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Abstract. Th e study of the fear of crime phenomenon provides a socially 
and politically important research question. Many studies show that gender 
diff erentiates the fear of crime, which is why we examine this phenomenon 
in a spatial perspective. Th e female versus male perspective of feelings of 
safety in residential areas were signifi cantly diff erent. Th e research was 
carried out using the CAWI technique in the city of Szczecin, in Poland 
(n=346). Th e research also examined which factors infl uenced the fear 
of crime the most: darkness, socio-economic characteristics, type of 
violations, number of registered crimes, or the assessment of police work. 
Th e research shows that women aged 19–25 are the group that reports the 
highest fear of crime. Th ey are generally better educated, work or study, 
but oft en come from peripheral rural areas, and their current place of 
residence is little known. Activities aimed at building a sense of security in 
local communities should therefore be addressed to a wide demographic 
spectrum of recipients, but with emphasis on young females. A very 
interesting result from the research is the relationship between fear of 
crime and the opinion of residents about the eff ectiveness of police work, 
where the study reports that the better the assessment of police work, the 
lower the fear of crime.
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1. Introduction 

The greatest boom in the fear of crime research took 
place in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The results 
of this research systematically showed that residents 
feared for their safety mostly due to criminal events. 
In an attempt to reduce residents’ exposure to the 
perceived fear of crime, they tried to avoid risk. 
The most important finding of this research was 
that the “fear of crime” contained a contradiction: 
social groups that were reported to be less likely to 
be victims of crime had a greater fear of crime than 
those that were at higher risk (Hale, 1996).

The fear of crime was expected to decline as 
crime declined, but it turned out that the fear of 
crime did not fall at the same rate as crime did. 
Between 1999 and 2000, the number of crimes 
reported to the British Crime Survey fell by 12%. 
However, reported levels of the fear of crime 
decreased only slightly, and among some groups, 
over 50% of respondents thought that crime had 
increased during this period (Kershaw et al., 2001). 

The level of crime depends on the characteristics of 
the community, in accordance with the assumptions 
of the theory of social disorganization (Shaw & 
McKay, 1942). More specifically, these assumptions 
refer to the relationships that occur between the 
place of residence of specific social groups (the 
type of neighborhood) and the effectiveness of local 
institutions in regulating the social behavior of both 
residents and visitors (Wikström et al., 2013). An 
important role is played by the condition of social 
ties in individual neighborhoods, expressed, among 
others, by shaping social ties in local communities, 
residents’ participation in local community life, and 
the ability of the community to control the behavior 
of teenagers, especially those aged 13–17. The level 
of social disorganization is directly related to the 
level of crime and offenses, which are dependent on 
socio-economic status, neighborhood mobility, level 
of ethnic heterogeneity, the size of family disruption, 
and level of urbanization (Shaw & McKay, 1942). 

Neighborhood communities are generally created 
by young men who have lived there since birth, 
usually working in lower positions, which results 
from the still high level of economic emigration 
from Poland. Another important group are the 
elderly, including the retired, who have known their 

neighborhood community and the risks associated 
with it for years. In Polish cities, an important group 
among the young (aged 18–25) are women, usually 
single, who came from peripheral rural areas to 
work or study. Their social ties in the current place 
of residence are weaker. But does this affect the level 
of fear of crime they feel? 

The above arguments prompted research on the 
phenomenon of fear of crime with regard to the 
gender and age of respondents. The research area, 
the large city of Szczecin, Poland, is representative 
of Poland’s larger cities in terms of demographic, 
economic, and social features. However, Szczecin 
has numerous distinguishing features and, in 
addition, is already well researched in terms of 
the level, structure, and distribution of crime. In 
this fear of crime research in Szczecin, the survey 
method was used.

2. Literature review

Over the past two decades, research on various 
aspects of fear of crime has become very popular 
(Schafer et al., 2006; Butler & Cunningham, 
2010; Ergun & Yirmibesoglu, 2011; Mayoyo et al., 
2011; Jabkowski & Kilarska, 2013; Mordwa, 2013; 
Poprawski, 2016; Chataway & Michael, 2018; García-
Castro & Perez Sanchez, 2018; Pánek et al., 2019; 
Ceccato & Meško, 2021). Fear of crime is widely 
recognized as an important social and political 
issue (Jackson, 2009; Mordwa, 2011), especially 
important for decision makers and municipalities 
that can solve these problems (Pánek et al., 2019). 
The phenomenon affects the quality of life of the 
inhabitants in a given area, and it is an important 
factor to consider when choosing a place to live and 
bring up children (Jacobs, 1961; Christmann et al., 
2004; Jabkowski, 2008; Jabkowski & Kilarska, 2013; 
Bogacka & Siniecka, 2016).

The study of crime and the key concept of 
fear of crime date back half a century (Garofalo, 
1981; Hale, 1996). Initially, this term was used to 
generally describe the fear of individuals and social 
groups of becoming a victim of crime. But as many 
writers recognized, fear of crime is an inadequately 
theorized concept. Scott (Scott, 2001: 30) reviewed 
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the conflict between the terms “fear” and “feeling” 
and argued that there is a definite “lack of consensus 
among scholars of what fear of crime actually 
means”.

Fear of crime, in general terms, can be 
described as a feeling of “fear” and “insecurity” 
derived from a person sensing his or her personal 
security to be under a threat (De Donder et al., 
2005: 373). Research findings are enhanced by 
a  qualitative analysis that determined that fear of 
crime is a feeling (Tandogan & Ilhan, 2016). Ward 
and his fellows (Ward et al., 1986) define fear of 
crime as a sense of security and/or feelings of 
vulnerability. Sacco (1993) defines fear of crime as 
a form of psychological disorder reducing quality 
of life, restricting access to social and cultural 
activities, and impairing social interaction within 
a community. Empirical studies of fear of crime 
were conducted that asked questions about feelings 
of safety (Ferraro & Grange, 1987; LaGrange et al., 
1992; Miethe & Lee, 1984; Nofziger & Williams, 
2005). Such an approach has become a standard in 
social awareness surveys in the USA (General Social 
Survey, 2023; National Survey of Crime and Safety, 
2023). Summing up, the examinations of studies 
of fear reveal that this literature has primarily 
measured feelings of safety from risk of personal 
victimization. It was assumed in all these studies 
that the lower the feelings of being safe, the higher 
the fear of crime. 

At the same time, however, in the 1980s, 
a  discussion began on the internal diversity of 
the meaning of the term “fear of crime” and its 
connection with other terms and concepts in 
criminology, sociology, and psychology (Hale, 1996). 
It did not lead to satisfactory conclusions, and as a 
result, empirical research continued to ask questions 
about the fear of crime. As part of this discussion, 
however, there were proposals to interpret this 
concept within theoretically grounded sociological 
and psychological approaches. As a result, fear of 
crime came to be understood as multidimensional 
(Ute & Werner, 2003). Another proposal concerns 
the introduction of the overriding concept of threat 
of victimization, containing three components: fear 
of crime, perceived risk, constrained behaviors. 
In this perspective, threat of crime is an emotion 
resulting from perceived threat of victimization, 
which is different from a concern over safety, 
meaning perceived risk (Rader, 2004).

Fear is a natural, physiological state of warning 
towards a threat, and it can be accompanied by 
feelings, such as anger, frustration, and helplessness. 
Fear of crime, on the other hand, is focused on 
the threat to security, the fear of specific crimes 

that may lead to victimization (Van Velzen, 1998; 
Mayoyo et al., 2011). Another definition of fear of 
crime describes it as the belief that a person may 
be the victim of a crime (Ferraro & Grange, 1987). 
In other words, it is a subjective assessment of the 
risk of becoming a victim of crime. Fear of crime 
limits our freedom to use a space, we avoid certain 
areas where we do not feel safe and where we do 
not want to be because of concerns about our safety. 
However, there are areas where we do not feel safe 
but have to use the space. In such a situation the 
fear of crime significantly reduces quality of life, 
makes us walk faster than usual at night, and results 
in us putting extra effort into properly securing our 
property (Anderson, 1999; Jackson & Gray, 2010). 
In other circumstances, the fear of crime may 
even force us to take a longer but safer route. For 
example, we may opt to walk around a park instead 
of through it.

 Fear of crime is a common social problem, with 
(social) media playing a significant role in both the 
perception of this problem and the link between 
fear of crime and victimization. The level of fear of 
crime depends on one’s awareness of crime, personal 
vulnerability, the likelihood of victimization, and 
the situational and social experiences of individuals 
(National Crime Council (Ireland), 2009). Fear of 
damage to property depends partly on age. Younger 
people, who have less property to be damaged, and 
younger people who are more confident in their 
ability to deal with crime or victimization have less 
concern about damage to property than do older 
people, who have more wealth and less confidence 
in their ability to defend their assets (National 
Crime Council (Ireland), 2009). In the United 
States, the vast majority of home burglaries (~60%) 
occur during the day during the working week 
when home occupants are away (Clarke, 2002). This 
phenomenon is generally attributed to the increase 
in the number of women working outside the home. 
In 1961, ~16% of home burglaries of apartments 
took place during the day, whereas by 1995, the 
percentage of daily burglaries had increased to 40% 
(Sampson, 2009). In the UK, however, the situation 
is different, with almost 60% of home burglaries 
taking place at night when it is dark (M. S. Scott, 
2002).

The fear of crime is influenced by many factors. 
The most surprising fact is that it is generally not 
influenced by the actual number of crimes committed 
in a given city or country and does not change due 
to preventive actions taken by the relevant services 
(Prieto Curiel & Bishop, 2017). In any given year, 
more people feel the fear of crime than the number 
of people that can actually become a victim of crime 
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(Hale, 1996; Warr, 2000). In the United States, 
the level of security has not changed despite the 
decline in violent crime over the past twenty years 
(Criminal Justice Information Services Division, 
2018; Morgan & Oudekerk, 2019). The situation is 
similar in other countries, but despite the decrease 
in the number of crimes, the level of fear of crime 
did not record a corresponding decrease (Farrell et 
al., 2011; Pease & Ignatans, 2016). Another factor 
that significantly influences the fear of crime is past 
victimization experiences, which almost double 
the fear of a given individual (Tseloni, 2007). The 
experience of indirect victimization is another very 
common factor, consisting of violence in friendly 
relationships, improper relations with neighbors, or 
through the media (Gilchrist et al., 1998). 

The results of studies on the relationship between 
victimization and fear of crime are contradictory, 
with some research showing a clear relationship 
between the two (Skogan, 1987; Liska et al., 1988) 
while other studies have found no relationship 
between them (Hale, 1996; McGarrell et al., 
1997). It is surprising that people who are aware 
of victimization of others have almost the same 
level of fear of crime as the actual victims (Skogan, 
1986). Other research results (Chiricos et al., 2000) 
showed that the media and reports from friends 
play a greater role in creating fear of crime than 
does being a victim of it. 

If several individuals do not feel safe in a given 
place, it does not mean that they are afraid of the 
place for the same reasons, or that the severity 
of their fear is the same. The fear of crime is 
influenced by many factors, with the two most 
frequently mentioned being age and gender (Bilsky 
& Wetzels, 1997; Marcińczak & Siejkowska, 2004; 
Jabkowski, 2008; Carro et al., 2010; Brunton-Smith 
& Sturgis, 2011). Another factor is the income level, 
as less affluent social groups experience a greater 
level of fear of crime (Kinsey & Anderson, 1992; 
Mirlees-Black et al., 1996). The condition of the 
neighborhood and the existence of visible signs of 
vandalism are also of great importance (Pantazis, 
2000; Tseloni, 2007). In neglected neighborhoods, 
fear of crime limits social ties, which increases the 
sense of being threatened (Palmer et al., 2005). 
Americans are generally afraid to walk in the 
vicinity of their place of residence after dark, with 
the numbers being almost the same as in the early 
1990s (Gallup, 2007). Tidy and quiet places are 
positively correlated with the feeling of security 
(Ziersch et al., 2007). 

Crime-related fear is also generated by antisocial 
behavior that can be observed in public spaces. 
Various physical and social disorders lead to an 

increased sense of danger through the loss of social 
order (LaGrange et al., 1992; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; 
Kanan & Pruitt, 2002; Robinson et al., 2003; McCrea 
et al., 2005; Wyant, 2008). Public space also greatly 
influences the sense of security, as uncertainty 
increases by graffiti, rubbish left on the street, and 
unused cars, for example. In the public space, one 
can also observe fear-provoking behaviors, such as 
violence, alcohol consumption, and sale of drugs 
(Brunton-Smith & Sturgis, 2011).

Women and the elderly are the two most 
frequently examined groups in research on crime-
related fear. The studies show that women are more 
worried than men about safety (Pain, 1995; Killias 
& Clerici, 2000; Kanan & Pruitt, 2002; Scott, 2003; 
Schafer et al., 2006; Ergun & Yirmibesoglu, 2011; 
Özascilar, 2013; Sham et al., 2013; Tulloch, 2000; 
Köseoğlu, 2021) for two main reasons: they feel 
weaker and less able to defend themselves, and they 
assess the likelihood of victimization for themselves 
and their social group as much higher (Jackson, 
2009). Women and the elderly most often report a 
higher level of anxiety than men, as well as fear of 
walking alone in the city after dark (Christmann et 
al., 2003), despite being social groups with a  lower 
risk of victimization compared to other social 
groups. This phenomenon is referred to as the 
fear-victimization paradox (Eve, 1985; Sacco, 1990; 
Fattah, 1993; Skogan, 1993). On the other hand, 
there are also studies that show that gender has little 
or no effect on fear of crime (Stanko & Hobdell, 
1993; Newborn & Stanko, 1994; Gilchrist et al., 1998; 
Dammert & Malone, 2004). Other studies of older 
people found that the higher the social support, the 
lower the fear of crime, and among retired people 
the higher the fear of robbery and burglary, the 
lower the feeling of being safe (Sundeen & Mathieu, 
1976). Another study among elderly persons who 
had been victims of crime found that they fear re-
victimization and therefore feel less secure in their 
neighborhood (Craig, 2018).

There are also studies of men’s fear of crime, 
which indicate that it is interpreted in a completely 
different way. Moore and Breeze (Moore & 
Breeze, 2012) posed in their study the problem of 
paradoxically higher level of fear of crime, namely 
physical assault among men compared to women 
when using public toilets. In order to explain 
this phenomenon, they turn to highly theoretical 
psychological and sociological concepts. As a result, 
they conclude that public toilets are “landscapes 
of fear” for men, a concept introduced by Tuan 
(1979). For men, public toilets are places where 
normal interpersonal relationships are disturbed, 
where they are observed from intimate situations, 
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and where spatial arrangement is conducive to 
a  sense of threat. This work points out that in 
certain situations there is a temporary suspension 
of the usual gender hierarchy in the context of fear 
of crime.

The purpose of this study is to verify whether 
the fear of crime in one’s residential area depends 
on gender in the Polish city of Szczecin. To help 
achieve this goal, the following research questions 
are formulated: Do the residents of Szczecin 
feel safe in the vicinity of their residence place, 
including after dark? Do women or men experience 
a higher fear of crime? To what extent do the 
socio-economic characteristics of the respondents 
differentiate the level of crime-related fear? What 
are local residents most afraid of? Is fear of crime 
spatially differentiated and does it depend on the 
number of crimes committed in individual city 
districts? Does the assessment of the police work 
impact the individual’s fear of crime?

3. Study area

The city of Szczecin is a large Polish city with 
currently about 400,000 inhabitants. It is the capital 
city of the zachodniopomorskie region, with some 
features of metropolization and suburbanization. 
Compared to eight other similarly-sized cities in 
Poland that include Kraków, Łódź, Wrocław, Poznań, 
Gdańsk, Bydgoszcz, Lublin, and Katowice, Szczecin 
lies in about the middle according to numerous 
economic and social indicators, as well as regarding 
the crime rate (City of Szczecin, 2021; Statistisc 
Poland, Local Data Bank (BDL), 2023). Therefore, 
Szczecin can be considered as a representative city 
of large and similarly sized cities in Poland.

The choice of Szczecin as the study area for 
this fear of crime research is primarily justified 
by the current state of knowledge about crime, its 
distribution, and its conditions (Sypion-Dutkowska 
& Leitner, 2017). Other reasons for taking up this 
topic include a significant increase in the level of 
common urban crime as a result of the dramatic 
post-communist transformation in the 1990s in 
Poland more broadly, and in Szczecin in particular. 
These transformations include: organized systemic 
transformations, such as those related to deriving 
income from prostitution and trafficking of women, 
the consolidation of the “bad districts” in the social 
awareness while the City Center district (which 
objectively concentrates most crimes) is perceived 
as relatively safe; close proximity to Germany and 
Scandinavia, which constantly affects the customs 

and identity of the inhabitants of Szczecin, e.g. 
low support for the Catholic Church; and the 
presence of active and independent young women 
and men studying or working, who come from 
poor neighboring regions with few and completely 
different crime threats compared to Szczecin.

4. Materials and methods

The study was conducted using the quantitative 
method based on data collected from an online 
survey (Appendix 1). The online survey was used 
to obtain information from respondents. Data from 
structured survey questions were analyzed using 
descriptive and associational statistical analysis. The 
non-probability sampling (convenience sampling) 
method was used. A sample of 346 adult respondents 
was collected. The main part of the research was 
conducted between October 16, 2018, and January 
6, 2019 (only three questionnaires were obtained 
after this period), using the Computer-Assisted 
Web Interview (CAWI) technique. Respondents 
were informed about the scientific purpose of the 
study, about their voluntary participation in it, and 
about the anonymization of the obtained data to be 
used. The authors of the study made every effort to 
eliminate possible ethical problems and issues that 
would undermine the accuracy or reliability of the 
collected data. During the research, no technical 
problems were found that would undermine 
the quality of the obtained data or the achieved 
results. Because of the chosen sampling design 
(i.e., convenience sampling), the selected sample 
is not necessarily representative of the population 
of Szczecin. Specifically, results of this research are 
biased towards females and highly educated citizens 
with good economic status. For this reason, caution 
should be made when interpreting the presented 
statistics and generalizing the results of this research.

In Table 1 important characteristics of the 
respondents are presented and include gender, age, 
education, status on the labor market, assessment 
of personal financial situation, and district of 
residence. The percentage structure of individual 
answers was calculated. In order to determine the 
representativeness of the conducted research for the 
entire population of Szczecin, corresponding values 
were also calculated for the entire city, using mainly 
the data and studies of Statistics Poland (Statistisc 
Poland, Local Data Bank (BDL), 2023) and the 
Report of Szczecin City Hall for the years 2020–
2022 (City of Szczecin, 2021). The age variable was 
analyzed twofold, including using the age group 
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Table 1. Comparison of socio-demographic characteristics of the sample structure (n = 346) and the entire study area 

Source: Own elaboration

“41 years and higher” and “age 41–65”. The size 
of the student population, number of retirees, and 
the unemployed population were estimated on the 
basis of various sources. Due to the type of data, the 
general population of Szczecin, which is compared 
to the survey result statistics, ranges from 261,000 
to 402,000 people.

As a result of calculating the differences between 
the percentage structure indicators of the studied 
features, it is possible to determine which of them 
reflect the situation in the city better and which 
do not. Only significant differences (30 percentage 
points and higher) in determining the over-
representativeness/under-representativeness of the 
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survey statistics in relation to the population of 
Szczecin are discussed next.

Significantly over-representative variables in 
the survey statistics include good assessment of 
financial situation, ages 19–25 and 26–40, and 
higher education. Significantly under-representative 
variables in the survey statistics include age 
over 41 and 41–65, being a pensioner, retiree or 
unemployed, and poor financial situation. Other 
percentages differ to a lesser than 30 percentage 
points between survey statistics and official city 
statistics, especially those relating to the district 
of residence. The above discussion shows that the 
conducted research reflects to a greater extent 
the fear of crime of well-off, young, and highly 
educated people, and to a  lesser extent the elderly, 
unemployed, and poor. This should be considered 
when interpreting the results. This is also the result 
of the adopted survey method. It is noteworthy that 
the distribution of respondents is very consistent, 
perhaps with a slight under-representation of the 
Right-Bank district.

Crime data were recorded and provided by the 
City Police Department of Szczecin for the year 
2017. The following types of crime were analyzed 
(total number of crimes in parenthesis): fights (778); 
car thefts (154); car break-ins (391); thefts (3,751); 
drug crimes (794); robbery crimes (68); property 
damages (730); other facilities burglary (799); 
apartment burglary (151); and commercial facility 
burglary (30). In total, data on 7,646 crimes were 
collected and analyzed. Data on crime from 2017, 
i.e. from the year preceding the survey, were used, 
because the city’s residents, including respondents, 
received information about the size of crime in the 

Fig. 1. City of Szczecin districts

city through the media. For this reason, respondents 
often associated their fear of crime experience to 
published reports and press releases. The population 
data were retrieved online from Statistics Poland’s 
Local Data Bank. In 2017, there were 403,883 people 
registered in Szczecin. Some analysis was conducted 
at a sub-city scale in four districts making up the 
City of Szczecin (Fig. 1).

5. Results

One of the main research problems relates to the 
crime-related fear of the Szczecin residents. For 
this purpose, two ordinal variables (dependent 
variables) concerning safety in the vicinity of one’s 
place of residence and safety in the vicinity of one’s 
place of residence after dark (Note 1) were used. The 
obtained results are presented in Table 2.

The results clearly show that the vast majority of 
residents feel safe in their neighborhood. Almost 85% 
of females and 90% of males, answered “definitely 
yes” or “probably yes” to the question “Do you feel 
safe around your place of residence?” Definitely 
more males (5.31%) than females (1.27%) do not 
feel safe (answering “definitely not”). Considering 
the answers “probably not”, the percentage of people 
feeling fear of crime rises to 12.02% for females 
and 8.85% for males. Therefore, it remains unclear 
how gender differentiates the level of perceived 
fear of crime. Males dominate in the group of 
people declaring a fear of crime. However, among 
people declaring concerns at a lower level (answers 
“probably not”), females predominate. We try to 
examine and clarify the situation further by creating 
an index that aggregates both responses. The index 
has been standardized, so that a value of 0 is the 
lowest level of threat, and 12 is the highest (Note 2).  
The F-test confirmed the homogeneity of the index 
variance for both genders (p-value=0.057, F=1.29). 
Student’s t-test with the assumption of homogeneity 
of variance shows a statistically significant difference 
(p-value=0.039, df=344, t Stat=–2.07) between the 
obtained mean indexes for females (mean=4.50) 
and males (mean=3.82). Therefore, it should be 
assumed that females report a crime-related fear in 
their place of residence more often than males. 

The education variable differentiates the 
respondents only to a small extent. Fewer than 
10% of people with higher education report a fear 
of crime (answers “probably not” and “definitely 
not”). Regarding people with secondary education, 
this fraction is 12%. This difference can be largely 
explained by the age variable of the participants. 
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Comparing the two most numerous age groups in 
the study, the older one (26–40 years) declares a fear 
of crime less frequently (10.49%) than people in the 
19–25 age group (12.68%). This difference increases 
when we consider labor market status as the key 
explanatory variable. Pupils and students are more 
likely to indicate a crime-related fear (15.00%) than 
those working professionally (8.93%).

Another indicator of the crime-related fear was 
based on the question “Do you feel safe around 
your place of residence after dark?” This variable 
differentiates the respondents more strongly than 
the previous indicator and reports a higher number 
of negative answers. Over 30% of females and 22% 
of males feel a fear of crime after dark (answers are 
“probably not” and “definitely not”). Considering 
the age categories, it should be noted that the fear 
of crime after dark is again reported more often 
by younger respondents. In the 19–25 age group, 
16.9% of respondents answered with “definitely 
not”; in the 26–40 years old category, similar 
answers were given by 8.64% of participants; and in 
the age category of 41–65 years old, the “definitely 
not” option was selected 10.26% of the time. These 
statistics are consistent with the results when we use 
education as the independent variable. Answering 
the question whether residents feel safe in their 
place of residence after dark, respondents with 
secondary education (and therefore often young 
people who have not yet completed their studies) 
more often selected “definitely not” (15.89%) than 
people with higher education (10.71%). These 
results also coincide with the distribution of crime-
related fear mapped on the basis of the independent 
variable “status in the labor market.” Professionally 
working individuals answered with “definitely not” 

only in 8.04% of cases, while for pupils and students 
the ratio is 21.00%. 

The distribution of fear of crime also depends on 
the place of residence, i.e., the city district (Figs. 2 
and   3). The difference is especially obvious when 
we ask respondents about the sense of security after 
dark. To the question “Do you feel safe in the vicinity 
of your place of residence after dark?” (see Fig. 3), 
the answer “definitely not” is given (aggregated 
answers in parentheses “definitely not” and “probably 
not”) by 19.23% (46%) of the Right-Bank residents, 
13.68% (28.42%) of the City Centre inhabitants, 
9.09% (22.72%) of the North district population, and 
6.41% (20.51%) of the West district inhabitants.

The indicated spatial differentiation cannot 
be explained by the variable “status in the labor 
market”. The analysis of the sample structure shows 
that, in the West district, the relative frequency of 
pupils and students was higher than in the sample 
fractions in the remaining three city districts. This 
value did not entail a higher level of fear of crime, 
meaning that the variables “status on the labor 
market” and “district” separately (independently) 
determine the level of the reported crime-related 
fear. If the variable of the perceived fear of crime in 
the vicinity of one’s place of residence after dark was 
a quantitative (and not ordinal) variable, it could 
explain the unique variance by the two independent 
variables indicated above. 

The fear of crime level in one’s neighborhood 
after dark is not related to the number of crimes 
committed per 1,000 inhabitants (Fig. 4). In the 
Right-Bank district, the number of crimes per 
1,000 inhabitants was 16.1%, which was less than 
half that of the City Center (33.1%), while the fear 
of crime was twice as high. On the other hand, in 

Table 2. Feeling of security in the vicinity of one’s place of residence (n = 346)

Source: Own elaboration
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Fig. 2. Fear of crime in the vicinity of one’s place of residence in the four districts of the city of Szczecin

Fig. 3. Fear of crime in the vicinity of one’s place of residence after dark in the four districts of the city 
of Szczecin 
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the City Center district there were more than twice 
as many crimes per 1,000 inhabitants than in the 
North (13.3%) and the West (15.0%) districts, while 
the level of fear of crime is similar in these three 
districts. Although in the City Centre the crime 
rate per 1,000 inhabitants is by far the highest, the 
level of perceived fear of crime in the City Center is 
lower than in the Right-Bank. Th e very low value of 
the determination coeffi  cient (R²) indicates that the 
variable “number of crimes” (objective index) does 
not explain the variable “sense of fear of crime” 
(subjective aspect of the studied phenomenon).

Th e importance of place of residence, gender, and 
assessment of material status in the context of the 
fear of crime is confi rmed by a logistic regression 
analysis. Answers to the question “Do you feel safe 
around your place of residence aft er dark?” were 
recoded into two diff erent groups of people:
• People who feel safe in the area of their 

residence aft er dark (answers “defi nitely yes” 
and “probably yes” were aggregated),

• People who feel threatened (answers “defi nitely 
not”, “probably not”, “hard to say” were 
aggregated).

Th e conducted logistic regression for the binary 
dependent variable “feeling safe around your place 
of residence aft er dark”, results in the statistical 
significance of the following variables: gender 
(male), assessment of economic status (average), 
and the district of residence (North, West). Detailed 
results are presented in Table 3.

Th e respondents were also asked to indicate up 
to three (greatest) violations of social order from 
the following list: (1) Aggression by people who 
consume alcohol or drug addicts; (2) Reckless 
drivers; (3) Being accosted by groups of aggressive 
youths; (4) Fights and sparrings; (5) Break-ins to 
apartments, cellars, or cars; (6) Property damage; 
(7) Robberies and assaults; (8) Noisy and rude 
neighbors; (9) Th eft s; (10) None; (11) Extortion and 
ransom; (12) Drug traffi  cking; (13) Reckless bikers; 
(14) Pedestrians breaking road traffi  c laws.

The two most serious and most frequently 
reported types of crime-related fear are “aggression 
by people who consume alcohol or drug addicts” 
and “reckless drivers” (Table 4). Over half of the City 
Center district residents and half of Right-Bank’s 
district residents fear people under the infl uence of 
intoxicants, while in the West and North boroughs, 
around one third of residents have those concerns. 
Th e second problem reported by the respondents 
is related to road traffi  c, and more specifi cally to 
drivers who are not careful while driving. Th e level 
of fear of reckless drivers in all districts is similar, 
with Right-Bank residents reporting the highest 
level. Th e ranking of fear of crime in the subjective 
perception of the respondents is lowest in relation to 
cyclists and pedestrians riding recklessly or breaking 
road traffi  c laws, respectively. A low percentage 
of respondents, only 2.31% in total, are afraid of 
reckless cyclists. Th e inhabitants of the City Center 
district are mostly afraid of reckless cyclists (4.21%), 
and those in the Right-Bank district the least (0%). 

Fig. 4. Number of committed crimes per 1,000 inhabitants and reported fear of crime (percentage of 
answers to the question “Do you feel safe around your place of residence aft er dark?”)
Note: For the city of Szczecin, the number of crimes in total per 1,000 permanent registered inhabitants is 
20.72, and the reported fear of crime is 27%.
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Table 3. Logistic regression for the binary dependent variable indicating the sense of security in the vicinity 
of the place of residence after dark

Signif. codes: *** 0.001, ** 0.01 * 0.05, · 0.1  

Pedestrians breaking the road traffic regulations do 
not pose a threat in any of the districts of the city 
of Szczecin (0% in all districts).

The perceived level of fear of crime is related 
to the belief in the effectiveness of Szczecin police. 
This relationship is presented in Table 5.

Table 5 shows a clear relationship between 
the assessment of the effectiveness of police work 
and the fear of crime. The level of the perceived 
fear of crime increases with lower belief in the 
effectiveness of police work (tau b=.326; tau c=.296; 
Chi-square Pearson = 65.72, df=8, p=0.00000; Chi-
square M-L=67.95, df=8, p=0.00000). The police 
work assessment itself, as it is presented in Table 
5, does not differentiate between the gender of the 
respondents. Indications are almost identical for 
both genders, with 23.18% of female and 24.78% 
of male participants believing that it is ineffective. 
There is a slightly stronger relationship, compared 
to gender, between the evaluation of the work of 
the police and age groups of the respondents. This 
effectiveness was rated lowest by people in the 26–
40 age group (fewer than 15% positive indications). 
For comparison, in the 19–25 and 41–65 age 
groups, this percentage was 18.31% and 25.64%, 
respectively. The work of the police is assessed 
similarly by the two basic categories regarding 
education, which is based on professional status. 
Almost the same percentage of those professionally 
employed (16.52%), as well as pupils and students 
(18.00%), assess the effectiveness of the police work 
positively.

The assessment of the police work is presented 
in Figure 5. The high percentage of “hard to 
say” indications should also be considered 
problematic in the context of building a sense of 
security, demonstrating a lack of knowledge and, 
consequently, lack of confidence in the effectiveness 
of police operations. Table 6 presents the relation 
between the assessment of the police in the three 
presented dimensions and the residents’ belief in 
their effectiveness.

According to the Cramér’s V statistics presented 
in Table 6, the assessment of the effectiveness of 
police work (variable 1) is related more strongly 
to the police’s quick interventions (variable 2) and 
their willingness to help the residents and cooperate 
with the public (variable 3) than to kindness and 
personal culture (variable 4). 

However, the evaluation of kindness and personal 
culture (variable 4) is clearly related to the positive 
assessment of the police’s readiness to help (variable 
3), which is indicated by a Cramér’s V of 0.46. 
All components of the evaluation of police work 
translate into the perception of its effectiveness, 
which is related to crime-related fear in the city. 

To assess the influence of the independent 
variables (presented in Table 1. Sample structure) 
on the police work assessment, the four dimensions 
indicated above were aggregated, with value 1 
representing the worst assessment of the police 
work in the four analyzed dimensions, and a value 
of 9 indicating the most positive assessment. The 
resulting index (aggregated assessment of police 
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Table 4. Percentage of people expressing concerns about fear of crime

Table 5. Assessment of the effectiveness of police work and the fear of crime

1 Questionnaires without specifying the district of residence of the respondent

work) has a low gender differentiation (male 
average grade 5.35, female 5.28). There is a slightly 
higher difference in regard to age group (average 
grade of 5.87 for the 41–65 age group, 5.19 for the 
26–40 group, and 5.30 in the 19–25 age group). 
Considering the level of education, respondents with 
vocational education (average 4.25) distinguished 
themselves with a negative assessment of police 

work. The unemployed also clearly differed from 
the average score, with a much more positive rating 
(average 6.19). The assessment of the work of the 
police also depends on the economic status of the 
respondents. The higher the (subjective) assessment 
of one’s economic status, the greater the tendency to 
positively assess the work of the police. Respondents 
declaring a good economic status had an average 
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Table 6. Relationships between specifi c characteristics of the police work

* All relationships are statistically signifi cant. Pearson’s Chi ^2 <0.001

rating of police work of 5.50; those with an average 
economic status reported an average rating of 5.09; 
and those with a bad economic status assessed 
the average rating of the police work with 4.80. 
Finally, the average assessment of police work for 

the districts is as follows: West – 5.49; North – 5.41; 
City Centre – 5.38; and Right-Bank – 5.04.

In combination with the crime-related fear index 
(the variable described in Figure 4), the following 
correlations are developed (Fig. 6):

Fig. 6. Aggregated assessment of police work and the fear of crime
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The very high value of the determination 
coefficient (R²) requires attention to the fact that 
this relationship is largely based on an outlier case 
– the Right-Bank district (Fig. 6). The sheer size of 
the difference in assessing the work of the police 
is also unclear. Provided that the entire scale takes 
values from 1 to 9, and the chart shows only a part 
of it (from 4.8 to 5.6). However, the statistically 
significant correlation between the two analyzed 
variables needs to be noted and it should be stated 
that there is a correlation between the evaluation 
of the police work and the declared fear of crime. 
Where this assessment is more positive, the fear of 
crime decreases.

6. Discussion 

The results of this research on the female perspective 
of crime-related fear in one’s residential area in 
Szczecin show that, compared to men, fewer women 
feel safe around their place of residence (answering 
“definitely yes” or “probably yes” when asked “Do 
you feel safe around your place of residence?”). 
A higher percentage of women also answered 
“probably not” to the same question. A student’s 
t-test showed a statistically significant difference 
between the mean indexes for women and men, 
further confirming that women feel greater fear 
of crime in their place of residence than men. 
The results of numerous studies confirm that both 
women and men feel fear of crime, while women 
experience a greater fear of crime (Garofalo, 1981; 
Hale, 1996; McGarrell et al., 1997; Pain, 1997; 
Macmillan et al., 2000; McCrea et al., 2005), which 
is up to three times greater than men’s fear of crime 
(Reid & Konrad, 2004). A similar result was obtained 
in studies of the Polish city of Poznań (Kotus, 2005; 
Jabkowski, 2008). However, research conducted for 
the city of Poznań by Bogacka and Siniecka (2016) 
revealed a contrasting outcome: 62.5% of women 
reported greater feelings of safety than did men, of 
whom only 55.6% felt safe in the vicinity of their 
place of residence. Analyzing the answers to the 
above question regarding age groups has shown 
that young women in education experience greater 
fear of crime than do men. Regarding the fear level 
after dark, it is even clearer that women feel less safe 
than men, with younger women again reporting the 
highest level, which is also supported by the result 
of the crime-related fear survey regarding labor 
market status, where pupils and students reported 
a lack of a sense of security much more often than 
working professionals. Surveys conducted among 

Turkish students also showed that young women 
are characterized by a greater fear of crime than are 
young men (Köseoğlu, 2021).

Analyzing the fear of crime in individual districts 
of the city of Szczecin shows that the highest level 
of crime-related fear is reported in the Right-Bank 
district, at more than three times higher than in the 
other three city districts. On the other hand, the level 
of crime-related fear after dark by districts indicates 
the highest level in the Right-Bank district, where 
as many as half of the respondents answered with 
“probably not” and “definitely not” while in other 
districts these responses were: 28.42% in the City 
Centre, 22.72% in the North district, and 20.51% 
in the West. The research conducted by Marcińczak 
and Siejkowska (2004), Mordwa (2011, 2013) and 
Prieto Curiel and Bishop (2017) also confirmed 
that among regions that are similar in crime rate 
the local perception of crime-related fear can vary.

The difference in crime-related fear in the 
vicinity of one’s place of residence after dark 
cannot be explained by the number of crimes 
actually committed in Szczecin, which also confirms 
the objective index of a very low value of the 
determination coefficient (R² = 0.0024). There are 
many conflicting research findings regarding the 
relationship between police statistics on crime rate 
and fear of crime. Some research results show that 
even if a city has low or declining crime rates, the 
reported fear of crime may still be high (Ackerman 
et al., 2001; Mordwa, 2011; Prieto Curiel & Bishop, 
2016). Other studies show that fear of crime may 
be related to the current number of crimes (Taylor 
& Hale, 1986; Wilcox-Rountree & Land, 1996; 
Wyant, 2008). The analysis of this relationship in 
Szczecin showed no impact of registered crimes on 
the level of crime-related fear. Undoubtedly, this 
phenomenon requires further research.

Residents of Szczecin are most afraid of 
aggression by people who consume alcohol or drug 
addicts, as well as of reckless drivers. Both of these 
reported social problems have, due to their high 
quantities, long been the subject of lively discussion 
in Poland. Data from the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
show that the volume of alcohol consumption in 
Poland in 2019 was 11 liters of pure alcohol per 
person annually, and has had an upward trend in 
recent years (Sypion-Dutkowska & Leitner 2017: 
18; OECD 2021). The problem of excessive alcohol 
consumption and the multifaceted, also indirect, 
effects of this negative phenomenon are primarily 
related to a highly developed alcohol sales network 
(with very easy access to alcohol), its relatively low 
price, and the way of selling alcohol (located in 
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the most visible places in the store and selling it 
in small bottles). The high alcohol availability, in 
addition to a very extensive sales network and no 
time limits in its purchase, is considered one of the 
basic factors of high alcohol consumption in a given 
society. It is also recognized that other factors, such 
as appropriate information campaigns, as well as 
programs aimed at building awareness of the risks 
associated with alcohol consumption (in the context 
of its availability), are of secondary importance to 
the volume of alcohol consumption. The measures 
taken by the Polish government to reduce the 
problem of alcohol abuse include a new tax on 
alcohol sold in bottles of up to 300 ml. The higher 
price is one of the ways of limiting the purchase of 
alcohol in 100 ml and 200 ml bottles, which are very 
popular in Poland. The available statistics show that 
the level of safety on Polish roads has improved in 
the last three years. The number of people injured 
in road accidents decreased from 37,359 in 2018 
to 26,463 in 2020, and the number of fatalities in 
the same period decreased from 2,862 to 2,491 
(Komenda Główna Policji, 2022). An important 
factor in the context of the described phenomenon 
is the high number of accidents occurring near the 
victim’s place of residence (Haas et al., 2015).

One result that deserves attention is the 
relationship between fear of crime and the opinion 
of residents about the effectiveness of police work. 
The study reported that the better the assessment 
of police work, the lower the fear of crime. The 
gender of the respondents does not significantly 
differentiate the research result in this aspect. On 
the other hand, it is very visible in the analysis of 
this variable by districts that in the Right-Bank 
district, where the fear of crime level is significantly 
higher, there is also a significantly lower result of 
the police work assessment index compared to the 
other three city districts. Weitzer and Tuch (2005) 
obtained the same conclusions from their research 
conducted by the company Knowledge Networks, 
where the satisfaction with the work of the police 
was examined by, among other things, answering the 
question “Overall, how safe do you feel being alone 
outside in your neighborhood both during the night 
and during the day?” In their study, Kort-Butler and 
Hartshorn (2011) asked about trust in the police 
and the fairness of the criminal justice system. Their 
research showed that, as an individual’s fear of crime 
increases, their perception of the police changes 
more negatively. Similar research results were also 
obtained by Skogan (2009). There are also studies 
examining the impact of rating police performance 
on fear of crime, which showed no statistically 
significant effect on fear of crime (Adu-Mireku, 

2002; Scheider et al., 2003). The results obtained 
in our study may signify that in the relationship 
between the evaluation of the police’s work and 
the subjective evaluation of one’s fear of crime, the 
positive image of the police in the local community 
becomes more important. 

The authors conclude, therefore, that it is possible 
to improve the perception of security in a local 
community without incurring additional financial 
outlays for a larger number of police patrols or 
introducing municipal interventions, as it is enough 
to improve the image of the police’s work.

When describing the category of people who do 
not feel safe in their neighborhood, it should be 
pointed out that there is a certain overrepresentation 
of educated young women (the 19–25 years group). 
However, demographic variables do not clearly 
explain the described phenomenon. Activities 
aimed at building a sense of security in local 
communities should therefore be addressed to 
a  wide (demographic) spectrum of residents, with 
some emphasis on young females.

The results of the above analysis allowed us to 
answer the research questions formulated at the end 
of the Introduction. 

As for the first research question, the results 
of the survey indicate that the majority (more 
than three quarters) of the residents of Szczecin 
feel safe in the vicinity of their residence. In 
general, slightly higher indicators of a sense of 
security after dark were found, although lower for 
women (approximately two thirds) than for men 
(approximately three quarters). 

Regarding the second research question it can 
be said that, on average, fewer women (~63%) than 
men (~77%) feel safe regardless of the time of day. 
Women declared a statistically significant higher 
level of fear of crime. It should be noted, however, 
that only ~25% of women and ~37% of men, after 
dark, respectively, and ~37% and ~23% of women 
and men, respectively, declared a definitely low level 
of perceived fear of crime. More than half of the 
respondents, regardless of gender and time of day, 
feel that they are at a moderate risk of crime and 
other dangerous situations in the vicinity of their 
residence. 

In connection with the third research question 
about the extent of the socio-economic characteristics 
of the respondents differentiating the level of crime-
related fear, it can be concluded that the education 
variable differentiates the respondents only to a small 
extent. More important explanatory factors are age 
and labor market status. Comparing the two most 
numerous age groups in the study, the older (26–
40 years) age group, declares less frequently a fear 
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of crime than people in the 19–25 age group. This 
difference increases when we consider labor market 
status as the key explanatory variable. Pupils and 
students are more likely to indicate a lack of crime-
related fear than those working professionally. 
Considering the age and education categories, it 
should be noted that the fear of crime after dark 
is again reported more often by younger educated 
respondents.

The fourth research question concerned the types 
of violations that local residents are most afraid of. 
The two most serious and most frequently reported 
types of crime-related fear are “aggression by 
people who consume alcohol or drug addicts” and 
“reckless drivers”. The second problem reported by 
the respondents is related to road traffic, and more 
specifically to careless drivers. The low percentage of 
respondents, only 2% in total, are afraid of reckless 
cyclists. 

Next, the fifth research question was concerned 
with the spatial differentiation of the fear of crime. 
The distribution of fear of crime also depends 
on the place of residence, i.e., the city district. 
The difference is especially clear when we ask 
respondents about the fear of crime after dark. In 
the Right Bank districts, responders are more afraid 
for their safety (~50%) than in the City Centre 
(~30%) and the north (~20%). The same question 
concerned the dependency of the fear of crime on 
the number of crimes committed in individual city 
districts. A statistical correlation analysis indicates 
that the variable “number of crimes” does not 
explain the level of the variable “fear of crime” 
reported by inhabitants of districts, especially 
when it comes to the “fear of crime after dark”. The 
population of the Right Bank district constitutes 
~16% of respondents, and the City Center district 
~30%, while the fear of crime in the Right Bank 
was two times higher. On the other hand, in the 
City Center district, there were more than twice as 
many crimes per 1,000 than in the north (~13% of 
respondents) and the west (~15% of respondents) 
districts, while the level of fear of crime is similar 
among these three districts. Although in the City 
Centre district the crime rate per 1,000 inhabitants 
is by far the highest, the level of perceived fear of 
crime is lower than in the Right-Bank. 

The sixth research question was whether the 
assessment of police work impacts the individual’s 
fear of crime. It must be said that there is a  clear 
relationship between the assessment of the 
effectiveness of police work and the fear of crime. 
The level of the perceived fear of crime increases 
with a lower belief in the effectiveness of the police 
work. The police work assessment itself does not 

differentiate between the gender of the respondents. 
This effectiveness of police work was rated lowest 
by people in the 26–40 age group and highest in 
the 19–25 and 41–65 age groups. The work of the 
police is assessed in a similar way regarding the 
two categories of education and professional status. 
The assessment of police work also depends on the 
economic status of the respondents. The higher the 
(subjective) assessment of one’s economic status, 
the greater the tendency to positively assess police 
work.

The present study encourages further research 
on larger samples of respondents, and a smaller 
spatial scale, especially in the direction of describing 
and explaining the spatial differentiation of the fear 
of crime, as well as identifying and counteracting 
this fear in one’s neighborhood (especially after 
dark) of the one experienced by young individuals 
in education (pupils and students).

7. Conclusions

Research in the field of fear of crime has been 
particularly vibrant since the late 1970s and has 
consistently uncovered a paradox: those statistically 
less likely to be victims of crime often fear it more 
(Hale, 1996). This counterintuitive finding, alongside 
the observation that fear of crime does not decrease 
in tandem with actual crime rates – a phenomenon 
highlighted by the British Crime Survey between 
1999 and 2000 (Kershaw et al., 2001) – suggests 
a complex relationship between perceived and actual 
safety risks. This complexity is further explored 
through the lens of social disorganization theory 
(Shaw & McKay, 1942), which links community 
characteristics to crime and fear levels, positing 
that social ties, institutional effectiveness, and socio-
economic conditions play pivotal roles.

Recent decades have seen the conceptualization of 
fear of crime evolve, recognizing it as a multifaceted 
issue with significant implications for quality of life 
and community choices (Butler & Cunningham, 
2010; Ceccato & Meško, 2021). The literature now 
emphasizes the psychological, perceived risk, and 
social narrative dimensions of fear, underscoring 
the importance of demographic factors and past 
experiences (Rader, 2004). This research, set against 
the backdrop of Szczecin, Poland, aims to delve into 
the interplay between gender, age, socio-economic 
status, and spatial factors in shaping fear of crime, 
thereby marrying theoretical frameworks with 
localized empirical insights to provide a nuanced 
understanding of fear dynamics in urban settings.



Natalia Sypion et al. / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 63 (2024): 99-119 115

Notes

1.	 In this study, the term “after dark” refers to the 
feeling of fear of crime after dark, regardless 
of the time of day and the activity of the 
respondent.

2.	 The index was created by aggregating the results 
of two questions: "Do you feel safe around your 
place of residence?", and "Do you feel safe around 
your place of residence after dark?" The answers 
were recoded into numerical values according 
to the key: Definitely yes – 1; Probably yes – 3; 
Hard to say – 4; Probably not – 5; Definitely not 
– 7. The values of both recoded variables were 
summed. In order for the values of the obtained 
index to start from zero (which makes it easier 
for the reader to interpret the results), 2 was 
subtracted from the obtained sum. In this way, 
an index value of 0 means two "Definitely yes" 
answers, and the highest value of 12 means two 
"Definitely not" answers.
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