Do the ‘poor’ experience more crime
and greater fear of crime than the
‘rich’?’ !
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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
Control, Komotini, Greece, August 25-26 1994,
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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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Figure 3 Victim of Personal Crim ¢
by Gross Household Incom e Groups (BCS 1992
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In addition to income, victimisation can be investigated according to three other
indicators of poverty; lack of vehicle access, rented tenure and manual
employment. Many health studies interested in explaining health differences
between social groups formed deprivation indexes using combinations of socio-
economic variables (Townsend, Phillimore and Beattie, 1986; Goldblatt, 1990;
Phillimore, Beattie, 1994). For instance, Goldbatt (1990) constructed an index
combining car access, housing tenure and social class in order to explain
differences in mortality between socio-economic groups. These variables were
chosen for specific theoretical reasons. Car access was chosen because it was
considered the best surrogate for current income,®* whilst non-owner occupation
was thought to reflect both lack of wealth and income (Townsend, Phillimore and
Beattie, 1986). The inclusion of social class (used in terms of manual Vs non-
manual) had to do with historical reasons.?

Figure 4 demonstrates victimisation risks for individuals according to the
index used by Goldblatt, although it has been adapted to represent a deprivation
scale. The deprivation scale ranges from 1 to 8, with those individuals with the
lowest level of deprivation scoring 1 and those individuals with the highest
scoring 8. In contrast to health, there is no simple positive relationship between
deprivation and victimisation.

The highest crime rates are experienced by those individuals with a better
standard of living (1 to 4). Their crime rate ranges from 36% to 47%. Those with
a car, who live in rented accommodation and who have a non-manual occupation
experience the highest levels of victimisation (47%). The lowest crime rates are

* This is supported by the fact that in the 1992 BCS, the average household income of individuals with vehicle access
is 20,832, three times the household income level of those individuals without vehicle access.

" The Registrar General's Social Class Classification was developed specifically in order to measure the health
differentials between different social groups,
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experienced by those individuals with the worst standard of living (5 to 8). Their
crime rate ranges from 9% to 26%.

Figure 4 Victim of Household Crime by
Standard of Living (1992 BCS)
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The relationship between housechold income and fear of crime is shown in
Figure 5. Respondents were asked how safe they felt walking alone in their
neighbourhood after dark. Respondents in the poorest household income quintile
have the highest rates of fear (49%), whilst respondents in the richest two
income quintiles have a fear of crime of only 23%.

Figure 5 Fear of Crime by
Gross Household Income Groups

Percent

Poorest Second Third Fourth Richest
Quntilies

50

6. Results from the 1990 Breadline Britain survey
In order to clarify the complex relationship between poverty and crime, the
Breadline Britain survey asked respondents whether they or members of their
household experienced burglary, assault, mugging or robbery, or any other crime
in the last year. Fourteen per cent said that they or members of their household
had experienced crime. Figure 6 shows the distribution of crimes experienced in
the last year, 7.2% of households had been burgled, 2.5% mugged, 2.6% had
been assaulted and 2.9% had been victims of other crimes.

Figure 6 BBS 1990 Distribution of Crim e Experienced
in the Past Year and Fear of Crim ¢
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Fear of crime was assessed by asking respondents whether they or
members of their household felt unsafe in their local neighbourhood. Seventeen
per cent said they feared crime. This is much lower than the 1992 BCS figure of
32%. The BCS question asked respondents about feeling unsafe when walking
alone at night, a question that would predictably give a much higher result.

In order to assess which individuals were most likely to experience crime
and fear crime, the Chi-Squared Automatic Interaction Detector method (CHAID)
was used to explore the most significant variables affecting victimisation rates
and fear of crime. CHAID analysis allows both the combination of categories
within variables and the sorting of variables to produce the most statistically
significant results. CHAID also allows the identification of sub-groups with
particularly high and low victimisation and fear of crime rates.
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CHAID | Victim of Crime
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CHAID 1 shows the most significant factors “explaining” victimisation levels in the
Breadline Britain survey. The boxes show the sample size of the sub-group and the percent of
the sample of households with victims of crime. The stems of the CHAID diagram indicate which
are the most significant variables with those of greater significance nearer the top,

Household Type is the most significant factor affecting the likelihood of victimisation. The
type that is most victimised is the single non-retired and large, adult only households. In this
sub-group of 385 households, 85 households have been victims of crime (22%). This group can
be further sub-divided into those who are in ‘good’ accommodation and those who are in 'poor’ or
‘adequate’ accommodation. Twenty-nine per cent of the 164 households in this latter group have
been victims. This sub-group can again be sub-divided by their history of poverty. The
likelihood of being a victim of crime is greatest (36%) for the sub-group who have 'never' or
‘rarely’ been poor in the past. Student and ex-student households might fit this description (see
The Guardian 21 /9/1993).
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CHAID 2 Fear of Crime
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The CHAID analysis illustrates that poverty is not the significant factor explaining
victimisation. Type of household, followed by standard of housing and a histery of poverty were
more significant than deprivation level, ial class, h hold income, sex and age of the
respondent in explaining experience of crime.

CHAID 2 shows the most significant factors relating to fear of crime. In this case,
deprivation is the most important factor for people fearing crime, affecting 30% of the multiply
deprived. Furthermore, fear of crime increases when deprivation is compounded with a long
history of poverty and a poor standard of housing. Of the multiply deprived, 36% who have
experienced poverty in the past felt unsafe in their local neighbourhood and, of this group, 47%
of those in poor housing, fear crime. Age and sex were not as significant in explaining fear of
crime.
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7. Fear of Crime and Lack of Insurance

Although fear of crime is often seen as irrational by many criminologists, the
effects of crime, particularly property crime, will be greatest on low income
households which cannot afford to replace lost possessions. In these
circumstances, fear of crime cannot be considered to be irrational. Respondents
in the Breadline Britain survey were asked if they had contents insurance and, if
they did not, whether this was because they could not afford it. Figure 7 shows
that households with no insurance’ suffer almost twice as much fear of crime as
household with insurance, despite having only a 2% higher crime rate.

Figure 7 Victim of Crim e, Fear of Crim ¢
by Possession of Insuranmce (BBS 1990)
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Eighty-five per cent of the group with no insurance suffered from multiple
deprivation (i.e. lacked three or more necessities). As Paula, who also appeared in
the television series for Breadline Britain made clear:

"We haven't got insurance simply for the fact that we can't afford it.... It's mainly for
your personal possessions, if they break in, that's just gone... It's really pot luck,
take your chance. You go out and you lock the doors, if they're broken when you
come back there's nothing you can do about it." (Paula 2)

*Those households without insurance because they do not want it have been excluded to prevent distortion in the
analysis. This group's fear of crime is similar to that of the group that possesses insurance rather than the group that
cannot afford insurance.
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8. Discussion and Conclusion

From this preliminary survey evidence, it appears that poverty has an important
impact on fear of crime but not victimisation. The evidence from the 1992 BCS,
shows the respondents in the richest households as being twice as likely to
experience household crime compared with the poorest. Car ownership is an
important aspect of this, since a large proportion of crime is vehicle related.
However, the rich were also marginally more likely to experience personal crime.
Some criminologists have argued that the respondents level of education may
explain differential rates of violent crime. That is to say, respondents with a
higher level of education may have a lower threshold for violence, and are
therefore more likely to report an incident as a crime. This in an area which
clearly requires further investigation. On the other hand, the analysis showed a
definite link between poverty and fear of crime. Poor people suffer from a
disproportionately high level of fear of crime regardless of whether or not they
have been victimised. This fear is not irrational but results from the greater
impact that crime has on poor people.
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