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Introduction

Because fear of crime is just a feeling, some might wonder why it is important, particularly
as a target for police action. Certainly, crime itself must be more important than mere
feelings about crime? (Cordner 2010, p. 1)

Although some may argue that fear of crime is “just a feeling”, research indicates
that its consequences may be severe, and include negative effects on individual
mental health, physical functioning and perceived quality of life (Stafford et al.
2007). Worrying about becoming a victim of a crime may also restrict individuals’
daily routines, with them e.g. choosing to stay at home rather than participate
in public environment activities, which may in turn have negative effects on
community-level crime rates due to decreased informal social control, or fewer
“eyes on the street” (Wilson and Kelling 1982; Skogan 1986; Hale 1996). Given
the potential negative impact of fear of crime at both the individual and community
levels, in addition to the fact that fear is more prevalent in the population than
victimisation per se (e.g. Hale 1996; SNCCP 2017), we believe that strategies to
reduce fear of crime should be of focal concern in the field of next-generation
community policing.’

Designing best practice initiatives to reduce fear of crime, however, requires state
of the art knowledge on the outcome of interest. Although there is a great deal of
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literature focused on conceptualisations, definitions and measures of fear of crime
(e.g. Ferraro and LaGrange 1987; Ferraro 1995; Farrall et al. 1997; Hough 2004),
and also on explanations of fear (e.g. Box et al. 1988; Roman and Chalfin 2008),
we have identified two gaps in the knowledge from existing research. First, fear of
crime is predominantly studied from a cross-sectional perspective, with respondents
being asked, often on a yearly basis using different population samples, to rate
their average experiences of fear (e.g. Skogan and Maxfield 1981; Gibson et al.
2002; Brunton-Smith and Sturgis 2011). The widely used cross-sectional approach
has restricted the opportunities for examining variations in individual-level fear of
crime over time and space, despite the fact that researchers have argued that fear of
crime should be studied as a dynamic rather than a static experience (Hale 1996;
Pain 1997, 2000). Second, and in line with research on offending (Wikstrom et al.
2012), we would argue that fear of crime is dependent on individual attributes and
experiences in interaction with environmental factors. Fear of crime should thus
be studied using methods that capture person-setting interactions, i.e. situations in
which fear of crime is experienced.

The aim of this paper is to present an overview of the situational fear of crime
concept and of how the technical evolution of smartphones has provided researchers
with new tools to gather data that were previously unobtainable. It will be argued
that the use of situational research instruments provides knowledge on fear of crime
that may be beneficial for both researchers and practitioners. A focus on situational
fear of crime does not mean dismissing other approaches to studying fear of crime
but is rather one of a number of perspectives that may be employed in the study
of this phenomenon. We would argue, however, that previous research has directed
insufficient attention at the situational dimension.

Fear of Crime, Situational Dynamics, and Lifestyle-Routine
Activities

Research has provided a number of insights into why individuals experience fear
of crime. For instance, fear of crime is dependent on individual attributes (such
as gender and age) as well as previous experiences of criminal victimisation (see
Box et al. 1988; Hale 1996; Pain 2000). Research also demonstrates that fear of
crime is correlated with both physical characteristics (such as signs of decay and
poor lighting) and social characteristics (such as social networks and cohesion) of
the immediate environment (see Lorenc et al. 2012, 2013). Although individual and
environmental characteristics are important in the explanation of fear of crime, we
believe that there is a black box that still needs to be explored in order to fully
understand how the individual-environment nexus generates fear of crime.
Proceeding on the basis of the Situational Action Theory of crime causation,
our hypothesis is that fear of crime may be explained by reference to the same
mechanisms that are used to explain both participation in crime and criminal
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victimisation; it is the interaction between “kinds of people” and “kinds of settings”
that creates situations (Wikstrom et al. 2012) in which fear of crime may be
experienced as a situational phenomenon. Pain (2000) provides an illustrative
example of this conceptual approach when she argues that places are not themselves
fear-inducing but rather serve to trigger individuals’ internal fears that are related
to other factors, for example, women’s fear of men. The situation itself consists
of the person(s) present, the location in which the situation is played out, and the
kind of activity taking place (Pervin 1978). Although a situation involves both the
individual and the environment, in the context of the situational approach, it is the
interaction between a person and a particular setting within the environment that
needs to be examined (Wikstrom et al. 2012). While researchers have begun to
investigate the situational dynamics of offending and victimisation (Wikstrom et al.
2012; Bernasco et al. 2013; Averdijk and Bernasco 2015), less is known about the
situational dynamics of fear of crime (for an exception see Solymosi et al. 2015).

Situational fear of crime must be understood within a theoretical framework that
allows for situational explanations. Situational Action Theory explains individual
actions (i.e. why individuals act as they do either after deliberation or habitually),
and other, non-action based theories are therefore needed as a complement if we
are to understand outcomes other than actions (e.g. victimisation and fear of crime).
Lifestyle-Exposure Theory explains how risky lifestyles lead to some people being
more exposed to environments in which victimisation is more likely to occur
(Hindelang et al. 1978), while Routine Activities Theory describes what it is that
makes environments criminogenic (Cohen and Felson 1979). These theories are
commonly merged into a Lifestyle-Routine Activities Theory (McNeeley 2015)
and are compatible as a result of their shared focus on criminal opportunities
or crime incidents. Similarly, Lifestyle-Routine Activities Theory may assist in
understanding why people are exposed to situations which contain known fear-
generating cues (“opportunities for fear”). These fear-generating cues may, for
instance, be related to Routine Activities Theory’s basic explanation of the factors
required for a crime to occur, once we introduce a tweak to capture the subjective
fear experience; fear is more likely when a perceived suitable target coincides
in time and space with a perceived motivated offender in the perceived absence
of capable guardians (for the original formulation, see Cohen and Felson 1979).
Further, and perhaps more importantly, Lifestyle-Routine Activities Theory may
also contribute to a greater understanding of how people with different lifestyles
perceive similar situational cues. It is not unlikely that a study of the fear of crime
that focuses on the person-setting interaction may reveal that individuals who are
highly exposed to situations that the literature defines as fear-generating are in
fact less fearful as a result of their knowledge of and habituation to these kinds
of situations.

Importantly, lifestyle was originally operationalised via various proxy measures,
such as age and gender (e.g. Hindelang et al. 1978) which is clearly not linked
to any form of situational methodology. More recent studies have employed a
somewhat more refined operationalisation of lifestyle, but they still generally omit
actual situational measures (e.g. Schreck et al. 2002; Svensson and Pauwels 2010).



88 A. Engstrom and K. Kronkvist

A situational measure of lifestyle must capture the true essence of a lifestyle as
it is manifested in various situations; in the interactions between a person and
the environment. When fear of crime is studied in terms of the units in which
it is experienced (situations), it may be possible to unravel the mediating effect
of lifestyles on the historically demonstrated connections between proxy measures
and levels of fear. There is research that points in this direction (see Mesch 2000),
although it has not employed a genuine situational approach.

Measuring Situational Dynamics and Lifestyle-Routine
Activities Using Smartphones

To capture the essence of the person-setting interaction, one must be able to gather
information not only on individuals, but also on the time, place, and content
of a specific setting. In previous research on the situational dynamics of crime
causation, the Space-Time Budget interview has been proposed as a viable means
of retrospectively charting respondents’ everyday activities in detail (for details see
Wikstrom et al. 2012; Hoeben et al. 2014). The Space-Time Budget has however
been subject to criticisms linked to problems of memory bias, concerns related
to the size of the time-slots employed and the possibility of capturing uncommon
events such as offending, victimisation (Hoeben et al. 2014) and thus potentially
also experiences of fear of crime. Another methodological approach, which may not
suffer from these potential flaws when it comes to gathering self-reported situational
data, is the Experience Sampling Method (ESM) (Larson and Csikszentmihalyi
1983). ESM enables researchers to study activity patterns in individuals’ everyday
lives (e.g. Kahneman et al. 2004) with activities, feelings, and emotions, for
example, being captured as they occur at a specific point in time and space (Larson
and Csikszentmihalyi 1983). The methodology requires a signalling device to alert
participants and a questionnaire that the participant fills in at the moment of the
alert, which originally took the form of a personal pager and a paper questionnaire
(Csikszentmihalyi and Larson 1987).

The emergence of smartphones has revolutionised the ESM procedure for a
number of reasons. The smartphone releases respondents from the burden of using
additional paraphernalia (e.g. pagers and paper questionnaires) since the phone
itself contains these functionalities, and most individuals own a device since the
smartphone has become an “integrated part of the lives of most people in Western
countries” (Raento et al. 2009, p. 427). A smartphone application can notify the
respondent by sending a push notification, making the person aware that it is time
to answer one or more questions in a built-in, short questionnaire (see Gaggioli
et al. 2013). In addition, a smartphone application can quite easily gather latent
time and geo data using built-in smartphone functions. This ability to gather latent
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data is also likely to provide more accurate information on time and location than
self-reported data, as well as easing the burden of participation since these data are
collected automatically. Finally, smartphone applications also provide the researcher
with numerous possibilities for the use of systematic procedures. For instance,
notifications to respondents may be sent at random points in time, within specific
time-slots (e.g. morning, mid-day, afternoon, or evening) (Solymosi et al. 2015), or
when respondents enter a geo-fenced area of interest (a specific neighbourhood, a
shopping area, or similar) (Chataway et al. 2017).

The ESM approach based on the use of smartphones has been successfully
employed in several studies, which have, for example, examined variations in
individual emotions such as happiness and stress over space and time (MacKerron
and Mourato 2013; Sonck and Fernee 2013; Shoval et al. 2018). To our knowledge,
however, only two published studies have examined fear of crime as a situational
event using the ESM approach in combination with smartphone applications. In
one pioneering ESM study, Solymosi et al. (2015) argue that fear of crime should
be viewed as an event rather than an abstract long-term experience. They studied
whether fear of crime varies between and within individuals both over the course of
the day and between different places. The study participants were alerted at random
times, up to four times each day, over a 30-day period, and were asked to answer a
few short questions regarding their worries about becoming a victim of a crime at
that specific moment. In addition, the application gathered relevant spatial data and
the time of the report.

The other ESM study on fear of crime (Chataway et al. 2017) used a somewhat
different approach. Instead of notifying respondents at random times during the
day, Chataway and colleagues alerted the participants at specific places. Having
first geo-fenced ten areas (e.g. shopping areas, beaches, etc.), the participants were
notified as they entered these zones, which was detected by the built-in GPS sensor
in their smartphones. In addition, instead of simply asking a short question on the
experience of fear of crime, Chataway and colleagues employed a much larger
questionnaire focused on four dimensions of fear of crime, which had been inspired
by the work of Jackson (2005). Further, in addition to the study gathering auxiliary
spatial and temporal data on the responses, the participants were also asked to assess
their immediate environment (e.g. disorder, perceived informal social control) when
they received a notification.

Although based on small numbers of participants, these studies confirm that an
ESM approach to fear of crime is possible. For instance, Solymosi et al. (2015)
found support for inter- and intra-individual variations in fear of crime; in fact, the
participants were most often not afraid at all, but when fear was experienced, it
varied in space and time and was particularly concentrated to specific geographic
hotspots. However, the most important contribution of the two ESM studies to the
research on fear of crime lies in the way they have challenged the current knowledge
base.
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Locating Fear in Place, Time and Situation: The Prospects
for Future Research

In this paper we have argued that fear of crime should be viewed and studied
as a situational experience. Building on well-established criminological theory,
we believe that the person-setting interaction constitutes the key element for a
situational approach. By expanding our understanding of situational fear of crime
we may also advance towards the next generation of fear-reducing strategies. This
would involve not only focusing strategies on place and time, but also on the
interactions between individuals and their environments, in which place and time
may of course play an important, but not exclusive role, in the emergence of fear.

We also believe, however, that despite their major contribution as pioneering
studies, the two existing studies on situational fear of crime do not fully capture
situational dynamics in an entirely appropriate way. Although both studies gather
relevant situational data on time and place, time and place must not be confounded
with situation. Chataway et al. (2017) supplement the geographical location with
additional relevant characteristics relating to the area concerned, but these variables
(in addition to time) only represent some of the elements of a situation. The ESM
approach in general, however, is highly relevant for studying the person-setting
interaction; it offers the ability to understand the actual situational cues that are
important in the person-setting interaction.

Further, a situational perspective on fear of crime needs to be based on a
sound theoretical framework, as is the case with any credible explanation of any
phenomenon. We have argued that conceptions drawn from Situational Action
Theory and Lifestyle-Routine Activities Theory may constitute a foundation from
which our hypotheses on situational fear of crime can be tested. This is not to
say that other theories of fear of crime lack importance, but is rather intended
to show the potential of established criminological theories in the context of this
endeavour. Research instruments that use an ESM approach in combination with our
suggested theoretical framework may provide insights that will help the research
field move forward by addressing largely unanswered questions regarding intra-
and interpersonal variations in fear across space and time. The main benefit of
adding an adequate theoretical foundation is that this should allow us to actually
explain situational fear of crime rather than merely describing it. We believe that
Situational Action Theory and Lifestyle-Routine Activities Theory may explain the
mechanisms that are present prior to and during person-setting interactions, since
it may explain both which persons find themselves in certain situations, and how
different people perceive the same situations.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is essential to emphasise the potential
for the wider use of research tools that employ an ESM methodology. These tools
may be relevant outside the academic sphere because they allow for the more
direct measurement of situational phenomena. It is thus not surprising that the ESM
approach has been proposed as a highly relevant tool for policy makers in many
different areas (MacKerron and Mourato 2013). We maintain that fear of crime is
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one such area because situational research on fear of crime is highly relevant both
for public agencies, such as law enforcement agencies, and private organisations
that are involved in fear reduction programmes. We urge the research community to
adopt a situational approach to the study of fear of crime. We would encourage the
use of such an approach both to explore the technological possibilities of employing
an ESM methodology, and to provide relevant theoretical explanations when fear
of crime is examined. Improved understanding provides a basis for better solutions,
which may in turn have practical implications for the development of safer urban
communities.
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