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Criminal victimization in European 
cities 

Some results of the International 

Victims Survey 

Crime 

J a n  J . M .  v a n  D i j k ,  J o h n  v a n  K e s t e r e n  ~ 

A universa l  f inding  of  c o m p a r a t i v e  ana lyses  of levels of  c r ime  in the  n i n e t e e n t h  

cen tu ry  was that  c r ime  ra tes  are h ighe r  in u rban  areas. For ins tance ,  Guerry ' s  

and  Quete le t ' s  c lassic  s tud ies  of the  c r ime  rates  in Europe in the  n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y  showed  that  the  i n h a b i t a n t s  of  re la t ively weal thy  u rban  regions were  

less 'mora l '  than  those  of  poo r  rura l  regions  (Bonger, 1905; Van Kerckvoorde,  

1990). 

In the  twen t i e th  c en tu ry  inc reas ing  d o u b t s  abou t  the va l id i ty  of  official s ta t i s -  

t ics as m e a s u r e s  of c r ime  led to a dec l ine  of  ma c ro -c r im ino log i c a l  ana lyses  in 

genera l .  I n t e rna t iona l  and  reg iona l  c o m p a r i s o n s  b e c a m e  u n c o m m o n  (Shelley, 

1981). C r i m i n o g r a p h i c  s tud ies  were  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  focused  on the d i s t r i bu t i on  

of  r eco rded  c r ime  over  ci ty a reas  or  n e i g h b o u r h o o d s  (ecology of  c r ime  or  c r ime  

mapp ing ) .  

Vic t imiza t ion  surveys  have  led to a r ena i s sance  of i n t e rna t iona l  c o m p a r a t i v e  

cr iminology.  This has  also led  to a r enewe d  in te res t  in the  link b e t w e e n  the  

degree  of u r b a n i z a t i o n  and  the  level of  c r ime  (Gibbs, 1979; Van Dijk and  Stein-  

metz ,  1984; Schneider ,  1987). In the  pa s t  few years  s t a n d a r d i z e d  v i c t im iz a t i on  

surveys  have  been  ca r r i ed  out  in a lmos t  all European  coun t r i e s  (Van Dijk et al., 

1990; Van Dijk and  Mayhew, 1992). The  resul ts  of  these  surveys  offer the o p p o r -  

tun i ty  to test  the  u r b a n i z a t i o n - c r i m e  hypo the s i s  on the bas is  of i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

c r ime  da t a  which  were  co l lec ted  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  of  the police.  

In this  ar t ic le  we will first explore  w h e t h e r  in Western  Europe  the  p r o p o r t i o n  of  

1 Jan LM. van Dijk is professor of criminology at the University of Leiden. The Netherlands; John van 
Kesteren is a researcher/lecturer at the same university's Criminological Institute. 
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the public victimized by crime is indeed related to the level of urbanization. 

This question will also be addressed by analyzing the risks of individuals: to 

what extent are inhabitants of urban areas more likely to be victims of crime 
than others, regardless of other factors? 

In the second part of the article we will explore the possible causes of the over- 

representation of crime in urban areas. More specifically, we will try to show 

that urban crime problems can be interpreted as the result of a convergence in 

place of socio-economic strain amongst the lower stata of urban populations 

on the one hand and the presence of abundant  criminal opportunities on the 

other (Cohen and Felson, 1979; Van Dijk, 1995). The article ends with a brief 

discussion of the policy implications of the findings. 

V i c t i m i z a t i o n  by level  o f  u r b a n i z a t i o n  

The first two sweeps of the International Crime Survey (ICS) were carried out in 

1988 and 1992. Samples in most of the participating countries were a modest 

2,000 househ01ds. One randomly selected respondent aged 16 or over was 

questioned. Interviews in most countries were done by telephone interviewing 

(CATI) which allows tighter standardization of questionnaire administration. 

People were asked about their experience of crime in the previous year and 
over the past five years. For a more extensive description of the survey's meth- 

odology we refer to the literature cited above. In victimization surveys respon- 
dents are usually asked some questions about their social characteristics. One 

of the advantages of survey data over police data is that they can more easily be 

broken down by sociologically relevant criteria. In the ICS respondents are 

asked about the number of inhabitants in their town or city. 
In table 1 a comparison is made between the rate of victimization in crime in 

general and the rate of victimization in three specific types of crime experi- 

enced by the inhabitants of towns/cities of various sizes. As can be seen the 

rate of victimization is strongly related to city size. For all crimes together the 

average Eurorates of criminal victimization go up from 16 per cent in villages 

or small towns to 30 per cent in cities with half a million of inhabitants or more. 

Put differently, urban dwellers are twice as vulnerable as villagers. In fact, ur- 

ban dwellers are on average likely to be victimized once every three years. The 

urbanization link is strongest for burglaries and contact crimes. The risk of 
having one's house burgled is three times higher in large cities than in villages. 

In table 2 are depicted the one-year victimization percentages among the in- 

habitants of larger cities in some European countries. As is shown the level of 

petty crime was the biggest in the cities of the Netherlands, Italy, Germany and 
Spain. In 1992 the rates were fairly high in England and Wales as well. The 

safest European cities were to be found in Switzerland and Northern Ireland. 
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Table 1: Percentages of the publ ic  v ic t imized by any cr ime, car cr imes 1, burglar ies 2 or 

contact  cr imes 3 dur ing 12 months, by c i ty size; results of the 1989  and 1992 

Internat ional  Crime Surveys Cn----34,177) 

size of town all crimes car crimes burglary and contact 

attempts crimes 

<10,000 (n= 11,241) 16.70 9.22 2.15 5.44 

10,000-50,000 (n= 9.855) 22.51 11.71 3.33 6.89 

50,000-100,000 (n= 3,281) 26.77 15.29 3.25 8.17 

100,000-500,000 (n= 4,411) 26.97 14.36 4.00 9.30 

500,000-1,000,000 (~n= 3,821) 33.66 21.64 5.39 11.49 

>1,000,000 (n= 1,568) 28.81 15.25 5.71 11.57 

total 21.03 11.69 3.06 6.89 

1 car theft, theft from a car, car vandalism. 
2 incl. attempts. 
3 pickpocketing, robbery, threats/assaults. 

Table 2: Percentages of the publ ic  v ic t imized by cr ime in ci t ies with more than 

100,000 inhabi tants in some European countr ies; results of the 1 9 8 9  and 

1992 In ternat ional  Crime Surveys 

country all crimes car crimes burglary and contact 

attempts crimes 

England and Wales (88+91) 28.3 17.0 6.1 8.5 

Scotland (88) 26.2 17.4 4.9 6.8 

The Netherlands (88+91) 38.0 17.0 7.7 13.4 

0Nest) Germany {88) 29.3 16.3 3.3 10.9 

Switzerland (88) 15.1 8.8 1.0 3.5 

Belgium (88+91) 22.4 9.9 5.0 7.0 

France (88) 23.7 13.4 6.7 9.6 

Norway (88) 26.1 13.6 4.9 8.2 

Finland (88+91) 24.0 12.3 .8 9.7 

Spain (88) 29.1 16.8 4.3 13.7 

Sweden (91) 28.3 9.2 4.4 12.3 

Italy (91) 31.4 18.2 5.5 10.1 

total 27.8 15.0 4.6 10.2 

To put these findings in perspective it is important to note that the victimiza- 

tion rates in cities in Eastern Europe are at the same level. Rates in North Amer- 

ica, Australia, South America and South Africa are generally higher (Alvazzi del 

Frate et al., 1990). Cities in Asia, however, are generally much safer. Table 3 

gives an overview. In a global perspective, victimization by contact crimes like 
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Table 3: Percentage of the public victimized by various crimes over five years in the 

urban areas of six global regions (>100,000 inhabitants); results of the 1989 

and 1992 International Crime Surveys 

crime total Western New South Eastern Asia Africa 

Europe World" America Europe 

(n----74,000) (28,000) (8,000) (6,000) (~14,000) (ZS,000) (~I0,000} 

car crime 29.0 33.6 43.3 24.8 26.5 1 ] .8 24.2 

burglary 20.2 16.3 24.0 20.2 17.5 13.0 37.5 

other theft 29.3 27.1 26.0 32.7 27.7 24.6 42,1 

contact crime ]9.3 15.3 ]9.8 3].4 ]6.9 10.8 33.4 

any crime 60.7 59.8 64.6 68.4 55.8 43.9 75.7 

number of countries 29 10 4 2 5 3 5 

* America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand 

street robberies and by burglaries are still relatively uncommon in Western 

European cities. Car related crimes and thefts are at a fairly high level though. 

The city as a victimological risk factor 

According to the various lifestyle-exposure models ofvictimology, the risks of 

individual citizens being criminally victimized are determined by their attrac- 

tiveness as a target, their proximity to potential offenders and the quality of 

their (self) protection (Hindelang et al., 1978; Van Dijk and Steinmetz, 1984). 

City dwellers are not necessarily more attractive crime targets than people 

living in small provincial towns or rural areas. In this respect urban dwellers are 

not particularly vulnerable to victimization. However, due to greater anonymity 

and mobility, natural surveillance is probably weaker in big cities than else- 

where. Offenders have less to fear from intervening bystanders and neighbours. 

In this important aspect urban environments are more conducive to criminal 

victimization. In addition, if offenders are over-represented in cities, as will be 

argued in the second part of this article, urban residents live and work in closer 

proximity to offenders. On balance, victimological theory suggests that city 

dwellers run higher victimization risks. 

In order to ascertain whether urban residence shows a relationship with victim- 

ization, independent of known risk factors such as a young age, high socio-eco- 

nomic status, an outgoing lifestyle and being male, an analysis was made with 

the help of a loglinear model. This analysis shows the extent to which belong- 

ing to a certain category increases or diminishes the likelihood of becoming a 

victim, irrespective of other relevant characteristics of the persons involved. 

The results are expressed in 'risk coefficients'. 
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Table 4: Results of a Ioglinear model-based quantification of the extent to which 

certain social characteristics increase or diminish the risk to be victimized 

by any crime and by car crimes, burglaries and contact crimes respectively; 

results of the 1989 and 1992 International Crime Surveys 1 

N all crimes car crimes burglary and contact crimes 

attempts 

obs. 0/02 risk obs. % risk obs. % risk obs. % risk 

factor factor factor factor 

victim 33,412 52.3 1.08 31.0 0.40 15.9 0.18 20.1 0.23 

town size 

small 10,117 42.5 0.67 17.4 0.75 10.9 0.68 15.2 0.73 

medium 14.229 51.7 0.96 30.5 0.97 15.1 0.97 19.0 0.94 

large 9,066 64.4 1.56 42.8 1.38 22.5 1.53 27.2 1.45 

SES 3 

low 4,821 37.0 0.64 24.6 0.59 11.8 0.78 14.5 0.81 

medium 14.701 52.4 1.01 30.1 1.04 14.9 0.96 20.3 1.01 

high 10,290 64.7 1.56 39.4 1.64 20.6 1.34 24.4 1.22 

age 

young 11,069 62.8 1,50 38.7 1.42 16.0 0.98 28.4 t .62 

medium 11,997 55.7 1.13 34.7 1.21 17.2 1.09 18.4 0.93 

old 10,346 37.3 0.59 18.4 0.58 14.2 0.94 13.1 0.66 

gender 

male 15,510 54.4 1.05 34.3 1.12 16.5 1.03 20.9 1.03 

female 17,902 50.4 0.95 28.1 0.89 15.3 0.97 19.3 0.97 

] In six countries the survey was carried out in both 1989 and ]992. The older data were not included. 
3 Observed percentage. 
3 Socio-economic status. 

In t ab le  4 we p r e s e n t  the  f indings  of  an  analys is  of the  i n d e p e n d e n t  l inks be-  

tween  town size and  v ic t imiza t ion ,  con t ro l l ing  for age, gende r  and  s o c i o - e c o n o -  

mic  s tatus .  2 This  ana lys is  was ca r r i ed  ou t  on  the  da t a  of all Wes te rn  indus t r i a l i z -  

ed  na t ions  (Western  Europe,  Nor th  Amer i c a  and  Austral ia) ,  us ing  a log l inea i r  

p r o c e d u r e  (SPSS-pc, 1990). 

For ' the  average  person ,  the  l i ke l ihood  of  b e c o m i n g  a v ic t im of  a c r ime  over  a 

f ive-year  p e r i o d  is 52 pe rcen t ,  or, the  ra t io  of  v ic t ims  to n o n - v i c t i m s  is 1.08 to 1. 

For each  ca t egory  a r isk coef f ic ien t  was  d e t e r m i n e d  which  e s t i m a t e s  the  ex ten t  

to wh ich  the  spec ia l  v i c t im iza t i on  r isk of  p e r sons  be long ing  to tha t  c a t ego ry  

dev ia tes  f rom the norm.  For i n s t ance  the  rat io of  v ic t ims to n o n - v i c t i m s  for 

2 An analysis including the variable lifestyle (frequency of outdoor visits) showed very similar results. 
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Table 5: Results of Iogl inear  analyses per  country for overall  f ive-year  v ict imizat ion 

rates; results of the 1989  and 1992 Internat ional  Cr ime Surveys 

Nlre E/W Scl WGer NL Swi Bel Fr Fin Nor Sp It Swe 

1988 1991 1988 1988 1991 1988 1991 1988 1991 1988 1988 1991 1991 

0.71 1 .80 0.76 1.11 1 .95 0.99 0.96 1 .35 1.03 0.72 1.11 1 .38  1.52 average risk 

town size 

small 

middle 

big 

age 

young 

middle 

old 

gender 

male 

female 

going out 

often 

not often 

SES 

low 

average 

high 

0.63 0.78 0.67 0.63 0.55 0.89 0.84 0.57 0.68 0.56 0.59 0.55 0.61 

0.82 0.80 0.94 1.00 0.92 0.88 0.99 1.12 0.95 1.19 1.07 1.08 0.88 

1.93 1.61 1 .58  1.61 1 .98  1.29 1.21 1 .57  1.55 1 .50 1 .58  1 .68  1.88 

1.52 1 .50 1 .23 1 .87 1 .35 1.67 1.41 1.51 1.80 1 .97 1 .29  1 .18  1.65 

1.11 1 .16  1 .23 1 .05 1 .25 0.69 1.12 1.15 1.20 1 .14 1 .04  1 .14  1.14 

0.60 0.58 0.66 0.51 0.59 0.63 0.64 0.58 0.46 0.45 0.74 0.74 0.53 

1.12 1.06 0.97 1.02 0.98 1 .12 1.18 1.03 1.14 1 .04 0.99 1 .03  1.08 

0.90 0.95 1 .03 0.98 1.02 0.90 0.85 0.97 0.88 0.69 1.01 0.97 0.92 

1.11 1 .14  1 .09 1.20 1 .28 1 .24 1 .16 1.13 1.08 1 .23 1 .14  1 .20  1.15 

0.90 0.88 0.91 0.83 0.78 0.81 0.86 0.88 0.93 0.81 0.88 0.83 0.87 

0.55 0.79 0.54 0.62 0.75 0.54 0.83 0.54 0.94 0.78 0.38 0.72 0.92 

0.99 1.00 1.03 1.02 1 .17 0.98 0.96 0.93 1.14 0.89 1 .13 0.98 0.98 

1.83 1 .27 1 .80 1.60 1 .15 1 .89 1 .25 1.99 0.93 1 .44 2.33 1 .42  1.11 

those living in large cities is 1.68 (1.08xl.56) to 1, that is 63 percent (100%xl.68/ 

2.66). To compute the risk for a multiple qualified individual, the risk factors 

need to be multiplied. For instance, the risk of young males, with a high status, 

living in big cities is 4.14 (1.08xl.50x1.05xl.56xl.56) to 1, or 80 percent over five 
years. 3 

As the results show, town size is consistently related to victimization risks. In 

this analysis there is little differentiation between types of crimes. Similar pat- 

terns were also found for sexual crimes and bicycle thefts. Controlling for other 

characteristics, living in a big city involves a higher vulnerability to crime 
across the board. 

Possibly the higher levels of victimization among urban populations is a coun- 

try-specific phenomenon.  In table 5 are presented the results of the separate 

As in any regression-like analysis, the estimated victimization percentage according to the model 

may slightly differ from the observed percentage. Risk coefficients may change a bit if variables are 

added to or left out of the model. 
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Figure 1 : Effects of town size on victimization by urbanization of the region 

analyses of the national data of some Western European countries. In these ana- 
lyses the variable lifestyle factor was included. The results show that victimiza- 

tion risks are positively related to town size everywhere. In Western Europe the 

urbanization-crime link seems to be fairly universal. City size is a very impor- 

tant risk factor in the Netherlands and a somewhat less important one in Swit- 

zerland. In general the deviations from the general pattern are marginal. 

The relationship between city size and victimization is probably somewhat 

deflated by the empirical fact that many inhabitants of smaller towns are vic- 
timized by crime during their visits to larger cities. If only victimization in one's 

place of residence were counted the urbanization-victimization link would 

probably be even more pronounced.  

It follows from this assumption that the differences in vulnerability betweer~ 

city dwellers and villagers are the largest in the least urbanized regions (where 

isolated villagers do not often visit city centres). This hypothesis was tested 

with the help of a multi-level analysis (Prosser et al., 1991), which looks at the 

estimated effects, at the individual level, for regions with different levels of 

urbanization (Van Kesteren, 1996). Figure 1 shows the results. 
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The curves representing individual victimization risks are steeper for regions 

with a lower level of urbanization. The results of the multi-level analysis con- 

firm the hypothesis that city size is a much stronger risk factor in less urbaniz- 

ed regions. For those who really want to be safe from crime, a flight to commut-  

ing towns near big cities won't suffice. They should opt for a life in an isolated 

small village in a real rural region. 

T h e  c i t y  as a c r i m i n o g e n t c  f a c t o r  

According to modern criminological thinking the level of crime is determined 
by the joint influence of motivational factors such as the prevalence of socio- 

economic strain among the population and of the here-and-now presence 

of criminal opportunities (Van Dijk, 1995). Relevant indicators of strain are 
the employment  rate and, more directly, the proportion of young males who 

are dissatisfied with their financial situation (Van Dijk, 1995). The extent of 

criminal opportunities is dependent on the presence of suitable targets and 
of adequate protection against crime. In general the availability of suitable 

targets is higher if levels of affluence are high. The level of protection is depen- 

dent on the extent of natural surveillance and of specific measures of self- 
protection such as anti-burglary devices. According to Felson (1994) the mod- 

ern, divergent metropolis weakens 'localism' and thereby control. In order to 

understand the crime problems of Western European cities it is essential to 
determine how these places are faring in terms of the criminogenic factors 

listed above. 

The International Crime Victims Survey data set contains information on most 

of these factors at the individual level. This information can be aggregated to 

the level of nations or national regions. Aggregation to the level of regions 

yields average scores for a total of 114 European regions on items such as un- 

employment, social cohesion, self-protection against crime etcetera. By aggre- 

gating individual data of the surveys we can of course also compute regional 

levels of urbanization and regional rates of crime. The regional data set can 

thus be used to explore statistically the relationships between level of urbani- 

zation, the prevalence of strain and of criminal opportunities and the levels 
of crime. We will explore here whether the data lend support to a model which 

assumes that the city-crime link is mediated by higher levels of strain, greater 

availability of suitable targets and less natural surveillance. This tentative 
model is depicted in figure 2. 

The economic situation of European cities is somewhat ambiguous. Big cities 

continue to be generators of wealth as centres of successful service and infor- 

mation industries. Some of the well-to-do families show a tendency to relocate 

to smaller communities outside the city. At the same time the restructuring of 



Criminal victimization in European cities 17 

Figure 2: Schematic representation of an interactionist model explaining urban crime 

rates 

urbanization 

strain 

targets per m 2 

~ natural surveillance ~ -  

traditional industries has resulted in a structural loss of jobs for unskilled 
labour. 
The ICS data set shows that the average score on a five-points scale for socio- 
economic status is unrelated to the level of urbanization (r=0.02). Interestingly, 

the standard deviation of the individual SES scores is higher within the more 
urbanized regions (r=0.18; p<0.05; N=114). This finding indicates that wealth 
among urban populat ions is more  unequally distributed than in less urbanized 
regions. Our data also confirm that the populat ion of the more urbanized Euro- 
pean  regions suffers more from socio-economic strain. The percentage of un- 
employed people is positively correlated to the level of urbanizat ion (r=0.27; 

p<0.0 I). Also the percentage of young males who are dissatisfied with their 
financial situation is higher among  urban dwellers (r=0.23; p<0.01). In sum, all 
available indicators of cr iminogenic strain show above-average scores among  
the inhabitants of urban areas in Western Europe. 
The second category of criminogenic factors relates to the availability of suit- 
able targets of crime. In our data set the regional ownership rates for car owner- 
ship and bicycle ownership are unrelated to the level of urbanization. Per 
capita city dwellers do not own more  or fewer vehicles than people  living in 
small towns or villages. However, if the availability of targets was calculated per 
square mile, the city rates would be very high. Opportunit ies for street robbery  

or pickpocketing are likewise greater in cities due to the greater numbers  of 
passers-by in the streets and the high concentrat ion of people  near  public 
t ransport  and shopping centres. Unfortunately our data set does not  allow the 

computa t ion  of such rates as the availability of targets per  square mile. This 
obvious criminogenic aspect  of big cities (Schneider, 1987) cannot  be included 
in our empirical analysis. 

The third category of cr iminogenic factors relates to various aspects of  informal 
social control or surveillance as well as to measures  of deliberate self-protec- 
tion. In our data set natural  surveillance is represented,  firstly, by a question 

of the frequency of family gatherings. The rate of visits to family member s  not 
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Figure 3: Results of a path analysis of the social correlates of overall victimization 
rates; 114 Western European regions (Xz:=O; df---O) 

unemployment family visits victimization urbanization 

1 .O0 
-0.04 1.00 

-0.48 -0.45 1.00 
-0.27 -0.34 0.61 1.00 

+•-•-- unemployment 
+0.392 

+0.388 
urbanisation . ~/-0.146 ~ crimelevel 

-0.382 ~ family cohesiveness ~ -0.342 

living in the same household is lower among city dwellers (r=0.39; p<0.001). 

This measure can be seen as a proxy for social cohesiveness. A relevant indica- 
tor of natural surveillance in relation to burglary is home occupancy. Home 

occupancy is negatively related to the proportion of females with outdoor 

employment.  The percentage of females who are employed is significantly 

higher among urban populations (r=0.28; p<0.001). For this reason, houses in 

urban areas are more often left unguarded during the day. 

Finally, we have looked at the number  of anti-burglary measures taken. The 

average score on a scale of such measures is positively related to the level of 

urbanization (r=0.29; p<0.001). Urban dwellers are aware of the increased risks 

of having their houses burgled (r=0.52) and subsequently invest more in self- 

protection. Urban dwellers are also more likely to avoid certain places at night. 

The latter findings confirm our notion that within certain limits potential 

victims, like potential offenders, respond rationally to existing opportunities 

and risks (Van Dijk, I995). 

To conclude, a multivariate analysis was carried out to test the causal model 

suggested in figure 2 with the use of our data on 114 European regions. For this 

so-called path analysis we used the programme Lisrel VI (lOreskog and Sorb6m, 

1984). The statistical relationships in the statistical model are expressed in 
Beta-coefficients with values between -1 and +1. 

As can be seen in the correlation matrix in figure 3, the direct correlation be- 
tween the level of urbanization and the level of crime among European regions 

is very strong (r=0.61). As expected by the theoretical model, this correlation is 

partly explained by the links of urbanization with unemployment  and weaker 

family ties and the links between the latter two factors and the level of crime. 

The remaining, unexplained link between urbanization and level of crime is 
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still substantial (B=0.39). One explanation for this could be the higher availa- 

bility of suitable targets per square mile (a factor not included in the analysis). 

This latter factor is probably partly offset, however, by the higher level of self- 

protection against crime in urban areas (also not included). 

D i s c u s s i o n  

The International Crime (Victims) Survey has so far been carried out in thirteen 

Western European countries. The data of the International Crime (Victims) 

Survey are collected independently of official crime registrations. The data set 
allows a fresh look at the classic hypothesis that big cities are breedinggrounds 

for common crimes such as burglaries, thefts and street robberies. 

The data confirm the notion that in Western Europe the inhabitants of larger 
towns are more likely to be victims of crime than those living in small towns or 

villages. Almost universally city dwellers are two or even three times more likely 

to fall victim to a crime. For inhabitants of the urban conglomerates in the 

European Union victimization by crime is no longer a rare event. In most cities 

a third of the population is victimized at least once a year. Only those living in 

villages or small towns in the least urbanized European regions are safe from 

crime. In comparison to cities in North America, Australia, South Africa and 
South America most European cities are still relatively safe. In Asian cities, 

however, public safety is generally much better assured. 
The analysis of the level of crime in 114 Western European regions showed that 

urban crime probtems can be interpreted as the outcome of a convergence of 

relatively widespread feelings of strain among the poorer inhabitants of big 

cities on the one hand and the abundance of relatively unguarded, suitable 

targets for crime on the other. In the big cities of the EU both motivated offend- 

ers and opportunities for profitable crimes are widely available. 

The present interactionist model can also offer some guidance for crime pre- 

vention policies directed at urban areas. Among urban populations a spontane- 

ous trend towards better self-protection can be observed. This trend is driven 

by the rational choices os potential victims and will eventually help to stabilize 

the volume of crime. Governments should introduce financial incentives for 

this positive social trend, for instance by introducing legislation on minimum 

standards and by giving subsidies or tax benefits to households and companies 

which apply sophisticated security equipment. In this area insurance com- 
panies should be urged to take initiatives. 

In addition, governments should promote the (re) hiring of functionaries who 

can exercise social control such as caretakers, concierges, bus conductors, car 

park attendants, city guards etcetera. Recruitment for these jobs should prefer- 

ably be aimed at the long-term unemployed. In the Netherlands thousands of 
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jobs for the long-term unemployed have successfully been created in this way 

on the initiative of the Ministry of Justice. A further expansion is part of the 

ongoing Dutch policy plan for the revitalization of the larger towns. 

More ambitiously, governments should try to make inroads on the high illiter- 

acy and unemployment  rates among young males in certain parts of the urban 

conglomerates. In this respect Europe seems to be at a cross roads. If no 

remedies are introduced, serious crime is likely to go up. The public's ensuing 

fear of crime will subsequently necessitate the building of ever more prisons. 

By North American standards the size of the European prison system is still 

modest. The number  of prisoners per 100,000 inhabitants is currently almost 

ten times higher in the USA (600) than on average in the ELI (80). By investing 

now in extra education and health provisions in the socially most vulnerable 

neighbourhoods,  a further expansion of the European prison systems and 

budgets in the next century might be prevented. 
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