supports the hypothesis of an association between

disorder and fear of crime.

The relationship between disorder and fear has also been

examined at the individual level using measures of percep-

tions of disorder (Covington and Taylor 1991; Gibson et al.

2002; Lewis and Maxfield 1980; Taylor 1997). Most studies

have found a positive and significant relationship between

perceived disorder and fear of crime, although there is some

evidence that social disorder is more strongly linked to fear

than is physical disorder (LaGrange et al. 1992: 314; Rohe and

Burby 1988). A few studies have been based on contextual

analyses and have included disorder as a neighborhood-level

variable in the prediction of individual perceptions (Coving-

ton and Taylor 1991; Taylor 1997; Taylor and Covington

1993). The results of these analyses also indicate that disorder

is positively related to fear of crime.

Recently, advances in hierarchical linear modeling

(HLM) have stimulated further efforts to examine the

effects of both individual-level and contextual variables

jointly. Research by Perkins and Taylor (1996) combines

data from a survey of 412 residents in 50 Baltimore

neighborhoods with systematic observations, archival data,

and census data. The analyses include three neighborhood-

level indices of disorder, along with three measures of

disorder at the individual level and age. Their results indi-

cate that disorder positively influences fear of crime after

controlling for neighborhood level proportions of nonwhite,

mean age, and proportion of females. A major limitation of

the study is that the researchers were not able to test for an

effect of gender at the individual level because in some

blocks/neighborhoods, all respondents were women. The

study only was able to control age at the individual level.

An additional important study is the work by Rountree

(1998), which addresses the multi-dimensional nature of

fear. Past research has distinguished an emotional dimen-

sion of fear, which more closely taps the psychological or

physiological reactions of the respondents, from the

cognitive dimension of fear, which taps perceptions of

victimization risk (see also Ferraro 1995; Ferraro

and LaGrange 1987). Rountree’s study focuses on the

emotional dimension of the fear of burglary and fear of

violence. Her findings indicate significant effects of dis-

order on both fear of burglary and fear of violence.

Robinson et al. (2003) have conducted another multi-

level study. Their analyses are based on two-wave survey

data of 305 residents from 50 street blocks, each from one

of the 50 neighborhoods sampled in the city of Baltimore.

The two-wave data allow for the estimation of lagged

effects of disorder on fear of crime. The analysis controls

for demographic characteristics, house value, and per-

centage of homeowners at the street block level, as well as

incivility in the initial wave. The results reveal a significant

lagged effect of perception of disorder on fear of crime, but

no lagged effect of a block-level measure of disorder on

fear of crime.1 An unfortunate limitation of this study is

that it does not control for victimization experiences.

In addition to the vulnerability and disorder theories,

prior research has also examined other factors related to

fear of crime, such as the effect of social ties in the com-

munity (Ross and Jang 2000; Taylor 2002), the effect of

crime prevention strategies (Norris and Kaniasty 1992), the

effect of social status (Thompson and Norris 1992), and the

effect of neighborhood attachment and satisfaction (Delisi

and Regoli 2000; Loo 1986). These developments in

community psychology literature have yielded convincing

evidence to suggest that fear of crime is conditioned by the

community and social context. Developing this general line

of inquiry, our study addresses the topic of whether a

‘‘vulnerability’’ interpretation of the socio-demographic

correlates fear of crime is universally applicable across

widely divergent socio-cultural contexts.

In sum, an impressive body of research informed by the

physical vulnerability thesis indicates that women and the

elderly tend to report higher levels of fear compared with

men and the younger population. Much research has also

examined the hypotheses of social vulnerability and has

found some support for the hypothesis, although the findings

are less consistent than those pertaining to physical vulner-

ability. However, it is reasonable to speculate that these

seemingly invariant correlates actually vary across social and

community settings. In the late 1970s, analyses from the

newly developed National Crime Survey in the US showed

that many more citizens are afraid of being victimized than

there are actual crime victims (Dubow et al. 1979; Cook and

1 Wittebrood (2002) also employs a multilevel framework in the

analysis of fear of crime using data for 16 Western industrialized

nations from the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS). Her

results for individual-level variables are consistent with those widely

observed in studies based on individual nations. Females, the elderly,

and those with low SES exhibit high levels of fear. No significant

effects are observed for contextual variables, which may reflect the

fact that these are measured at the level of the nation. This may be too

high a level of aggregation to capture the socially meaningful context.
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Skogan 1984). Many of the disorder studies were initiated to

account for this interesting phenomenon. Findings on the

disorder/fear association suggest that conditions influencing

perceptions of disorder would influence fear of crime. If

some social or community contexts create a condition

wherein different socio-demographic groups perceive dif-

ferent levels of disorder, the socio-demographic correlates of

fear would not remain the same under such contexts; they

would reflect the social and community contextual condi-

tions. Thus, taking the disorder-fear relation literature into

account, it is reasonable to infer that vulnerability alone is not

responsible for the correlates of fear of crime; social and

community contexts have an impact as well. We suggest that

the Chinese setting is a strategic one in which to explore the

influence of the social and community context on the socio-

demographic correlates because the profound social change

in China has created significant generational gaps in life

styles that are likely to entail differential exposure to, and

perceptions of, disorder.

Social and Economic Change in China

One contextual condition that may create differential per-

ceptions of social life including disorder is rapid social

change. Rapid social change can create a significant gen-

erational gap where members of the younger, more edu-

cated generation identify with newer life styles and expose

themselves to modern aspects of social life, while the older,

less educated generation may continue to identify with

tradition. Under such a social context, the effects of age

and education on fear of crime might differ from those

observed under more stable social conditions.

China constitutes an ideal case to study the impact of

social change. In the late 1970s, China began its economic

reform. The social transition from a traditional state-dom-

inated society to a society with market mechanisms has

created very interesting features of social life. Scholars

have pointed out that a distinguishing feature of the social

transition is that it is under state control (Messner et al.

2007; Liu 2004). The reform has been largely directed by

the state, which has also controlled the major industrial

sectors that were considered vital to state security and the

major media. At the same time, the free market has been

allowed to expand into most other areas. The old social

order and a new social order coexist.

This results in an interesting pattern of differential

identification among populations. Much research reported

in the Chinese literature has documented the intergenera-

tional gap in China due to the rapid transformation of social

life in China (Zhou 1994; Shen 2002; Guan 2005; Liao

2005). The older generation often continues to live a more

traditional lifestyle, from time to time complaining how

they miss good things from the ‘‘old days.’’ The newer

generation, on the other hand, enjoys new merchandise and

technology, newly arrived entertainment, Western style

freedom in their leisure time, including ways of life that

previously would be considered ‘‘deviant’’ (Liao 2005;

Guan 2005; Huo 2005; Chen 2006; Shen 2002; Zhou 1994).

One significant difference between generations is

exposure to sources of information. The elderly are

accustomed to living with the official state ideology and to

depending on the government for information and direction

in their lives. In contrast, members of the young and newly

educated generation, who have grown up in a more open

society, perceive a somewhat different political and social

world. The young are exposed to the Internet, popular

culture, and tabloid newspapers in contrast with newspa-

pers that are organs of the state (Clode 2001; Cui 2006;

Guo 2006; Song 2002; Xu 2004; Chen 2006).

Research in the Western literature has emphasized the

importance of the media in influencing fear of crime.

Newspapers, radio, and especially television profoundly

influence people’s perceptions of crime and disorder

(Heath 1984; Heath and Petraitis 1987; Liska and Bac-

caglini 1990; O’Keefe and Reid-Nash 1987). A particularly

noteworthy study is that by Winkel and Vrij (1990), which

indicates that coverage by local, rather than national, press

has a strong influence on fear.

The media in China have changed dramatically over the

course of the past few decades. In pre-reform China, all

media were tightly controlled by the state. These controls

have been greatly loosened since the implementation of the

reforms. Particularly obvious is the growing prevalence of

non-government controlled local publications. While major

media, the television, and the radio are still largely under

state control, many local tabloid-style publications are sold

on the streets of Chinese cities. The readership of these

publications consists mainly of younger and more educated

residents, while the older and less educated residents tend

to continue to rely on television and the official newspapers

for information on local and national matters (Song 2002;

Xu 2004; Chen 2006; Clode 2001; Cui 2006; Guo 2006).

Differential exposure to media is also reflected in access

to the Internet. Usage of the Internet has grown tremen-

dously in urban China over the past two decades. Being less

technically adroit, the elderly and the less educated tend to

have less access to the Internet. In contrast, the Internet has

become an essential component of the lives of the young

and the educated (Clode 2001; Cui 2006; Guo 2006).

Hypotheses

It seems plausible to speculate that exposure to less gov-

ernmentally controlled media fosters perceptions of more
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local disorder. News of local social disorder, while highly

unlikely to be reported on television and in the official

media, spreads quickly through local tabloids and the

Internet. Moreover, exposure to reports of growing crime in

the nation at large via the unofficial media might also

contribute to fear of crime above and beyond any impact on

perceptions of community or neighborhood disorder.

We hypothesize that under a context of rapid social

change, differential perceptions of social disorder can

result from a generational gap. Elderly people with low

levels of education who identify with the older social order

may expose themselves to media that depict less disorder

and may also engage in life styles that involve less expo-

sure to disorderly settings, while the reverse may be true

for young, educated people. If this is true, the correlation of

age and education with fear of crime might be altered, with

the younger and more educated being more fearful, in

contrast to the conventional findings that the older and less

educated are more fearful.

In contrast with these hypotheses based on premises

about differential exposure to official vs. unofficial media,

plausible alternative hypotheses about the impact of a

generational gap on fear of crime in contemporary China

can also be advanced.2 The traditional orientations of the

low educated, elderly population might make them par-

ticularly concerned about the passing of the relatively

crime free, traditional social order, and thus they may be

acutely sensitive to signs of social decay. In addition, the

routine activities of the elderly and those with low educa-

tion are likely to be more heavily concentrated within the

neighborhood, which might increase exposure to ‘‘word-of-

mouth’’ news about crime and disorder. Previous research

by Villareal and Silva (2006) on social cohesion and per-

ceived risk of victimization in a Brazilian city is consistent

with this argument. They report that a high level of social

cohesion ‘‘… increases the perceptions of neighborhood

residents that they are at risk of being victimized,’’ which

they attribute to ‘‘… a greater level of communication

regarding incidents of crime occurring in more cohesive

neighborhoods where residents interact more frequently

with each other’’ (Villareal and Silva 2006: 1747). Similar

processes in urban China might very well foster socio-

demographic correlations comparable to those observed in

the West, i.e., the elderly and those with low levels of

education would be more fearful than their counterparts.

To explore these hypotheses, we first examine the

effects of socio-demographic characteristic on perceptions

of disorder. We then assess the effects of these

characteristics on fear of crime. Our analyses are based on

original survey data from Tianjin, China.

Data and Methods

Sampling and Data Collection

The data were collected from a multi-stage survey of res-

idents in the city of Tianjin, China, in 2004. Tianjin is one

of the four municipalities directly under the control of the

central government of the People’s Republic of China,

which gives Tianjin provincial-level status. At the end of

2004, the population of the Tianjin municipality was 10.24

million, of which 9.33 million were holders of Tianjin

permanent residence (hukou). Among permanent residents

of Tianjin, 59.64% of the population are urban residents,

while 40.36% are rural residents.3

Our research team was comprised of the first three

authors of the paper, working in collaboration with

researchers from the Tianjin Academy of Social Sciences.4

We used a multi-stage cluster sampling design that drew

approximately 2,500 respondents who were 18 and over.

Tianjin has 15 administrative districts and 3 counties. The

sample includes 6 districts, including the Heping, Nankai,

Hongxiao, Hexi, Hebei, and Hedong districts. Each district

has approximately 6–10 City-Street Offices, which are the

grass-roots organizations of the Tianjin government. We

randomly selected two City-Street Offices from each of the

selected districts, yielding a total of 12 City-Street Offices.

Next, we drew two large offices that included a rela-

tively large number of neighborhood committees from the

12 selected City-Street Offices. Five neighborhood com-

mittees were then randomly selected from each of these

two large City-Street Offices, while four neighborhood

committees were randomly drawn from each of the

remaining 10 City-Street Offices. A total of 50 neighbor-

hood committees were thus obtained through a combina-

tion of purposive and random selection. Members of the

research team met the supervisor in each of the selected

neighborhood committees to explain the purpose and

importance of the survey, the financial sources of the sur-

vey, and compensation for costs associated with adminis-

tration. Upon securing agreements for assistance, the

research team requested a complete list of households in

that neighborhood.

2 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting these

alternative hypotheses.

3 This description of Tianjin is taken from the government statistics

published online at http://www.stats-tj.gov.cn/2006nj/2/2-2.htm.
4 We are especially grateful to Zhou Lu, former Director of Crime

Research at the Tianjin Academy of Social Sciences, for his expert

assistance with all major phases of the research.
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Fifty-one households were selected from each of the 50

selected neighborhoods (N = 2,550) in hopes of reaching

the target of 2,500 households. Using the household roster

provided by the neighborhood committee in each selected

neighborhood, the research team conducted systematic

sampling. A starting point was randomly determined, and

every eighth household from each neighborhood was

selected until the specified number of households was

obtained. Members of the research team went to selected

households accompanied by a representative of the neigh-

borhood committee to recruit respondents. To select a

specific respondent from a household with more than one

member 18 years old or older, a criterion date was estab-

lished. The individual with a birthday closest to the crite-

rion date was chosen to be the respondent.

Having secured agreement to participate from selected

respondents, the representatives of the neighborhood

committees arranged the specific site for the administration

of the survey (e.g., common recreations areas) and made

sure that the site was suitable (e.g., facilities such as tables

and chairs were available). Data were collected through

written questionnaires. No one was allowed to enter the site

during the administration other than the respondents and

members of the research team. The questionnaire was

intended to be self-administered, although onsite members

of the research team were allowed to clarify the meaning of

questions only if requested. The overwhelming majority of

respondents had an elementary school education or higher

(97.4%), and thus illiteracy was not a problem.

We were careful to follow standard institutional review

board (IRB) protocols to minimize any perceived pressures

to participate. Respondents were assured of the voluntary

nature of their participation, their right to refuse to answer

questions, and the confidentiality of their responses.

Respondents also received compensation for their partici-

pation. After respondents had completed the question-

naires, they were placed in large envelopes that were sealed

and transmitted directly to the chief Tianjin researcher who

secured them in a safe location.

A total of 2,474 valid questionnaires were obtained. Due

to missing data for 2 cases on a couple of the household

measures, the sample size for our analysis is 2,472. With

respect to demographics, 51% of sampled respondents

were male, 31% were young (18–34 years old), 46% were

middle aged (ages 35–54), and 23% were in the older group

(ages 55 or older) (see ‘‘Appendix’’).

Our response rate of 97% (2,474/2,550) is exceptionally

high by Western standards. However, unusually high

response rates are typical in surveys conducted in China

(e.g. Bian 2001; Blau and Ruan 1990; Walder 1990, 1992,

1995). Our response rate is also similar to that obtained in

an earlier survey conducted in 1994 in Beijing as part of the

International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS; Zhu et al. 1995:

69). We will discuss possible implications of cross-cultural

differences associated with survey administration in the

‘‘summary and conclusions’’ section below.

Measures

The primary dependent variables for our analyses are self-

reported level of perceived disorder and fear of crime. As

noted earlier, two dimensions of disorder are generally

distinguished—physical and social. Recent literature has

questioned the causal relationship between physical disor-

der and crime and fear (Sampson and Raudenbush 2004).

In any event, our data set only contains indicators of social

disorder, and thus our analyses are restricted to this

dimension.

When designing appropriate items for disorder, we

were guided by two considerations. On the one hand, it is

important to follow the precedents of Western research to

the extent possible to enhance comparability. On the

other hand, the items must reflect the conception of

disorder in China. Some of the typical measures of social

disorder used in Western research are not appropriate in

the Chinese setting. For example, public drinking and

drunkenness in urban China are not deemed threatening

to public order. The general populace and the local police

often provide help to inebriated persons to go home, and

these behaviors are not regarded as particularly threat-

ening. Similarly, open solicitations for prostitution and

drug dealing are rarely seen in public in Tianjin. In

contrast, two dimensions of neighborhood activity often

used to indicate disorder in the West are applicable in

China as well. Rowdy and unsupervised teen groups are

perceived as highly threatening behavior. In addition,

fighting and quarrels among neighbors are matters of

general concern.

Based on these considerations, we measure perceived

social disorder with an index based on the following three

items:

‘‘In the past six months, have you seen or heard youth

groups fighting in your neighborhood?’’

‘‘In the past six months, have you seen or heard

young hooligans creating trouble in your

neighborhood?’’

‘‘In the past six months, have you seen or heard

neighbors quarreling?’’

The response categories to these three questions are:

‘‘often’’ (4); ‘‘sometimes’’ (3); ‘‘rarely’’ (2); and ‘‘never’’

(1). The measure of perceived social disorder is the sum of

z-scores for these items (Alpha coefficient of reliabil-

ity = 0.713). The items are group-mean centered in the

analyses.
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We also include as an independent variable a measure of

neighborhood-level social disorder, which is based on the

same set of items as is the individual-level measure, but

aggregated to the neighborhood level. We computed the

mean for these items for each of the 50 neighborhoods and

summed the z-scores across the three aggregated items

(Alpha coefficient of reliability = 0.793). See the Appen-

dix for descriptive statistics.

As noted above, research has indicated that fear is a

multidimensional construct encompassing an emotional

dimension and a cognitive dimension. The former refers to

the psychological or physiological reactions to the threat of

victimization, while the later refers to perception of vic-

timization risk (Ferraro and LaGrange 1987; Rountree

1998). In this study, we follow Rountree (1998) and focus

on emotionally experienced fear. The specific measure is

based on the response to the following question: ‘‘When

you walk in the neighborhood that you live in at night, do

you feel fear?’’5 The response categories are ‘‘not at all’’

(1), ‘‘somewhat’’ (2), and ‘‘very much’’ (3).

The measures of socio-demographic characteristics are

as follows. Gender is a dummy variable scored in the

direction of ‘‘female.’’ Age is represented by two dummy

variables for ‘‘young’’ (ages 18–34) and ‘‘middle aged’’

(ages 35–54). The 55 and over age group serves as the

reference category. Education is an ordinal measure with

three categories: ‘‘illiterate and elementary school’’ (0);

‘‘middle school’’ (1); or ‘‘college and above’’ (2). The

measure of income refers to monthly income per person for

members of the household living together. The categories

for income are: ‘‘below 500 yuan’’ (1); ‘‘500–999 yuan’’

(2); ‘‘1,000–1,999 yuan’’ (3); ‘‘2,000–2,999 yuan’’ (4);

‘‘3,000–3,999 yuan’’ (5); ‘‘4,000 yuan and above’’ (6).

To examine the extent to which vulnerability might

interpret the effects of socio-demographic characteristics,

we include two direct indicators of vulnerability. They are

respondents’ ratings of physical strength and ratings of

self-defense/alertness. The measure of physical strength is

based on responses to the item: ‘‘How would you rate your

health/strength?’’ The other indicator of vulnerability is

based on responses to the item: ‘‘How do you rate your

capability for self-defense/alertness about personal

safety?’’ These two measures are scored as: ‘‘poor’’ (1);

‘‘average’’ (2); ‘‘good’’ (3); and ‘‘very good’’ (4). Higher

scores thus indicate lower vulnerability.

We also control for past experience of violent or prop-

erty victimization.6 They reflect reports of having been the

victim of robbery, assault, personal theft, or having been

‘‘swindled’’ during the past 5 years. Personal violent vic-

timization is a dummy variable scored ‘‘1’’ for respondents

who report being the victim of either robbery or assault

during the reference period, while personal property vic-

timization is a dummy variable scored ‘‘1’’ for those

reporting being a victim of either of the two property

offenses.

We further control for the neighborhood level of crime.

We aggregated two kinds of self-reported victimization

incidents that occurred in the neighborhood: bicycle theft at

home and household burglary. The specific measures are

the proportions of respondents reporting these respective

offenses. We created a composite index of neighborhood

crime by summing the z-scores for these two measures.

Finally, one important feature of the Chinese urban

context today is the large number of rural migrants moving

to cities to work and to look for work. There has been

growing concern over poverty and crime in neighborhoods

where rural migrants are concentrated (see Solinger 1999).

We control for the effect of the presence of rural migrants

in our estimation by including rural migrant concentration

as a neighborhood-level variable. It is measured as the

proportion of respondents who report that there are tem-

porary rural laborers living in their neighborhood.

Analytic Strategy

We assess our hypotheses about fear of crime, which is an

ordinal variable consisting of three categories, with hier-

archical generalized linear ordered logistic regression

(Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). We briefly explain this

technique as follows.

For this three category ordinal dependent variable

(M = 3), we derive two dummy variables Y1ij and Y2ij for

case i in unit j as

Ymij ¼ 1 if Rij�m; 0 otherwise:

5 Although the questionnaire item does not appear to mention crime

specifically, respondents know that the purpose of the survey is to

study criminal victimization, and the context implies that the answer

refers to fear of crime. Similar measures of fear of crime have long

been used in the Western literature (e.g. Hindelang et al. 1978: 176).

6 Several studies in the West report that past victimization predicts

fear of crime (Braungart et al. 1980; Garofalo 1979; Skogan and

Maxfield 1981), but other studies cast doubt on this conclusion

(Baumer 1985; Hindelang et al. 1978; McGarrell and Giacomazzi

1997; Gates and Rohe 1987; Liska et al. 1988; Garofalo and Laub

1978; Quann and Hung 2002). Cross-national comparisons also

indicate that while victimization tends to be associated with fear of

crime in different nations, the strength of the association is variable

(Quann and Hung 2002). These findings suggest that the correlation

between victimization and fear of crime may be conditioned by the

larger cultural context (Murck 1997).
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For example, with M = 3, we have

Y1ij ¼ 1 if Rij ¼ 1

Y2ij ¼ 1 if Rij� 2

The probabilities Prob(Ymij = 1) are thus cumulative

probabilities. For example, with M = 3,

Prob(Y1ij ¼ 1Þ ¼ Prob(Rij ¼ 1Þ ¼ /1ij

Prob(Y2ij ¼ 1Þ ¼ Prob(Rij ¼ 1Þ þ Prob(Rij ¼ 2Þ ¼ /2ij

Prob(Y3ij ¼ 1Þ ¼ Prob(Rij ¼ 1Þ þ Prob(Rij ¼ 2Þ
þ Prob(Rij ¼ 3Þ ¼ 1:

Since Y3ij = 1 - Y2ij, Y3ij is redundant. We actually

need only M - 1 dummy variables.

Associated with the cumulative probabilities are the

cumulative logit link functions,

gmij ¼ log
ProbðRij�mÞ
Prob(Rij [ mÞ

� �
¼ log

/mij

1� /mij

 !
:

The level-1 structural model assumes ‘‘proportional

odds’’,

gmij ¼ b0j þ
XQ

q¼1

bqjXqij þ
XM
m¼2

dm:

Under the proportional odds assumption, the relative

odds that Rij B m, associated with a unit increase in the

predictor, does not depend on m.

Here dm is a ‘‘threshold’’ that separates categories m - 1

and m. For example, when M = 4,

g1ij ¼ b0j þ
XQ

q¼1

bqjXqij

g2ij ¼ b0j þ
XQ

q¼1

bqjXqij þ d2

g3ij ¼ b0j þ
XQ

q¼1

bqjXqij þ d2 þ d3:

We initially estimate an intercept only model to assess

whether there is significant variation in fear of crime across

neighborhoods in the sample. Next, we examine the effects

of the socio-demographic variables on fear of crime,

followed by the indicators of vulnerability and measures of

personal victimization. The measures of individual

perceptions of disorder and neighborhood-level disorder

are then added to the models, along with the remaining

neighborhood-level variables.

Our measure of perceived disorder is based on a com-

posite index. Accordingly, we apply the standard hierar-

chical linear model in the analyses where perceived

disorder serves as the dependent variable (Raudenbush and

Bryk 2002: 317–322). Similar to the analyses of fear of

crime, we begin by estimating an intercept only model of

perceived social disorder, and then proceed to build the

models by entering the individual and neighborhood-level

predictors sequentially.

Results

We first examine the associations between socio-demo-

graphic characteristics and differential perceptions of

social disorder by estimating a set of hierarchical regres-

sion models. The results are reported in Table 1.

We begin with an intercept only model (Model 1). The

variance component of the intercept is statistically signif-

icant (tau = 0.435, p \ 0.01),7 indicating that perceived

disorder varies across the neighborhoods in the sample.

Model 2 includes four demographic variables. Consistent

with the hypothesis about differential exposure to tradi-

tional vs. untraditional media, young and middle age

respondents perceive significantly more disorder (the ref-

erence category is the elderly). Also, education signifi-

cantly increases perceived disorder. These results are

obtained after controlling for the effects of gender and

income, although neither of these variables exhibits a sig-

nificant effect on perceived disorder.

Model 3 adds the two measures of vulnerability. Neither

coefficient is statistically significant.8 Model 4 adds the two

measures of victimization to the model. Not surprisingly,

both violent victimization (b = 1.054; p \ 0.01) and per-

sonal property victimization (b = 0.489; p \ 0.01) increase

perceived disorder. These results are intuitively reasonable:

respondents who report criminal victimization have higher

levels of perceived disorder. Model 5 adds the neighborhood

crime index into the model. The coefficient for the neigh-

borhood crime index is not statistically significant.

Finally, Model 6 controls for rural migrant concentra-

tion. The effect on disorder is statistically significant,

indicating that the perception of more migrant workers

living in the neighbor increases perceived disorder. The

effects of all other variables are essentially not changed.

We next assess the effects of the socio-demographic

characteristics on fear of crime by estimating a set of

HGLM models of fear of crime. The results are reported in

7 We also calculated the intra-class correlation for the unconditional

model. It is 0.03, suggesting that the size of the clustering effects over

50 neighborhoods on average is not large, even though the variation

of perceived disorder across the neighborhoods is statistically

significant.
8 Our interpretation here assumes that self-assessments of vulnera-

bility might exert a causal inference on perceptions of disorder. A

reverse causal process is plausible on logical grounds for self-defense/

alertness. Perceiving the neighborhood to be disorderly might

stimulate residents to develop the capacity for alertness. As noted,

the coefficients for the vulnerability measures are non-significant.
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Table 2. Once again, Model 1 is an intercept only model.

The variance component of the intercept is statistically

significant (tau = 0.273, p \ 0.01), indicating that fear of

crime, similar to perceived disorder, varies significantly

across the neighborhoods in the sample.

Model 2 introduces the socio-demographic characteris-

tics. The effect of age differs dramatically from results

commonly reported in the West. While there is no signif-

icant difference between the middle aged and the elderly

(the reference category), the young exhibit a significantly

higher level of fear (b = 0.359, p \ 0.05). Our findings for

age in a Chinese city are thus the reverse of the commonly

observed pattern. Education is also significantly related to

fear, but as with age, the sign of the relationship is opposite

to that reported in the Western context (b = 0.235,

p \ 0.05). The highly educated (and presumably less

socially vulnerable) are more fearful.

With respect to the other demographic characteristics,

being female exhibits a significant positive association

(b = 1.687, p \ 0.01) with fear of crime. This is consistent

with the conventional ‘‘physical vulnerability’’ interpreta-

tion. The effect of income is significantly negative (b =

-0.103, p \ 0.05), which is in accord with the ‘‘social

vulnerability’’ interpretation.

The two direct indicators of vulnerability are entered

into the equation in Model 3. Both measures exhibit the

expected negative associations. Respondents who consider

themselves fit and strong and those who rate their self-

defense capabilities and alertness highly have lower levels

of fear. These two variables statistically interpret the

income effect observed in Model 2 but fail to interpret the

effects of gender, age, and education. Indeed, the age effect

becomes notably stronger when the indicators of vulnera-

bility are taken into account.9

The two measures of personal victimization are added to

the equation in Model 4. The coefficients for both are

positive and statistically significant. Including the measures

of personal victimization has little impact on the estimated

parameters for the other individual characteristics. Next,

perceived disorder is included in Model 5. The coefficient

for the index of perceived disorder is consistent with the

literature; it is significantly positive. Respondents who

detect disorderly behavior in their neighborhood report

higher levels of fear. Disorder accounts for the effect of

personal victimization, indicating that the effect of per-

sonal victimization on fear is mediated by disorder.

Model 6 adds neighborhood disorder to the analyses.

The coefficient for neighborhood disorder is in the

expected, positive direction, and it reaches statistical

significance. These results indicate that respondents who

live in neighborhoods characterized by a high degree of

disorder are more fearful than others, controlling for their

individual characteristics, personal experiences with crim-

inal victimization, as well as their own perceived disorder.

Model 7 adds the neighborhood crime index into the

model. The effect of this variable is non-significant, sug-

gesting that any impact of neighborhood crime on fear of

crime is transmitted through other variables in the model.

Model 8 adds rural migrant concentration; the effect is not

statistically significant. This finding in conjunction with

those in Table 1 suggest that rural migrant concentration

affects fear of crime indirectly through its impact on per-

ceived disorder. The results for age, education, and other

variables do not change when the neighborhood-level

indicators are included.

Summary and Conclusions

A dominant Western theory in the literature on fear of

crime is vulnerability theory, which typically uses socio-

demographic characteristics as indicators of the vulnera-

bility of individuals. A large volume of Western research

has repeatedly replicated findings that are consistent with

this theory. Women and the elderly exhibit higher levels of

self-reported fear of crime, consistent with the physical

vulnerability thesis, while those with lower income and less

education tend to report higher levels of fear of crime,

consistent with the social vulnerability thesis. A theoreti-

cally important question is that whether the interpretation

of socio-demographic correlates as indicators of vulnera-

bility holds despite variations in socio-cultural context.

China has been experiencing rapid social change over

the past two and half decades and thus provides an excel-

lent setting to address this question. Our strategy has been

to include measures of vulnerability (self-reported strength

and self-defense/alertness) into the models to capture some

of the direct effect of vulnerability, and to examine the

nature of socio-demographic correlates of fear within the

context of contemporary urban China. Our results are

consistent with those commonly reported in the West in

some respects but quite different in others.

Among the consistent results, females exhibit higher

levels of fear than do males. This finding is in accord with

the physical vulnerability interpretation. However, we also

observe that the female effect persists with the direct vul-

nerability measures included—the measures of self-repor-

ted strength and self-defense capacity. Indeed, the tendency

for females to be more fearful is virtually unchanged when

the indicators of vulnerability are entered into the regres-

sion model. The sturdy gender effect might be explained

with reference to Warr’s (1984) concept of ‘‘differential

9 We performed Hausman (1978) tests for the statistical significance

of the differences in coefficients across Models 2 and 3 for ‘‘income’’

and ‘‘young.’’ Both differences are statistically significant.
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sensitivity to risk.’’ According to this interpretation,

women are more likely to judge potential victimization as

serious because they make subjective linkages among

offenses. For example, women are more likely to link

burglary or robbery with sexual assault and murder. Hence,

even though the objective level of risk of victimization

tends to be lower for women, they tend to be more fearful

than men. It seems plausible that similar processes would

emerge in China, but further research is needed to dem-

onstrate such gender differentials in sensitivity to risk.

Also consistent with the Western research, both mea-

sures of victimization experience, violent victimization and

property victimization, exhibit significant effects on fear of

crime. Victims are more fearful than non-victims. In

addition, individual perceived disorder is positively asso-

ciated with a higher level of fear, as is disorder measured at

the neighborhood level. We also find that low-income

respondents exhibit more fear of crime, which is consistent

with the vulnerability interpretation. Interestingly, how-

ever, the income effect is statistically interpreted by our

two direct indicators of vulnerability, which reflect to a

large degree ‘‘physical’’ vulnerability (strength/self-defense

capability). These findings suggest that aspects of social and

physical vulnerability are potentially overlapping. More

generally, the replication of selected socio-demographic

correlates suggests that some of the theoretical interpreta-

tions of fear of crime developed in the West are transferable

to a very different socio-cultural context.

Our analysis of perceived disorder also yields an inter-

esting parallel with Western research. Sampson and Rau-

denbush (2004) have discovered that the presence of

disadvantaged, stigmatized groups is an important factor

leading residents to think that their neighborhood is disor-

dered, net of other relevant factors. Specifically, the con-

centration of Black and Latino neighbors is positively

related to perceived disorder. In urban China, the rural

migrant population constitutes a stigmatized, disadvantaged

group. Our finding of a significant positive effect of the

measure of rural migrant concentration on perceived dis-

order thus replicates and extends the research in the West on

links between stigmatization and perceptions of disorder.

At the same time, we call particular attention to key

findings that differ from those commonly reported in

research in the West. Specifically, age and education relate

to fear of crime in a distinctly different way. Under the

context of rapid social transition occurring during the past

two and half decades in China, the elderly report lower

levels of fear of crime, while the more educated report

higher levels of fear. The results also indicate significant

differences in perceived disorder between the young and the

aged, and between the educated and less educated. The

younger generation and educated people perceive signifi-

cantly more social disorder. This set of findings is consistent

with the underlying premise that there is differential expo-

sure to information about disorder across generations and

educational levels in China, which contributes to a different

social patterning of fear of crime. These findings challenge

the long standing interpretation of socio-demographic cor-

relates in the literature of fear of crime and provide evidence

calling for a significant revision of vulnerability theory to

take into account of the effect of socio-cultural contexts. The

effects of socio-demographic characteristics on fear of

crime evidently are not simply a consequence of a universal

vulnerability associated with them; rather, they also reflect

differential exposure to social conditions such as disorder,

which contributes to fear of crime.

Some of our findings have important implications for

Chinese society in terms of reducing fear of crime. First,

the results show that social disorder is a salient source of

fear of crime. Moreover, perceived disorder is found to

mediate the effect of many important variables, including

personal victimization. These finding suggest that a cost

effective way to lessen fear might be to allocate more

resources to reducing social disorder. Particularly impor-

tant is disorderly conduct that appears to be threatening and

tends to be interpreted as threatening the safety of citizens.

Second, our results are consistent with the view that the

generational and educational gap in fear of crime under

the Chinese context is linked to differential exposure to the

media. In Western society, research has long found that the

media tend to exaggerate the frequency and seriousness of

crime. Our findings suggest that the influence of the media

is equally important in China. However, the nature of

distortion is somewhat different within the Chinese con-

text. Local tabloids and the internet are less controllable by

the government, and it is plausible to speculate that they

play a similar role as do the media in the West—they

exaggerate the frequency and seriousness of crimes and

disorder. The policy implication is that citizens should be

encouraged to adopt a critical stance in evaluating the

content on crime and disorder presented in the local tab-

loids and on the internet. At the same time, however, it is

important to recognize that the state-controlled media—the

major TV stations and official newspapers—tend to distort

the information in a reverse way by reporting little on

crime and disorder. Perhaps the academic community can

foster a more critical stance towards the full range of media

conveying information on crime and disorder, although the

prospects for this are obviously limited by the political

realities in contemporary China.

We acknowledge significant limitations associated with

our study that implies the need for caution in the inter-

pretation of the results. First, our data are cross-sectional in

nature, which in some instances hinders efforts to draw

causal inferences. This is not problematic for socio-

demographic variables that are immutable or relatively
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stable. However, the relationship between disorder and fear

has been found to be reciprocal (e.g. Liu 1993; Liska and

Warner 1991), and such reciprocal causal processes cannot

be detected in the cross-sectional data.

Second, our sample is limited in that we only selected

respondents from traditional areas of the city. As noted

above, Tianjin has large numbers of the so-called

‘‘floating population’’ (see Liang 2001; Liang and Ma

2004). These rural migrants tend to live outside of the

traditional areas. Governmental officials and the Chinese

public generally attribute the problem of growing crime

to the presence of rural migrants (Zhao 2003; Zhao and

Kipnis 2000). The sampling of the traditional areas of

the city implies that the neighborhoods with high rural

migrant concentration are not likely to be included in the

sample. This is confirmed by the descriptive statistics for

the ‘‘rural migrant concentration’’ variable. The mean is

0.08, and the maximum value is 0.33. Thus, in an

average neighborhood, under 10% of the respondents

report that there are rural migrants, and in the neigh-

borhood with the highest value on the variable, about a

third report the presence of a rural migrant population.

The survey data is accordingly likely to underestimate

fear of crime and perceived disorder in Tianjin. How-

ever, the statistically significant effect of migrant con-

centration on perceived disorder indicates that the bias in

sampling dose not preclude identification of substantively

important effects of the measure of migrants. Neverthe-

less, future research targeted more directly on the

‘‘floating population’’ is needed to draw a more complete

portrait of disorder and fear in urban China.

A third important limitation is that the data are unable to

address key hypothesized mechanisms. Note in particular

that we have no direct measures of actual exposure to

different media sources and content. Our premises about

generational and educational differences in exposure to

official and unofficial media are firmly grounded in the

contemporary literature (e.g. Heath and Gilbert 1996; Zhou

1994; Xu 2004), but further research is required with direct

measures of assumed intervening variables to document the

postulated causal mechanisms.

At a more general level, we caution that there are

appreciable cross-cultural differences in survey adminis-

tration that need to be taken into account when interpreting

the results. We noted earlier that our response rate is

remarkably high when compared to surveys in the West.

This probably reflects significant differences in social

organization and cultural settings between Western society

and Chinese urban communities. The Chinese urban

community is known to be highly organized. Residents in

neighborhoods elect the neighborhood committee. Tradi-

tionally, the neighborhood committee has managed many

daily matters in the neighborhoods ranging from assisting

elders to distributing government subsidies to low income

families, from neighborhood watches to family planning

(Whyte and Parish 1984). The activities have been finan-

cially subsidized by the government and guided by gov-

ernmental policy. Although the role of the neighborhood

committee has been changing over time, especially after

the economic reform, it continues to be an important

recourse for Chinese urban residents. It is typically the fist

place to turn when seeking help.

When respondents were recruited for the Tianjin sur-

vey with the assistance of members of the neighborhood

committee, the study would be perceived to have legit-

imacy, and the respondents would likely feel encouraged

to cooperate. Also, the neighborhood committee mem-

bers have social relationships with prospective respon-

dents who live in the same community. Both of these

factors might have made sampled residents reluctant to

refuse to participate, despite our repeated assurances of

the voluntary nature of the research. The high degree of

cooperation is of course very advantageous in one

important respect. It implies that there is very little bias

associated with the discrepancy between the sampled

population and the survey population. On the other hand,

the involvement of the neighborhood committee for the

recruitment of participants and for the administration of

the survey may have had the undesirable effect of

influencing the kinds of responses given on the ques-

tionnaire. Only future research on survey administration

within the Chinese context can shed light on the nature

and extent of such biases.

With these cautions in mind, we suggest that our anal-

yses underscore the utility of extending the horizons of

inquiry into perceived disorder and fear of crime beyond

the confines of Western societies. Some of the relationships

well documented in the West appear to be robust across

socio-cultural contexts, but the identification of distinctive

patterns in the social structuring of these phenomena sug-

gests that much is still to be learned about the underlying

processes, especially under conditions of social transfor-

mation. We accordingly call for further efforts to assess

systematically the applicability of Western criminological

theories and to replicate Western findings in China and

other non-Western settings.
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