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This descriptive study provides an empirical examination of issues related to
campus safety including college students’ perceptions of fear and perceived
risk of crime as reported by a convenience sample of 564 undergraduate
students at a large southeastern university. Students also reported their use of
constrained behavior in an attempt to reduce their likelihood of victimization.
Prevalence estimates of personal, property, and sexual assault victimizations
are reported. Results indicated that there were significant gender differences
in perceptions of fear, safety, perceived risk, and involvement in constrained
behavior. Significant gender differences were also found in self-reported sexual
assault and property crime victimization. Directions for risk reduction and
prevention strategies for campus victimization are discussed along with
concluding remarks about the importance of these campus-related issues to
educators and to the campus community as a whole.

Introduction

“The college campus is no longer perceived as a place with a special, erudite
atmosphere protected from worldly happenings” (Morriss 1993:5). As the media
focused its attention on several violent crimes that occurred on campuses across
the country during the 1980s, researchers took interest in studying campus
crime. Similarly, legislators showed their concern about campus safety issues by
passing the Crime Awareness and Campus Security Act of 1990. Prior to this Act,
campus crime incident reports and statistics were protected as educational
records. This legislation made colleges and universities responsible for publicly
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reporting their annual prevalence and incidence of crime. More specifically, this
Act provided federal funds to postsecondary institutions to assist in the required
reporting of incidences of personal and property crime, as well as arrests for
certain illegal activities such as liquor law violations, drug use/abuse violations,
and weapon possessions (Fisher 1995).

The Act was originally designed to educate students, parents, staff, and
faculty about the incidence of crime on campus and also to provide the first
step in addressing crime problems on college campuses. Similar to many policies
in higher education, however, this congressional effort has not been insulated
from criticism, including arguments related to the types of crimes that are
required to be reported, the entity responsible for reporting the crimes, the
mechanisms by which crimes are reported, and the dissemination of campus
crime statistics to the public (Fisher 1995). Notwithstanding these criticisms,
the Act led to greater awareness of campus crime problems, the development
and implementation of campus crime prevention programs, and institutional
resource allocation, all of which have had an impact on the daily behaviors of
students, faculty, and administrators alike.

Campus crime is indeed a serious issue of concern for current university
students, parents of prospective students, campus law enforcement personnel,
and the campus community as a whole (including faculty and staff). High campus
crime rates may discourage prospective students from attending certain univer-
sities, and may similarly dissuade parents from paying tuition to send their chil-
dren to institutions that could be regarded as unsafe (Fisher and Nasar 1992).
Campus crime can also be seen as an issue that destabilizes the core principles
of higher education itself, and according to Tseng, Duane, and Hadipriono
(2004:23), “criminal activities on campus not only undermine the quality of the
learning environment, but also reduce the positive activities of people associ-
ated with the campus.”

Literature Review

Campus Victimization

Fox and Hellman (1985) and McPheters (1978) were among the first scholars to
empirically examine campus crime issues and explore factors associated with its
occurrence. Relying on data from 75 universities, McPheters (1978) found that
the proportion of students living in dormitories and the proximity of the campus
to urban areas with high unemployment rates were strong predictors of campus
crime. Similarly, Fox and Hellman (1985) expanded the scope of their study to
include 200 universities, and found that campus size and scholastic quality were
also significantly related to higher rates of campus crime.

More recent campus crime research has focused on other campus characteris-
tics that were not examined previously. Morriss (1993) found significant rela-
tionships between the intensity of deterrents, level of public transportation,
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and campus crime rates. Consistent with the two aforementioned studies (Fox
and Hellman 1985; McPheters 1978), location (i.e., urban versus rural) was not
found to be a significant predictor of campus crime rates. Morriss suggested that
the lack of an observed relationship between campus location and crime rates
provides an indication that “no higher education institution can consider itself
immune to crime” (1993:20).

Other more recent research has shown that the campus environment may
actually be safer than that of the local community where it resides. Volkwein,
Szelest, and Lizotte (1995) reported that although the national violent crime
rates (particularly juvenile crime) were increasing in the early 1990s, violent
crime rates on college and university campuses were in fact decreasing. This
trend was true for property crime rates as well, where Volkwein et al. (1995)
found that campus property crime rates began decreasing after 1985, while
property crime rates were increasing nationally. Further, most scholars agree
that violent crime comprises a somewhat small proportion of crime that
occurs on college and university campuses. Sloan (1994) reported that 64
percent of the crimes on campus consisted of burglaries and theft, whereas
about 10 percent of crime was violent in nature. It is important to note,
however, that these estimates reflect crime reported to law enforcement,
and it is suspected that crime occurring on college campuses is reported to
law enforcement at even lower rates than crime reported in the general popu-
lation (Sloan 1994).

In contrast to the aforementioned research, Sloan, Lanier, and Beer’s (2000)
comprehensive review of the campus crime literature points out that rates of
violence against women on campus may actually be greater than off-campus
rates. They also note that alcohol and drugs are connected to many of the
violent and sex-related crimes that occur on campus. Additionally, Sloan et al.
(2000:7) argue that students whose lifestyles are characterized by “partying”
experience an increased risk of victimization, which points to the idea that
there are “hot spots” and “hot times” for campus crime to occur.

Perceptions of Safety and Fear of Crime on Campus

The increase in scholarly attention to campus crime issues has included a focus
on perceptions of safety and fear of crime among members of the campus
community. Brantingham and Brantingham (1994:162) emphasize that people
utilize the campus throughout various times during the day and night, and they
argue that “nighttime activity appears to convert natural fear into fear of
crime.” They also suggest that students and faculty may face a dual victimiza-
tion risk, being that they are vulnerable to crime committed by outsiders as well
as insiders within the campus community.

Fear of crime research that has accumulated over the past several decades
indicates that fear of crime is a complicated phenomenon, one that is influ-
enced by a host of variables including personal factors (e.g., age, race, and sex)
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and contextual factors (e.g., neighborhood or campus characteristics, location
of residence, and time of day) (Warr 1990). Studies focusing on public percep-
tions of crime have suggested that the public actually has a fairly accurate
impression of official crime rates, but that people tend to overestimate the
incidence of serious but relatively infrequent crime, and underestimate the
occurrence of less serious but more prevalent crime (Warr 1980).

A variety of other personal and contextual factors ranging from vulnerability
to the adequacy of lighting on campus have been found to influence fear of
crime in college samples (Day 1994). Fisher and Nasar (1992) found that fear of
crime on campus stems from fear in relation to low prospect, lack of escape,
and high refuge, meaning that students on campus will be more fearful of crime
when there is low prospect (such as lack of a clear open view of the area), lack
of escape from a potential offender, and a high possibility of refuge for the
offender to hide. Tseng et al. (2004:21) examined perceptions of safety in
campus parking garages and note that it is the “dread of violent crime in park-
ing garages that instills fear in those who must routinely use public parking
garages, especially late at night.”

McCreedy and Dennis (1996) found that approximately 86 percent of students
surveyed reported a high level of concern about being a victim of violence. More
specifically, among victims of “other sexual offenses” (i.e., indecent exposure
or inappropriate grabbing of body parts), 95 percent reported a very high fear of
crime. According to Sloan et al.’s (2000) review of the extant literature,
students, faculty, and other members of the campus community tend to be
more fearful of crime at night than during the day. They suggested that there
are differences in fear across the groups comprising the campus community and
that their reported levels of fear are primarily a function of age, gender, race,
and prior victimization experiences. Furthermore, they also provide evidence
indicating that women have a greater fear of crime than men, regardless of
their member status in the campus community (whether they were students,
faculty, or staff) (Sloan et al. 2000).

Several other studies have also found evidence supporting Sloan et al.’s
(2000) findings regarding gender differences in perceptions of crime and fear
of crime on campus. Turner and Torres (2006:26) found that many women
were afraid of crime simply because they were women and they felt that
“being a woman meant thinking about personal safety on a daily basis.”
Brantingham and Brantingham (1994) found that males were more likely than
females to think that the campus was safe after dark. Eighty-eight percent of
the males surveyed perceived the campus to be safe after dark, while only 48
percent of the females perceived the campus to be safe at night. Brantingham
and Brantingham’s (1994) results also suggested that gender predicted higher
levels of fear on campus after dark. Fisher and Sloan (2003) found that women,
compared to men, were over twice as fearful of face-to-face victimization at
night. According to McCreedy and Dennis (1996:77), “these high figures [of fear
of crime] for victims of personal crime, suggest a perception—real or imagined,
that the campus is not a safe environment.”
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Perceived Risk of Crime

Initial research on fear of crime was problematic in that some studies did not
distinguish between perceived risk, which is a cognitive assessment of the risk
of victimization, and fear, which is an emotional reaction to risk or other
factors related to crime. Consequently, researchers in the field now generally
recognize the importance of including perceived risk as a predictor and differ-
entiating between types of crime when asking respondents about fear. Research
indicates that objective risk and fear often do not coincide, yet universities
often take special precautions to protect students (e.g., have information
pamphlets, escorts or call boxes on campus, etc.), which may make students
more aware of their risk of victimization than they otherwise might have been
(Day 1994; Fisher, Sloan, Cullen, and Lu 1997). Fisher and Sloan (2003) found
that women felt significantly more at risk for all measured crime than did men,
and for rape, females felt almost twice as likely to be victimized. Fisher and
Nasar (1992) found that many students were afraid of crime on campus and that
women are especially afraid at night. Students worried both about crime on
campus and in the surrounding areas. Fisher, Sloan, and Wilkins (1995) found
that female students felt much more at risk of victimization than males did.
Results also indicated that the more nights students were on campus, the less at
risk and afraid they felt. These authors concluded that those who took classes or
worked at night may have been more comfortable due to their increasing famil-
iarity with the area. In addition, Fisher et al. (1995) argued that women may
feel more at risk at night and therefore may be more afraid than men.

Constrained Behavior

Extending from the growing research evidence of the occurrence of campus
crime and the relatively high levels of fear of crime on campus, scholars have
started to identify certain behavioral changes or actions that individuals
purposefully make in hopes of reducing their victimization risk. These changes
are commonly referred to as constrained behavior. Research has shown that
fear of crime and constrained behavior are strongly related, and specifically
that fear of crime is a strong predictor of constrained behavior (Hickman and
Meuhlenhard 1997). Some examples of constrained behavior engaged in by
students include carrying keys in a defensive manner or asking someone to walk
with them as an escort for safety reasons (Fisher and Sloan 2003).

According to the majority of prior studies (Currie 1994; Griffith, Hueston,
Wilson, Moyers and Hart 2004; Klodawsky and Lundy 1994; McCreedy and Dennis
1996; Tewksbury and Mustaine 2003; Turner and Torres 2006), students and
other members of the campus community engage in constraining behavior in
their daily lives in response to their fear of crime. McCreedy and Dennis (1996)
reported that 27 percent of college students sampled said that they would avoid
night classes because of fear of crime. More specifically, 36 percent of students
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who were victims of rape or attempted rape said they would avoid nighttime
classes because of their fear. Among students who were victims of “other sexual
offenses,” 43 percent said that their fear causes them to avoid nighttime
classes. In a similar study, Griffith et al. (2004) found that only eight percent of
male and female students surveyed reported that they actually changed their
daily activities because of fear of crime.

Previous studies have also shown gender differences among the use of
constrained behavior. Turner and Torres (2006) suggested that the inability for
women to feel safe in their residence halls is an example of how women do not
have equal access to services on college campuses. Currie (1994) found that
many women would curtail daily activities because of fear of crime on campus
and a significant percentage of the female students reported avoiding certain
campus buildings including libraries, parking lots, and the student union. Currie
(1994) also argued that the practice of participating in constrained behavior
prevents female students from being fully involved in activities offered to
students on campuses. In a similar study of college women, Klodawsky and
Lundy (1994) found that nearly two thirds of the female student body restricted
their movements due to fear of crime. Many female students said that they had
to adopt precautionary safety strategies in order to simply attend the university
as students, and these strategies in turn restricted their participation in schol-
arly activities on campus.

Other precautionary measures, such as carrying a gun or mace, have also been
a form of constrained behavior engaged in by students to reduce their victimiza-
tion risk. Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003) found that 22 percent of college
students sampled reported carrying mace for self-protection and 17 percent of
the sample reported carrying guns. Although, Tewksbury and Mustaine
(2003:316) argue that feeling fearful and vulnerable appears to be less important
in predicting the use of precautionary measures, such as carrying a gun or mace,
than one’s actual level of vulnerability. Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003) also
linked the use of safety measures to drug and alcohol use and found that
students who used crack, but not other types of drugs or alcohol, were more
likely to use self-protective measures than students who did not use crack. Their
research also showed that students who used alcohol and drugs (other than
crack) were just as likely to perceive a need for precautions to avoid potential
victimization as students who did not use alcohol and drugs.

Methods

Data and Sample

In the current study, surveys were administered to a convenience sample of
564 undergraduate students enrolled in criminology courses in a large south-
eastern university during the Fall 2005 semester. The survey instrument was
administered to students at the beginning or end of class meetings by the
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research team. Researchers explained the purpose of the survey to the
students and emphasized that participation was anonymous and completely
voluntary. The survey comprised 97 questions regarding the students’ demo-
graphic and socioeconomic characteristics, personality indicators, and ques-
tions relating to the students’ fear and perceived risk of crime. The survey also
contained questions that asked about involvement in certain criminal activities
and/or deviant behaviors, along with questions asking about campus-specific
crime victimization experiences.

The descriptive statistics for the demographic characteristics of the sample
and other measures of campus-related issues (i.e., fear of crime, safety,
perceived risk, and constrained behavior) are presented in Table 1. The sample
of undergraduate students was predominantly White (72 percent), and female
students made up a slight majority of the sample (56 percent); however, there
was still a fairly equivalent gender composition to allow for the investigation of
gender differences. The average age of the students was 20.41 years (SD = 2.47),
and the range was 16–33 years. Data were not missing for the demographic

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of college student sample (n = 564)

Variables M SD N %

Demographic measures
Gender

Male 251 44.5
Female 313 55.5

Race
White 403 71.5
Non-White 161 28.5

Age
20 and under 314 55.7
21 and over 250 44.3

Campus-related issues
Fear of crime 2.58 0.93 562
Safety 3.87 0.77 564
Perceived risk of crime 3.39 1.34 562
Constrained behavior 1.97 0.71 563

Victimization prevalence
Direct victimization

Overall 121 21.5
Personal 23 4.1
Sexual assault 14 2.5
Property 98 17.4

Indirect victimization
Overall 259 45.9
Person 128 22.7
Property 232 41.1



198 JENNINGS, GOVER, AND PUDRZYNSKA

variables. In addition, there were very few missing data (less than 1 percent) for
the measures used to assess the prevalence of self-reported campus victimiza-
tion and for items used to construct the composite measures discussed below.

Measures

Campus Victimization

Following the guidance of Fisher and Sloan (2003), a series of measures were
used to assess the overall prevalence of self-reported campus victimization.
Prevalence measures were dummy coded responses where (1) indicated that at
least one campus victimization was reported and (0) indicated that no campus
victimization was reported, since enrolling at the university for the following
crimes: robbery, sexual assault, assault, battery, burglary, theft, and fraud.
Campus victimization was also disaggregated into a personal victimization
measure where (1) indicated that the student reported being either robbed,
assaulted, or battered on campus at least once, and (0) represented no reported
personal campus victimizations. The property victimization measure was
created with the same method as the personal victimization measure and
included burglary, theft, and fraud. The sexual assault measure was a dummy
coded response to whether the student reported experiencing at least one
sexual assault victimization since enrolling at the university.

Remaining consistent with Fisher and Sloan (2003), measures of indirect
victimization were included by asking students if they knew anyone who had
been a victim of crime on campus (personal or property) within the previous
year. These measures were dummy coded as (1) if the student reported knowing
a victim and (0) if the student did not report knowing a victim. In addition, an
overall indirect measure of victimization was included by combining personal
and property indirect victimization and was coded as (1) if the student reported
having known a victim of a personal or property campus crime in the past year
and (0) if the student reported that they did not know a victim of personal or
property campus crime during the past year.

Fear of Crime

Earlier research found two important distinctions that should be empirically
noted when examining fear of crime among college students. First, college
students are more fearful of crime during the night compared to levels of fear
during the day (Fisher and Nasar 1995; Walsh et al. 2001). Second, research
points to the need to measure crime-specific fear, especially fear of sexual
victimization (see Ferraro 1995, 1996). The fear of crime measure in this study
was a three-item additive scale of student responses to the following Likert-type
statements ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree: “I am
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generally more afraid of being a victim of crime during the night;” “I am afraid
of having my property stolen;” and “I am afraid of being raped or sexually
assaulted.” The Cronbach’s alpha value was .69, and higher scale scores indi-
cated a greater fear of crime on campus.

Safety

While some prior research has shown that a large proportion of students may
report feeling safe in general (McConnell 1997), other research has shown that
many students also report significant levels of fear (Fisher and Nasar 1992).
Therefore, scholars suggest that it is important to distinguish between domain-
specific fear of victimization or whether the potential incident location is driv-
ing the fear (see Fisher and Sloan 2003). Therefore, students’ perceptions of the
relative safety of the campus environment was measured with three-items that
had Likert-type responses to statements such as: “I feel safe at this University;”
“I feel the University has sufficient safety measures to protect students;” and “I
feel safe at night on campus” where all responses ranged from (1) strongly
disagree to (5) strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha value was .73, and higher
scale scores indicated stronger perceptions of a safe campus environment.

Perceived Risk of Crime

To maintain consistency with Ferraro’s (1995, 1996) and Fisher and Sloan’s
(2003) measurement of perceived risk of crime, the perceived risk measure
comprised responses to eight items that asked respondents to gauge the likeli-
hood that they would be victims of the following crimes on campus, ranging
from (1) being the least likely and (10) being the most likely for: “Being
approached by a beggar or panhandler;” “Being sexually assaulted;” “Being
assaulted by someone with a weapon;” “Being mugged;” “Having someone
break into your place of residence while you are there;” “Having someone break
into your place of residence while you are not there;” “Having your car stolen;”
and “Having your property stolen.” The Cronbach’s alpha value for perceived
risk of crime was .83, and higher scale scores indicated a higher perceived
victimization risk.

Constrained Behavior

Similar to measures used in prior research to investigate students’ use of
constrained behavior (Ferraro 1995, 1996; Fisher and Sloan 2003; Tewksbury and
Mustaine 2003), a series of questions were included to represent whether or not
students engaged in a variety of constrained behavior with the intent to reduce
their risk of victimization. Using Likert-type response options ranging from (1)
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strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree, students were asked to respond to the
following statements: “I try to avoid going out alone at night because of crime;”
“Within the past year I have limited or changed my activities because of crime;”
“I always keep a weapon in my place of residence for protection;” “When I go
out at night, I usually carry pepper spray, mace, or other weapons;” and “I
avoid taking nighttime classes because of being afraid of crime.” The
Cronbach’s alpha value for this five-item measure was .72, and higher scale
scores indicated a greater use of constrained behavior.

The analyses that follow begin with a description of the prevalence esti-
mates of the self-reported direct campus victimization (i.e., overall, personal,
sexual assault, and property) and indirect campus victimization (i.e., overall,
personal, and property). Also reported are the summary statistics for
measures used to represent campus-related issues, including: perceptions of
fear, safety, risk, and the students’ reported use of constrained behavior.
These results are followed by a series of bivariate analyses, chi-square, and t
tests that examine whether campus victimization rates and campus-related
issues vary by gender.

Results

Prevalence of Campus Victimization

Approximately 22 percent of the respondents reported that they had been
victims of at least one type of crime (i.e., robbery, sexual assault, assault,
battery, theft, burglary, or fraud) since enrolling at the university. These
victimizations occurred either on or near campus. These reports produced a
campus victimization rate of a little more than 20 out of every 100 students
being victimized on campus. Dividing the aggregate victimization rate into
crime types provides a clearer picture with respect to the prevalence of crime-
specific campus victimization. According to the self-reported campus sexual
assault estimates, 2.5 per 100 students reported having been a victim of a
sexual assault while on campus. Separate prevalence estimates of property
versus personal victimization indicated that a greater proportion of students
reported being victims of property crime (approximately 17 per 100) compared
to personal crime (approximately 4 per 100). Thus, college students experi-
enced property crime victimization approximately four times as often as
personal crime victimization.

A comparison of these direct campus victimization estimates with the indi-
rect campus victimization estimates indicates that campus victimization is much
more widespread than the self-reported victimization figures of this sample
specifically illustrate. The results showed that 46 percent of students reported
having known someone who had been the victim of crime on campus within the
previous year. More specifically, 41 percent of the sample reported having
known a victim of a property crime, and 23 percent reported having known a
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victim of a personal crime on campus within the previous year. Although the
prevalence estimates reported here are slightly higher than those reported in
previous research, overall these findings are consistent with prior research that
has shown that approximately one-third of college students will be victimized
on campus during their time of attendance (Fisher 1995; Fisher, Sloan, Cullen,
and Lu 1998).

The findings in the current study indicate that while overall direct victimiza-
tion was a relatively frequent event, sexual assault and personal victimization
prevalence was low. These findings begged the question of whether the lower
prevalence estimates of crimes that tend to illicit greater perceptions of fear or
safety would produce lower levels of general fear and greater levels of
perceived safety on campus. Also, since reported levels of direct victimization
were rare, it is interesting to examine whether respondents also report lower
levels of perceived risk and use of constrained behavior, since an individual’s
perceptions of risk and changes in their behavior tend to be responses to victim-
ization experiences.

Campus-Related Issues

The fear of crime and perceived campus safety measures range from 1 (low
perception of fear and safety) to 5 (high perception of fear and safety). The
following results are found in Table 1. Overall, the average level of fear
reported among these college students was 2.58, indicating that these students
typically had moderate levels of fear of crime on campus. Similarly, the average
score for the perceived safety scale was 3.87, which provided additional
evidence that students perceived the campus to be a moderately safe environ-
ment. In comparison, students’ average score on the perceived risk scale was
3.39 with a range of 1 (low perceived risk of victimization) to a high of 7.63
(high perceived risk of victimization). These results indicated that respondents
had moderate perceptual levels of their likelihood of being victimized on
campus.

In addition to perceptions of fear and safety, the current study assessed
respondents’ participation in constrained behavior for purposes of reducing
their likelihood of victimization. With a range of 1 (little to no behavioral
changes) to 5 (several behavioral changes), the average score for the
constrained behavior scale was 1.97. This finding indicated that on average,
students did not engage in many changes in behavior to reduce their risk of
victimization.

Gender Differences in Campus Victimization and Campus-Related Issues

The final component of the analysis presented here was conducted in two
phases. First, based on consistent findings from previous research about gender
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differences in victimization (Gottfredson 1986; Hindelang 1976; Hindelang,
Gottfredson, and Garofalo 1978; Laub 1990) and particularly with respect to
campus victimization (Fisher 1995; Schreck 1999), this analysis relied on a series
of chi-square tests to determine if gender was associated with campus victim-
ization and, if so, whether differences were observed across all dimensions of
victimization (i.e., direct, indirect, overall, personal, sexual assault, and prop-
erty). The second part of the analysis focused on investigating whether or not
gender differences were present for levels of fear, safety, perceived risk, and
constrained behavior. These issues were addressed by examining the results of a
sequence of t tests.

Table 2 presents the results of the chi-square analyses that examine the
nature of the association between gender and campus victimization. Overall,
once campus victimization rates were disaggregated by gender, it appeared that
being male was significantly associated with campus victimization, meaning
that males were more likely to have been victims of crimes on campus since
enrolling in the university. While this finding is consistent with prior research on
gender differences in victimization (see Schreck 1999), in order to ascertain
whether aggregate campus victimization rates mask further gender differences
in crime-specific campus victimization it was necessary to examine gender
differences within personal, sexual assault, and property campus victimization.

Consistent with expectations, being male was associated not only with over-
all campus victimization, but also with personal and property campus victimiza-
tion, which shows that a significantly greater proportion of males report both
types of campus victimization compared to females. In contrast, more than
twice as many females than males reported being victims of sexual assault since
enrolling at the university. The prevalence of sexual assault, however, was not
large enough to detect significant differences across gender. With regard to the
comparable measures of indirect campus victimization, almost equivalent
proportions of male and female students reported having known victims of
personal and property campus crime in the previous year.

Higher victimization rates among male students may reasonably suggest that
males would be more afraid of crime and that they perceive themselves to be at
a greater risk for crime compared to females. It also seems plausible that male
students would report feeling that the campus does not provide a safe environ-
ment and show greater involvement in the use of constrained behavior.

As logical as these statements seem, prior research has indicated that gender
(i.e., female) is the most robust predictor of an elevated fear of victimization
(see Warr 2000). Fisher (1995) found that college women were more fearful of
campus victimization and were more likely to perceive themselves as having a
greater potential for becoming a victim while on campus compared to college
men. Walsh et al.’s (2001) results also indicated that college women were more
fearful of campus victimization, with more than twice the amount of women
than men reporting being fearful. Ferraro (1995,1996) has also suggested that
women are more inclined to engage in constrained behavior to reduce their like-
lihood of victimization because of their overall fear of rape (see Lane and
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Meeker 2003, for a review of the “shadow hypothesis”). Similarly, the findings
in the current study indicate that, in fact, females were significantly more
afraid of crime, perceived the campus environment to be unsafe, perceived
their risk of campus victimization to be higher, and engaged in constrained
behavior at higher rates to reduce their victimization risk compared to males
(see Table 3). These contrasting findings insofar as the disconnect between
students’ actual direct victimization and their perceptions are indeed of vital
importance to researchers, students, and the campus community as a whole,
and it is to this issue that our attention now turns.

Discussion and Conclusion

Findings from previous research and those reported in the current study suggest
that more effort from the campus community (i.e., university police, students,
faculty, administrators) is necessary to raise awareness and promote prevention
of campus victimization. Campuses could also benefit from structural changes
(i.e., lighting, student escort services, centrally located walkways, etc.) to
reduce the likelihood of victimization on campus, since some research indicates
that structural changes can be preventative (Turner and Torres 2006). For
example, Tseng et al. (2004) found that illumination is the most significant
factor that affects perceptions of safety and the incidence of crimes in campus
parking garages. They also found access control (whether the garage is easily
accessible to outsiders) to have a significant influence on campus parking
garage safety. Fisher and Nasar (1992) also stress the importance of structural
changes in order to increase campus safety. They argue that compared to
personnel and students, the physical arrangements of buildings, parking
garages, etc., tend to be relatively permanent; therefore, although the campus
population is transient, any physical or structural changes that can be made to
improve public safety are likely to have long-term effects.

Efforts to make campuses safer must include a focus on both structural and
social changes. Day (1994) points out that the responses of many colleges
and universities toward sexual assault on campus often fail to help women. The

Table 3 Gender differences in perceptions of fear, safety, perceived risk, and use of 
constrained behavior on campus

Fear Safety Perceived risk
Constrained 

behavior

Variables Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

M 2.08 2.99 4.12 3.66 3.19 3.56 1.76 2.14
SD .76 .85 .69 .77 1.21 1.41 .65 .71
t 13.33*** −7.43*** 3.39*** 6.68***

***p < .001.
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solutions of some universities tend to be based on gendered social norms that
reinforce patriarchal standards of behavior and fail to get at the root causes of
the problem (Day 1994). Also, some institutions do not have direct service
programs that address the needs of women who have already been sexually
assaulted. This is of particular concern because women who have a history of
sexual assault are more at risk of being victimized again (Gidycz, Hanson, and
Layman 1995; Milhausen, McBride, and Jun 2006). Schools of higher education
must begin using educational programs to raise awareness and safety among
college and university students (Turner and Torres 2006). Although educational
programs will not eliminate crime, they could be utilized for prevention
purposes (McCreedy and Dennis 1996). For example, McCreedy and Dennis (1996)
propose the use of emergency phones and security lighting campus-wide as a
preventive measure to promote safety on campus. They also stress that adminis-
trative policies and procedures aimed at crime prevention are perhaps the best
solution for reducing the number of sexual and personal crimes on campus.

Fisher (1995) describes ways in which different universities across the coun-
try have implemented security measures. She says that most schools have
implemented student and employee educational procedures and programs,
victim services, changes in law enforcement styles, and changes in the physical
environment of the campuses. Numerous campuses have installed or updated
blue-light emergency telephones and alarms to improve safety among students
(Fisher 1995). Many universities have made it more difficult for intruders to
enter residential halls by installing alarms and key-card entry systems. Some
campuses also offer escort services for students at nighttime.

Specifically regarding sexual assault, some universities provide information
about what constitutes sexual assault, what to do when sexual assault occurs,
and types of victim services offered. Other examples of crime prevention/
awareness programs include courses on how crimes are handled by both the
university system and the criminal justice system, so that victims know what
to expect if they decide to report the crime to the authorities. Crime preven-
tion programs may also offer information about alcohol and substance abuse
laws and campus regulations. In addition, some universities offer transporta-
tion services to increase safety among students. One example is the Student
Nighttime Auxiliary Patrol (SNAP), a door-to-door transportation service that
students can take during the late nighttime hours. SNAP employees are
equipped with a police radio and picture ID, and their communications are
monitored by the University’s police department. Campus police departments
typically provide a list of safety tips for students such as: 

Be aware of your surroundings and of the behavior of the people around you;
follow your intuition; and trust your feelings about a situation. Always keep an
eye on your purse, backpack, briefcase, laptop computer, and other electron-
ics; and do not take a break and leave your belongings unattended. Practice the
buddy system; walk with a friend whenever possible; let someone know where
you are going, when you plan to return, what routes you will take, and how you
can be reached.
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Similarly, some university police departments report crime statistics, contact
information for reporting emergencies, information about the consequences of
victimization, and provide literature discussing various alcohol and personal
safety prevention programs. Nevertheless, there is still much to know about the
impact of different security measures on campus crime rates or fear of crime
(Fisher 1995). Brantingham and Brantingham (1994) suggest using surveys and
official reports in order to evaluate the effectiveness of programs implemented
by colleges and universities to make their campuses safer.

Overall, the findings from this study suggest that aggregate and offense-
specific rates of campus victimization are well above the zero threshold and vary
by gender, thus illustrating that college campuses are not areas insulated from
crime as once believed. Second, the finding of a disconnect between actual
victimization experiences and corresponding levels of perceived fear, safety,
risk, and constrained behavior highlights the importance of educating students
on their group-specific (i.e., gender) rates of victimization. Males are more likely
to be victimized for both overall and personal and property crime and more
females reported being victims of sexual assault, yet males reported feeling
safer, having lower levels of fear, a lower perceived likelihood of being a victim
of crime, and using constrained behavior less often than females. Third, the find-
ings additionally exposed the rather high indirect victimization rates; therefore,
it appears that direct campus victimization estimates from self-reports of victim-
ization may grossly underestimate the “true” rates of campus crime.

It is important to note that these findings are based on results from a conve-
nience sample of undergraduate students from a large southeastern university.
These findings therefore may not necessarily generalize to other college
campuses; however, the results suggest that campus victimization and campus-
related issues are something that cannot be ignored. It is the responsibility of
educators, campus administrators, campus law enforcement, and the campus
community as a whole to provide education, promote awareness of these issues,
and develop and implement effective measures to address the apparent sources
(personal and contextual) of campus victimization and fear of crime. What
better arena for exposing and discussing these issues than in the classroom,
especially in classrooms that already deal with these topical areas such as in
criminology and criminal justice courses? Indeed, the research evidence appears
to be mounting in the direction indicating that institutions of higher learning are
not as safe as once perceived; therefore, there is a need for a concerted effort
from the campus community to help reduce the collective levels of campus
victimization and also to increase perceptions of safety and use of constrained
behavior in an effort to reduce individual susceptibility to campus crime.

References

Brantingham, P. J., and P. L. Brantingham. 1994. “Surveying Campus Crime: What Can Be
Done to Reduce Crime and Fear?” Security Journal 5: 160–71.



ARE INSTITUTIONS OF HIGHER LEARNING SAFE? 207

Currie, D. 1994. “Women’s Safety on Campus: Challenging the University as a Gendered
Space.” Humanity and Society 18: 24–48.

Day, K. 1994. “Conceptualizing Women’s Fear of Sexual Assault on Campus: A Review of
Causes and Recommendations for Change.” Environment and Behavior 26: 742–65.

Ferraro, K. F. 1995. Fear of Crime: Interpreting Victimization Risk. Albany: State
University of New York Press.

———. 1996. “Women’s Fear of Victimization: Shadow of Sexual Assault? Social Forces 75:
667–96.

Fisher, B. S. 1995. “Crime and Fear on Campus.” Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 539: 85–101.

Fisher, B. S., and J. L Nasar. 1992. “Fear of Crime in Relation to Three Exterior Site
Features: Prospect, Refuge, and Escape.” Environment and Behavior 24: 35–65.

———. 1995. “Fear Spots in Relation to Microlevel Physical Clues: Exploring the
Overlooked.” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 32: 214–39.

Fisher, B. S., and J. J. Sloan. 2003. “Unraveling the Fear of Victimization among College
Women: Is the “Shadow of Sexual Assault Hypothesis” Supported?” Justice Quarterly
20: 633–59.

Fisher, B. S., J. J. Sloan, F. T. Cullen, and C. Lu. 1997. “The On-Campus Victimization of
Students: Implications for Crime Prevention by Students and Post-Secondary
Institutions.” In S. P. Lab (ed.), Crime Prevention at a Crossroads, pp. 101–23.
Cincinnati, OH: Anderson.

Fisher, B. S., J. J. Sloan, F. T. Cullen, and C. Lu. 1998. “Crime in the Ivory Tower: The
Levels and Sources of Student Victimization.” Criminology 36: 671–710.

Fisher, B. S., J. J. Sloan, and D. L. Wilkins. 1995. “Fear of Crime and Perceived Risk of
Victimization in an Urban University Setting.” In B. S. Fisher and J. J. Sloan (eds.),
Campus Crime: Legal, Social and Policy Perspectives, pp. 179–209. Springfield, IL:
Charles C. Thomas.

Fox, J. A., and D. A. Hellman. 1985. “Location and Other Correlates of Campus Crime.”
Journal of Criminal Justice 13: 429–44.

Gidycz, C. A., K. Hanson and M. J. Layman. 1995. “A Prospective Analysis of the
Relationships among Sexual Assault Experiences: An Extension of Previous Findings.”
Psychology of Women Quarterly 19: 5–29.

Gottfredson, M. 1986. “Substantive Contributions of Victimization Surveys.” In N. Morris
and M. Tonry (eds.), Crime and Justice, vol. 7, pp. 251–287. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Griffith, J. D., H. Hueston, E. Wilson, C. Moyers and C. L. Hart. 2004. “Satisfaction with
Campus Police Services.” College Student Journal 38: 150–56.

Hickman, S. E., and C. L. Meuhlenhard. 1997. “College Women’s Fears and Precautionary
Behaviors Relating to Acquaintance Rape and Stranger Rape.” Psychology of Women
Quarterly 21: 527–47.

Hindelang, M. J. 1976. Criminal Victimization in Eight American Cities. Cambridge, MA:
Ballinger.

Hindelang, M. J., M. R. Gottfredson and J. Garofalo. 1978. Victims of Personal Crime:
An Empirical Foundation for a Theory of Personal Victimization. Cambridge, MA:
Ballinger.

Klodawsky, F., and C. Lundy. 1994. “Women’s Safety in the University Environment.”
Journal of Architectural and Planning Research 11: 128–136.

Lane, J., and Meeker, J. W. 2003. “Women’s and Men’s Fear of Gang Crimes: Sexual and
Nonsexual Assault as Perceptually Contemporaneous Offenses.” Justice Quarterly 20:
337–71.

Laub, J. H. 1990. “Patterns of Criminal Victimization in the United States.” In A. Lurigio,
W. Skogan and R. Davis (Eds), Victims of Crime: Problems, Policies, and Programs,
pp. 23–49. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.



208 JENNINGS, GOVER, AND PUDRZYNSKA

McConnell, E. H. 1997. “Fear of Crime on Campus: A Study of a Southern University.”
Journal of Security Administration 20: 22–46.

McCreedy, K. R., and B. G. Dennis. 1996. “Sex-Related Offenses and Fear of Crime on
Campus.” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice 12: 69–80.

McPheters, L. R. 1978. “Econometric Analysis of Factors Influencing Crime on Campus.”
Journal of Criminal Justice 6: 47–52.

Milhausen, R. R., K. R. McBride, and M. K. Jun. 2006. “Evaluating a Peer-Led, Theatrical
Sexual Assault Prevention Program: How Do We Measure Success?” College Student
Journal 40: 316–328.

Morriss, S. B. 1993. The Influences of Campus Characteristics on College Crime Rates.
Paper presented at the 33rd Annual Forum of the Association for Institutional
Research, Chicago.

Schreck, C. J. 1999. “Criminal Victimization and Low Self-Control: An Extension and Test
of a General Theory of Crime.” Justice Quarterly 16: 633–54.

Sloan, J. J. 1994. “The Correlates of Campus Crime: An Analysis of Reported Crimes on
College and University Campuses.” Journal of Criminal Justice 22: 51–61.

Sloan, J. J., M. M. Lanier, and D. L. Beer. 2000. “Policing the Contemporary
University Campus: Challenging Traditional Organizational Models.” Journal of
Security Administration 23: 1–20.

Tewksbury, R., and E. E. Mustaine. 2003. “College Students’ Lifestyles and Self-
Protective Behaviors: Further Considerations of the Guardianship Concept in Routine
Activity Theory.” Criminal Justice and Behavior 30: 302–27.

Tseng, C. H., J. Duane, and F. Hadipriono. 2004. “Performance of Campus Parking
Garages in Preventing Crime.” Journal of Performance of Constructed Facilities 18:
21–28.

Turner, K. B., and A. Torres. 2006. “Campus Safety: Perceptions and Experience of
Women Students.” Journal of College Student Development 47: 20–36.

Volkwein, J. F., B. P. Szelest, and A. J. Lizotte. 1995. “The Relationship of Campus Crime
to Campus and Student Characteristics.” Research in Higher Education 36: 647–70.

Walsh, W. A., E. S. Cohn, V. A. Banyard, E. Plante, S. Ward, and C. Moorhead. 2001.
Perceptions of Safety Among College Students. Paper presented at the 2001 American
Society of Criminology Meeting, Atlanta, GA.

Warr, M. 1980. “The Accuracy of Public Beliefs about Crime.” Social Forces 59: 456–70.
———. 1990. “Dangerous Situations: Social Context and Fear of Victimization.” Social

Forces 68: 891–907.
———. 2000. “Fear of Crime in the United States: Avenues for Research and Policy.” In D.

Duffee (ed.), Measurement and Analysis of Crime: Criminal Justice 2000, pp. 451–
489. Washington, DC: US Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs.


