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Annoying paintings everywhere, [it] should be forbidden, and the perpetrators [should]
clean everything with a toothbrush. It is pollution. There is an exception, what happens
in cities, a boring wall is embellished with a nice painting made by experienced
professional artists.

Introduction

The citation above, of a participant in our study who describes his first image of graffiti that
comes to mind, summarizes our argument: public opinions on disorder (graffiti, in this case)
may vary considerably, not only between people but people themselves make different
judgments, depending on what they see in which context. Indeed, studies prove that ‘graffiti
has been called everything from urban blight to artistic expression’ (Gomez 1993: 634).
Lombard (2012) calls graffiti ‘art crimes’ because it is criminal and artistic at the same time,
which makes it also difficult to distinguish ‘artists’ from ‘criminals’. Even graffiti writers
recognize that graffiti, while for them in the first place art, in some contexts is damaging or
inappropriate (Rowe and Hutton 2012). According to Brighenti, graffiti is an ‘interstitial
practice’: a practice about which different actors hold different conceptions, depending on
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how it is related to other practices such as ‘art and design (as aesthetic work), criminal law (as
vandalism crime), politics (as a message of resistance and liberation), and market (as
merchandisable product)’ (2010: 316). A response to an interstitial practice always comes in
a ‘yes, but’ form: graffiti is crime, or art — but it is always also something else (ibid.).
Therefore, White (2000: 253) argues, we should not condemn, nor celebrate graffiti, without
considering ‘the ambiguities inherent in its various manifestations’.

Graffiti comes in many forms, varying from tag graffiti to artistic pieces and stencil art, and
from illegal sprayings on public or private property to murals on legally designated walls. Our
perspective is that there is no clear-cut distinction between graffiti and street art and that
definitions based on form (e.g. tag, mural) cross legal definitions — the works of the
(in)famous writer Banksy illustrate this point (Banksy’s work is often illegal but his work
has also been sold and has featured in exhibitions, for example alongside Andy Warhol).
Graffiti can be problematic, but not all graffiti is. The question as to when and why which
forms of graffiti are perceived as criminal and by whom, remains an open question.

Yet, authorities, and many criminologists as well, tend to see graffiti as an unambiguous
signal of disorder or even crime. Informed by the broken windows theory, many local
governments seek to prevent and remove graffiti (e.g. Snyder 2006; Young 2010; Kramer
2010a; Tempfli 2012; Uittenbogaard and Ceccato 2014). Studies in the tradition of the broken
windows theory and social disorganization theory seem to assume that the public more or less
agrees on what phenomena are ‘disorder’, and graffiti would be one of such phenomena. In
this line of argument, ‘disorder’ would trigger fear (Ross and Jang 2000; Xu et al. 2005),
undermine collective efficacy (Sampson et al. 1997; Kleinhans and Bolt 2013) and invite
crime (Wilson and Kelling 1982; Wagers et al. 2008).

Our study engages with and critiques this line of argument in two ways. First, we observe
that there has been much less attention for diverging (and conflicting) interpretations among
the public. Many studies point at the mismatch of interpretations of graffiti as either art or
crime between writers on the one hand and authorities, (supposedly) reflecting the concerns of
the public, on the other hand (Whitford 1991; Gomez 1993; Halsey and Young 2006; Millie
2008; Snyder 2006; Dickinson 2008; Edwards 2009; Lombards 2012; McAuliffe 2012; Young
2012; Haworth et al. 2013). Indeed, we would expect that the perspective of graffiti writers
differs from the perspective of the public (Brighenti 2010), as the underlying meaning and
subcultural codes of graffiti are unknown to the average street user (Ferrell 2009; Young
2012). It is assumed that the uninformed public, as well as authorities and media, cannot
distinguish one form of graffiti from another, thus interpreting all graffiti as evidence of
increased gang activity, young people’s disrespect for authority or a threat to property values
and neighbourhood safety (Ferrell 2009). However, in our study we show that opinions on
disorder also vary significantly among the public. Based on qualitative and quantitative data
we empirically unravel the different viewpoints on graffiti of the public in the Netherlands.
Here we build on Millie’s (2011) work on value judgments in relation to criminalization.

Second, we elaborate insights on the role of context by examining judgments of graffiti in
various micro places. Quantitative studies have generally examined context by focusing on
the role of neighbourhood characteristics such as crime levels, population composition and
stigma (e.g. Sampson and Raudenbush 1999; Franzini et al. 2008). We take a different
approach and build on knowledge from mostly qualitative studies on context-related
expectation and norms (e.g. Dixon et al. 2006; Cresswell 1996; Millie 2008). These studies
draw our attention to the ways in which norms and expectations are tied to specific places,
which together construct the meaning of places and of elements, such as graffiti, in those
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places. Using quantitative data, we investigate whether these ideas hold among a larger
population (i.e. the Dutch public).

Studying responses to graffiti has broader relevance for research and policies on disorder, as
graffiti is part of a larger ‘grey area’ of deviant behaviour that is not obviously criminal or
harmful but nonetheless often labelled as ‘disorder’ (e.g. loitering, skateboarding, public
drinking, noise). For example, following Jane Jacobs’ (1961) argument about the role of ‘eyes
on the street’ in multifunctional neighbourhoods, people’s presence in the streets could con-
tribute to safe street life and attract more people, but currently there is a tendency to see people
hanging around in urban spaces as ‘social disorder’ (e.g. Ruggiero 2010; Binken and Blokland
2012). The same goes for public drinking: often banned in public space, but also tolerated when
it contributes to the ‘aesthetic of the night-time economy’ (Dixon et al. 2006; Millie 2008).
Particularly in the context of zero tolerance policies towards disorder, anti-social behaviour and
incivilities, it is important to understand why and when behaviour is something that needs to be
prevented, removed or punished. Critics of zero tolerance policies warn that in public space
only certain behaviours from certain people are tolerated, while everything that deviates from
the ‘mainstream’ is removed or excluded (e.g. Mitchell 2003; Beckett and Herbert 2008;
MacLeod and Johnstone 2012). Diverging perspectives on disorder, graffiti included, lead to
confusion about appropriate policy responses: if offensiveness is subjective, how can author-
ities discern what is acceptable and what is not? And to whom should authorities listen: to the
majority, to those with most political or economic clout, or to more marginal groups who seem
to struggle to enact their right to the city (Millie 2011; Kramer 2010a)? We return to these
questions in the discussion. Before presenting our data, methods and results, we briefly discuss
current trends in graffiti policy and criminological research on graffiti.

Graffiti as Art and/or Crime: Policy and Criminology

Even though ‘tough on graffiti’ approaches still dominate policies in countries such as Australia,
the Netherlands, the UK and the US, the idea that the public responds in different ways to graffiti
seems to be trickling down into policies, at least in some countries and cities. Repressive policies
are concerned with preventing and removing graffiti, for example through applying special
coatings and quickly removing all graffiti (e.g. Tempfli 2012; Uittenbogaard and Ceccato
2014). However, authorities have limited resources and thus need to prioritize which graffiti to
remove first, which requires them to distinguish different types of graffiti (and for instance target
offensive graffiti first, see Taylor et al. 2010; Vanderveen and Jelsma 2012). Moreover, local and
national authorities do seem to distinguish between graffiti as a form of art and graffiti as crime,
throughmixing preventative and punitivemeasures with offering designated spaces for authorized
graffiti (Kramer 2010b; Lombard 2012; McAuliffe 2012, 2013; Young 2010; Tempfli 2012). In
some cities, graffiti (i.e. murals or pieces) is even used to prevent graffiti (Craw et al. 2006).
Unwanted graffiti is in this way prevented and graffiti writers are offered alternatives. A bifurcated
approach like this builds upon the idea that not all graffiti is received in the same way.

More generally, the way in which policy makers and citizens think about cities and a
liveable urban environment is changing. Recent urban development seems to influence
viewpoints on graffiti. Particularly the ‘creative city’ discourse offers opportunities to rethink
the value of the creative practices of graffiti writers (McAuliffe 2012). Since Florida’s (2004)
‘recipe’ for successful cities (the 3 T’s in short: Technology, Tolerance and Talent— the latter
T is measured by the share of people working in the creative sector), urban governments have
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promoted creativity in all forms and places to make their cities attractive. Indeed, in some
places, graffiti in the form of murals is desired by policy makers to beautify locations and
attract tourists (e.g. Millie 2011; Koster and Randall 2005; Zukin and Braslow 2011;
McAuliffe 2012). However, city marketing may also result in a ‘get tough on graffiti
approach’, as was the case in Melbourne in response to the run-up to the Commonwealth
Games to be hosted in Melbourne in March 2006 (Young 2010). In London, authorities first
painted over graffiti that mocked the Olympic Games and corporate sponsors, but recently
commissioned graffiti as part of the Canals Project for East London’s waterways (Wainwright
2013). Such developments do not necessarily demonstrate a greater leniency towards graffiti.
In the words of street artist Mau Mau: ‘when it suits them, they [the Council] choose who
paints where’ (ibid.). So even when we may find that authorities are rethinking the meaning of
graffiti, this is not necessarily applied to all graffiti in all places, which underscores our point
that we need to consider responses to graffiti in relation to its form and context.

Given the ambiguity in how authorities deal with graffiti, we think it is striking that the
dominant approach in criminological research on disorder views graffiti unambiguously as a
social problem: something threatening that must be prevented and dealt with because it would
cause fear and (more) crime. This idea is most common in studies following the ecological
tradition (social disorganization theory) or the broken windows theory. Within ecological
research, graffiti is often taken as an example of physical disorder (although it may also be
seen as social disorder, see Skogan 1990), similar to other signs of physical disorder such as
boarded-up houses, rubbish on the street and defaced bus stops. For example, inWyant’s (2008)
study on perceived incivilities and fear of crime, respondents were asked to indicate on a 4-point
scale whether they thought various ‘neighbourhood problems’ capturing ‘perceived incivilities’
were a ‘serious problem’ in their neighbourhood, one of which is ‘graffiti on sidewalks and
walls’ (see also, with varying questions or items: Ross and Jang 2000; Markowitz et al. 2001;
Foster et al. 2010; Paquet et al. 2010; Gainey et al. 2011; Kleinhans and Bolt 2013).

Moreover, the broken windows theory suggests that graffiti and other signs of disorder in
neighbourhoods cause not only fear but also crime, because fear would weaken social control
and thus signal opportunities for crime to motivated offenders (Wilson and Kelling 1982;
Wagers et al. 2008). A rare test of the assumed causal link between perceiving disorder and
crime is the study of Keizer and colleagues (2008a) which suggests that when people see norm
transgression they are more likely to overstep a rule themselves. In one of the six field
experiments, they demonstrate that in an environment with tag graffiti on a wall, people are
more likely to litter, compared to a clean environment. However, Keizer and colleagues tested
only for tag graffiti. They did consider different types of graffiti for their research design and
decided on ‘simple tags as the more elaborated Bpieces^ might be perceived as art instead of
norm violations’ (Keizer et al. 2008b). However, while Keizer and colleagues acknowledge
that different types of graffiti are valued differently, they still seem to assume that tag graffiti
(as opposed to pieces) is always a norm violation, thus disregarding the variety of meanings,
also to the public, of graffiti. While the broken windows thesis is popular among policy makers
around the globe, the idea that there is a causal link between neighbourhood disorder and
neighbourhood crime has been criticized (e.g. Sampson and Raudenbush 1999; Harcourt and
Ludwig 2006). It is indeed questionable when we consider that disorder is an ambiguous
phenomenon. However, even studies that do distinguish different graffiti types (e.g. Sampson
and Raudenbush 1999: tags, political and gang graffiti; Foster et al. 2010: on public property
and on private property; Perkins and Taylor 1996: graffiti on residential and non-residential
property) usually combine the different types with items such as vandalism and litter to
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construct a scale measuring ‘physical disorder’. Thus, all graffiti, regardless of type and
location, is taken as disorder.

However, there are indications that the public perceives and judges graffiti in different
ways, too, which contrast the assumption that ‘the public’ never accepts graffiti. First, studies
based on small, selective groups of respondents have suggested that the type of graffiti matters
for whether people find it offensive and want it removed, or whether it invokes fear (Taylor
et al. 2010; Austin and Sanders 2007; Campbell 2008). Furthermore, types of disorder may
evoke different value judgments, as Millie (2011) has suggested. On what grounds do people
reject or accept graffiti? And, in what types of environments do people judge graffiti negatively
or positively? We now turn to these questions.

Data and Measurements

The research for this article is based on a study commissioned and financed by the Dutch
Ministry of Security and Justice and the Dutch Centre for Crime Prevention and Safety (CCV).
They wanted insight into the public’s opinion on graffiti: what do people find offensive and
what should authorities do about it? This study gave us the opportunity to examine the various
ways in which people define graffiti and the role of context in relation to offensiveness
(Vanderveen and Jelsma 2011). In this article we elaborate several themes that we think are
relevant for further research and policy decisions.

Participants

Our study measures the evaluation of different types of graffiti in different contexts among the
Dutch public. The participants in this study (N=881) are a random sample of the TNS NIPO
access panel, which is a major Dutch sample source that includes approximately 200,000
people who can be invited via the internet to participate in research studies. Participants receive
a small compensation for their time. The collection of data took place in September 2010.
Around 50 per cent of the panel members that were invited by TNS NIPO took part via
Computer Assisted Self Interviewing. Participants could fill in the survey from their computers
at home, which took on average ten minutes. Age varies from 12 to 88 years (m=44.6; SD=
18.3), and 428 participants (49 per cent) are male and 453 (51 per cent) are female. All
participants completed the entire survey. The data are weighed in terms of gender, age,
education, family size and region, and are representative of the Dutch population.

Measurements

The survey was based on several qualitative and quantitative pilot studies (conducted by the
first author) which indicated that two aspects are important for whether people find graffiti
offensive or not: location and graffiti type (Vanderveen and Jelsma 2011). For the current study
we operationalized these aspects more systematically to test these first findings with a
representative sample of the public.

The survey consisted of three parts which resulted in qualitative and quantitative data. The
first part resulted in qualitative data. Participants were asked to describe in words the first
‘image’ of graffiti that occurred to them. They could type whatever they wanted: words,
sentences and stories. The following parts resulted in quantitative data. The second part of the
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survey consisted of five general statements on graffiti for which participants indicated on a 7-
point Likert scale to what extent they agreed (1) or disagreed (7). Statements included: ‘In
general I am not disturbed by graffiti’ (recoded), ‘The presence of graffiti is a sign of crime’, ‘I
feel safer in an environment where there is no graffiti’, ‘Graffiti is an art form’ (recoded) and
‘Graffiti is a common problem’. The statements together measure the general attitude regard-
ing graffiti (α=.75); a higher score on the ‘general attitude scale’ indicates a more negative
opinion about graffiti.

The third part of the survey used photos and/or short written descriptions of concrete
examples of graffiti.1 These examples were selected by the researchers based on findings from
several pilot studies that included sorting tasks, interviews and a survey.2 The 18 examples of
graffiti varied for type (tags: little scribbles; throw ups: words in fat letters; pieces: colourful
images; see Fig. 1) and location/context (a shop front; a house front; a skate park; a tunnel; a
green space; an image without location). A (translated) list of the 18 examples is provided in
the Appendix (photos can be viewed online in Vanderveen and Jelsma 2011). No information
was provided about whether the graffiti examples were legal or illegal, as participants would
usually not know this in reality either. Participants were asked to evaluate the 18 examples of
graffiti in two ways. First, they were asked to indicate their evaluation on a 7-point scale on
three items: ‘This piece of graffiti is a form of disorder’, ‘This piece of graffiti is a form of
crime’ and ‘This piece of graffiti should be removed as quickly as possible’. The sum score of
the three items measures the extent to which that specific example of graffiti is perceived as
disorder; a higher score on the ‘perceived disorder scale’ indicates more offensiveness
(reliabilities vary from α=.89 to α=.97). Second, participants were asked to indicate which
graffiti should be removed first. Participants were shown three sets of six photos and/or
descriptions presenting the same type of graffiti in six different locations. This procedure
was repeated for each of the graffiti types (tags, throw ups and pieces).

Analysis

We conducted a content analysis of the qualitative data that resulted from the open-ended
question in the first part of the survey (which asked respondent to write down their first image
of graffiti). Content analysis is a method that is used to systematically interpret large numbers
of words and texts and can be used to code open-ended survey questions (Weber 1990). The
central idea is that ‘the many words of texts can be classified into much fewer content
categories’ (ibid.: 12). For this study we coded all responses to the open question in order to
categorize their responses. We coded the data based on two content categories: valence
(neutral, negative, positive and/or mixed) and value judgment (economic, aesthetic, prudential
and/or moral; based on Millie 2011, see below). The examples of responses for each of the

1 This research project also had another, methodological goal: to test the effect of textual descriptions versus
visual representations of graffiti on evaluations and appreciation of the survey. To this end, three different
versions of the survey were randomly administered: one including textual descriptions of the 18 examples of
graffiti; another version showed 18 photographs and a third version used a combination of photographs and
textual descriptions. Analyses of the three subsets revealed that participants did appreciate participating in the
survey more when photos were included. However, variations in the survey design did not lead to significantly
other findings in the context of the argument outlined here: evaluations of participants are comparable regardless
of which version of the survey they filled out (Vanderveen and Jelsma 2011). For the analyses here, we combine
all versions.
2 In all these pilot studies as well as in the current study, photographs were used. These photographs were taken
by criminology students, the researchers or found on the internet.
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Fig. 1 Example of piece, tag and throw up
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content categories that we offer in the results section are meant to illustrate the categories but
also to give the reader insight into our interpretation of the data. The coding process makes it
possible to quantify qualitative data and enabled us to analyse how valence and value
judgment are related by using descriptive statistics. The quantitative data generated in parts
two and three of the survey were analysed by using descriptive statistics and variance analyses.

Results

First Images and Value Judgments

The survey started with an open question asking participants what their first image was when
thinking about graffiti. A small number of participants (9 per cent) was unable or unwilling to
give a description of an initial image or idea of graffiti. Those who did provide their first ideas,
varied greatly in their descriptions, especially in terms of specificity and approval or rejection
of graffiti. A first reading of the data shows that many descriptions (whether neutral, positive
or negative) refer to places: stations, tunnels, along highways, bridges, rail roads, fences, walls,
trains, subways, doors— all places that are known to be popular spots for graffiti writers (e.g.
Ferrell and Weide 2010). A first step of the content analysis was to categorize the descriptions
in terms of valence, by sorting them based on whether they made a positive or negative
statement, or gave a mixed or neutral description. More than half of the initial ideas on graffiti
(52 per cent, n=459) are neutral in tone. A total of 39 per cent (n=341) of the participants give
a description that involves an evaluative component: negative (17 per cent), positive (12 per
cent) or both negative and positive (10 per cent).

A second step of our content analysis was to categorize the descriptions based on value
judgments. Here we draw onMillie’s (2011) distinction of four different value judgments: moral,
prudential, economic and aesthetic judgments. Millie argues that whether something is perceived
as disorder or crime may be related to reasons other than legal or moral reasons and that it is
essential to unravel the various value judgments for understanding why something is either
condemned or condoned.Moral judgments refer to the good and the bad, right and wrong, which
includes reference to legal norms. Prudential judgments concern one’s personal quality of life,
whether something is enjoyable or makes life good for one. Economic judgments involve
decisions on economic contributions. They are judgments about whether the behaviour, person
or object, ‘makes an acceptable economic contribution to society’ or, in contrast, is costly (ibid.:
7). Aesthetic judgment is related to what is considered (or accepted as) beautiful or ugly, or as
artistic, in that specific context.Millie here also refers to ‘everyday aesthetics’ related to ‘everyday
objects, events and encounters’ (ibid.: 8). For example, ‘a degree of drunkenness may be tolerated
(…) as it fits in with an aesthetic of the night-time economy’ (ibid.). Similarly, one type of graffiti
may be accepted and even welcomed (e.g. pieces or murals) while others are seen as vandalism.
For example, Millie shows that authorities in Toronto rejected graffiti based on economic
judgments (as ‘vandalism’ would deter tourists), while they celebrated it based on aesthetic
judgments (murals can beautify certain locations).

Together, the 341 participants made 440 value judgments. In line with what Millie (2011)
found, value judgments are not mutually exclusive: some of the responses included more than
one value judgment. We coded all value judgments separately (five per cent (n=21) of the
judgments could not be categorized). We then examined the relationship between valence and
value judgment. Table 1 shows that an overwhelming majority of the positive evaluations
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involve aesthetic judgments, while this holds for a much smaller majority of the negative
evaluations. Negative evaluations more often involve moral judgments.

Below we demonstrate our findings in more detail by offering examples of each of the
value judgments. The positive descriptions based on an aesthetical value judgment mostly
connect graffiti to beauty, art, form and colour, for example:

A beautifully painted wall in Asten.
Robot-like figures, letters. Pretty drawings.
Complete works of art on overpasses and the tracks.
Beautiful art.

Positive prudential judgments involve the idea that something contributes to the quality of
life of a person, for example, ‘I enjoyed [graffiti] because it was beautifully designed’ or ‘I see
few graffiti in the neighbourhood, I miss art in the neighbourhood’. A couple of responses
involved a positive moral judgment, for example: ‘[…] nothing wrong with it if it happens in
places where it is allowed and then I generally find it nicely done’. None of the positive
responses involve an economic judgment.

In the negative judgments, graffiti is associated for example with back streets, offensive-
ness, deterioration, defacement, impoverishment and anti-social behaviour and called untidy,
messy, awful, a load of rubbish. Negative value judgments are also mostly related to aesthetics,
but a substantial share refers to moral considerations and, to a lesser extent, prudential and
economic judgments (see Table 1). Negative aesthetic judgments point at graffiti’s ugliness,
amateurish nature or untidiness:

Mess on all public walls.
Often no talent.
Ugly and untidy.
Dirty, scribbles on walls in the centre.
Visual pollution.

Negative moral judgments involve referrals to the law and norms of behaviour, such as
descriptions of graffiti as vandalism, referrals to private property, anti-social behaviour, foul
language and racism:

Vandalism!
I see graffiti everywhere and it annoys me because it is put on everything where it
doesn’t belong.

Table 1 Valence and value judgments, percentages (n in parentheses)

Valence

Positive Negative Both

Value judgment

Moral 2.7 (3) 24.6 (47) 15.8 (22)

Prudential 9.1 (10) 8.9 (17) 8.6 (12)

Economic 0 (0) 2.1 (4) 2.9 (4)

Aesthetic 84.5 (93) 60.2 (115) 66.2 (92)

Other 3.6 (4) 4.2 (8) 6.5 (9)

Total value judgments 100 (110) 100 (191) 100 (139)

Criminal but Beautiful: A Study on Graffiti 115



Keep off of other people’s stuff.
Graffiti is mess created by stupid people who destroy other people’s properties by
leaving their Btags^.
Painting by youngsters without having permission to do so.

Negative prudential judgments involve statements such as ‘It annoys me’ and ‘Deteriora-
tion of the city’. We counted four economic judgments, all negative, which include descrip-
tions of graffiti as ‘destroying’ private property.

A third category of descriptions offers both positive and negative judgments about graffiti.
We can divide this category into two subcategories: those who make only aesthetic judgments
and those who make an aesthetic and a moral judgment. Responses in the first subcategory for
example say that graffiti can be beautiful or ugly, sometimes referring to type of graffiti or its
location:

Cool!! Tag (not so nice), cool drawings, many colours, sometimes makes buildings or
spaces nicer.
Some graffiti is really artfully made, but most is just messing with a spray can.
I find it (sometimes) beautiful. […] Not when it is mess on a wall with letters. That I call
pollution.

In the second subcategory aesthetic and moral judgments are combined, which demon-
strates respondents’ ambiguous position towards graffiti, also sometimes referring to type of
graffiti or its location:

Graffiti can be really ugly but also really beautiful. Under a bridge it can brighten things
up, but on houses or buildings I think it’s a shame (vandalism).
[…] On wanted and unwanted places, sometimes nice, sometimes ugly.
Some graffiti is just artwork except racist slogans.
Vandalism, but there are also nice works of art, depends on where it is sprayed.

Here we already see that context matters: it is not just the aesthetic quality of the graffiti
itself but also its location. We return to this theme below. The quantitative data supports the
wide variety in evaluations. The average score on the general attitude scale was neutral (M=
4.05, SD=1.21). However, answers to the individual items of the scale show participants’
ambiguity on the topic (see Table 2). For none of the statements there is an overwhelming
majority towards disagreeing or agreeing. In addition, there is no clear tendency towards
agreeing with either negative statements or positive statements. For example, the proportion of
participants who agrees to being disturbed by graffiti is almost as large as the proportion of
participants that disagrees. The share of respondents that is not disturbed by graffiti is about
equal to the share that says they feel safer in an environment without graffiti. Finally, more
than half of the participants agree that graffiti is an art form, while an equal share agrees with
the next statement that graffiti is a common problem. The average neutral evaluation thus
masks an enormous variety and contradictions in attitudes on graffiti.3

3 We also analysed possible relationships of sociodemographic variables with general attitude and the perceived
disorder scale of the different graffiti types (Vanderveen and Jelsma 2011). Overall, we did not find any strong
relationship. Only age and gender had significant but small correlations, suggesting older people and men
evaluate graffiti more negatively. This is for example indicated by the correlation between the general attitude
scale (sum score) and age (e.g. (r(881)=.19, p<.000). However, overall findings indicate that common
sociodemographic variables do not vary systematically with attitudes towards graffiti.
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Evaluations of Types of Graffiti

The open question suggests that participants distinguish between types of graffiti, for example
by referring to tags or letters and pieces or paintings. Several studies confirm that the graffiti
type matters for whether people find it offensive and want it removed, or whether graffiti
invokes fear. Taylor et al. (2010) identified eight different types of graffiti based on the
(textual) content of the graffiti. They made a distinction between, for example, the ‘memorial’
(words or statements that memorialize a deceased person) and the ‘obscene’ (words or
statements that have an explicit, offensive sexual connotation). Their respondents, all directly
involved with the removal and/or reporting of graffiti, indicated that all obscene, hate and
threatening graffiti should be removed first. Austin and Sanders (2007) conducted a pilot study
among undergraduate students using photography to examine the relation between graffiti and
perceived safety. They found that four graffiti types (gang, hip hop style, message and murals)
correspond to different levels of perceived safety: gang related graffiti evoked the lowest level
of safety and murals the highest level. Based on in-depth interviews in focus groups, Campbell
(2008) reports a similar finding, with tags being judged most negatively, followed by throw-
ups and most positive judgment associated with pieces.

In our study we examined whether the findings of these small studies hold up in a large-
scale systematic and quantitative study among a representative sample of the Dutch public.
Responses to the 18 photos, which varied for type and location, shows that evaluations of
specific examples of graffiti are more negative than the general attitudes suggest. Furthermore,
the score on the perceived disorder scale differs significantly for different graffiti types: tags
were evaluated most negatively, followed by throw ups, while pieces were evaluated least
negative (Table 3). The ordering of graffiti types is generally the same for all six locations:
regardless of the location, tags are perceived most negatively and pieces most positively
(results not shown).

To further investigate the variety in evaluations, we analysed the standard deviation (SD)
and kurtosis. We can take these measures as indications of consensus, or lack thereof, as they
measure the distribution of values around the mean. The measures show that tags are not only
evaluated most negatively: there is also most consensus among participants about their
negative character. For pieces, on the other hand, opinions are on average neutral, but there
is less consensus, which means that a larger group of participants tends to the negative and
another group to the positive end of the scale. These patterns support the idea (also suggested
by our qualitative data) that tags are more readily associated with illegality, which is more
likely to be interpreted as negative, while pieces may also be related to art, in which case its
quality depends on aesthetic judgments which can be either positive or negative depending on
personal taste or artistic value. In other words, types of graffiti may evoke different value

Table 2 Response to individual items of general attitude scale (N=881)

Mean (SD) % disagree % agree

Generally, I am not disturbed by graffiti 4.03 (1.84) 36.9 41.7

Presence of graffiti is a sign of crime 3.80 (1.69) 44.5 33.6

I feel safer in an environment without graffiti 4.20 (1.71) 29.3 40.0

Graffiti is a form of art 4.45 (1.65) 22.7 54.8

Graffiti is a common problem 4.75 (1.66) 19.4 54.4
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judgments (Millie 2011): pieces may be rejected mostly when they are of low aesthetic quality,
while tags will be rejected mostly based on legal or behavioural norms.

The Role of Context: Graffiti in Micro Places

Norm transgression seems to be inherent to the practice of graffiti writing. That authorities
frame graffiti as ‘out of place’ (Cresswell 1996) has ‘ensured that successive generations of
predominantly young men have taken up graffiti as a risk-laden behaviour’ through which they
can accrue fame and respect among peers (McAuliffe 2012: 189). Nonetheless, as we have
demonstrated, not all graffiti is considered to be offensive or a violation of norms to the same
extent. We now turn to the question how context matters in how graffiti is received. The notion
of context can be conceptualized in several ways. Many criminological studies focus on the
role of neighbourhood characteristics in interpreting (signals of) behaviour (e.g. Sampson and
Raudenbush 1999; Sampson 2012; Franzini et al. 2008). Some incidents and forms of disorder
may act as ‘signal disorder’ and work as a warning signal for a greater danger, while others are
just ‘background Bnoise^ to everyday life’ (Innes 2005: 192). Innes (2004) suggests that
graffiti in an otherwise nice neighbourhood is more conspicuous than graffiti in an area where
there is a variety of visible problems. On the other hand, in a (gentrifying) neighbourhood that
is characterized as ‘edgy’, graffiti may be valued by those who appreciate such edginess (see
e.g. Ferrell and Weide 2010; Dovey et al. 2012). Thus, graffiti in one neighbourhood is not the
same as the same type of graffiti in another neighbourhood.

We take a different approach. Instead of focusing on the neighbourhood, we study the
smaller setting. Several criminologists have underlined the need to study smaller geographical
units such as street segments, (face) blocks and (micro) places (e.g. Eck and Weisburd 1995;
Hipp 2007; Smith et al. 2000; Weisburd et al. 2012). Hipp (2007) suggests that it is likely that
social and physical disorder are geographically localized: disorder in one block may not affect
perceptions in the next. Cultural geographers have taken this further and investigate how

Table 3 Score on perceived disorder scale by graffiti type and location (N=881)

Mean SD Kurtosis

Type

Tags 5.53 1.15 0.52

Throw ups 5.05 1.22 −0.10
Pieces 4.06 1.35 −0.43

Location

No location 4.66 1.44 −0.29
Skatepark 3.71 1.56 −0.60
Green 4.95 1.38 −0.18
Shop front 5.03 1.19 0.77

Tunnel 5.40 1.39 0.00

House front 5.53 1.06 0.45

Note: Analyses of a restructured dataset (variables were restructured into cases) show that the types of graffiti
vary significantly in their perceived disorder, tags are evaluated most negatively and pieces most positively (F
(2,15855)=929.705), p<0.001, η2 =.11). Location is significantly related to perceived disorder as well (F
(5,15852)=929.705), p<0.001, η2 =.10). Post hoc tests reveal all locations differ significantly from one another,
except for Bgreen^ and Bshop^; Bhouse^ and Bviaduct/bridge^
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meanings and practices are tied up with spaces (e.g. Sibley 1995; Cresswell 1996). Particu-
larly, meanings attributed to places involve behavioural norms, thus leading to the ‘construc-
tion of normative places where it is possible to be either Bin place^ or Bout of place^’
(Cresswell 2009: 5). Such insights build on the work of Mary Douglas (1966) on the
interpretation of dirt as signal of danger. Millie (2011) suggests that place and time matter
particularly for ‘everyday aesthetics’. For example, certain behaviours or groups that are
‘untidy’ may be removed from tourist centres, business districts, shopping malls and exclusive
neighbourhoods (Millie 2008, 2011). In public space, certain behaviour, such as street
drinking, may be seen as ‘Bout of place^ and consequently as morally offensive behaviour’
(Dixon et al. 2006: 201). What is regarded to be ‘in place’ and what is ‘out of place’ depends
on the behavioural expectations which vary among different contexts; outside we expect
different behaviour than inside, for example (cf. Douglas 1966; see also Sibley 1995;
Cresswell 1996). These studies point our attention to specific norms and expectations that
are tied to specific places, but also suggests that we see graffiti as an element that, in
connection with other elements, constructs the meaning of places.

An example of a context in which graffiti is ‘out of place’ is graffiti on a house front.
Indeed, the photo showing graffiti on a house front is judged most negatively. Also, most
participants seem to agree on this (greatest consensus indicated by the SD, second most
consensus indicated by Kurtosis, see Table 3). This corresponds with what other scholars
have observed: authorities seem to condemn graffiti mostly because it would ‘destroy’ or
‘devalue’ private property (Campbell 2008; Millie 2011).

Graffiti in a tunnel is ranked second (with average consensus) and thus evaluated more
negatively than graffiti on a shop front. Here, we suggest, it is the sense of danger inherent to
the location that reinforces the negative interpretation of graffiti. The photo shows a dark hole
where one would enter the tunnel. It is possible that participants evaluate the tunnel in itself as
a dangerous place, as concealment, shades and darkness in (urban and natural) environments
often seem to invoke fear as they signify uncertainty (e.g. Blöbaum and Hunecke 2005). In this
context, graffiti adds to danger and then is more likely to be interpreted negatively.

These two ways in which context plays a role may come together in evaluating graffiti in a
skate park. This context is judged least negatively, but shows least consensus as indicated both
by the SD and Kurtosis. That is, participants hold opposing opinions. On the one hand, we
may expect that graffiti in a skate park is more readily accepted because it is seen as ‘in place’:
graffiti is what one would expect in a skate park (Nolan 2003; cf. Cresswell 2009). For a group
of participants this probably holds true and therefore they find it little problematic. On the other
hand, skate parks themselves may be problematic locations, associated with young males
(often in themselves problematic in public space, see e.g. Binken and Blokland 2012) and
unruly behaviour (Karsten and Pel 2000; Nolan 2003; Chiu 2009). Participants who tend to the
negative pole of the scale thus may evaluate this graffiti negatively because their evaluation of
the whole setting is negative. If they find skate parks problematic, they are probably likely to
find the graffiti in that context problematic, seeing the graffiti as a sign of problems that
confirms to them the problems of skate parks.

Finally, we asked participants to prioritize graffiti for removal: we confronted them with six
descriptions and/or photos, all showing the same type of graffiti but in six different locations
and asked them which should be removed first. For the throw ups and pieces, the graffiti that is
‘out of place’ or applied in ‘dangerous places’ is chosen most often. For the throw ups, the top
three consisted of the graffiti on the house front (40 per cent), the shop front (30 per cent) and
in the tunnel (23 per cent). For the pieces, participants prioritized removal in the tunnel (54 per
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cent) and from the house front (25 per cent). The tunnel may have also been prioritized most
often because of its negative content (the throw up spells ‘jerkhater’). We should note here that
while our study presented different graffiti types in different locations, our study did not
systematically vary type and graffiti (i.e. show the exact same graffiti in different locations and
vice versa). The consequences of this approach are clear when we look at the responses to the
tag photos. Unlike the photos of the pieces and throw ups, the tag category included a photo of
racist tags. Clearly, when we asked respondents to prioritize removal, the content of the tags
mattered most: a great majority of participants (84 per cent) chose the building with racist tags.
The text included black scribbles saying ‘Geert Wilders’ (a Dutch right-wing anti-immigration
politician), ‘Lonsdale’ (in the Netherlands, extreme right youth often wear clothes of the
boxing label Lonsdale to express Nazi sympathies, see Grubben 2006: 50), ‘WP’ (White
Power), ‘NL’ (Netherlands, associated with White Power) and images of a swastika. Because
the responses were heavily skewed towards the racist tags, we cannot say anything about the
role of location for prioritizing the removal of tags. Clearly, offensiveness depends on a
complex interaction between content, type and context.

Discussion

We started this article with questioning the notion that the public usually views graffiti
unambiguously as disorder, which is often the assumption underlying graffiti policy and many
criminological studies on disorder. Based on qualitative and quantitative data on opinions
regarding graffiti in the Netherlands, we showed that underneath a fairly neutral attitude
towards graffiti there is great variation in evaluations, both between and within people, which
indeed demonstrates graffiti’s ‘interstitial’ nature (‘it’s beautiful, but…’; ‘it’s criminal, but…’).
We found that most evaluations were connected to two of the four value judgments that Millie
(2011) distinguishes: positive evaluations are mostly connected to aesthetic qualities, while
negative evaluations are connected to aesthetic and moral judgments. Few participants in their
initial descriptions made prudential or economic considerations. This is perhaps surprising,
given that local authorities often point to the costs of graffiti (damage, costs of removal) and to
the effects of graffiti for the local environment (either as deterioration of neighbourhoods or as
contributing to vibrant neighbourhoods). This is not to say that these considerations do not
matter at all to the public, but it is not what first comes to mind.

Furthermore, we have shown that it matters what type of graffiti people see and in which
context they see it. We presented participants with only three types of graffiti, not including
murals and newer forms such as stencil art. Nonetheless, even considering these three graffiti
types — the graffiti that policy makers seem most concerned about — judgments vary
significantly. Moreover, it seems that the types and contexts of graffiti that are on average
valued most positively, are also the types and contexts about which people seem to disagree the
most. This further complicates the notion of unambiguous perceptions of disorder.

To round up we discuss three themes that we think warrant further attention. First, our study
underlines the relevance of unravelling the role of context in interpreting behaviour and signals
of behaviour, and what such signals in turn say about that particular context. Some practices, in
our case graffiti, may or may not be viewed as disorder, and even when defined as such, may
or may not signal crime or neighbourhood decay, depending on neighbourhood context (cf.
Innes 2004; Sampson 2012). Our study complicates this argument: in addition to, and probably
in relation to, neighbourhood context, context at the micro level shapes interpretations as well.
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Variation in situational appropriateness, place norms and physical features of places make any
attempt to measure disorder ‘objectively’ problematic. We need more insight into the condi-
tions under which people find certain behaviour frightening, annoying, criminal or acceptable
and this includes investigating further how judgments of actions or behaviour relate to context,
large and small. A combination of open-ended exploration with systematic questioning has
additional value for both a general understanding of, and in-depth as well as contextual insight
into attitudes and judgments.

Second, there is a tendency in studies on graffiti (and disorder more broadly) to assign
certain viewpoints to certain groups: authorities, representing the public, who dislike graffiti
versus writers who make graffiti. Actually, the policy practice is diffuse, and so is the opinion
of the public. We suggest, building on Millie’s (2011) argument, that instead of distinguishing
categories of people it may be more useful to distinguish the various value judgments that
underpin the celebrating or criminalizing of practices. Insight into the various judgments can
help structure the debate over whether graffiti should be tolerated, accepted or rather prevented
and punished. That is, it matters for policy whether the objections are based on costs or
damage that individuals (e.g. local entrepreneurs and home owners) are faced with, or the mere
fact that it is against the law (even though people may like the graffiti and not experience any
damage), or taste (that something is not ‘nice’ or ‘artistic’). In our study we found that approval
and disapproval were based particularly on moral and aesthetic judgments and a combination
of the two. These judgments imply different policy responses to graffiti: a first category of
graffiti is unwanted because it is unlawful but in itself does not pose a problem (which could be
translated into a more lenient policy), a second category of graffiti is unwanted solely because
it is ‘ugly’ (which is a matter of personal taste; whether that is something for policy to regulate
is an open question), and a third category of graffiti is unwanted because it is perceived as
disorder or crime, or makes a place feel (even more) unsafe (to which policy could respond by
removing it, demanding recovery of the damage by the writer, or negotiating with the writer to
alter the graffiti — or even find other ways of making particular places safer).

However, and this is our third point, shifting from distinguishing groups or various stake-
holders to distinguishing value judgments in itself does not help in thinking about who should
decide and which value judgment should be valued most. This is not the place to answer that
question, but we think that it is essential that authorities are (more) explicit, towards the public
and towards graffiti writers, about which value judgments they deem important and legitimate.
This may be of particular importance in the light of urban governments competing to be the
most ‘creative’ city. On the one hand, this development seems to have led to more tolerance
towards, or in any case a more nuanced view on, graffiti, which is translated into designated
graffiti spaces and authorities commissioning graffiti projects. However, one could wonder
whether this is merely replacing the decisive leverage of economic capital (graffiti as a threat to
local economy and tourism) by cultural capital (graffiti as artistic and aesthetic value). We recall
street artist Mau Mau who protested that the local authorities now decide ‘who paints where’
which has according to him led to ‘graffiti gentrification’ (Wainwright 2013). A more lenient
policy may signify awareness to different views on what public space should look like and who
may legitimately contribute to and alter it, but it may also be embraced merely because some
graffiti contributes to the marketing of cities as creative places. In the latter case, we could
question whether policies have in fact become more tolerant to different views. Insight into and
an open debate about which value judgments matter in deciding what is accepted in public
space and what not, may help to democratize decisions and explicate the (real) aims and views
of local authorities about the place of graffiti in public space.
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Appendix

Participants were asked to evaluate the following 18 examples of graffiti (photos can be
viewed online in Vanderveen and Jelsma 2011: 32):

1: A large image in multiple colours of a lion in football outfit and a ball with above the word
‘Holland’ on the wall of a house.

2: A word ‘HDG’ of thick letters in multiple colours on the wall of a house.
3: Scribbles of ‘Geert Wilders’, ‘Lonsdale’, ‘WP’, ‘NL’ and swastika’s in black on a building.
4: A tunnel with on the walls many images in multiple colours among which a skull, words

in thick letters and scribbles.
5: Various words in thick letters in multiple colours on attributes of a skate park.
6: Images in multiple colours of a women’s head and a snake’s head on a wall with bushes

and grass in front of it.
7: Many scribbles and words in thick letters in multiple colours on columns and walls under

a viaduct.
8: A word of large thick letters in blue and white on a wall with bushes in front of it.
9: A number of scribbles in black on a bin in a green field with bushes.
10: A word ‘horkhater’ [translates as ‘jerkhater’] in thick letters in black and white on a

viaduct.
11: A word of four thick rounded rectangular letters in multiple colours.
12: Aword in thick round letters together with scribbles in multiple colours on a shutter of a

take-away restaurant.
13: A large image in multiple colours of a fantasy face on the door of a dive shop.
14: Various scribbles and signs in diverse colours on top of each other.
15: Scribbles in diverse colours on a shutter of a phone shop.
16: An image in multiple colours of a boy and a skateboard on the back of a hill in a

skatepark.
17: Image in multiple colours of a fantasy figure in a t-shirt and shorts.
18: Multiple scribbles in various colours on a hill in a skatepark.
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License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and repro-
duction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a
link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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