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1. Introduction

Crime and fear of crime have emerged as major public and political issues in
recent decades. This may, in part, be attributed to the enormous growth in
recorded crime since the 1970's, where the average annual increase has been -
about 5%. In 1992, crime recorded by the police peaked to 5.4 million.
However, the ‘true’ level of crime is three times as high according to British
Crime Survey estimates (Mayhew, Maung, and Mirrlees-Black, 1993). This
period has also seen increases in levels of fear of crime. Surveys repeatedly show
that crime has surpassed unemployment and health as issues of major public
concern (Jacobs and Worcester, 1991). Many criminologists conclude that that
fear of crime poses almost as large a threat to society as crime itself (Clemente
and Kleinman, 1977).

Both official statistics and research show that there is an uneven
distribution in criminal victimisation and in fear of crime (Barclay, 1993;
Mayhew, Maung ' and Mirrlees-Black, 1993). Some individuals and some
geographical areas are more vulnerable to crime than others and certain groups
fear crime more, A consensus appears to exist between various government
departments and some criminologists, that there is a positive relationship
between poverty indicators and victimisation, In short, there is a strong belief
that the ‘poor’ experience more crime than the Tich’.

Home Office research has demonstrated high risks of crlme in ‘poor’ areas,
particularly in areas with large council estates (Ramsay, 1983; Hope, 1986; Hope
and Shaw, 1988). Evidence of high levels of crime on poor council estates led to
the Department on Environment sponsoring the Priority Estates Project in 1979,
which involved attempts to reduce crime on poor and disadvantaged council
estates through improved management (Foster and Hope, 1993}, Within the
discipline of criminclogy, f%eft realism’ is the main supporter for the idea that the
‘poor’ experience more crime {Lea and Young, 1984). One criminologist has even
likened crime to a regressive tax that falls disproportionately on poor people
{Downes, 1983).

This paper explores the controversial relationship between poverty and
crime, and between poverty and fear of crime. It is based on secondary analysis
of the 1992 British Crime Survey {BCS} and 1990 Breadline Britain Survey (BBS).
So far there have been six sweeps of the BCS in England and Wales. In the 1992
sweep, a representative sample of 10,059 people aged 16 and over were
questioned about the crimes committed against them in the previous year. In the
1990 BBS, a representative sample of 1,831 households were interviewed about

! This paper was presented at the 22™ conference of the European Group for the Study of Deviance and Social
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their standard of living. It estimated that in 1990 20% of British households
(approximately 11 million people) were living in poverty (Gordon, and Pantazis,
1995). In addition to measuring the extent and nature of poverty, the BBS glso
examined some of the problems supposedly experienced disproportionately by
poor households, such as crime and fear of crime.

2. The measurement and definition of crime
The measurement of crime presents a major problem for criminologists. Many

crimes are neither reported nor recorded, resulting in the police crime statistics '

underestimating the ‘real’ level of crime, Victimisation studies, or crime surveys,
provide more retiable results. They provide a more accurate picture by assessing
the crime that police statistics fail to include. The 1992 BCS found that only 43%
of crimes were reported to the police and that only 30% of crimes were recorded
by the police. However, crime surveys do not uncover all crimes. Crimes are
underestimated when people conceal crimes committed against them, (for
example, as in some rape cases where the offender is a friend or family member).
Crime surveys will also have problems concerning response rates. For instance,
although the BCS achieves a good response rate (77% in 1992), non-
respondents may include a disproportionately high number of victims,

Most victimisation surveys count only certain types crimes of crimes. For
instance, the BCS acknowledges that it excludes crimes against organisations,
such as fraud, shoplifting, fare evasion, commercial burglary and robbery, and
*victimless® crimes, such as drug and alcohol misuse, consensual sexual
offences, or crimes where people may not be aware of having been victimised - as
in fraud. Crime surveys also rely on a narrow conception of crime. Critical
criminologists have shown how crime is a social construction {Chambliss and
Seidman, 1971; Sumner, 1976; Box,1983). It is argued that both legal and
common-sense definitions of crime, encompass the activities of poor people, but
exclude the activities of the rich and powerful {Box, 1983, 1987).

3. The definition of poverty

The definition and measurement of poverty is subject to much debate. The
ploneering work of Townsend showed that poverty was best understood in terms
of relative deprivation using a measure of standard of living (Townsend, 1979,
1986, 1993). However, others have argued for the use of both income and
deprivation criteria in identifying poverty {Ringen, 1987; 1988). Unfortunately, the
BCS does not collect the detailed information on people’s living standards which
is needed to measure of poverty directly. However, the BCS does contain detadl
on income and other indicators of poverty such as, tenure, car ownership,
economic activity and social class. These indicators, when combined to form a
deprivation index, can provide a useful alternative in situations where
information on standard of living is lacking {Townsend, Phillimcre and Beattie,
1986; Goldblatt, 1990; Phillimore, Beattic and Townsend, 1994). This paper
therefore uses both income and combinations of indicators to measure poverty.

4. Poor areas and crime

A number of studies have established that ‘poor’ areas suffer from hlgher crime
rates than 'better off areas (Morris 1957, Ramsay 1983, Hope 1986). The 1990
criminal statistics? recorded a crime rate of 12.8% in the Urban Programme
district authorities compared with only 9.6% for the remaining English and Welsh
district authorities. There was, however, wide variation within the 57 urban
areas. The crime rate ranged from 5.8% in Rotherham to 21.7% in Kensington
and Chelsea.

Findings from the combined 1982, 1988 and 1992 BCS reinforces the link
between crime and some ‘poor’ areas (Mayhew and Maung 1992). Figure 1
shows the relative critne rates (national average = 100} for burglary and robbery,
for residents of different ACORN neighbourhood groups (CACI 1992). The Mixed
Inner Metropolitan Areas and the Less well off and Poorest council éstates suffer
from relatively high crime rates. These ACORN neighbourhoods are characterised
by low income houschokls. However, High Status, Non-family areas which are
characterised by households with well above average incomes, also suffer from
high crime rates. Agricultural Areas and Older Terraced Housing which also
typically contain many low income households have respectively very low and
average burglary and robbery rates.

The BCS research demonstrates that not all ‘poor’ areas suffer from high

“levels of crime, suggesting that poverty alone is not a sufficient factor for

experiencing victimisation. Despite linking high levels of crime with certain types
of 'poor’ areas, it does not necessarily follow that it is 'poor' people/households
who suffer from high rates of crime. It may be that it is the 'better offf who live in
‘poor’ areas who are disproportionately the victims of crime. If this is the case,
then this and other research has suffered from the so-called ‘ecological fallacy”.

*The criminal statistics broken down by Urban Programsme authorities were provided by the Home Office as part of the
Socio-demographic Change in the Inner Cities Project (Department of the Environment).
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Figure 1 Indexed Rate of Crime for Combined 1984, 1988 and 1992
British Crime Surveys by ACORN Neighbourhoods
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5. Results from the 1992 British Crime Survey

The BCS is now accepted to be most accurate guide to measuring conventional
crimes. The survey asks respondents about their own experience and that of
others in the housechold for household crimes: burglary, thefts of and from
vehicles, vandalism and theft from the home. They are asked only about their
own experiences with respect to personal crimes: assaults, robberies, thefts from
the person, and other personal thefts. In 1992 34% percent of respondents
experienced any one of these household crimes, whilst 12% experienced any one
of these personal crimes.

Figure 2 shows the relationship between the experience of household crime
and gross household income quintiles. There is a clear linear relationship
between victimisation and household income. Contrary to popular and academic
opinion, the ‘rich’ experience the most crime whereas the ‘poor’ experience the
least. One in two respondents in the richest 20% of households experience
crime, compared with only one in four respondents in the poorest quintile.

Figure 2 Victim of Household Crime
by Household Income Groups (BCS 1992)
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A similar relationship between personal crime and income can be observed
in Figure 3. The ‘rich’ experience marginally more personal crime than the ‘poor’.
Fourteen percent of individuals in the richest 20% of households experience
crime, compared with only 10% in the poorest quintile.
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