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Abstract
Despite a long and rich history of fear of crime research, studies which focus on the impor-
tance of local specifics are rather limited. This study fills this gap by analyzing fear of 
crime—measured as concerns about crime and feeling of safety—among residents of dis-
advantaged neighborhoods. Drawing on victimization and vulnerability theories, the aim 
of the study is to examine fear of crime and its determinants and assess whether there are 
significant differences between people living in disadvantaged and more affluent neighbor-
hoods in Czech municipalities. For this purpose, the data obtained from a cross-sectional 
face-to-face survey carried out across 13 regions of Czechia were used and a hierarchical 
binary logistic regression analysis was employed. In line with existing literature on fear 
of crime in the general population, the results of the analysis confirm that fear of crime 
among inhabitants of disadvantaged neighborhoods is mainly associated with crime-related 
variables. The strongest effect was found with respect to crime trend perception, with those 
who perceived crime in their municipality to be increasing being more fearful than those 
who perceived it to be stable. Higher levels of fear of crime were observed among inhabit-
ants of disadvantaged neighborhoods, though the effect of locality proved negligible. In 
addition, once respondents perceived crime to be on the rise, the difference between fear of 
crime among inhabitants of SELs and non-SELs became blurred.
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Introduction

Although fear of crime research has a long tradition dating back to the 1970s, studies that 
venture beyond commonly used individual and social characteristics (e.g., Ferraro, 1995) 
and also examine the importance of local specifics are still lacking. In this regard, dis-
advantaged neighborhoods are considered to be particularly overlooked, despite being 
characterized by higher levels of victimization and the concentration of people with lower 
education and socio-economic status (Friedson & Sharkey, 2015; Wacquant, 2008). In 
addition, available studies suggest that disadvantaged neighborhoods are often associated 
with higher levels of fear of crime (Will & McGrath, 1995; Pantazis, 2000: p. 426; Kling 
et al., 2005; Simon, 2017: p. 87). However, only few studies that “address fear of crime in 
vulnerable/poor neighborhoods at the national level” (Ladenburg et  al., 2016: p. 3) have 
been published to date.

The higher levels of fear in these neighborhoods may primarily stem from the fact that 
their inhabitants are often exposed to a number of psychologically and socially challenging 
situations such as low income, unemployment, limited social mobility, low quality of pub-
lic services, antagonistic social relationships as well as high crime prevalence (Chataway & 
Bourke, 2020; Sampson, 2012). This situation, coupled with the lack of economic, social, 
and other resources available for preventing or remedying the consequences of crime, may 
contribute to an increase in fear of crime among neighborhood residents and may ulti-
mately have a detrimental impact on their quality of life (Brunton-Smith & Sturgis, 2011; 
Kujala et al., 2019; Ruijsbroek et al., 2015; Zuberi, 2018).

This study continues the discussion on whether location matters in fear of crime. Focus-
ing on disadvantaged neighborhoods in Czechia, the aim of the study is to analyze fear of 
crime within this population and to compare it with people living in other neighborhoods 
within the same municipality. More precisely, we aim to provide a detailed analysis of fear 
of crime and its determinants among people living in disadvantaged neighborhoods as well 
as a comparison of the results with those living in more affluent parts of these municipali-
ties. The study uses two indicators of fear of crime: concerns about crime in the munici-
pality and feeling of safety on the street in the neighborhood at night. The determinants of 
fear of crime are derived from the most prominent approaches employed when ascertaining 
why certain people are more fearful than others: victimization and vulnerability theory.

The remainder of the study is structured as follows: first, the theoretical background is 
outlined with regard to the conceptualization of fear of crime, testing the victimization and 
vulnerability hypothesis in the general population and also in terms of research on fear of 
crime in disadvantaged neighborhoods, both international and Czech. The second section 
specifies the parameters of this study, including the research questions, data, variables, and 
analytic strategy. Subsequently, the results of the analysis are presented, followed by the 
conclusions and discussion section.

Theoretical Background

Conceptualization of Fear of Crime

Previous studies have confirmed that fear of crime is a multidimensional concept (Caro 
Cabrera & Navarro Ardoy, 2017; Ferraro & LaGrange, 1987) that is difficult to operation-
alize and measure (Farrall et al., 1997; Gray et al., 2011). While some authors use terms 
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such as “fear”, “anxiety” and “perceived risk”, others talk about “feeling of safety” or 
“concerns”, which further complicates fear of crime research and the consistency of find-
ings. As Farrall et al., (1997: p. 658) state in their study, “our understanding of the fear 
of crime is a product of the way it has been researched rather than the way it is”. For this 
reason, authors often examine numerous indicators of fear of crime or combine them into 
complex indexes (e.g., Hanslmaier, 2013; Vauclair & Bratanova, 2017).

In our study, we take advantage of two commonly used indicators of fear of crime: feel-
ing of unsafety and concerns about crime. While the first is considered a “standard indica-
tor” of fear of crime and captures “feelings of insecurity” in general (Hummelsheim et al., 
2011: p. 332; cf. Jackson, 2006), the second refers directly to crime itself and evaluates 
whether people consider crime to be a serious social problem (Ferraro, 1995; Ferraro & 
LaGrange 1987). The comparison of both indicators and their determinants thus allows us 
to cover the fear of crime phenomenon more broadly and also helps support the robustness 
of our findings.

Victimization and Vulnerability Hypothesis in General Population

Victimization theory postulates that a person’s concerns are rooted in a rational, objective 
cause. Therefore, fear of crime is often explained as a consequence of a person’s experi-
ence with victimization, with victims of crime declaring higher levels of fear than non-
victims (Garofalo, 1979; Skogan, 1987; Farrall et  al., 2007: p. 2). Direct victimization 
experience extends to individuals who have themselves been victims of crime. Neverthe-
less, opinions regarding the impact of direct victimization on fear of crime are conflicting. 
While certain studies have confirmed this association (Sironi & Bonazzi, 2016; Skogan, 
1987), others have not (Box et al., 1988; McGarrell et al., 1997). The incongruity of these 
results is often attributed to other intervening factors relevant to fear of crime such as gen-
der, age and perceived victimization risk (Agnew, 1985; Sutton & Farrall, 2005), the type 
of crime in question, i.e., property and violent (Chon & Wilson, 2016; Lee et al., 2020; 
Nalla et al., 2011; Rountree, 1998), as well as inconsistencies in victimization measures in 
general (Hale, 1996).

Since some studies have confirmed that people may fear crime despite not being previ-
ously victimized (Doran & Burgess, 2012), the role of indirect victimization has started 
gaining traction. Indirect victimization refers to an individual’s awareness of the victimi-
zation of relatives, neighbors or peers, and also includes neighborhood gossip and the 
media crime information (Hale, 1996: p. 80; Heath & Gilbert, 1996; Pickles, 2021). One 
case of direct victimization may thus indirectly influence a much larger number of people 
(Covington & Taylor, 1991; Mellgren & Ivert, 2019; Skogan & Maxfield, 1981). In this 
regard, the relationship between fear of crime and the level of crime gleaned from official 
crime statistics is often discussed. According to some studies (Miethe & Lee, 1984; Vis-
ser et al., 2013), fear of crime is higher in areas with a higher crime rate. However, other 
authors (e.g., Farrall et al., 2009; Ferraro, 1995) have pointed out that factors which shape 
our subjective perception of the social world carry greater weight when explaining fear of 
crime. Such conclusions are bolstered by studies which point to the perceptible discrep-
ancy between trends in official crime statistics and how crime is subjectively assessed by 
ordinary citizens. While officially registered crime and victimization rates have long been 
on the decline or have remained stable in many countries across Europe (Aebi et al., 2014; 
van Dijk et al., 2012), subjective assessments of crime trends have veered in the opposite 
direction (cf. Forde, 1993). In Czechia, most respondents perceived crime to be increasing 
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after 2000, despite the fact that the official crime rate was on the decline (Zeman et al., 
2010; cf. Tomášek et al., 2019).

In addition to direct and indirect victimization, fear of crime is also influenced by an 
individual’s ability to cope with stressful life events. This ability is closely interlinked with 
the individual’s vulnerability. Killias (1990) defined this as a multidimensional concept, 
positing that an individual becomes more vulnerable in situations where the individual (1) 
is exposed to a significant risk of victimization, (2) is unable to prevent potential victimiza-
tion and (3) expects victimization to yield serious consequences (cf. Jackson, 2009; Killias 
& Clerici, 2000). At a more general level, vulnerability is understood as a set of factors 
which make it impossible to effectively prevent or adequately respond to crime, or which 
prolong the recovery period for coping with the consequences of victimization (Hale, 
1996; Pantazis, 2000).

Vulnerability is typically inferred from an individual’s physical and social characteris-
tics (Lee et al., 2020; Skogan & Maxfield, 1981). The physical characteristics that are com-
monly cited are gender, age, ethnic origin and state of health. Fear is most often reported 
by women (Blöbaum & Hunecke, 2005; May et al., 2010), the elderly (Ceccato & Bamzar, 
2016; Chon & Wilson, 2016), racial/ethnic minorities (Brunton-Smith & Sturgis, 2011; 
Randa & Mitchell, 2018) and disabled people (Vauclair & Bratanova, 2017). On the other 
hand, social characteristics primarily include socio-economic factors such as income and 
education, with poor respondents generally exhibiting a higher fear of crime (Pantazis, 
2000; Larsson, 2009; cf. Hernández et al., 2020), along with people with lower educational 
attainment (Kujala et al., 2019).

One understudied characteristic in particular which may affect an individual’s fear of 
crime is a history of perpetration (Lane & Fox, 2013). On the one hand, offenders tend to 
be victimized more frequently, which may increase their level of fear. On the other hand, 
their history of perpetration may make them less vulnerable to fear of crime (Sampson & 
Lauritsen, 1990). According to studies targeted at juvenile and adult offenders, it can gen-
erally be said that offenders declare lower levels of fear than non-offenders (Lane, 2006; 
Lane & Fox, 2012; Wolff & Shi, 2011). This can be attributed to their “immersion in a 
criminal lifestyle”: the more entrenched in crime, the lower the fear of crime, even despite 
the high declared risk of victimization (Lane & Fox, 2012).

Fear of Crime, Victimization, and Vulnerability in Disadvantaged Neighborhoods

Only a limited number of studies have tackled the issue of fear of crime among inhabit-
ants of disadvantaged neighborhoods. Mostly situated in a US context, such studies pro-
vide deep, albeit scarcely comparable insight based on different research designs, ranging 
from qualitative analyses of in-depth interviews (Carvalho & Lewis, 2003; Zuberi, 2018) 
to sample surveys (Ladenburg et al., 2016; Skogan, 1987) to mixed-method studies (Kohm, 
2009). The comparability of results is further limited by the fact that these studies use 
diverse conceptualizations of disadvantaged neighborhoods and indicators of fear of crime. 
In addition, only few studies work with representative samples of inhabitants from disad-
vantaged neighborhoods at a national level (e.g., Ladenburg et al., 2016).

In line with findings from the general population, the relationship between direct 
victimization and fear of crime takes conflicting forms in studies addressing disadvan-
taged neighborhoods. For example, Skogan (1987) purports that property victimization 
has a stronger association with worry about victimization and concerns about crime 
in high-crime areas than violent victimization, citing the generally lower incidence of 
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violent victimization compared to property victimization as one possible reason (cf. 
Skogan & Maxfield, 1981). Conversely, Ladenburg et  al., (2016: p. 27) found expe-
rience with violent victimization in socially vulnerable neighborhoods to be more 
important in lowering the respondent’s feeling of safety than property victimization, 
a relationship which was corroborated at a neighborhood level as well: the more offi-
cially recorded violent victimization in an area, the lower the feeling of safety reported 
by its inhabitants.

Further, in a study based on in-depth interviews with African American adoles-
cents from dangerous neighborhoods, Zuberi (2018: p. 109) claims that “witnessing 
an incident or knowing someone who was victimized made youth more likely to feel 
unsafe.” This is also consistent with research on the fear of crime–victimization link 
within the general population (cf. Ferraro, 1995; Hale, 1996; Tseloni & Zarafonitou, 
2008). According to Zuberi (2018), feeling of unsafety is contextually conditioned and 
decreases along with the individual’s ability to maintain social distance from danger-
ous people and events. Similarly, Carvalho and Lewis (2003), who conducted inter-
views with recipients of welfare benefits from high-crime zones, stress the role of 
context and individual experience, suggesting that the relationship between indirect 
victimization and fear of crime is likely to be partly mediated through local knowledge 
and routinization. They found that the extent of an individual’s fear of crime depends 
on whether crime is perceived as central or as one of many common situations in dis-
advantaged neighborhoods. The more commonly crime occurs in the lives of residents 
of disadvantaged neighborhoods, the easier it is to avoid or cope with, just like other 
everyday problems.

In addition, some studies support the vulnerability hypothesis in the context of 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. While Skogan (1987) calls attention to the more pro-
nounced fear of crime exhibited by females, the elderly and other vulnerable inhabit-
ants of high-crime areas, Ladenburg et al. (2016) confirm the non-linear relationship 
between feeling of safety and age (cf. Ferraro, 1995; Moore & Shepherd, 2007). In 
contrast to findings from the general population, the authors do not identify any rela-
tionship between feeling of safety and social characteristics such as education, income 
or employment status (cf. Kujala et  al., 2019; Larsson, 2009). Furthermore, Zuberi 
(2018) and Carvalho and Lewis (2003) point to the significance of local contexts and 
define vulnerability as the (in)ability to interpret local patterns of behavior. Never-
theless, none of these studies reflect the “criminal lifestyles” of their respondents (cf. 
Lane & Fox, 2012), something which could situate their findings in the broader context 
of everyday life in disadvantaged neighborhoods.

In sum, the studies under review suggest that the results gleaned from testing vic-
timization and vulnerability theories in the population of disadvantaged neighborhoods 
are not fundamentally different from those obtained from the general population. How-
ever, we believe that this conclusion may be conditioned by the fact that the inhabit-
ants of disadvantaged neighborhoods are already included in the samples of the general 
population, which can obscure results. A study by Kohm (2009: p. 11) examined dif-
ferences in fear of crime between inhabitants of a disadvantaged neighborhood and the 
whole city or country, stating that “residents of Spence felt far less safe than residents 
of Winnipeg or Canadians generally.” However, a comparison between this neighbor-
hood and more affluent localities in the city was missing. Our study thus strives to fill 
this gap by examining fear of crime and comparing its determinants in both the disad-
vantaged and more affluent neighborhoods within a single municipality.
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Disadvantaged Neighborhoods in Czechia

Disadvantaged neighborhoods in Czechia, officially referred to as “socially excluded local-
ities” (SELs), are defined as areas where more than 20 people subsist on welfare benefits 
and at the same time are materially and symbolically excluded from the surrounding envi-
ronment (GAC, 2015). Since administrative statistical data on welfare benefits in the coun-
try are not available at a level lower than municipal, the identification of SELs is typically 
based on utilizing local knowledge about which areas are stigmatized as “ghetto”, “Bronx” 
or “houses of horror” (cf. Hurrle et al., 2016). As a result, the boundaries of SELs only 
rarely correspond to the administrative divisions of municipal areas, meaning that data on 
socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics of SEL residents are those acquired 
through face-to-face surveys, not through administrative registers (see Toušek et  al., 
2018b).

In 2015, 606 SELs were identified across Czechia, including both small rural neigh-
borhoods as well as metropolitan areas with over 5000 inhabitants. The number of SEL 
residents has been estimated to be between 95,000 and 115,000, which corresponds to an 
average of 188 inhabitants per locality (GAC, 2015). Compared to other disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, such as the American and Danish neighborhoods analyzed in the above 
studies, Czech SELs are thus substantially smaller (Růžička & Toušek, 2014). Neverthe-
less, the unifying thread for disadvantaged neighborhoods across national contexts is a 
high level of victimization and concentration of vulnerable populations.

The prevalence and incidence of violent and property victimization in populations of 
SELs is significantly higher than in populations outside these areas. With respect to socio-
demographic characteristics, inhabitants of SELs, compared to the general population of 
Czechia, tend to be unmarried, have lower education and income, be more likely unem-
ployed, live in rental housing and move more often (Toušek et al., 2018b). They are also 
much more likely to have a history of criminal behavior (Toušek et al., 2018a: pp. 189–190, 
198).

SELs present an interesting case for testing victimization and vulnerability theories, as 
their inhabitants are perceived to be dangerous by respondents in studies on fear of crime 
in Czech towns (Toušek & Hejnal, 2011: pp. 24–25; Toušek et al., 2015: p. 37; Šimáček 
et al., 2020: p. 317). In the past, this reputation has led to the implementation of numerous 
safety measures (Kupka et al., 2022), justified by high crime rates and incivilities in these 
neighborhoods, though such rationale was often not substantiated by official crime statis-
tics (Toušek et al., 2018a: p. 25). This study thus shifts the focus to how fear of crime is 
experienced by those who tend to be deemed the very source of crime in public discourse.

Current Study

Drawing on literature on fear of crime in disadvantaged neighborhoods and victimiza-
tion and vulnerability theories, this study has two objectives. First, using the whole 
sample of respondents living in SELs, we examine fear of crime—measured as con-
cerns about crime and feeling of unsafety—and the effect of various socio-economic 
(education, employment, household income) and crime-related (victimization, crime 
perpetration, crime trend perception) determinants on fear of crime in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods in Czechia. Second, we take advantage of data collected in both SELs 
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and more affluent neighborhoods within the same municipality (non-SELs) in five 
regions of Czechia and analyze differences in fear of crime and the effect of the afore-
mentioned determinants on fear between the two populations.

We pose the following research questions:

1. What is the effect of socio-economic and crime-related determinants on fear of crime 
in SELs?

2. Is fear of crime and the strength of the effect of determinants on fear of crime equal in 
both SEL and non-SEL populations?

3. Are there any differences in fear of crime and its determinants with respect to different 
concepts of fear of crime?

Data

The data for this study were constructed via a cross-sectional survey that took place in 
2016 and focused on SEL inhabitants and their neighbors in Czech municipalities. The 
survey concentrated primarily on victimization but also covered topics such as percep-
tion of social issues, fear of crime, satisfaction with formal institutions of social con-
trol, experience with discrimination, crime perpetration and illicit drug consumption.

The respondents were selected in two steps. First, municipalities where SELs were 
identified by the Czech administration (GAC, 2015) were divided into five quantiles 
according to the number of municipal inhabitants and the percentage of SEL residents 
in the municipality’s total population. Municipalities with SELs were then selected 
from each region, not including Prague, to obtain representative examples of all pos-
sible combinations of quantiles from both categories. This yielded a set of 181 towns 
with 289 SELs. Out of this set, municipalities in five regions, namely Hradec Králové, 
Karlovy Vary, Liberec, Moravia-Silesia, and Ústí nad Labem, were used to include 
people living outside SELs for comparative purposes.

Second, both SEL and non-SEL respondents were selected based on quota sam-
pling. Given that SEL residents are a typical example of a hard-to-survey population 
(Tourangeau et  al., 2014), standard sampling techniques could not be applied. There 
was no database for random sampling, and a random walk approach proved unfeasible 
due to the low number of inhabitants of many SELs and low response rate in the pilot 
phase of the study conducted in the Karlovy Vary region in March 2016 (cf. Toušek 
et  al., 2018a, b: pp. 22–23). The quotas were based on data provided by the Czech 
Statistical Office and corresponded to the demographic structure of SELs and towns 
(gender and age).

The data were collected face to face by interviewers recruited mainly among stu-
dents of cultural and social anthropology; many had previous experience with inter-
viewing marginalized groups of people. All interviewers were given specific instruc-
tions about research ethics and safety concerns in the context of SELs. The respondents 
were considered eligible if they had been living at their current address (SEL/non-
SEL) for at least 1 month and were at least 15 years old (for a reflection of the survey, 
see Walach et al., 2019). A total of 2,566 questionnaires were filled out by SEL resi-
dents and 590 questionnaires by non-SEL residents.
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Dealing with the Missing Values

Values were missing for three of the variables included in our analysis. A negligible pro-
portion of respondents did not state their employment status (2.1%) and did not express 
their perception of the crime trend in their municipality (6.6%). The highest number of 
missing values was associated with the question on household income. In sum, 15.8% of 
respondents did not know the exact amount or refused to answer the question entirely.

Due to the relatively high proportion of missing values for household income, we 
applied a multiple imputation technique to the data which is considered to work well with 
all types of missing data (Pedersen et al., 2017). Nevertheless, when comparing the esti-
mated models with and without multiple imputation, no significant differences in the anal-
ysis results were found. Therefore, we decided to exclude the above-mentioned missing 
values from the subsequent analysis. Our sample consisted of 1,996 respondents living in 
SELs and 449 non-SEL respondents.

Dependent Variables

Our study uses two common measures of fear of crime to ensure the robustness of our 
results: feeling of unsafety and concerns about crime. To measure concerns about crime 
we asked respondents: “In general, how concerned are you about crime in (name of munic-
ipality)?”, with answer categories ranging from “1” = not at all concerned to “7” = very 
much concerned. This variable can be perceived as a more “specific” measure of fear of 
crime because respondents were asked to assess their concerns about crime in a munici-
pality. On the other hand, feeling of unsafety is considered a “general” indicator of fear 
of crime as it does not refer to crime explicitly (Garofalo, 1979). To measure feeling of 
unsafety, we asked respondents: “When you walk alone at night on the street in your neigh-
borhood, how safe do you feel?”, with answer categories ranging from “1” = very safe 
to “7” = very unsafe. Both variables were binarized1 so that categories “6” and “7” were 
coded as “1” = high feeling of unsafety/concerns about crime, and other categories as “0”.

Independent Variables

We examine the effect of three socio-economic variables and four crime-related vari-
ables on fear of crime. Education consists of four categories: “1” = elementary education, 
“2” = high school without diploma, “3” = high school with diploma and “4” = university. 
Employment status is measured using five categories: “1” = housework, maternity or 
parental leave, “2” = retired, “3” = student, “4” = unemployed and “5” = employed. Finally, 
respondents were asked to assess their total net monthly household income, including pen-
sions, maternity allowances, scholarships, etc. and to place themselves in one of 11 house-
hold income categories, where “1” = 0–6,000 CZK and “11” = 50,001 CZK or more.2

1 Converting dependent variables into binary has analytical justification. The variables are skewed and the 
absence of heteroscedasticity, one of the assumptions of OLS regression, was not met. Similarly, ordered 
logistic regression could not have been used since the proportional odds assumption was not met either. In 
addition, we generally prefer not to use multinomial regression because the scales of dependent variables 
cannot be easily divided into natural categories.
2 1 CZK was the equivalent of 0.037 € in 2016 (Kurzy.cz, 2022).
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Crime perpetration is a categorical variable measuring the respondent’s self-reported 
lifetime criminality. First, we asked respondents whether they had ever been sentenced 
to unconditional imprisonment. Then we asked whether they had ever violated the law 
in addition to the criminal offense that led to imprisonment. This resulted in four answer 
categories: “1” = unconditional imprisonment and (other) violation of law, “2” = uncondi-
tional imprisonment only, “3” = violation of law only and “4” = none. We used property 
(larceny, car theft, car break-in, bicycle/motorcycle/moped theft, fraud, burglary, attempted 
burglary, vandalism, corruption, loansharking, labor exploitation) and violent (assault, psy-
chological violence, bullying, robbery, threatening, extortion, sexual harassment, sexual 
assault, sexual exploitation, hate crime) victimization indexes, which refer to the percent-
age of all analyzed offenses that the individual was victimized by in the last 12 months, 
with higher values indicating a greater extent of victimization. The main advantage of such 
victimization indexes is that they do not only measure whether an individual has been vic-
timized3 but also assess the variability of victimization. For the sake of the subsequent 
regression analysis, square roots were taken of both victimization indexes due to their 
skewed distribution. Finally, we were interested in the respondent’s perception of the crime 
trend in their municipality: “Do you think that the crime rate4 (in your municipality) has 
decreased, increased or remained stable in the last five years?”, with answer categories 
“1” = decreased, “2” = increased and “3” = stable.

Control Variables

We control for the standard set of variables used in fear of crime research (Hale, 1996). 
Gender, the most consistent socio-demographic determinant of fear of crime, is a binary 
variable coded as “1” = men and “0” = women. Age enters the analysis as a continuous vari-
able ranging from 15 to 94 years of age. We also introduced age squared to examine the 
non-linear nature of the fear of crime–age link (Ferraro, 1995). Finally, size of municipal-
ity is a categorical variable consisting of five categories: “1” = less than 2,000, “2” = less 
than 5,000, “3” = less than 30,000, “4” = less than 80,000 and “5” = more than 80,000 
inhabitants.

Analytic Strategy

The analysis proceeds in three steps. First, we present descriptive statistics, associations of 
independent variables with fear of crime and differences between the analyzed variables 
when comparing SEL and non-SEL populations on a bivariate level. Second, we use the 
whole sample of respondents living in SELs across Czech municipalities and apply binary 
logistic regression analysis to estimate two separate hierarchical models for feeling of 
unsafety and concerns about crime to find significant determinants of fear of crime in SELs 
and assess the unique role of socio-economic and crime-related factors in fear of crime. 
Third, we limit the dataset to the five regions where data from both SEL and non-SEL 

3 49% of the SEL population were victimized compared to 33% in the non-SEL population.
4 We did not include official crime data in our analysis as they are only available at the level of police pre-
cincts and thus only rarely correspond geographically to SELs. In addition, research suggests that percep-
tion indicators such as perceived crime trend may be even better determinants of fear of crime compared to 
official statistics, since people usually have distorted information about criminality and crime trends in their 
neighborhood (e.g. Forde, 1993; Tomášek et al., 2019).
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populations were collected and examine differences in the effect of the analyzed determi-
nants on fear of crime in both populations.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Analysis

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations separately for all variables 
included in the analysis for the whole sample of SELs and for the limited dataset of SEL 
and non-SEL populations in five regions. Regarding the whole sample (N = 1,996), higher 
fear of crime was declared by more than one third of SEL residents (36% for concerns 
about crime and 39% for feeling of unsafety). At the bivariate level, the analysis shows that 
perceived crime trend exhibit a moderate association (CV = 0.332) with concerns about 
crime. Weak associations can be found with respect to property and violent victimization 
(r  = 0.121 and 0.112 respectively). The effect of socio-economic variables, on the other 
hand, is more pronounced with respect to feeling of unsafety. A significant association 
was confirmed between feeling of unsafety and education (CV = 0.107), employment sta-
tus (CV = 0.206) and household income (r = − 0.093). Data suggest that those with higher 
education, the employed and people with higher household income declare lower fear of 
crime. Feeling of unsafety is also gender-specific, with women showing more fear than 
men (r =  − 0.312). A significant, though rather weak, relationship was revealed between 
feeling of unsafety and crime trend perception (CV = 0.182).

Fear of crime and the associations with its determinants between SEL ( N = 1,208) and 
non-SEL populations (N = 449) were calculated for the limited dataset. Significantly higher 
levels of concerns about crime (38%) and feeling of unsafety (39%) were found among 
SEL residents. There is a moderate relationship between type of population and education 
(CV = 0.552) as well as employment status (CV = 0.370). The effect of household income 
is rather weak (r =  − 0.352). Data suggest that people living in SELs attain lower educa-
tion, are less often employed and have lower household income compared to those living in 
non-SEL neighborhoods. Residents of SELs also have greater experience with crime per-
petration and are more often victimized. No statistically significant difference was found 
in crime trend perception, where about two-fifths of respondents from both populations 
perceived crime in their municipality to be increasing; only about 16% of respondents 
declared a decrease in crime. 

Regression Analysis

The effect of socio-economic and crime-related determinants on concerns about crime and 
feeling of unsafety was examined using binary hierarchical logistic regression analysis. 
Table 2 shows the estimated models for the entire sample of SEL residents. In model 1, we 
control for gender, age, and size of municipality. In model 2, we estimate the effect of edu-
cation, employment status and household income in order to assess their role in explaining 
fear of crime. Finally (model 3), crime-related factors enter the analysis while controlling for 
all socio-economic variables. Hosmer–Lemeshow test was used to assess the goodness of fit 
of all models. Only at the most restrictive, model 1 of concerns about crime proved the p 
value < 0.05 and thus a worse goodness of fit of the model. This is likely due to the fact that 
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1 3

the model does not contain the key determinants of fear of crime. All other models fit the data 
well.

In line with the bivariate analysis, concerns about crime are mainly associated with crime-
related variables. The results show that both property and violent victimization are related to 
a higher fear of crime. However, the strongest association was found with crime trend per-
ception. For example, those who perceived crime in their municipality to be increasing had 
an approximately three times higher chance (OR = 3.381) to declare higher concerns about 
crime than those who thought it was stable. Similarly to concerns about crime, the data point 
to a relationship between feeling of unsafety and crime-related factors, especially crime trend 
perception. Nevertheless, a significant effect was also identified with respect to education and 
employment status. While people with elementary education had a three-times-higher chance 
(OR = 3.093) to declare higher fear than those with a university degree, students were charac-
terized by lower levels of fear compared to the unemployed (OR = 0.486). Interestingly, crime 
perpetration was associated with higher concerns about crime (both imprisonment and viola-
tion of law) and lower feeling of unsafety (violation of law only).

With respect to the control variables, across all models significant associations were found 
for gender and size of municipality, with women and those living in bigger cities declaring 
higher levels of fear than their counterparts. Model 1 of feeling of unsafety pointed to the non-
linear relationship between the dependent variable and age. However, when other variables 
entered models 2 and 3, the relationship turned out to be non-significant.

Subsequently, using a limited sample of five Czech regions, we wanted to ascertain whether 
there were any differences in fear of crime based on the respondent’s place of residence and 
examine the strength of the effect of independent socio-economic and crime-related variables 
on fear of crime between SEL and non-SEL populations (Table 3). First, we estimated model 
1 containing a binary variable that measures locality, i.e., whether an individual lives in a 
SEL = “1” or non-SEL = “0”. However, the effect of locality proved negligible. Further, we 
proceeded step by step with a set of separate models with interactions terms of locality and 
independent variables (not presented here). No significant differences in the effects were found 
except for crime trend perception (model 2). The estimated odds ratios suggest that the differ-
ence between fear of crime among residents of SELs who perceive crime to be increasing and 
those who perceive it as stable is less pronounced (OR = 0.545 for concerns about crime and 
0.345 for feeling of unsafety) than among non-residents of SELs.

To facilitate the interpretation of results, we plotted the estimated values of interaction 
between locale (SEL versus non-SEL population) and crime trend perception into graphs 
which show predictive margins for concerns about crime (Graph 1) and feeling of unsafety 
(Graph 2). In general, we can observe higher levels of fear of crime in SELs, as already sug-
gested by the descriptive statistics in Table 1. However, once respondents perceive crime to 
be on the rise, the difference in fear of crime between inhabitants of SELs and non-SELs 
disappears.

Discussion and Conclusions

Despite a long tradition of research on fear of crime and its determinants (e.g., Fursten-
berg, 1971; Garofalo, 1979), there is a lack of studies that focus beyond the general popu-
lation. Previous studies have revealed that residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods suf-
fer from higher vulnerability and victimization (Friedson & Sharkey, 2015; Toušek et al., 
2018a; Wacquant, 2008), which may make them more susceptible to fear of crime (Will & 
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Graph. 1  Concerns about crime and crime trend perception in SEL and non-SEL populations

Graph. 2  Feeling of unsafety and crime trend perception in SEL and non-SEL populations
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McGrath, 1995; Pantazis, 2000: p. 426; Kling et al., 2005; Simon, 2017: p. 87). Drawing 
on victimization and vulnerability theories, our study aimed to examine fear of crime and 
the effect of various socio-economic and crime-related determinants on fear of crime in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods (SELs) in Czechia and to analyze differences in fear of crime 
and these effects across SEL and non-SEL populations. For this purpose, two indicators 
of fear of crime were used: feeling of safety on the street in the neighborhood at night and 
concerns about crime in the municipality.

In line with existing research on fear of crime in the general population (e.g., Ferraro, 
1995; Jackson & Stafford, 2009; Russo et al., 2013; Tseloni & Zarafonitou, 2008; Warr, 
1984), this study has revealed that fear of crime is mainly associated with crime-related 
variables in the whole sample of SEL residents. For both indicators of fear of crime, the 
strongest effect was found with respect to crime trend perception; those who perceived a 
rise in crime in their municipality in the last 5 years were more fearful than those who per-
ceived it to be stable. Feeling of safety also seems to be influenced by socio-economic vari-
ables (education, employment status), corresponding with the assumption that it is rather a 
“general” indicator of fear, not limited to crime or criminal activity (Garofalo, 1979), and 
can thus be saturated with a wider range of variables. As Jackson (2006: p. 261) asserts, 
feeling of safety “may operate as a ‘sponge’, absorbing all sorts of anxieties about related 
issues of deteriorating moral fabric, from family to community to society”. On the other 
hand, the data suggest that the indicator measuring concerns about crime taps directly into 
fears associated with criminality. Nevertheless, the stability of the results across models, 
which correspond with existing research, bolsters the robustness of our findings.

Interestingly, feeling of unsafety decreased for those who violated the law, while experi-
ence with both imprisonment and violation of the law was associated with higher concerns 
about crime. This contradicts findings from other contexts, where a criminal lifestyle is 
likely to lower an individual’s fear of crime (Lane & Fox, 2012). Nevertheless, our study 
did not inquire into the timeline of the respondent’s imprisonment and/or violation of the 
law. It is thus possible that people with a criminal past who have since become law-abiding 
citizens were overrepresented in the sample. In this context, it is possible that desistance 
from crime may exacerbate various emotions in former offenders, including fear of crime 
(cf. Farrall & Calverley, 2005: pp. 98–130). The role of temporality when analyzing the 
connection between perpetration and fear of crime is an interesting line of inquiry deserv-
ing of further research.

Based on the limited sample of five Czech regions, we found people living in SELs 
more fearful than those living in more affluent neighborhoods (cf. Kohm, 2009). Neverthe-
less, the effect of locale itself on fear of crime was revealed to be negligible. This means 
that factors other than locality are likely to inform fear of crime among its inhabitants. 
In our study, a significant difference between the populations was found for crime trend 
perception. The data suggest that fear of crime among non-SEL inhabitants is likely to be 
much more influenced by changes in crime trend perception than in the case of the SEL 
population.

This supports the findings of Franklin et al. (2008), who pointed to the fact that peo-
ple who live in potentially dangerous locations for a long time can eventually suffer from 
desensitization, i.e., perceive criminality and their adverse living conditions as something 
“normal” (cf. Carvalho & Lewis, 2003; Reid et al., 1998). In addition to desensitization, 
the possible influence of political institutions and the media on fear of crime cannot be 
neglected (Reiner, 2002; Simon, 2009), as we can assume that reports on local crime and 
crime trends are likely to induce higher fear among people with higher socio-economic sta-
tus and no victimization experience (cf. Callanan, 2012; Weitzer & Kubrin, 2004). Future 
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research should thus focus on the relevant local political and media landscape as well as 
the specifics of how these institutions communicate with both populations.

Our study brought forth evidence that determinants of fear of crime do not differ sub-
stantially when comparing SEL and non-SEL populations, except for crime trend percep-
tion. Nevertheless, there are several limitations that should be considered. First, given that 
we use cross-sectional data, the causality of the analyzed relationship cannot be deter-
mined (e.g., fear of crime–perceived crime trend link). However, we draw on existing stud-
ies when considering determinants in the analysis and our findings prove in line with the 
conclusions of these studies. Second, since the research design did not contain indicators 
of perceived social disorder—an important fear of crime determinant in both general and 
disadvantaged populations (Farrall et al., 2007; Kohm, 2009; Ladenburg et al., 2016)—we 
could not consider it in the analysis. However, as the differences in fear of crime determi-
nants between the two populations are rather small, this variable could have proved to be 
significant. Third, the fact that the inhabitants of SELs and non-SELs were from the same 
municipality may be a reason as to why our study did not reveal any differences in fear of 
crime determinants other than crime trend perception. On the other hand, by measuring the 
differences in fear of crime within the given populations, it allowed us to control structural 
variables that affect the inhabitants of these municipalities. Finally, the differences between 
the determinants of fear of crime within both populations were examined using a limited 
dataset of five Czech regions. A data analysis based on all regions in Czechia would thus 
aid in supporting the robustness of our findings.

As mentioned earlier, disadvantaged neighborhoods are often considered a source of 
fear to outsiders, though little attention has been paid to whether their inhabitants also 
fear crime and what affects such fear. Our study has pointed to the fact that people living 
in these neighborhoods are more fearful than those who live in more affluent localities. 
However, the question remains as to how reliable the differences in fear of crime among 
both populations really are, given that people living in SELs are likely to be subjected to 
desensitization. In other words, people from SELs may tend to downplay their problems 
or consider them to be normal, which further complicates fear of crime research in these 
localities. In addition, the indistinct population differences in fear of crime may be further 
attributed to the influence of information on crime and crime trends from the spheres of 
politics and the media. Future research should thus place a heightened focus on the mecha-
nisms that induce or mitigate fear of crime not only in the general population, but also in 
localities where the problem of fear and its impact on quality of life is often overlooked.

Funding No funding was received for conducting this study.
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