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Voorwoord 

 

Van alle onbelangrijke dingen is het verzinnen van een titel het belangrijkst. 

De werktitel: ‘Something with Victims and Such’ (Iets met Slachtoffers of Zo) 

kreeg bij collega’s de handen op elkaar als de meest vage, nietszeggende titel 

ooit verzonnen. Uiteindelijk is het een heel erg descriptieve titel geworden, 

een beetje saai misschien maar het dekt de lading. 

Mijn werk aan de Internationale Slachtofferenquête begon 25 jaar geleden. 

Een van de vragen die toen meteen bij mij opkwam was waar het nu eigenlijk 

om gaat? Antwoord op de vraag waarom er van Pietje een fiets gestolen wordt 

maar van Jantje niet? Of waarom er hiér meer fietsen gestolen worden dan 

dáár, of nu veel meer dan toen. Met een studie psychologie achter de kiezen 

stonden individuen centraal, maar op het Ministerie van Justitie gaat het om 

beleid en daarvoor is informatie nodig over aard, omvang en ontwikkeling 

van criminaliteit ofwel de epidemiologie. Of zijn het toch sterk aan elkaar 

gerelateerde onderzoeksvragen. Toen ik de gelegenheid kreeg dit proefschrift 

te schrijven besloot ik dat tot thema te kiezen.  

‘Meten is weten en je kunt het pas zeker weten als je het zuiver hebt gemeten’ 

was het credo van de docent bouwkunde op de MTS. Dat werd er twee keer 

per les, twee keer per week gedurende een paar jaar in geramd en dat raakte 

ik dan ook nooit meer kwijt. Na vijf jaar werken op het laboratorium van een 

grote verffabriek in het westen des lands, besloot ik terug te gaan naar 

school want ik wist nog niet genoeg. Ik denk er nog wel eens terug aan die 

tijd. Lekker in potjes roeren en experimentjes doen was helemaal zo slecht 

nog niet. Bij mijn studie psychologie en in mijn werk in de Criminologie en 

Victimologie stonden ook het meten en rekenen centraal. ‘Not everything that 

counts can be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts’ (Dit 

komt van William Bruce Cameron, 1963, niet van Einstein zoals ik lang 

dacht). Kwalitatieve aspecten van onderzoek en wetenschap zijn even 

belangrijk, ik ben er alleen niet zo goed in. Ook schrijven zal nooit mijn 

sterkste punt worden, maar uiteindelijk ligt dit boekje er, en het was een 

zware bevalling.  



Criminal Victimization at Individual and International Level 
Results from the International Crime Victims Surveys 

 Voorwoord 2 

This dissertation is solely based on the data from the International Crime Victims 

Surveys (ICVS). A project that started in 1988 and which I joined in 1990 at the 

Ministry of Justice in the Netherlands. The founding fathers of the project were Jan 

van Dijk -my thesis advisor for this dissertation- Pat Mayhew -at the time working 

at the British Home Office- and Martin Killias -Laussane University back then-. 

I always felt it was an honor and a privilege to work with these famous people, 

initially working for, than working with and at some point I even managed to get 

some words of wisdom of my own in between. One chapter in this dissertation is 

co-authored by Jan and Pat, both winners of the Stockholm Prize in Criminology 

(also known as the ‘Nobel prize’ for Criminology). What a joy to have such famous 

co-authors. 

Via het Ministerie van Justitie (zo heette dat toen nog en Jaap de Waard kom 

ik zo af en toe nog tegen) kwam ik terecht bij vakgroep Criminologie van de 

Universiteit van Leiden. Ik hoop dat Albert, Anke en Irene dit boekje in goede 

orde hebben ontvangen. Leo Toornvliet ben ik niet vergeten en Josine 

Junger-Tas met haar tomeloos enthousiasme en energie was voor mij een 

bron van inspiratie. 

The ICVS also brought me to UNICRI, a UN organization based in Torino, Italy. 

Working for the United Nations was quite an experience. Office politics was, till 

then, only known to me from soaps on television and everybody was better at it 

than me it seemed … much better. But Torino was and is a nice city; Italy is a 

beautiful country with lovely people and the best food in the world. The summers 

were a bit to warm for my taste though. I still have occasional contacts with Luigi 

Trossarelli and Federica Caselli. Michaela taught me -forced me- to be 

complimentious and flirtatious with girls and allowed me -made me- practice on 

her, with little success according to Suus. Mariam Awad from the Rome office has 

become a close and dear friend. I hope she can make it to Tilburg when I defend 

this dissertation. 

Na mijn Italiaanse avontuur was er een gat dat snel gevuld werd door een 

nog maar net begonnen INTERVICT. Veel kamers op de 9e in een gloednieuw 

gebouw M met slechts een paar mensen nog. Rianne ‘Onze Lieve Vrouwe Van 

INTERVICT’ Letschert, Frans Willem ‘Frits’ Winkel, Suzan van der Aa, Renske 

van Schijndel, Sandra Reynaers en natuurlijk Marc Groenhuizen. Dat was 

alles, maar iedere maand kwam er iemand bij en recent heeft het instituut 

het tien jarig jubileum gevierd. Het is de fijnste plek waar ik ooit gewerkt 

heb. 



Preface 

 Voorwoord - 3 

Bij INTERVICT gaat het om slachtoffers, van diverse pluimage, zoals daar zijn 

slachtoffers van criminaliteit, natuurrampen, verkeer, oorlog, genocide.  

Voor elck wat wilsch zogezegd. Leuk mag je onderzoek naar slachtoffers niet 

noemen, je kunt daarvoor beter het woord interessant gebruiken heeft Marc 

mij geleerd.  

De International Slachtofferenquête richt zich op slachtoffers van veel 

voorkomende criminaliteit. Vroeger werd dat ook wel kleine criminaliteit 

genoemd, maar dat mag niet meer. Het project startte met surveys in 13 

landen in 1989. Dat was opzienbarend, in zoveel landen dezelfde data 

verzamelen over criminaliteit op dezelfde manier zodat gegevens 

internationaal vergelijkbaar zijn. Maar het is een beetje uit de hand gelopen. 

Na het vallen van het IJzeren gordijn werd ook Centraal- en Oost Europa bij 

het project betrokken. UNICRI richtte zich op de ontwikkelingslanden. Mijn 

plek in het project in den beginne was al die data een beetje netjes in een 

database te krijgen en soms ook gegevens er niet aan toe te voegen omdat die 

naar mijn oordeel toch niet goed genoeg waren. Ook de analyse van die 

gegevens behoorde tot mijn taak. Ik heb vrachtwagenladingen tabellen en 

grafieken geproduceerd. Heel voorzichtig ook eens een stukje meeschrijven 

aan een artikel of hoofdstuk en in 2000 en 2007 was ik opeens (mede) 

auteur van de key-findings. Twee hoofdstukken in deze dissertatie zijn een 

samenvatting van 25 jaar International Crime Victims Surveying. Deze zomer 

zijn er wederom vijf landen aan de database van de ICVS toegevoegd.  

Bij het schrijven van een proefschrift is er altijd geploeter en moet de 

promovendus door een diep dal. In mijn geval was het mega-geploeter en 

waren er meerdere diepe dalen. Mijn hele speciale dank gaat dan ook uit 

naar promotor Jan, tevens partner in crime voor 25 jaar, die dit alles heeft 

moeten gade slaan en iedere keer weer bereid was het ook weer op te pakken 

wanneer ik weer een nieuwe poging deed. In een later stadium werd Antony 

mede-promotor en opeens was het niet meer: ‘Zelfs al heb je gelijk, geloof ik je 

niet’, maar: ‘Zelfs al klopt het niet, geloof ik je toch’, zeg maar. Zijn 

enthousiasme is besmettelijk. De afgelopen maanden ben ik weer heel vaak 

bij INTERVICT geweest. Dank aan iedereen, Ik zal jullie heel erg missen.  

 

 

 

 

John van Kesteren, 2 oktober 2015 
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‘It does not have to be true, as long as you say the right thing’ 

Hush Puppy -RIP- Religious Advisor of The Hague Hash House Harriers  

-to someone, on a sunny Sunday Afternoon, somewhere in The Hague-  
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Chapter 1 
 

 

  

 

General introduction  

 
Introductory remarks 

This dissertation is based on five publications presenting results of analyses 

of the International Crime Victim Surveys (ICVS). The datasets of the ICVS 

allow analyses of data on victimization at both the individual and collective 

level. Analyses of data on individuals can provide insights in the key 

victimological issue which groups are most at risk to be criminally victimized 

and/or most fearful. As national victimization surveys, the ICVS is also a 

source of information on other attitudes and opinions of victims and non-

victims, e.g. data on the treatment by the police, reception of specialized 

support, opinions on sentencing or the use of prevention measures. 

Chapters 2 and 3 give comprehensive overviews of what the ICVS has 

learned us about these issues over the years.  

The principal aim of the ICVS has been the collection of comparable data on 

the prevalence of crime. A unique asset of the ICVS is that it also allows 

analyses of victimization across countries or regions. In total data are 

available about over 80 different countries from all world regions as well as 

about over 200 European regions at the NUTS2 level. Inter-country 

comparisons of prevalence rates of victimization have from the outset been 

the main results of the ICVS. Analyses of these rates can be used to test 

criminological theories about the macro sources of crime such as strain 

theory and criminal opportunity theory. Inter-country comparisons can also 

be made to analyze differences in public attitudes to policing, crime 

prevention or sentencing which can give guidance to the planning of policies 

in these areas.  Selected findings are presented in the two chapters. 

Arguably the greatest and most unique asset of the ICVS is that its datasets 

allow the conduct of multi-level analyses of victimization at both individual 

level and at macro level (regions or countries). Three chapters in this 

dissertation present results of such multi-level analyses, concerning opinions 

on sentencing (punitivity), the links between ownership of firearms and 

victimization by violent crime and between migrant status and hate crime 

victimization. In the two latter publications in particular the analyses shed 

light on both the macro sources of violent crime and hate crime as on the 

risk factors of such victimization at the individual level and on possible 

interactions between the two. 
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This general introduction will first explain the concept of multi-level analysis 

in social sciences in general and in victimology or criminology in particular. 

Based on that, we will formulate a set of research questions which can be 

tested using multi-level analyses. This is followed by an introduction to the 

ICVS project. Finally, we will give an introduction to the three themes that 

have been studied in a multi-level fashion, namely punitivity, firearm 

ownership and hate crime. 

 

Multi-level approach in social science 

Social scientists and economists have always known that social behavior 

must be studied separately at the level of individuals and that of groups. The 

social behavior or characteristics of groups cannot be generalized from that 

of its individual members nor can individual characteristics be derived from 

characteristics of groups. 

Especially in economics, the difference between studies at the micro and 

those at the macro level is generally recognized. In his Introduction into 

Economics, Paul Samuelson (1961), cautions against the error of 

generalization from one level to the other. For example, in times of high 

unemployment special support measures can help individual persons to find 

a job but the large scale introduction of such measures will not necessarily 

reduce overall unemployment.  

In sociological research the impossibility to safely generalize from a higher 

level of analysis to the individual level is commonly known as the ecological 

fallacy. For example, Robinson (1930) studied American immigration data on 

illiteracy. He found that states with larger proportions of immigrants had 

lower rates of illiteracy. From that, one might theorize that immigrants are 

less often illiterate than non-immigrants. However, he found that immigrants 

were illiterate more often than non-immigrants. When results are generalized 

in the reverse direction -immigrants are more often illiterate, therefore states 

with many immigrants should be less literate as well- is called the 

individualistic- or atomistic fallacy. 

To generalize upwards or downwards across levels of aggregation is not just 

a source of analytical errors. Researchers have increasingly become 

interested in understanding the differential impact of social factors at 

various levels of aggregation as an interesting research topic by itself. In 

many areas of social research, multi-level analyses have revealed how 

explanatory factors exercise their influence on individuals at the individual 

or micro level as well as through their impact on group dynamics, or other 

processes, at meso or macro levels. 
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 Chapter 1 - 3 

Multi-level analysis is used to analyze data with a hierarchical structure 

(Kreft and Leeuw, 1998; Goldstein, 1995; Hox, 1994; Bryk and Raudenbush, 

1992). Historically, it has its origin in research evaluating the impact of 

education on performance of pupils. In such performance evaluation studies 

performance can be studied at the level of individual children (1st level), of 

school classes (2nd level) and of schools (3rd level). More and other levels such 

as city, province and country are also imaginable. These analysis techniques 

have gained popularity in social and behavioral sciences in general.  

Multi-level analysis in most cases is a regression analysis with a dependent 

variable at the individual level, with independent variables at the individual 

level as well as at a higher level called context variables. In other words, the 

analysis looks at how individual characteristics determine individual 

behavior, but also how this is determined by characteristics of the group a 

person is part of; the latter are called macro-micro effects. 

Multi-level analysis also allows for investigating interactions between 

variables at different levels. Very interesting types of analysis in this respect 

are the slope as outcome models (Tate, 2004). In this case, interest goes to 

the regression parameters at the individual level that are moderated by the 

higher level. An example is given by Pituch (2001) who studied the effect of a 

program to improve reading ability. Children that were already good at 

reading, measured at a pre-test, showed improvement as well as children 

that were weak at reading according to the pre-test. A variable at the context 

level was whether the teacher had experience with that particular program. 

In the case the program was being administered by an experienced teacher, 

the children that scored weak at the pre-test benefitted even more from the 

program than the strong pupils did.  

Multi-level analysis can be used to detect how characteristics of individuals 

interact with each other at group level and determine behavior such as 

school performance. Another school example; It is known that children from 

families with high social economic status perform better at school (White, 

1982). This effect is to some extent caused by the fact that pupils from 

families with higher social status tend to attend schools with more pupils 

from families with relatively high social status. Since this creates a class 

climate that is more conducive to learning, such pupils tend to do better at 

school. The strong correlation between social status and performance at the 

individual level is partly explained by this composition effect. 

As described, most multi-level analyses are focused on dependent variables 

at individual level. Analysis at macro level is mostly done single-level. 

Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate a few results of that type of analysis. Data at 

individual level is aggregated and then entered in a model at the macro level. 
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Thanks to multi-level analysis techniques it is possible to enter individual 

level data directly along with data from other sources at macro level for 

example to study to what extent differences in, say, victimization rates of 

neighborhoods or countries are caused by the composition of these units at 

the individual level in terms of, say, age or affluence in combination with 

neighborhood or country characteristics. This is called a micro-macro1 

strategy (Snijders and Bosker, 1999). The use of multi-level techniques to 

study micro-macro effects are scares (Croon and van Veldhoven, 2007).  

 

Victimization surveys and victimology.  

Conventional criminological theories about the causes of crime used to be 

exclusively offender-oriented. In conventional sociological criminology, the 

level of crime is seen as determined by offender characteristics such as 

economic strain, relative deprivation or weak social integration. As 

mentioned above, multi-level effects have been recognized in sociological 

research as a potential source of errors, especially when generalizing from 

ecological correlations to the individual level. It would definitely be 

worthwhile to apply multi-level techniques to offender-oriented 

criminological research. But such studies would require broad availability of 

data on offending at both the individual and collective level. Administrative 

statistics on police-recorded crime typically cannot be disaggregated to the 

individual level. Possibly the International Self-Reported Delinquency Studies 

(ISRD) (Enzmann, 2010) will provide such data. In the present situation 

such availability is still problematic. 

Interestingly as such studies on criminal motivations might be, the focus in 

modern criminology has shifted from conventional offender-oriented theories 

of crime to opportunity- or victim-centered theories. In situational or 

victimological criminology, crime is seen as the outcome of interactions 

between potential offenders and potential victims (Felson, 2002). 

Characteristics and behavior of potential victims are seen as key factors in 

determining levels of crime, both at the individual and the collective level. In 

early victimological publications from e.g. Mendelsohn (1947) and Von 

Hentig (1948) typologies of victim-precipitation are presented that are largely 

based on anecdotic information derived from court files. In this rather 

                                                 
1  In case the composition of a group has influence on the outcome at that group level, we call this a 

micro-macro effect. If the composition of a group has an effect on the outcome at individual level, 

we call this a macro-micro effect. A composition effect, this short for the term ‘school composition 

effect’ which is widely used in educational research, means that an effect found at individual level 

is in fact a macro-micro effect. 
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unconvincing way the victimological factor was for the first time introduced 

in the etiology of crime. Ten years later Wolfgang (1958) presented his new, 

more sophisticated version of the concept of victim precipitation based on a 

systematic, quantitative analysis of court files on homicide cases. A third of 

all homicides had been victim-precipitated according to his operational 

definition. This approach was later replicated by Amir (1971) using files on 

rape cases. His conclusion that many victims had wittingly, or unwittingly, 

precipitated their victimization was soon to be lambasted by feminist 

scholars as a blatant example of victim blaming. 

Since the 1970ties, the empirical basis of victimological criminology has been 

strengthened by the use of numerous national victimization surveys. While 

the National Crime Victims Survey in the USA was from the outset meant to 

produce estimated absolute numbers of crime, to be compared with the 

numbers recorded by the police, results of European surveys such as the 

first surveys in The Netherlands and England & Wales were expressed in 

percentages of the public victimized by any crime. The most commonly 

quoted results of victimization surveys are victimization prevalence rates 

(rates of victimization by crime per 100 population). These estimated 

absolute numbers and prevalence rates provide an alternative indicator of 

the level of crime, unaffected by reporting or recording factors. They allow 

analyses of the macro causes of crime using a methodologically more 

credible measure of crime. The focus of most victimization surveys is 

therefore on crime levels. But these surveys among the public about their 

experiences of crime have also generated a wealth of new empirical data 

about victimization experiences of individual citizens. One of the additional 

assets of the surveys from a technical-methodological perspective is that the 

data is collected at individual level and can inform theory-formation at that 

level as well (Lynch, 1993).  

As early victimologists such as Mendelsohn and Von Hentig have underlined, 

criminal victimization is not randomly distributed. Not all individuals in a 

given population run the same risk of becoming a victim of a crime. 

Victimization survey datasets have offered unprecedented opportunities to 

analyze how demographics and other social characteristics are linked to 

victimization. Factors such as young age, living in a big city and an outgoing 

lifestyle have consistently been identified as risk enhancing in studies across 

Western countries (Hindeland, Gottfredson and Garafalo, 1979; Van Dijk 

and Steinmetz, 1980). Such risk models are analytically similar to risk 

models that determine susceptibility of individuals to diseases (Fattah, 

2000). Individuals possessing certain characteristics are more at risk to 

develop certain diseases such as skin or lung cancer or cardiovascular 
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diseases. Various theoretical models have been developed to explain 

variations in risks to be victimized by various types of crime. 

To sum up, crime or victimization surveys, developed as a source of better 

crime statistics, have generated a wealth of empirical data on the 

determinants of criminal victimization at both the collective and the 

individual level. Their datasets have mainly been used to analyze crime rates 

or trends of countries but provide a large reservoir of victimologically 

relevant information as well. They also offer opportunities for multi-level 

analyses of the factors determining criminal victimization at individual and 

collective levels. 

 

Two victim-oriented approaches to criminal victimization 

Lifestyle exposure theory (a micro level theory)  

The oldest and best known victimological risk model is lifestyle exposure 

theory (Hindelang et al., 1978). This model or theory seeks to explain the 

distribution of risks to be criminally victimized at the individual level. The 

risk is supposedly determined by the lifestyle of a person and its related 

exposure to criminal threats existing in society. The theory is supported by 

many empirical findings. It will indeed come as no surprise that individuals 

with an outgoing lifestyle stand higher risks of falling victim of various types 

of crime than persons who rarely leave their homes. Also persons who carry 

around a lot of money and gadgets like smart phones, small computers, 

expensive watches or jewelry, expose themselves to offenders and are 

attractive targets and therefore have a higher risk than those who do not 

own such goods or do not flaunt them in public spaces. 

Several other theoretical risk models for criminal victimization have been 

elaborated (Fattah, 1991; Fattah, 2000). Van Dijk et al. (1980), using data 

from the first Dutch national crime survey, distinguish between target 

attractiveness, geographical proximity to offenders, behavioral proximity to 

offenders, technical exposure and social exposure. These risk models build 

on and replace the older victim typologies of founding victimologists such as 

Mendelsohn, Von Hentig and Schafer (Schafer, 1967). The new generation of 

risk models may be somewhat less imaginative than the old typologies 

focusing on victim-precipitation but they are more strongly grounded in 

empirical data. Empirical work on lifestyle-exposure and other risk models 

flourished in the 1980ties but seem lately to have run out of steam. One 

impediment of their further elaboration might be the limited availability of 

data on social characteristics in regular crime surveys and the total lack of 

data on psychological characteristics (Fattah, 2000). The principal aim of 
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such surveys remains a better measurement of crime as a macro 

phenomenon and not a sophisticated understanding of the distribution of 

individual risks. Victimization surveys using questionnaires purposely 

designed to test risk models are rare. In the meantime, other aspects of the 

surveys such as fear of crime or trust in the institutions, have replaced 

victimization as popular research topics. Another factor inhibiting scholars 

in analyzing person-based victimization risks might be fear of falling into the 

trap of victim blaming for which the early victimologists such as Amir have 

been severely criticized. Whatever the reasons may be, there are plenty of 

reasons for renewed and sustained attention for criminal victimization risks 

analyzing survey data at individual and collective level and looking at other 

factors than the usual demographics.  

Closely related to the lifestyle-exposure theory of Hindelang c.s. is the 

rational choice or situational crime prevention theory (Cornish and Clarke, 

1986; Newman, Clarke and Shoham, 1997). Situational crime prevention 

theory is a practically oriented perspective in criminology. According to 

situational crime prevention theory criminal victimization can be effectively 

prevented by reducing the exposure of victims to criminal victimization in 

certain situation. The simplest form of situational crime prevention is target 

hardening; this is installment of hardware such as better locks or window 

grilles. Another example is crime prevention through environmental design. 

The case studies presented in the literature on situational crime prevention 

are about the prevention of criminal events at specific locations, including at 

so called hot spots. Their focus is clearly on the micro level. In fact Clarke 

has often stressed that situational crime prevention measures should be 

designed and applied in a location-specific way (Clarke, 1992; 1997). 

Variants of situational crime prevention theory are the pattern theory of 

Brantingham and Brantingham (1991) which looks at the distribution in 

time and place of criminal incidents. 

Situational crime prevention is based on the assumption that offenders 

make rudimental judgments about the costs and benefits of offending, i.e. 

making a rational choice. This image of man as a profit seeking calculator is 

similar to that of the classical criminal law doctrines. At least in one respect, 

the fundamental assumption about the working of the human mind is 

different. In the views of Clarke c.s. the rationality of offenders is time and 

space bounded; their decisions on offending are determined more by the 

immediate situation than by considerations about possible detection and 

punishment at a later time. In their view, situational prevention will often be 

more effective than deterrence. 
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As a summing up, it can be said that lifestyle-exposure theory seeks to 

understand how relevant characteristics of individuals increase their risk to 

be criminally victimized and that situational crime prevention theory looks at 

how interventions in specific situations can help to reduce such risks.  

Situational crime prevention theory adds a dynamic or activist dimension to 

lifestyle-exposure theory. As said, case studies of successful crime 

prevention are, just like risk models, typically focusing on phenomena at the 

micro level (Clarke, 1992).  

Routine activities approach (macro level theory) 

Another set of victim-centered theories seeks to explain not the distribution 

of risks across individuals but variation in crime levels across cities or 

historical periods, this is an epidemiological approach. The most important 

of these is the opportunity theory or routine activities approach (Cohen and 

Felson, 1979; Cusson, 1990). The macro orientation of routine activity 

theory is clearly given in the title of Cohen and Felson’s article: ‘Social 

Change and Crime Rate Trends: a Routine Activities Approach’. For this 

seminal article the authors made limited use of data from victimization 

surveys. Their core analysis was focused on understanding the determinants 

of the rises in police-recorded crime rates in the USA since the 1960ties.  

Key concepts in this theory are the number of available and attractive 

targets, number of motivated offenders and lack of supervision and other 

impediments in a given environment. The level of crime in an area or period 

depends on the extent to which potential victims and their property come 

into contact with potential offenders in the absence of capable guardians. 

Which groups of the population are suitable targets, depends on the type of 

crime. For property offences those possessing easily stealable commodities 

such as electronic consumer goods are obvious targets. According to 

criminal opportunity the more attractive targets there are in a particular 

place, the more crime there will be (Felson, 2002). 

Surveillance and other impediments prevent crimes from happening. It is not 

very likely that a bicycle gets stolen when the owner of the bicycle is keeping 

an eye on it or when it is stored in a secured shed. In public spaces the use 

of a high quality lock reduces the chance of the bicycle getting stolen. The 

better persons and their property are guarded and/or their goods are 

protected otherwise, the less crime there will be. Felson (1997) explains 

rising crime rates across the Western world as a result of the spread of 

stealable commodities and structural changes in the capacity of 

communities to exercise social control over young people. 
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A variant on routine activity theory is the crime cycle theory. According to 

this theory, global industries continue to introduce new mass consumer 

products such as cars and mobile phones that invite massive criminal 

victimization of the owners. Offender groups experience a crime harvest. At a 

later stage massive victimization results in purchase of crime prevention 

equipment by potential victims after which, eventually, the crime boom 

subsides (Farrell, tilley, Tseloni and Mailley, 2010). 

Birds of a feather? 

The presence of motivated offenders in a given environment is more or less 

taken for granted by adherents of routine activities or criminal opportunity 

theory (Cohen et al., 1979). According to this approach to crime most people 

would mentally be ready to commit common crimes if they would be 

confronted with suitable opportunities of doing so without a significant risk. 

When the benefits of crime look greater than the costs, many people, 

especially young people, will be tempted to take their chances (Hirschi, 

2002). I.e. they will be tempted by the opportunity to make easy money or 

the excitement of engaging in violence against persons or goods (vandalism). 

Whether such behavior is actually expressed is determined by the extent of 

viable opportunities. The motivation to offend is thus supposed to be highly 

elastic to the supply of opportunities. To explain differences in crime rates, 

these theories tend to look primarily at the presence of suitable targets in the 

absence of social guardianship or security. Offender motivation is supposed 

to be opportunistic.  

These basic assumptions concerning offender motivation are largely shared 

by the adherents of situational crime prevention theory. They also assume as 

we have seen, that the behavior of offenders is mainly influenced by 

immediate situational aspects and less by personality dispositions. 

The two sets of victim-oriented theories – lifestyle-exposure and situational 

crime prevention or rational choice theory at one hand and criminal 

opportunity or routine activity theory at the other – both belong to the same 

family of  modern, non–dispositional, criminological theories (Gilling, 1997). 

Clarke and Felson have jointly edited a collection of papers called Routine 

Activity and Rational Choice (1993), thereby underlining the common ground 

of their theoretical perspectives.  

In our view, the two sets of theories have indeed much in common but must 

yet be sharply distinguished from each other. The first theories look at the 

impact of victim characteristics on the distribution of risks among 

individuals in time and space. According to lifestyle-exposure theories on 

individual victimization, persons possessing certain risk factors such as 
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wealth and young age, run enhanced risks to become victims of crime. And 

individuals that have installed burglar alarms have reduced risks to be 

victimized. In terms of animal behavior, these theories seek to understand 

the factors determining the selection of individual prey animals by their 

predators. They do not pretend to explain the number of predators on a 

given territory as a function of the number of suitable prey animals. 

Routine activities or criminal opportunity theories are primarily focused on    

explaining the extent of criminal victimization at the macro level. According 

to the latter theories the level of crime in cities or countries is at least partly 

determined by the presence of sufficient quantities of suitable targets of 

crime -criminal opportunity theory-. If more persons in a country possess 

certain vulnerable characteristics, this feature alone will drive up levels of 

crime by motivating and/or attracting more opportunistic offenders. For 

example, analyses of ICVS data have consistently shown that in countries 

with comparatively young populations and/or more persons possessing 

motorcars or other suitable targets of crime, levels of crime tend to be higher 

(Van Dijk, 1999). Biological predator-prey models provide a useful analogy 

for the latter theories: the prevalence of predators is often largely governed 

by the availability of suitable prey animals in a given territory. Criminal 

opportunity theory must be seen as an epidemiological theory rather than as 

a health risk model. 

Although the two theories in their original versions unmistakably differ in 

their focus on the micro and macro level respectively, they are often 

presented in subsequent literature as two of a kind (Fattah, 2004). It is often 

implicitly assumed that if factor A is found to determine individual 

vulnerability, the prevalence of such factor in a population determines the 

number of victimizations or level of crime and vice versa. It is also often 

uncritically assumed that preventive measures reducing individual risks, 

collectively contribute to crime prevention, resulting in decreasing crime 

rates. Although this hypothesis might be empirically correct, when unaware 

or ignorant of levels of aggregation, criminologists can fall easy prey to the 

atomistic fallacy described earlier.  

As pointed out in a brief theoretical article by Felson and Van Dijk (1993) the 

silent assumption that what is found at the individual level also roughly 

applies at the macro level amounts to a re-emergence of the l’ Erreur de 

Generalisation in (victimological) theoretical enquiry criminology. One of the 

examples given in their article is the relationship between wealth and 

victimization risks at the individual level. They caution against 

generalizations about this link. It is quite possible that at the individual level 

victimization risks are positively linked to wealth -due to greater target 
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attractiveness- while at the macro levels negative relationships between 

wealth and crime prevail, e.g. because richer countries harbor fewer 

professional burglars (strain theory) and/or can afford to invest more in 

crime prevention.  

In spite of these warnings, many early discussions on the effect of crime 

preventive measures demonstrate the level blindness of the discussants. 

First, there is the danger of drawing from proven favorable effects of installed 

protection against crime on individual risks sweeping conclusions about the 

crime reduction potential of such measures at the macro level. Second, there 

are the adherents of crime displacement who argue that individual crime 

preventive measures cannot have an effect on the macro level since the 

criminals will just continue their work at a different, less protected, place. In 

response to this criticism those promoting situational crime prevention 

perspective, have argued that displacement of prevented crimes to other 

targets is much less widespread than assumed by critics (Repetto, 1976; 

Hesseling, 1994). It stands to reason that the level of burglaries in a city is 

not affected by the use of anti-burglary measures by small pockets of 

households. But when, for example, local offenders and fences within a city 

collectively perceive opportunity structures for burglary or theft from car as 

having deteriorated so much that they feel prompted to adjust their criminal 

routines, then crime reduction is likely. 

Some key victimological risk factors may determine victimization risks of 

individuals by influencing target selection by offenders without much impact 

on their standing decisions to engage in criminal behavior at the collective 

level. In the metaphor of predator-prey models, some risk factor for being 

preyed upon such as leaving the protection of the group -prey selection 

factors- may have little relevance for explaining the prevalence of predators 

-epidemiological factors-. Such factors should then be regarded as individual 

victimological risk factors only. Other factors may influence both individual 

risks and the level of crime at macro levels e.g. by attracting larger pools of 

offenders/predators to the local or national environment. Such factors would 

qualify as both risk factors at the individual level and as epidemiologically 

relevant determinants or risk factors at the macro level. The distinction 

between the two types of risk factors poses a challenging set of theoretical 

issues for victimology which require further focused empirical tests. 
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Research questions with regard to micro and macro level victimology 

Direct effects 

To what extend does information at the macro level influence the outcome at 

the dependent variable on individual level. An added value of multi-level 

analysis is that it allows for use of external data in analyzing victimization 

patterns. In a multi-level analysis it is not only possible to aggregate the 

individual data but also utilize information from other data sources. This is 

especially useful if only limited information on individuals is available. 

Hardyns (2012) studied the concept of collective efficacy and its effect on 

victimization and fear of crime using data from the Belgium Security 

Monitor. About 350 Belgium (Flemish) municipalities were the macro level. 

Apart from aggregating individual level information from the victimization 

survey, he used measures of collective efficacy and social cohesion in the 

municipalities from an external source. The results demonstrate the large 

influence of the collective on, amongst others, individual avoidance behavior, 

an indicator for fear of crime. 

Cross-level interactions (slope-as-outcome) 

Early multi-level work in criminology was done by Miethe and McDonald 

(1993), who argued for the integration of micro and macro level theories 

about individual victimization and crime levels. Their study shows that 

individuals’ risks are influenced by their personal lifestyles, but also by 

characteristics of the neighborhood. Their main finding however was a cross-

level interaction (or slope-as-outcome result). Target attractiveness and low 

levels of guardianship strongly increased burglary for households in affluent 

areas but had little effect in socially disorganized areas. Their argument for 

integration of micro and macro theories is limited to the detection of this 

direct, slope-as-outcome multi-level effect.  

An example of such interaction effect was also found in previous analyses of 

ICVS data on age and victimization from different countries. It had been 

confirmed that as predicted by lifestyle-exposure theory, young people are 

more often victim of crime than older people. A multi-level analysis showed 

that this age effect is stronger in affluent countries than in poorer ones (Van 

Kesteren, 1999). In other words the micro level effect of age on victimization 

is moderated by the factor affluence at the macro level. Figure 1 shows a 

graphic depiction of the results.  

The graph shows that the differences in victimization risks between age 

groups are larger to the extent that countries are more affluent. It is 

stipulated that young people are relatively more attractive targets in rich 

countries because only there young people have the opportunity to develop a 
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distinct lifestyle with a significant measure of spatial segregation (special 

leisure areas and residential areas for young people). High risks of criminal 

victimization can be seen as the downside of belonging to the jeunesse doree 

in modern affluent societies. 

Figure 1 - Relation between age and victimization risk, depending on the wealth of countries 

 

Micro-macro effects 

As described earlier in this chapter, the large scale victimization surveys are 

primarily conducted with a view of measuring the amount and nature of 

crime at the macro level. In many studies at macro level, data from 

individual is aggregated and added to an empirical model (e.g. a regression 

analysis) with other data on that level. In chapters 2 and 3 we will 

demonstrate a few examples of such analyses. By using multi-level analysis 

techniques, information at individual level can be added to the model to 

study micro-macro effects. Although these effects are often mentioned when 

discussing results of data analysis on macro level, the use of multi-level 

techniques in criminology and victimology for this purpose is still limited but 

gaining popularity. Van Wilsem (2003) addressed this issue for a number of 

crimes using data from 18 countries from the ICVS. In a multi-level model of 

burglary victimization, without any explanatory variables, the country-level 

intercept variance (a measure for the differences in burglary rates in the 18 

countries) was 0.251. After adding four individual level variables, the 

variance was reduced to 0.161, meaning that about 35% of the differences 

between countries were explained by individual level variables, a micro-

macro effect. Adding a number of variables at country level, the variance was 

further reduced to 0.049, another reduction of 45%. 
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Rhineberger-Dun and Carlson (2011) studied the influence of systemic social 

disorganization on the amount of victimization by violent crimes. They used 

data from the Project on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods 

(Earls, 1999). Their analysis was focused on explaining the differences 

between neighborhoods by including individual level variables related to 

victimization. Their findings confirmed that the selected variables indeed 

have an impact on individual victimization. But in addition, the variance at 

the neighborhood level was for 30% explained by these individual risk 

factors. After adding neighborhood level characteristics, 59% of macro level 

variance was explained, of which 30% by the micro-macro effect.   

Composition effect 

This is a specific type of cross-level interaction where an apparent effect on 

the individual level turns out to be the result of a macro-level effect. A typical 

issue in victim-centered criminology is the effect of crime preventive 

measures. It is widely accepted that households applying measures to 

prevent burglary experience reduced victimization rates. But to what extent 

and under what circumstances does reduction of the number of burglaries 

(at neighborhood level) take place? An illustrative study in this respect is 

from Wilcox, Madensen, and Tillyer (2008) using data from Seattle, 

Washington concerning 4,227 respondents in 100 neighborhoods. The 

conclusion was that target hardening works best in those neighborhoods 

where many others also had their houses protected by such measures. From 

the publication it is not clear however if non-protected houses in well 

protected neighborhoods are at lesser risk as well. If that is the case, were 

looking at a composition effect, the positive effect for individual households 

of target hardening is, in part, the result of living in a neighborhood with 

many well protected houses.  

 

Formulating questions for three topics in victimization research 

This dissertation presents results of three multi-level analyses of ICVS-based 

data concerning punitivity, hate crime victimization and the relation between 

firearm ownership and victimization respectively. In each study we 

specifically look at the direct effects of context variables at the level of 

countries or regions. We will also look systematically for interaction effects 

between context variables and individual level variables. In all instances we 

also look at composition effects. In the concluding chapter we will also 

discuss micro-macro effects, to what extent accumulation of individual 

characteristics explain variance at the higher level.  
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In the analyses of hate crime and firearm ownership (chapters 4 and 5) we 

build on the risk analyses developed by Van Dijk et al. (1980). This model 

has been replicated several times with ICVS data (e.g. Van Kesteren, Mayhew 

and Nieuwbeerta, 2000). Chapter 2 presents this model for overall 

victimization and for property crimes and contact crimes separately. For the 

multi-level analyses here, depending on the topic of interest, explanatory 

variables are added at the individual level as well as at the macro level. 

These macro level variables are both taken from external sources such as 

EuroStat or are aggregated data from the ICVS datasets themselves. 

 

Introducing the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS) 

Victimization surveys have primarily been designed as a source of statistical 

information on the volume and trends of crime collected independently from 

police records. From this perspective, prevalence and incidence rates of 

victimization are the key findings. The surveys also yield estimates of the 

total numbers of crime reported to the police which can be compared with 

numbers of officially recorded offences. Several developed countries have 

independent annual victimization surveys at a national scale, including 

Andalusia (Spain), Australia, England & Wales, France, Italy, The 

Netherlands, Scotland, Sweden, Switzerland and the USA. In the case of the 

International Crime Victim Surveys, data about crime at the macro level is 

collected in a comparative, international perspective. The ICVS dataset 

allows an analysis of the dynamics of actual and reported crime rates, fear of 

crime and satisfaction with the police across countries (van Dijk, van 

Kesteren and Smit, 2008).  

At a special meeting on crime prevention of the Council of Europe in 

Barcelona at the end of 1987 plans for a standardized survey of crime 

victims were aired for the first time (van Dijk, Mayhew and Killias, 1990). In 

the next year, the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS) was actually 

launched. The ICVS is a standardized victimization survey modelled after the 

Dutch, British and Swiss national surveys. The survey went into the field for 

the first time in 1989 in thirteen nations. The surveys have since, with some 

adjustments, been carried out in five subsequent sweeps, with intervals of 

four or five years (1992, 1996, 2000, 2005 and 2010). The last round in 

2010/2011 was conducted in 13 countries (Van Dijk, 2012). Thereafter the 

ICVS has been executed in Luxembourg (2012), Beijing (2013) and five 

countries in the Caribbean with funding from the Inter-American 

Development Bank as well as in Kyrgyzstan with funding from USAID. 

Altogether the ICVS has to date been carried out at least once in 84 

countries, in 37 countries these were national surveys (mainly but not 
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exclusively western countries) and in 72 countries these were capital cities 

from all world regions. See Appendix D and the recently launched website of 

Lausanne University (http://wp.unil.ch/icvs, last accessed 23.03.2015) for details. 

The full dataset is available for secondary analyses.  

The ICVS built upon and mirrors some fairly generic features of victimization 

surveys such as interviewing representative samples from national or city 

populations (in our case samples of 1,000 to 2,000 respondents) about their 

experiences of crime, using face-to-face interviewing or, where possible, 

computer-assisted telephone interviewing. Respondents were screened for 

experiences of victimization over a given recall period of five years, and were 

then asked to focus on their experiences over the past twelve months. The 

ICVS screener questions cover a limited selection of common crimes. The 

screener questions use definitions and concepts based on colloquial 

language rather than the law. Respondents were interviewed about possible 

victimizations that can be seen as affecting the household as a whole (theft 

of a car, theft from a car, theft of a motorcycle or moped, theft of a bicycle, 

burglary and attempted burglary). The respondent also answered about his 

or her personal experience in relation to theft of personal property, robbery, 

sexual offences, assault & threats and, in later rounds, bribe-seeking by 

public officials and credit card fraud. There have been additional questions 

in different ICVS rounds; these have included the use of crime prevention 

measures, the seriousness rating of types of crime, fear of crime, and (for 

victims) the police response and the provision and need for victim support.  

This dissertation does not address the many, and ever-changing, 

methodological issues of comparative crime surveying. Nor will it discuss the 

survey’s obvious limitations - these have been dealt with elsewhere (Mayhew 

and van Dijk, 2011). This dissertation will also ignore the ranking of 

countries on victimization rates or other key variables.2 

 

Outline of the dissertation 

Eleven thematic clusters of ICVS results are described in chapters 2 and 3. 

Each cluster highlights results that stem from the unique, international 

nature of the ICVS. Some overlap between chapters 2 and 3 exists. Also, 

some results from chapters 4 (punitivity) and 5 (guns and risk) are already 

mentioned in these chapters. With these two general overviews of ICVS-

                                                 
2  Results have been presented in a series of research reports with extensive documentation on the 

survey’s methodology (van Dijk et al., 1990; Van Dijk and Mayhew, 1992; Mayhew and van Dijk, 

1997; van Kesteren et al., 2000; van Dijk, 2013; van Dijk, Manchin, van Kesteren and Hideg, 2007). 

http://wp.unil.ch/icvs
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based findings the stage is set for the more in depth, multi-level analyses 

discussed in the following chapters. 

Chapter 4 of this dissertation presents results from the ICVS about the 

public attitudes towards sentencing. These attitudes can be influenced by 

social characteristics of individuals as well as by characteristics of countries. 

In previous analyses these relationships at the micro and macro level have 

been analyzed independently of each other (Mayhew and van Kesteren, 

2002). The chapter first presents the main statistics on preference for a 

prison sentence -in case of a theft of a television by a recidivist burglar- at 

country level from the 1989-2005 surveys. Apart from a prison sentence and 

the duration of that sentence, the respondents could indicate a preference 

for a fine, a suspended sentence or community service. Using scaling 

techniques, the categorical response categories are expressed in a single, 

one-dimensional scale. We present correlates at the individual level first that 

form the base for multi-level analyses of the social correlates of punitivity 

both at individual and country level. This analysis shows which social 

factors are associated with high punitivity at individual and country level 

and whether inter-country differences persist after the impact of both these 

factors has been accounted for.  

Chapter 5 deals with one of the most controversial, ongoing debates in 

evidence-based crime prevention, namely the possible causal relationship 

between gun ownership and violent crime. On one side of the debate stand 

those claiming that the availability of a firearm acts as a facilitator of the 

commission of serious crimes of violence by providing potential assaulters 

with the opportunity to attack others with an especially dangerous 

instrument. This position in the debate is theoretically grounded in 

situational crime prevention theory (Felson and Clarke, 1998). The notion of 

guns facilitating violence is the key assumption behind the strict regulation 

of gun ownership in most European countries and behind government 

programs seeking to decrease gun availability in a variety of countries 

including Brazil, Canada Columbia, Mexico, South Africa and parts of the 

USA. It also lies behind the global campaigns against illicit production and 

trafficking in small firearms (Small Arms Survey, 2009). On the other side of 

the debate stand those who deny the facilitating impact of gun availability. 

Some authors claim that the gun ownership of potential victims acts as a 

preventive or protective measure by deterring would-be attackers. The latter 

position has been elaborated by Lott (2000).  

We studied the firearm ownership and violence link in a multi-level context. 

The 2004/05 ICVS data from 26 industrialized countries have been used. We 

first present some descriptive data on the levels and nature of gun 
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ownership per country, based on the ICVS 2005. Next we explore the gun 

ownership–violence link presenting basic bivariate statistics at the country 

level. This is followed by an analysis of the gun-violence link at the level of 

individuals. The key question is whether ownership of a gun acts as a risk 

enhancing factor for victimization by contact crimes or not, controlling for 

known risk factors such as age, gender and the amount of outdoors leisure 

activities (Hindelang et al., 1978; Van Dijk et al.,  1980; Felson, 2002). In a 

final section of chapter 5 we discuss the results of a multi-level analysis 

integrating the previous analyses at the macro and micro level. The results 

show whether and to what extent the effects of firearm ownership on the risk 

of individuals to be victimized are determined by contextual variables. In a 

concluding paragraph we discuss how the findings compare with results of 

previous studies and which general conclusions can be drawn. The article 

finishes with some suggestions for further research. 

Chapter 6 of this dissertation is based on 2005 ICVS data from 15 ‘old’ EU 

member states, except Luxembourg. For the first time in the ICVS, questions 

were also asked about immigrant status and whether the respondent or a 

member of the family had been a victim of a hate crime. Also coded were the 

NUTS2 regions where the respondents resided (n=229). The hate crime data 

is unique in covering a much wider range of perceived victimizations 

motivated by hatred than most other surveys that include hate crime. The 

amount of hate crime in the 15 EU member states is presented and 

subsequently analyzed using single-level loglinear models, comparing the 

victimization pattern for hate crime with contact crimes and property crimes. 

Finally we present and discuss the results of multi-level risk analysis with 

European NUTS2 regions at 2nd level. 

Finally, in chapter 7, some general conclusions will be drawn from the 

findings of the multi-level analyses of criminal victimization concerning the 

leveled nature of this phenomenon and the related issue of the relationships 

between micro and macro level theories on criminal victimization. We will 

also describe the limitations of the ICVS datasets for multi-level data 

analyses. Finally, in this we will make some comments on the prospects for 

the ICVS in the future. 
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Introduction 

Victimization surveys have primarily been designed as a source of statistical 

information on the volume and trends of crime collected independently from 

police records. From this perspective prevalence and incidence rates of 

victimization are the key findings. The surveys also yield estimates of the 

total numbers of crime reported to the police which can be compared with 

numbers of officially recorded offences. Several developed countries conduct 

independent annual victimization surveys at a national scale, including 

Andalusia –Spain-, Australia, England & Wales, France, Italy, The 

Netherlands, Scotland, Sweden, Switzerland and the USA. In the case of the 

International Crime Victims Surveys data about crime at the macro level is 

collected from a comparative, international perspective. The ICVS dataset 

allows an analysis of the dynamics of actual and reported crime rates, fear of 

crime and satisfaction with the police across countries (van Dijk, Van 

Kesteren and Smit, 2008). Comparative victimization surveys are now 

generally recognized as an indispensable tool for the benchmarking of 

criminal policies in an international setting (Economist, July 12, 2008). 

Eurostat, the statistical arm of the European Commission, is preparing a 

similar, standardized victimization survey among its 27 Member States for 

2010. 

Victimization surveys typically collect data on the experiences or perceptions 

of individual persons -respondents interviewed- that are subsequently 

aggregated to calculate overall prevalence rates of populations. Unlike most 

police statistics of recorded offences, victimization data can also be analyzed 

at the level of individuals. They can be used to analyze which types of 

individuals run the highest risks to be criminally victimized. On the basis of 

these findings the relative vulnerability of various population groups can be 
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determined in terms of age, gender, income level or lifestyle. Surveys provide 

information on the central topic of early victimological writing: the proneness 

of persons to fall victim to crime (Von Hentig, 1948). In addition, many 

surveys, including the ICVS, ask respondents who have been victimized 

about the consequences of the incident, their personal assessment of its 

seriousness, their treatment by the police and whether or not they have 

received specialized help. The responses to these questions are of relevance 

for current victimological research agenda’s centering around the impact of 

victimization on victims and on the provision of special victim services.  

Victimization surveys are not just useful tools to produce social indicators of 

crime, of obvious importance for criminological analyses, but they are also a 

rich source of victimologically relevant information. In this contribution 

results of the ICVS will be presented from a victimological perspective. We 

will mainly use data from the most recent round of the ICVS conducted in 

2004/2005 in thirty industrialized countries and six main cities in 

developing countries. After a brief discussion of victimization rates of thirty 

different countries, we will present results on the differential victimization 

risks of main groups of the population. Next comparative results will be 

presented on reporting rates, satisfaction with treatment by the police, and 

the reception of specialized help. Subsequently, we will compare the risk 

assessments of victims and non-victims and the opinions of victims and non-

victims on the appropriate punishment for offenders across countries and 

world regions. Finally, we will present data on the seriousness rating of 

offences by victims. In the concluding paragraph, we will comment on the 

huge potential of international victimization surveys to inform ongoing 

victimological debates. 

 

Victimization rates of countries and cities 

The first round of ICVS surveys was in 1989, followed by surveys in 1992, 

1996 and 2000. The last round of surveys was done in 2004 and 2005. For 

complete information on the methodology of the ICVS and EU ICS we refer to 

the reports with key findings (van Dijk, Manchin, van Kesteren and Hideg, 

2007; van Dijk et al., 2008) and to the web-sites1 of both projects. The 

results presented here are extracted from the integrated database of the 

ICVS (van Kesteren, 2007). 

 

                                                 
1  http://wp.unil.ch/icvs/ and http://www.europeansafetyobservatory.eu/  

http://wp.unil.ch/icvs/
http://www.europeansafetyobservatory.eu/
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Figure 1 - Overall victimization for ten crimes; one year prevalence rates (percentages) in 

2003/04 of capital cities and national populations of 28 countries.  

Data from the 2002 – 2005 ICVS. 
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* The Australian victimization rate is based on 9 crimes; Sexual offences were not included in 2005; the 

overall victimization is one percent point lower as a result. 
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Almost 16% of the population of the thirty participating countries has been a 

victim of any crime in 2004. The overall victimization rates per country are 

shown in figure 1. The four countries with the highest overall prevalence 

victimization rates in 2004 are Ireland, England & Wales, New Zealand and 

Iceland. Other countries with comparatively high victimization rates are 

Northern Ireland, Estonia, the Netherlands, Denmark, Mexico, Switzerland 

and Belgium. All these countries have overall victimization rates that are 

statistically significantly higher than the average of the thirty participating 

countries. The USA, Canada, Australia and Sweden show rates near the 

average. Compared to past results, these countries have dropped several 

places in the ranking on overall victimization. The ten countries with the 

highest rates comprise both very affluent countries such as Switzerland, 

Ireland and Iceland as less affluent countries as Estonia and Mexico. This 

result puts into question conventional wisdom about poverty as the 

dominant root cause of common crime. Most of the high crime countries are 

relatively highly urbanized, although this is not true for Ireland (van Dijk et 

al., 2007). For more comprehensive analyses of the social correlates of 

national crime rates see van Wilsem (2004) and van Dijk (2007). 

Countries with victimization levels just under the mean include Norway, 

Poland, Bulgaria, Scotland, Germany, Luxembourg and Finland. Lowest 

levels were found in Spain, Japan, Hungary, Portugal, Austria, France, 

Greece and Italy. The latter eight countries all have victimization levels 

significantly below the average of participating countries. They can be 

regarded as low crime countries in this context. This group is fairly 

heterogeneous, both geographically and in terms of affluence –GDPPC-. 

Finland, Greece and Poland are comparatively less urbanized than other 

European countries (van Dijk et al., 2007). 

Victimization in capital and main cities 

Figure 1 also shows the results of surveys conducted in 32 main cities 

concerning victimization by any crime. The results confirm that levels of 

victimization by common crime are universally higher among city 

populations than among national populations. Lisbon forms the only 

exception to this criminological rule. The mean victimization rate of the 

participating cities in developed countries is 19.9%, whereas the mean 

national rate was 15.8%. In almost all countries, risks to be criminally 

victimized are a quarter to a third higher for main city inhabitants than for 

others.  
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On average city rates are higher in developing countries (28.4%) than in 

developed countries (19.9%) but three of the six cities in developing 

countries are within the range of the main cities in developed countries. The 

ranking of cities in terms of victimization puts Phnom Penh and Maputo on 

top. Relatively high rates are also found in London and Buenos Aires. 

Tallinn, Amsterdam, Reykjavik, Belfast, Dublin and Johannesburg have 

rates above the global mean. Victimization rates near the global city average 

of 21.7% are found in New York, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Sao Paulo and 

Oslo. The five participating cities with the lowest victimization rates are Hong 

Kong, Lisbon, Budapest, Athens and Madrid. 

Trends in crime 

Trend data are available for 15 Western countries. Overall trends in 

victimization show a curved trend since 1988 with a peak in the early or 

mid-1990s. The survey also showed that levels of fear of property crime are 

declining together with victimization rates and that levels of satisfaction with 

the police among the general public have gone up2. The latest round of the 

ICVS confirms that most Western countries have emerged from a decade’s 

long crime epidemic and that the public starts to become aware that this is 

indeed the case.  

The downward trend in car thefts in Europe cannot be explained by a 

decrease in car ownership because car ownership rates in Europe have 

actually gone up. (van Dijk et al., 2008). The most plausible factor in the 

decrease of car theft rates across Europe is improved and more widely used 

anti-theft measures such as steering column locks, alarms and electronic 

ignition systems. These measures are likely to have had the greatest impact 

on levels of joy-riding and other forms of non-professional, opportunistic 

theft. The ICVS results confirm this hypothesis. The ratio between the 

number of stolen cars that have been returned to their owners and those 

who have not been returned have shifted. Now, most of the cars do not find 

their way back to their owners. (van Dijk et.al., 2008). If cars are stolen, it is 

now more often by professional gangs using sophisticated techniques or 

violence, breaking through protective devices installed. 

ICVS trend data point to a universal growth in the possession and use of 

security measures over the past few decades. For example the use of 

measures to prevent household burglaries has risen over the past 15 years 

across Western countries, especially among the middle classes (van Dijk, 

2007). Potential victims of crime seem to have responded to higher crime 

rates with increased concerns about crime and additional investments in 

                                                 
2  Satisfaction of reporting victims with the police will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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measures to avoid or reduce risks. It seems likely that opportunities of crime 

have shrunk due to improved self-protection of households and businesses 

in developed countries and that this has brought down levels of 

victimization. Property crimes have gone down more steeply than prevalent 

types of contact crimes. A possible explanation of the divergent trends in 

property and contact crimes is that improved security has reduced levels of 

many forms of property crime such as burglary and non-professional car 

theft but has had less impact on contact crimes. 

 

Individual risk factors and repeat victimization 

The victimological literature shows that within countries some groups of the 

population are systematically more at risk to become victims of crime than 

others. Various theoretical models have been developed to explain how the 

differential vulnerability of individuals to criminal victimization is determined 

by their lifestyle or routine activities (Hindelang, Gottfredson and Garofalo, 

1978; van Dijk and Steinmetz, 1980; Felson, 2002). Included in the ICVS 

questionnaire is a question on the frequency of outdoor activities in the 

evening, a variable known to impact on people’s exposure to victimization. 

The ICVS also includes information on demographics as age, gender, town 

size, marital status, income and education of respondents. The ICVS dataset 

allows the execution of a victimological risk analysis using these variables. 

Since factors such as age and an outgoing lifestyle are interlinked, the 

independent effect of such factors on victimization must be determined with 

the help of a multivariate analysis. The results of a loglinear analysis are 

given in table 1, show which of these characteristics are most important in 

determining risks to be criminally victimized by different types of crime, 

independently of the other factors. It shows the controlled risk factors for 

victimization expressed as odd ratios. 

Those who have fallen victim to crime run an increased risk to be victimized 

again in the future, a phenomenon known as repeat victimization (Farrell 

and Pease, 2001). Repeat victimization can partly be explained as the result 

of social risk factors such as those just mentioned. A concrete victimization 

acts as a statistical marker of risk factors such as an outgoing urban lifestyle 

-the heterogeneity hypothesis-. The other explanation is that the event of the 

victimization somehow enhances the risks of a repeat, for example by 

inducing the offender to hit the same target once again -event dependency-. 

Using ICVS data, repeat victimization has been found to be universal across 

countries (Farrell and Bouloukos, 2001). In our multivariate analysis, we 

have included as a factor whether or not the victim had been victimized in 

the four year preceding the last victimization. 
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Table 1 - Controlled effects of risk factors (odd ratios) on victimization
2
 in 2003 or  

2004 for overall victimization of 10 crimes
1
, property crime and contact crimes. 

Data from the 2004/05 ICVS.  
 

(N=36,971) 
Overall victimization 
by ten crimes 

Victimization by seven 
property crimes 

Victimization by 
three contact crimes 

 Odds ratio  Odds ratio  Odds ratio  

Previous victimization       

  No (base)       

 Yes 1.21 * 1.05  1.17 * 

Age       

  Young (base)       

  Middle 0.77 * 0.79 * 0.70 * 

  Old 0.43 * 0.46 * 0.29 * 

Gender       

  Male (base)       

  Female 1.02  1.01  1.05  

Town size       

  Rural (base)       

  City 1.36 * 1.42 * 1.21 * 

  Capital (or main) city 1.63 * 1.74 * 1.43 * 

Income       

  Low (base)       

  High 1.09 * 1.11 * 0.96  

Educational level       

  Low (base)       

  High 1.13 * 1.11 * 1.15 * 

Partner       

  No (base)       

  Yes 0.85 * 0.91 * 0.64 * 

Going out       

  No (base)       

  Yes 1.17 * 1.15 * 1.19 * 
1 Property crimes are theft of a vehicle, theft from a car, burglary, attempted burglary and theft of 

personal property. Contact crimes are robbery, sexual offences (women only) and assaults & threats. 

2 Countries in the model are: English speaking / Common law countries: Australia, Canada, England & 

Wales, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Scotland. Nordic countries: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden. 

Southern Europe: Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain. Western Europe: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, 

Netherlands. Eastern Europe: Hungary, Lithuania - USA is kept separate from the English speaking / 

common law countries in this analysis. 

* Statistically significant, t>1.96, p<0.05 
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The results show that a young age and residence in a capital city are the 

most important independent risk factors for victimization by any of the ten 

crimes included in the study. Not being married, a high income, high 

educational level and an outgoing lifestyle add to the risk to be victimized by 

any of these crimes. Most at risk are therefore young affluent residents of 

major cities who are not married and maintain an outgoing lifestyle, e.g. 

students. This finding confirms that overall victimization risks are 

determined by the extent to which people spend time in the proximity of 

potential offenders, e.g. in anonymous urban settings. 

The risk analyses for property crimes and contact crimes are different from 

each other in some respects. The impact of risk factors such as young age 

and being single are stronger for contact crimes than for property crimes. 

The risk factor urban residence is more salient for property crimes than for 

contact crimes. Finally, high income is a risk factor for property crimes but a 

protective factor for contact crimes. In terms of the lifestyle-exposure models, 

high income groups are more exposed to property crime because of their 

possessions. But they are less exposed to contact crimes because of their 

relative isolation from potential offenders in terms of both residence and 

lifestyle. 

As can be seen in table 1, previous victimizations are an important predictor 

of future victimizations, independently of known risk factors. This result 

suggests that the phenomenon of repeat victimization is caused by other 

more specific risk factors or is partly event dependent in the sense that past 

victimizations trigger new ones.  

The results raise the question whether differential risks of population groups 

are universal across the individual countries participating in the ICVS. Our 

results suggest that this is indeed largely the case, although the size of the 

odd ratios differs and there seem to be some striking exceptions. Table 2 

presents the results for five groups of countries/cities, the USA and a 

separate column five main cities in developing countries.  
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The degree of urbanization of places of residence appears to be a universal 

risk factor. There is a linear relationship between city size and risks of 

victimization in all countries included. There is also universally a linear, 

inverse relationship between age and risk. Risks to be criminally victimized 

tend to decrease with age everywhere. There is some evidence though, that 

age is a stronger risk factor in more affluent countries, such as the USA, 

Canada, Australia, the UK and the Scandinavian countries. This is probably 

because more young people in these countries can afford to entertain a 

distinct outgoing lifestyle and the elderly more often live in secured places. In 

most countries females are slightly more at risk to be victimized by any 

crime. This positive link between gender and victimization is not found in 

Southern and Eastern Europe. Here the female gender acts as a weak 

protective factor. One possible explanation is that female labor participation 

is more limited in these countries, e.g. in Italy. 

According to the results high income groups are more at risk in all regions, 

except in the USA. We have carried out a loglinear analyses on risks for 

property crime and contact crimes separately3. High income groups are 

universally more at risk for property crimes. Here the USA presents a 

striking exception with risks being the highest among the lowest incomes. A 

focused trend analysis has shown that in the USA over the past ten years 

risks of victimization by property crime has decreased strongly among higher 

income groups and not among the poorest quartile (van Dijk, 2007). ICVS-

based data on the use of security measures suggest that affluent people in 

developed countries have counteracted their higher exposure to crime by 

increased protection. Less affluent people are lagging behind in this respect, 

most likely because they can ill afford expensive measures of self-protection 

such as burglar alarms. Phenomena such as gated communities may have 

further reduced risks for well to do inhabitants in large cities. These trend 

data point at the emergence of a class–related security divide. 

In a separate analysis of the 2004/05 ICVS data (van Kesteren, 2006) has 

shown that in Europe migrant status is an independent risk factor of 

victimization by contact crimes. This finding suggests that immigrants are 

especially targeted for contact crimes -so called hate crimes-. Taken together, 

the latter findings suggest that the distribution of victimization risks across 

income groups is undergoing a structural change. Affluent groups are 

gradually becoming less exposed to different types of crime and 

underprivileged groups more.  

 

                                                 
3  In most developed countries, high income groups are slightly less at risk to be victimized by 

contact crimes: the odd ratios are between 0.87 and 0.97 for high income groups.  
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Reporting to the police and victim satisfaction  

The frequency with which victims (or relatives and friends on their behalf) 

report offences to the police is strongly related to the type of offence involved. 

For ease of comparison, reporting levels were calculated for five offences for 

which levels of reporting are variable across countries and/or experience of 

victimization is comparatively high4. The offences are thefts from cars, 

bicycle theft, burglary with entry, attempted burglary and thefts of personal 

property.  

In the thirty countries and twelve capital cities on average 41% of the five 

crimes were reported to the police. Among the thirty countries where 

national samples were drawn roughly half of the five crimes were reported to 

the police (53%). The highest reporting rates were in Austria (70%), Belgium 

(68%), Sweden (64%) and Switzerland (63%). With the exception of Hungary, 

all counties with relatively high rates are among the most affluent of the 

world. As in previous rounds of the ICVS, reporting rates are very low in 

participating developing countries. Brazil (Sao Paulo), Cambodia (Phnom 

Penh), Peru (Lima), Mexico, Mozambique (Maputo) stand out with reporting 

rate below 20%. Reporting is also comparatively low in Hong Kong (24%). 

Countries with medium low reporting rates – between 35% and 45%- include 

South Africa (Johannesburg), Turkey (Istanbul), Bulgaria, Iceland, Estonia 

and Poland.  

The decision to report victimizations to the police is determined by costs-

benefit assessments of the victims (Skogan, 1984). An important factor 

behind the high reporting rates of property crimes in developed countries are 

high rates of insurance against theft and burglary. Another determining 

factor of reporting rates is public confidence in the police. Using data of the 

ICVS 2000, Goudriaan (2004) found that country-level variables such as 

confidence in the police account for a substantial amount of the cross-

country variation in reporting property crimes.  

Of special interest from a victimological perspective is whether reporting to 

the police shows any trend. Reporting rates overall have gone down since 

1988 or 1992 in Belgium, Scotland, England & Wales, the Netherlands, 

France, New Zealand, USA, and Canada, but this is largely caused by the 

changing composition of the crimes that are reported. In almost all countries 

reporting rates for bicycle theft have decreased significantly in recent years. 

                                                 
4 Omitted are car and motorcycle thefts (which are usually reported and are relatively 

uncommon), and robbery (for which numbers per country are small). Also omitted are sexual 
incidents and assaults & threats. Here, the proportion reported will be influenced by, 
respectively, the ratio of sexual assaults to offensive sexual behaviour, and assaults to 
threats. 
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More and more victims of bicycle theft tend to refrain from reporting the 

incident to the police. Few other significant trends can be discerned in the 

reporting rates for individual types of crimes. Reporting rates have gone up 

in Poland and Estonia, probably due to post-communist reforms of national 

police forces that have increased trust among the community. Also in 

Northern Ireland reporting has gone up since 1988 and 1992. 

In the ICVS 2004/05 by far the most important reason for not bringing in 

the police was that the case was not serious enough. About one in three 

non-reporters nationally and one of five in capitals mentioned this. A quarter 

of victims felt it was inappropriate to call the police, or said they themselves 

or the family solved it. The idea that the police could do nothing was 

mentioned fairly frequently, e.g., by one in five victims of thefts of cars who 

did not report. At the country level, 20% mentioned as reason that the police 

won’t do anything. This percentage is higher at the level of capital cities. 

Within Europe non-reporting is more often mentioned in the capital -e.g. 

Rome and Amsterdam- than at national level. Few victims mentioned fear or 

dislike of the police as a reason for not reporting a burglary. Fear of reprisals 

was also infrequently mentioned.  

The 1996 ICVS introduced the open question why victims did report. The 

reasons why sexual incidents and assaults & threats were reported differed 

somewhat from those for other offences. Victims here were especially 

concerned to stop what happened being repeated. Many victims also wanted 

help. For the two property offences and robbery, more than a third was 

reported because assistance was sought in recovering property. When a 

burglary or theft from a car was involved, about a third reported for 

insurance reasons. About four in ten victims overall referred to the obligation 

to notify the police, either because they felt a crime such as theirs should be 

reported, or because what happened had been serious. Retributive motives - 

the hope that offenders would be caught and punished - weighed with nearly 

as many victims. 
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Victim satisfaction 

If they had reported to the police, victims were asked whether they were 

satisfied with the police response5. To increase the number of cases, rates 

have been calculated on respondents who reported crimes over a five year 

period. On average, 53% of reporting victims were satisfied with the way the 

police had handled their complaint. Among the countries/cities satisfaction 

levels did not differ between different types of crime6.  

The respondents in Denmark (75%), Finland (72%), Switzerland (72%), 

Australia, Scotland and Luxembourg (70%) were most satisfied after 

reporting any of the five crimes, although figures in several other countries 

were not far behind. The police response was considered least satisfactory in 

Estonia (17%), Peru (18%), Maputo (27%), Greece (28%) and Mexico (28%). 

Considerably lower than the average were also satisfaction levels in Japan 

(44%), Italy (43%), Hungary (41%), Bulgaria (40%), Johannesburg (36%), 

Istanbul (33%) and Sao Paulo (32%).  

In many parts of the world, legislative and operational actions have been 

taken to improve the treatment of crime victims. In the European Union, for 

example, legally binding minimum standards of victim reception went into 

force in 2003 (Council Framework Decision of 15 March 2001 on the 

Standing of Victims in Criminal Proceedings, SEC [2004]). Japan introduced 

victim-friendly legislation in 2002 as well. A cornerstone of these initiatives 

is a better treatment of victims by the police, including the right to be treated 

with consideration and respect and to be kept informed about follow up and 

decisions. In view of these initiatives, it seems important to monitor trends in 

victim satisfaction with the police. Figure 2 shows results. 

Though numbers are small, it is striking that in so many countries levels of 

satisfaction of the victims with the police have significantly gone down since 

2000. This is most markedly the case in England & Wales and the USA 

(minus ten percent points), The Netherlands (minus 9), Canada (minus 8) 

and Sweden (minus 7). This downward trend in satisfaction is the more 

remarkable in view of the new victim-friendly legislation in force. 

                                                 
5  This question was asked for the same five crimes as questions about reporting to the police: 

burglary with entry, thefts from cars, robbery, sexual incidents and assault & threats.  
6  In developing countries, victims of property crimes tend to be more dissatisfied than victims 

of contact crimes because they would have liked more effective support in recovering stolen 
goods (Van Dijk, 1999). 
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Figure 2 - Satisfaction with report to the police for victims of five types of crimes
1
 

(percentages in a period of five years). Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS.  
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Nation-specific crime victims surveys in England & Wales and The 

Netherlands, using much larger samples, have also registered a decline in 

satisfaction in recent years (Allen, Edmonds, Patterson and Smith, 2005; 

CBS, 2006) This intriguing result can be interpreted in different ways. One 

explanation is that victims are treated as professionally as before but that 

expectations among victims have been raised to the point that they can no 

longer be satisfied. Police forces may for example ask victims whether they 

would want to be informed about the investigation. If subsequently no 

information is given, victims might be more upset than when the issue had 

not been raised in the first place. Another possible interpretation is that 

police forces have indeed become less service-oriented7, especially in 

countries where special provisions for victims outside the police have been 

set up. In countries where victim support organizations are well-established, 

police forces may feel that victim needs are duly met if a referral is made to 

such agency. It seems striking in this respect that in Europe victims are 

more stably satisfied with the police in countries where victim support 

outside the police hardly exists such as Denmark, France, Finland and 

Luxembourg than in countries such as the USA, Canada, United Kingdom 

and The Netherlands where police is instructed to refer victims to local 

victim support agencies.  

Those respondents who indicated that they were not satisfied with the way 

the police handled the matter were asked why not. Overall, the main reason 

for dissatisfaction was that the police ‘did not do enough'. This held across all 

five crimes, and was the complaint of two in three who answered. The second 

cause for dissatisfaction was that the ‘police were not interested', mentioned 

by about half. The next most common complaint overall was that no offender 

had been caught. The exception was assaults & threats, where impoliteness 

on the part of the police was mentioned more often. An explanation for this 

might be that the police think that some assault incidents involve a degree of 

victim responsibility. For theft from cars and burglary with entry, around a 

quarter were dissatisfied because the police did not recover any stolen goods. 

One in five victims mentioned impoliteness as a source of dissatisfaction. 

One in three of those reporting sexual incidents did. To determine possible 

shifts in the relative importance of different types of complaints a 

comparison was made of the relative frequency of response categories in the 

various sweeps. Of particular interest seemed the percentages of reasons 

                                                 
7  The Dutch crime victims survey shows, for example, that the provision of crime prevention 

advice to reporting victims has gone down significantly since the 1990s (CBS, 2006). A factor 
behind the drop in satisfaction may the gradual increase of victims reporting by phone or via 
internet. There is some evidence that in England & Wales victims who have no face to face 
contacts with the police are somewhat less satisfied (Allan, 2006). 
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given that fell into the category ‘did not give sufficient information’. The 

complaint about lack of information made up 7% of all reasons given in 1996 

and 2000 and 12% in 2005. This upward trend in victims complaining about 

lack of information is visible across the EU. Again, considering the Council of 

Europe Framework Decision of 2001 these results are disappointing. 

 

Victim support 

Victims who had reported to the police any of four types of crime with the 

most serious consequences for victims -burglary with entry, robbery, sexual 

incidents and threats & assaults- were asked whether they had received 

support from a specialized agency. Such support was described as 

’information or practical or emotional support’. Those who had not received 

any help were asked whether they would have appreciated help in getting 

such information or practical or emotional support. Using this information 

estimates are made of the proportion of victims wanting specialized help that 

actually receive it. We define this as the take up rate of existing specialized 

victim support agencies. 

For the victims of the four types of crimes together, 9% had received 

specialized support in 2005. Most likely to receive support are victims of 

sexual offences (30%). Less than one in ten of victims reporting robberies or 

threats & assaults had received help (robbery: 8%; threat & assault: 8%). 

Victims of burglaries with entry had much less often received help (4%). 

In most countries support is mainly offered to victims of contact crimes 

(robbery and crimes of violence) and only rarely to victims of burglary. Only 

in the UK, the Netherlands and Belgium 10% or more of burglary victims 

received support.  

The coverage rates of specialized support agencies for crime victims are the 

highest in New Zealand (24%), Scotland (22%) Northern Ireland (21%), 

England & Wales (17%)8 and the USA (16%). Comparatively high rates were 

also found in South Africa (Johannesburg) (15%), The Netherlands (14%), 

Canada (13%), Hong Kong (13%), Austria (13%), Belgium (12%), Denmark 

(10%), Norway (10%) and Sweden (9%). Within Europe victim support is 

most developed in the North West. The top position of New Zealand is 

corroborated by statistics on the numbers of clients of victim support in the 

country. In New Zealand, population of 4 million, circa 100,000 victims are 

                                                 
8  Rates from England & Wales are extracted from the UK sample; the data from Scotland and 

Northern Ireland are from independent samples.  
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assisted annually. This is proportionally a higher number than in England & 

Wales or The Netherlands.  

Least support seems to be available in Hungary (0.4%), Lima (1%), Bulgaria 

(1%), Finland (2%), Germany (2%), Greece (2%), Maputo (2%), 

Turkey/Istanbul (2%), Italy (3%) and Spain (3%). No information is available 

for Poland but coverage was very low in 2000. 

The proportion of victims contacted by victim support after they have 

reported to the police seems to have grown since 1996/2000 in a number of 

countries, though few differences are statistically robust. Increases since 

1988 can be observed in Austria (from 8 to 13 %), Canada (9% to 14%), 

Belgium (4 to 13%), Japan (0 to 8%), the USA (11 to 16%) as well as in 

Northern Ireland (11 to 21%) and Scotland (10% to 22%). In countries with 

long-established nationwide infrastructures for victim support such as 

England & Wales, The Netherlands and Sweden, the degree of coverage has 

remained stable or declined. Elsewhere the coverage of victim support has 

remained at the same comparatively low levels or even declined further. 

Victim support figures for countries for which trend data are available are 

shown in figure 3.  

Victims who had not received support were asked whether it would have 

been useful. On average 42% of victims reporting any of the four types of 

crime felt such help would indeed have been useful for them. Two out of 

three victims of sexual offences (68%) expressed a need of such help. 

Roughly four out of ten of the victims of the three other types of crime would 

have appreciated such help. As reported above, victims of burglary are less 

likely to receive help in most countries. But the percentage of burglary 

victims who would have welcomed support is not much lower than among 

victims of robbery or threat & assault. 

The level of demand was highest in participating developing countries except 

Peru and in Portugal, Spain, Greece and Turkey and in 2000, Poland (no 

data on 2004 available). In all those countries such help is not readily 

available. Despite the relatively high level of support already given, unmet 

demand was also relatively high in the United Kingdom. The need of victim 

support seems relatively limited among victims in Bulgaria, Japan, Iceland 

and Austria. 

The results indicate that the need of help among victims of serious crime is 

widespread, though not universal. Percentages victims who would have 

appreciated help but did not receive it were 50 or higher in Asia, Africa, Latin 

America and Eastern Europe. In developed nations only thirty or forty 

percent express such needs. The distribution of the need of help across 

regions is the reverse of that of its actual reception. In developing countries 
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many more victims would have wanted such help. This is partly caused by 

the fact that in those countries such help is rarely offered and partly because 

fewer other general provisions of health care or social work are available. 

Among developed countries the percentages of victims who would have liked 

to receive victim support tends to be smaller in countries with extended 

welfare states such as Iceland (23%), Austria (26%), Germany (27%), Canada 

(27%), The Netherlands (30%) and Denmark (30%). Higher percentages were 

found in the USA (38%), England & Wales (45%) and especially in some 

Southern European countries (Spain: 68%, Portugal: 70%).  

Figure 3 - Trends in victim support from a specialized agency for victims of four crimes 

(percentage in a period of five years) in countries participating at least twice.  

Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS. 
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Take up rates of victim support 

Globally, 9% of victims of serious crimes who have reported to the police had 

received specialized help, while 43% of those who didn’t, express a need of it. 

The proportion of victims whose expressed needs are met can be approached 

by dividing the number of victims who received support by the numbers of 

those who received it plus those who would have wanted it (times 100). Such 

calculation shows that in the last couple of years agencies of victim support 

provided services to roughly 21% of victims with manifest needs. Using the 

same formula, victim support organizations reach 38% of the victims of 

sexual offences demanding specialized help, 20% of victims of robberies with 

such needs, 19% of victims of threats & assaults and 10% of victims of 

burglaries. For all four groups the supply of specialized help falls short of the 

demand. The gap between supply and demand of victim support is by far the 

largest for the group of burglary victims. 

Percentages of victims whose expressed needs are actually met by the 

agencies vary across countries. The proportions of victims of serious crimes 

with manifest support needs who were actually contacted by victim support 

are the highest in New Zealand (47%) and the UK, with percentages as high 

as 40% in Scotland, 37% in Northern Ireland and 31% in England & Wales. 

Comparatively high satisfaction of expressed needs of victim support is also 

found in Austria (38%), Canada (37%), the Netherlands (35%), Japan (34%), 

the USA (33%), Belgium (28%) and Denmark (27%). Take up rates in the 

range of 10 to 25% are achieved in Hong Kong, Norway, Iceland, Sweden, 

Ireland, Australia, France and Luxembourg. In other countries less than 

10% of the respondent who indicated that victim support would have been 

useful, actually receive it. This category of countries where victim support 

reaches only a tiny part of victims in need of help includes several affluent 

Western countries -Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Italy and Germany-. 

 

Attitudes towards punishment 

The ICVS asked respondents what sentence they considered most 

appropriate for a recidivist burglar -a man aged 21 who is found guilty of 

burglary for the second time, having stolen a color television-. One of the 

most commonly raised arguments against the right of victims to be heard in 

court proceedings is that such participation would inevitably result in stiffer 

sentencing (Erez and Rogers, 1999). The ICVS data on the appropriate 

punishment for a burglar can shed some light on this issue. Figure 3 shows 

sentencing preferences of victims and non-victims of the five global regions 

and for the main cities in developing countries. 
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The results show that, contrary to what is assumed by opponents of victim 

rights, victims tend to be only marginally more punitive on average than the 

public at large in almost all countries. In Italy, Estonia, Australia, the 

Netherlands, Scotland and Bulgaria, the victims are even a bit less punitive 

than the general public. The results also confirm the higher punitiveness of 

both victims and non-victims in most of the English speaking, common law 

countries. In 2005, England & Wales stood out with 51% of the public in 

favor of imprisonment compared to 19% in Germany and 12% in France. 

Most punitive, however, are the populations of Mexico (around 70% for both 

victims and non-victims), Japan (around 53% for both victims and non-

victims), Johannesburg (around 75% for both victims and non-victims) and 

Phnom Penh (62% for non-victims and 65% for victims).  

Table 3 - Percentage of the public opting for imprisonment as punishment for a recidivist 

burglar in five regions in developed countries and six main cities in developing countries, 

broken down by victimization in the year before the survey. Data from the 2002 – 2005 ICVS. 

 

 No Victim Victim 

English speaking / Common law countries 41.2 41.6 

Nordic countries 23.4 25.2 

Southern Europe 26.1 32.6 

Western Europe 16.6 19.3 

Eastern Europe 34.2 33.3 

   

Six main cities in developing countries 57.1 57.2 

 

Apart from the regional differences, the ICVS and EU ICS allow for an 

analysis of the correlates of punitivity at the individual level. Seven variables 

from the database were included in the initial analysis. The most important 

predictors of punitiveness were age, gender and education (younger people, 

females and those with less education being more punitive). These results 

are in line with the outcomes of previous analyses (Mayhew and van Dijk, 

1997; Kuhnrich and Kania, 2005). To determine the impact of national 

cultures controlling for these individual characteristics as well as for 

personal victimization experiences, a loglinear analysis was conducted. The 

results are given in table 4. 
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The results of the loglinear analysis show that the factor most strongly 

associated with a preference for imprisonment is being Anglophone. The 

factors age, education and gender are of secondary importance in predicting 

punitiveness. The independent impact of the factor victim status proves to be 

statistically insignificant. 

Table 4 - Results of a loglinear analysis on preference for a prison sentence for inhabitants 

of developed countries. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

  Odd ratio  

Age   

 Young (base)   

 Middle 0.72 * 

 Old 0.70 * 

Gender   

 Male (base)   

 Female 0.69 * 

Educational level   

 Low (base)   

 High 0.73 * 

Victim of a burglary or attempt   

 No (base)   

 Yes 1.02  

Region   

 Western countries (base)   

 English speaking (common law) countries 2.48 * 

* significant p<0.05 

 

Risk assessments and fear of crime  

In the ICVS a question is put to respondents to probe their perceptions of 

the likelihood of household burglary. The ICVS has previously found that 

perceptions of the likelihood of burglary at national level are strongly related 

to national ICVS risks of burglary: i.e., countries where the highest 

proportions feel vulnerable to burglary in the coming year are those where 

risks are highest. In the 2005 sweep, a relationship was again found between 

the proportions of those thinking burglary was very likely and national 

burglary rates. Among the thirty countries and twelve cities combined, 

perceived risks for burglary and actual risks were moderately strongly 

related (r = 0.54, n= 35, p<0.05). The two Brazilian cities stand out because 

fear of burglary is out of proportion to actual victimization. This goes to a 
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lesser extent for Japan and Istanbul as well. Maputo and Phnom Penh are so 

far off the regression line that we have considered them outliers. 

In previous analyses, those who had recently been victimized by burglary 

were, not surprisingly, found to be more concerned than non-victims (van 

Kesteren et al., 2000). Figure 4 shows the percentages of those who deem a 

burglary likely among those victimized by burglary over the past five years 

and those who were not per country. The results show at a glance that 

victims are universally more concerned than non-victims. This is especially 

the case in countries where the public is generally less concerned about 

burglary risks. In many developing countries the differences between victims 

and non-victims is less pronounced. 

Since 1992, the ICVS has asked the following question, often used in other 

crime surveys as well, to measure vulnerability to street crime: 

 ‘How safe do you feel walking alone in your area after dark? Do you feel very 

safe, fairly safe, a bit unsafe or very unsafe?’ 

On average, a quarter of national populations felt very or a bit unsafe. The 

percentage is higher among inhabitants of main cities (37%), especially those 

in developing countries (> 50%). Figure 5 gives details of the feelings of 

unsafety of victims and non-victims per country. Fear of street crime was 

lowest in the Scandinavian countries, Canada, the Netherlands, the USA and 

Austria. At the country level feelings of unsafety were most widespread in 

Bulgaria, Poland, Greece, Luxemburg, Japan and Italy.  

As has been the case in previous sweeps of the ICVS, this measure of street 

safety is not consistently related to levels of contact crime (robbery, sexual 

incidents and assaults & threats) (r=-.07; n=28, n.s.). In Portugal, for 

instance, risks are low, but fear of street crime is much higher than, say, in 

Sweden where actual national risks of contact crime are greater. One reason 

for this lack of a relationship between anxiety and risks is that fear of street 

crime may be influenced by non-conventional forms of crime such as drugs 

dealing in public or other incivilities (Markowitz et al., 2001). Previous 

analyses have found weak linkages between past victimizations by contact 

crimes and feelings of unsafety (van Kesteren et al., 2000). Figure 5 shows 

feelings of unsafety of victims and non-victims per country. The results 

confirm that those victimized by contact crime over the past 5 years exhibit 

somewhat higher levels of fear (35%) than those who have not (25%). In cities 

in developing countries the differences are smaller. The lack of a stronger 

relationship confirms that victimization by contact crimes is just one of the 

sources of anxiety about safety in the streets. 
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Figure 4 - Percentage of the public feeling burglary is likely or very likely in the coming year 

data for countries and main cities, broken down by victimization by burglary and 

attempted burglary in a period of five years. Data from the 2002 - 2005 ICVS. 
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Figure 5 - Percentage of the public feeling a bit or very unsafe after dark for countries and 

main cities, broken down by victimization by ten common crimes in a period of one year. 

Data from the 2002 - 2005 ICVS. 
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Analysis on the individual level 

Apart from the experiences with victimization, there are a number of other 

individual characteristics that have an influence on the assessment of risk 

for burglary and feelings of unsafety in the street. Results of a regression 

analysis show that a previous victimization by burglary or an attempt in the 

previous 5 year is the strongest predictor for assessing the risk for a burglary 

as high -regression coefficient of 0.174-. Next strongest is town size; living in 

a larger city causes people to believe they run higher risks to see their 

houses burglarized. Less important but still significant predictors are gender 

-women feel themselves more at risk-, educational level -higher income 

group considers themselves less at risk-, living with a partner -lower 

perceived risks- and lifestyle -those going out often feel less at risk-. The 

weakest predictor is age; older people feel they are less at risk. The results of 

the regression analysis are presented in table 5. The multiple regression 

coefficient for this analysis is 0.20.  

Table 5 - Results of a regression analysis on assessment of risk for burglary on a 4 point 

scale. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS.  

  

Unstandardized  

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients  

  B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

(Constant) 2.720 0.017   158.171 <0.05 

Going out -0.012 0.003 0.023 -3.969 <0.05 

Partner -0.037 0.007 0.032 -5.708 <0.05 

Educational level 0.006 0.001 -0.046 8.208 <0.05 

Income -0.022 0.007 0.019 -3.286 <0.05 

Town size -0.014 0.001 0.063 -11.766 <0.05 

Gender -0.056 0.006 0.049 -9.183 <0.05 

Age 0.002 0.001 -0.010 1.789 <0.05 

Victim -0.288 0.009 0.174 -33.154 <0.05 

Multiple regression coefficent r=0.20 

Going out is a variable on a 5 point scale from very often (1) to never (5) 

Partner is a dichotomy. No partner (0) Partner (1) 

Educational level: Number of years at school, from 0 to 40 

Income is a dichotomy: Low income (0) High income (1) 

Town size is a 6 point scale: small (1), capital city (7) 

Gender is a dichotomy: Male (0), Female (1) 

Age is in 12 categories of 5 years: 16-19 (1), 79+ (12) 

Victim of a burglary or attempt in a period of 5 years is a dichotomy: No (0), Yes (1) 
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A similar analysis is carried out with feelings of unsafety outdoors as 

dependent variable. The results are given in table 6 (multiple regression 

coefficient is 0.38). The three strongest predictors are gender (women are 

more afraid), lifestyle (people going out often are the least afraid) and town 

size (people living in large cities are more afraid). Educational level has a 

moderate effect in the sense that the higher educated are less afraid. All 

other variables in the model have very little predictive power. This is also the 

case with past victimization by any crime. The weak effect of victimization 

confirms that feelings of unsafety are fueled by other factors besides actual 

experiences with crime.  

Table 6 - Results of a regression analysis on fear after dark on a 4 point scale.  

Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

  

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

 

 B Std. Error Beta t Sign 

(Constant) 1.489 0.027   54.64 <0.05 

Going out 0.135 0.005 0.156 29.6 <0.05 

Partner -0.070 0.010 -0.034 -6.8 <0.05 

Educational level -0.026 0.001 -0.107 -20.7 <0.05 

Income -0.066 0.011 -0.033 -6.3 <0.05 

Town size 0.062 0.002 0.164 33.2 <0.05 

Gender 0.436 0.010 0.221 45.2 <0.05 

Age 0.016 0.002 0.048 9.3 <0.05 

Victim 0.179 0.013 0.067 13.8 <0.05 

Multiple regression coefficient 0.38 

Going out is a variable on a 5 point scale from very often (1) to never 5) 

Partner is a dichotomy. No partner (0) Partner (1) 

Educational level: Number of years at school, for 0 to 40 

Income is a dichotomy: Low income (0) High income (1) 

Town size is a 6 point scale: small (1), capital city (7) 

Gender is a dichotomy: Male (0), Female (1) 

Age is in 12 categories of 5 years: 16-19 (1), 79+ (12) 

Victim of any of the 10 common crimes in a period on 1 year is a dichotomy: No (0), Yes (1) 
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Seriousness rating of types of crimes by victims 

In the ICVS questionnaire, victims are asked to assess the seriousness of the 

incidents they reported to the interviewer on a simple three points scale, 

indicating serious (3), somewhat serious (2) and not very serious (1). For 

each of the 14 types and subtypes of crime, the mean scores were calculated 

for each region. On this basis, the scores of the regions were rank ordered. 

Crime types with the highest mean scores are considered the most serious 

and are given rank 1. 

Table 7 presents the mean scores of the types of crimes and rank numbers. 

The results show that the fourteen types of crime are rated very similarly by 

victims in the various regions. In the Scandinavian countries all crime types 

are consistently deemed less serious than in Southern Europe. This finding 

confirms stereotypical images of Nordic coolness and Mediterranean 

emotionality but it may also be simply the result of differences in 

connotation in the translations of the word serious. To control for such 

possible distortions, mean scores are translated into rank numbers per 

region. The ranking of the crime types in seriousness shows a striking 

similarity across regions, including the Scandinavian and Southern 

European countries. The seriousness of victimizations by various types of 

crime is apparently perceived in much the same way across world regions or 

language groups. This by itself is an important victimological finding. It casts 

doubt on the notion of cultural relativism regarding the perception of victims 

of the seriousness of victimizations by common crimes. There seems to be 

broad consensus among victims about what is most serious and what is not. 

There are some distinct divergences though. Car theft and joyriding as well 

as theft of a motorcycle are considered to be very serious in developing 

countries but less so in Western Europe, North America and Australia. This 

difference is consistent over the various sweeps of the ICVS and seems to 

reflect a different appreciation of the economic value of motor cars and 

motorcycles in affluent countries (van Dijk, 1999). In the Scandinavian 

countries where levels of violence are comparatively low, simple assaults & 

threats are considered as more serious than elsewhere. 
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Table 7 - Seriousness scores on a scale from 1 (not very serious) to 3 (very serious) for 14 crimes 

in 4 regions of industrialized countries plus main cities in developing countries. Mean scores and 

rank. Data from the 2002 2005 ICVS.  

  

English 

speaking - 

Common law 

countries 

Nordic 

countries 

Southern 

Europe 

Western 

Europe 

Main cities 

in 

developing 

countries 

  Average Rank Average Rank Average Rank Average Rank Average Rank 

1 Robbery with a weapon 
present 

2.50 2 2.34 1 2.43 4 2.36 2 2.42 3 

2 Sexual assault 2.52 1 2.30 3 2.43 3 2.37 1 2.29 4 

3 Car theft 2.38 4 2.02 4 2.52 1 2.34 3 2.76 1 

4 Assault & threat with a 
weapon 

2.47 3 2.31 2 2.49 2 2.28 4 2.02 6 

5 Joy riding 2.24 7 1.84 9 2.25 6 2.24 5 2.50 2 

6 Burglary 2.29 5 1.90 8 2.31 5 2.06 6 1.98 7 

7 Robbery without a 
weapon 

2.24 6 1.93 6 2.13 7 2.01 8 1.96 8 

8 Assault & threat 
without a weapon 

2.11 8 1.94 5 2.12 9 2.04 7 1.90 9 

9 Theft of motorcycle / 
moped 

2.09 9 1.90 7 2.06 10 1.95 10 2.08 5 

10 Pick pocketing 1.90 10 1.68 10 2.12 8 1.99 9 1.85 11 

11 Theft of personal 
property 

1.81 11 1.60 11 2.03 11 1.90 11 1.87 10 

12 Attempted burglary 1.79 12 1.58 12 1.87 12 1.69 12 1.56 14 

13 Bicycle theft 1.67 13 1.39 14 1.84 13 1.65 13 1.76 12 

14 Theft from a car 1.62 14 1.44 13 1.82 14 1.60 14 1.58 13 

 Average for the region 2.12   1.87   2.17   2.03   2.04   
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Individual factors influencing the seriousness 

Apart from the seriousness of the crime itself, there may be other factors 

influencing the opinions of the respondents. To explore this we have 

executed a regression analysis with the seriousness assessment as 

dependent variable and the 14 different types of crime and a number of 

individual characteristics, such as gender, age, marital status, educational 

level, income level and town size as independents. The analysis shows that 

the type of crime dominates the serious rating by victims. Social 

characteristics of the victims hardly play any role. After controlling for the 

type of crime, gender is the strongest predictor for the seriousness of the 

crime; women consider crimes somewhat more serious than men. The next 

strongest predictor is educational level; the higher educated consider crime 

less serious. The next strongest predictors are income and town size. Higher 

incomes consider crime less serious on average; people living in larger cities 

believe crime is more serious on average. Going out shows the least effect on 

the seriousness of the crimes. Living with a partner and age are not 

statistically significant. The impact of all social characteristics of victims is 

marginal compared to that of crime type. By and large the results confirm 

that seriousness ratings by victims of types of crime are little influenced by 

either their national cultures or social characteristics. There is global 

consensus on the normative appreciation of the main types of common 

crime.  

 

Concluding remarks and policy implications 

The experiences with five rounds of the ICVS have demonstrated the viability 

of standardized crime surveying as new avenue for comparative research on 

issues of crime and justice. Such surveys cannot only provide sound 

information on trends in victimization by common crimes at the aggregate 

level across countries. Analyses at the individual level can provide insights in 

the distribution of victimization risks across population groups in a 

comparative perspective. Besides, follow up questions to identified victims 

can yield comparative trend data on satisfaction with the police, take up 

rates of specialized services for victims, fear of crime of victims and non-

victims, seriousness ratings by victims and attitudes towards punishment of 

offenders of victims and non-victims.  

Standardized surveys such as the ICVS provide basic facts about the state of 

crime victims across countries and their treatment by government agencies. 

They can help victimologists to identify what is universal and what is 

country-specific in the world of victimization by common crimes and victim 

policies. Analyses of victimological risk factors show that risks to be 
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victimized by common crime are everywhere closely linked to the factors age 

and urbanization. In the provision of both crime prevention and victim 

services young urban residents should be given special attention. In all 

world regions those victimized by crime are especially at risk to be victimized 

again and victims should therefore be targeted with crime prevention advice.  

Traditionally high income groups have been more at risk to be victimized by 

property crimes such as car theft, joyriding and burglary. In the fifth sweep 

of the survey, high income groups appeared no longer to be more at risk in 

Europe and the USA. In fact, low income groups appeared to be more 

exposed to property crimes in the USA only. The explanation for this recent 

shift in the distribution of risks seems the differential rise of security 

measures across income groups. The growing divide between the poor and 

the rich in the use of security measures should be a wakeup call for 

policymakers across the Western world. Market forces in the field of crime 

prevention measures seem to produce an increasingly unequal distribution 

of victimization risks. In the USA, a veritable security divide between the rich 

and the poor is already in evidence. 

In Austria, Germany and Sweden 2 out of 3 victims are satisfied with how 

the police dealt with their case. In France and the USA this is only 1 out of 2. 

In the corporate world such rates of satisfaction among clients would be 

regarded as a cause of great concern. Most notably police forces in formerly 

socialist societies in Eastern Europe are still grossly underperforming in 

their handling of victim reports. Satisfaction is also comparatively low in 

Italy and Greece. The surprising falls in satisfaction with police among 

reporting victims in many developed countries should also give cause for 

concern. The establishment of specialized victim support agencies seems to 

have caused the unintended negative side effect of diminished attention for 

victims by the police. This situation should be remedied by stricter 

instructions for the police and more recurrent on the job training and 

monitoring.  

The supply of victim support itself does not yet fully meet demand even in 

those countries where such services are most firmly established such as the 

United Kingdom, the USA and The Netherlands. Less than one in three 

victims of serious crimes who would have appreciated such help actually 

received it. New Zealand is the only country that manages to reach out to at 

least half of all victims in need of help. Limited resources seem to have 

prevented a further growth of the take up rates of victim support 

organization over the past ten years. The ICVS data on these issues can 

assist governments in policy setting by providing benchmarks based on the 

performance in other countries. 
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A recurrent issue in victimological research is risk assessments and feelings 

of unsafety. The ICVS data confirm that personal victimizations by crime are 

an important source of anxiety but far from the only one. Feelings of 

unsafety in the street seem to be fueled by many other cues besides personal 

victimization experiences. ICVS data on sentencing opinions refute the 

conventional wisdom that crime victims are intrinsically punitive. 

Multivariate analyses have confirmed that opinions about punishment are 

influenced more by national cultures, notably the Anglophones versus the 

non-Anglophones, than by personal experiences with victimization. 

Comparative information on sentencing preferences can help to question 

conventional ideas about the punitiveness of the public at large. In many 

parts of the world, including the European continent, victims and non-

victims alike seem to prefer non-custodial sentences for run of the mill 

offenders. Finally, the ICVS offers data on the serious rating of various types 

of crime by victims. The near universality of these ratings lends support to 

the conception of a standardized crime survey. This result also lends support 

to ongoing campaigns for universal standards for the treatment of victims 

such as a UN Convention on the Rights of Victims of Crime (for details see: 

www.intervict.nl). The notion that the moral suffering of victims is too much 

culture-bound to be usefully addressed in the framework of international 

standards seems unwarranted. Crime victims of the world seem to agree on 

the seriousness of the victimizations they have experienced.  
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Abstract 

The International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS) has been carried out six times over 

the period 1989–2010. Although national and city samples are relatively small, 

the ICVS is a unique survey of the experience of being victimized in that it is 

standardized and far-reaching: it has been conducted in more than 80 countries 

in different regions of the world, with many countries having taken part more 

than once. This paper focuses not on the methodology of the survey but on four 

important areas of analysis that capitalize on the comparative nature of the ICVS, 

and its ability to look at victimization experience at the level of both individuals 

and countries. Firstly, it looks at the level of crime in different countries 

according to the ICVS, compared to the picture from police figures. It shows 

some distinct differences. Also taken up is how far the correlates of victimization 

risk are similar across countries, and whether the phenomenon of repeat 

victimization holds constantly. A special focus is on results from a multi-level 

analysis of the relationships between firearm ownership as measured by the ICVS 

and rates of serious violent crime victimization at the individual and national 

levels. The second focus of the paper concerns what ICVS measures of trends in 

crime show relative to trends in police figures. It looks here, too, at the 

relationships between the level of household security in different countries as 

shown by the ICVS and trends in property crime. The third focus is on victims 

reporting crime to the police and their level of satisfaction with the police 

response, as well as the provision of and need for specialized victim assistance, 

underlining the importance of the ICVS as an instrument to monitor the 

implementation of international standards on victims’ rights, and to benchmark 

national victim policies. The fourth focus of the paper is on attitudes towards 

crime and criminal justice, looking in particular at similarities and differences 

across country populations. One feature is a multi-level analysis of the social 

correlates of public attitudes towards punishment, in particular differentiating 

between victims and non-victims. The paper ends with some comment on the 

prospects for the ICVS in the future. 
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Introduction  

At a special meeting on crime prevention of the Council of Europe in 

Barcelona at the end of 1987, plans for a standardized survey of crime 

victims were aired for the first time (van Dijk, Leger and Shapland, 1987). In 

the next year, Pat Mayhew, Martin Killias and Jan van Dijk actually 

launched the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS), a standardized 

victimization survey modelled after the Dutch, British and Swiss national 

surveys (van Dijk et al., 1990). The survey went into the field for the first 

time in 1989 in 13 nations. The surveys have since, with some adjustments, 

been carried out in five subsequent sweeps, with intervals of four or five 

years (1992, 1996, 2000, 2005 and 2010). The last round in 2010 was 

conducted in 13 countries (van Dijk, 2012). Altogether the ICVS has to date 

been carried out once or more in 80 countries from all world regions. The full 

dataset is available for secondary analyses. It can be downloaded from a 

newly launched website of Lausanne University (http://www3.unil.ch/ 

wpmu/icvs/, last accessed 11 July 2013).  

The ICVS built upon and mirrors some fairly generic features of victimization 

surveys, such as interviewing representative samples from national or city 

populations (in our case samples of 1000–2000 respondents) about their 

experiences of crime, using face-to-face interviewing or, where possible, 

Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI). Respondents were 

screened for experiences of victimization over a given ‘recall period’ of five 

years, and were then asked to focus on their experiences over the past 12 

months. The ICVS screener questions cover a limited selection of common 

crimes. The screener questions use definitions and concepts based on 

colloquial language rather than the law. Respondents were interviewed about 

possible victimizations that can be seen as affecting the household as a 

whole (theft of a car, theft from a car, theft of a motorcycle or moped, theft of 

a bicycle, burglary and attempted burglary). The respondent also answered 

about his/her personal experience in relation to theft of personal property, 

robbery, sexual offences, assault and threats and, in later rounds, bribe-

seeking by public officials and credit card fraud. There have been additional 

questions in different ICVS rounds; these have differed but topics have 

included the use of crime prevention measures, the seriousness rating of 

types of crime, fear of crime, and (for victims) the police response and the 

provision and need for victim support. 
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In this article we will not address the many and ever-changing 

methodological issues; nor will we discuss the survey’s obvious limitations – 

these have been dealt with elsewhere (Mayhew and van Dijk, 2011). Nor will 

we present the ranking of countries on victimization rates or other key 

variables1. Instead, we will give an overview of the highlights of analytical 

results, focusing on the uniqueness of the ICVS as an international survey, 

which has allowed analyses at both the individual and national comparative 

levels as well as multi-level analyses. Finally, we will make some comment 

on the prospects for the ICVS in the future. 

 

What has the International Crime Victims Survey shown?  

Space precludes documenting the full extent of analytical work done with 

ICVS data. Just four thematic clusters of results are singled out. Within 

each cluster we will highlight results that stem from the unique, 

international nature of the ICVS. The first is what it has shown as to the 

level of crime in different countries compared to the picture from police 

figures. In this section we will also look at the victimization risks of different 

segments of the population and at the phenomenon of repeat victimization. 

The added value of the ICVS here is to test whether results of bespoke 

national surveys regarding these phenomena can be seen as universally 

applicable. As a special focus we will look at the results of a multi-level 

analysis of the relationships between gun ownership as measured by the 

ICVS and rates of violent victimizations in which guns were involved, at both 

the individual and collective level.  

The second cluster of results concerns what ICVS measures of trends in 

crime show relative to trends according to police figures. Here, we present 

findings on the relationships between the level of security measures as 

measured by the ICVS in different countries and trends in types of property 

crime (especially household burglary).  

The third set of results relates to the reporting behaviour of victims and 

levels of satisfaction with police performance, and the provision of, and need 

for, specialized victim assistance. Our aim here is to underline the 

importance of the ICVS as an instrument to monitor the implementation of 

international standards concerning victims’ rights, and to benchmark 

national victim policies.  

                                                 
1   Results have been presented in a series of research reports with extensive documentation on the 

survey’s methodology (van Dijk, et al., 1990; van Dijk and Mayhew, 1992; Mayhew and van Dijk, 
1997; van Kesteren et al., 2000; van Dijk et al., 2008; van Dijk, 2013) 
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The fourth cluster of results deals with attitudes towards crime and criminal 

justice. Here again, the universality of the findings from the ICVS surveys in 

different countries will be at issue. The special approach is a multi-level 

analysis of the social correlates of public attitudes towards punishment, in 

particular differentiating between victims and non-victims. 

  

ICVS and police measures of crime 

Van Dijk (2007) looked at 39 countries across the world in relation to ‘total 

ICVS crime’ (as measured mainly in 2000) and ‘total police recorded crime’ 

around the same period (drawing mainly on the 2000 United Nations (UN) 

Crime Survey, which collects a range of criminal justice statistics). Figure 1 

shows the results. Total ICVS crime is shown in the lighter grey bars as the 

percentage of those victimized once or more (the victimization rates); 

‘recorded crime’ is shown in the darker grey bars, which represent the total 

number of crime recorded by the police per 100,000 population.  

Figure 1 shows no correlation between the actual level of victimization and 

the rates of crime recorded by the police (r=0.212; n=39; n.s.). Some 

countries with exceptionally high recorded crime also show a comparatively 

high victimization rate (South Africa), but many others do not (e.g., Finland, 

Canada and Switzerland). Comparisons between country rankings according 

to the ICVS and police figures were repeated for different types of crime. The 

results showed positive correlations for robbery (r=0.663, n=37), and theft of 

cars (r=0.353; n=34), but much weaker (and statistically insignificant) 

correlations for other types of crime. These results suggest that police figures 

of recorded crime are nothing but a source of misinformation on the levels of 

crime when comparing different countries. For comparative studies on levels 

of crime victimization surveys are therefore an indispensable tool.  

The conduct of the ICVS has not just provided a better comparative count of 

crime. By reducing the ‘noise’ in international counts of crime it also opened 

new opportunities for epidemiological criminology. The conduct of the ICVS 

in 80 nations, including all the main Western countries, allows for cross-

sectional analyses of relationships between the characteristics of nations 

and national levels of various types of crime. In the reports on the first 

rounds of the ICVS, strong correlations were shown between the national 

ownership rates of cars and bicycles and the rates of thefts of such items. 

The correlation between ownership of vehicles and theft rates is often 
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Figure 1 - Total crime by countries according to the ICVS (the percentage victimized once or 

more) and police figures (total recorded crime per 100,000 population)  

 

regarded as self-evident. On reflection, though, these strong and universal 

links are far from mundane. If levels of crime are determined by the presence 

of a more or less fixed number of motivated offenders (as many motivational 

criminological theories assume), an increase in available targets would not 

lead to more crimes but simply to a reduction in the risks of victimization 

per target. Thus, the finding that levels of theft are invariably strongly linked 

to ownership levels and that risks per target actually tend to go up with 

higher ownership rates, are difficult to reconcile with motivational theories. 
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The results on vehicle ownership levels and theft of vehicles rather support 

the theory that levels of property crime are determined by criminal 

opportunity structures (Felson and Clarke, 1998). Bicycle theft, like car and 

motorcycle theft, appears to be clearly driven by availability. Even in 

otherwise low crime countries, such as China and Japan, the general 

availability of bicycles generates high rates of bicycle theft as ‘crimes of 

expediency’. 

Victimization surveys such as the ICVS are well placed to analyse links 

between victim characteristics such as vehicle ownership and victimization. 

The cross-national dataset of the ICVS also allows analyses of other factors 

and victimization at the country level. Analyses have consistently shown that 

levels of victimization are positively related to urbanization and age 

composition (the proportion of young people). In a secondary analysis of 

ICVS 2000 data, a relationship was also found between victimization and 

indicators of neighbourhood cohesion (van Wilsem, de Graaf and Wittebrood, 

2003). Victimization by violent crime has also been found to be related to 

socio-economic inequality and/or poverty, as well as to the consumption of 

alcohol (van Dijk, 2007) 

Data from victimization surveys can shed light on characteristics that act as 

risk-enhancing or risk-reducing factors. Various theoretical models have 

been developed to explain how the differential vulnerability of individuals to 

criminal victimization is determined by their lifestyle or ‘routine activities’ 

(Felson, 2002; Hindelang et al., 1978). The ICVS includes information on 

demographics, such as the age, gender, town size, marital status, income 

and education level of respondents. Previous multivariate victimological risk 

analyses using the ICVS datasets have shown that many of these factors 

have independent effects on victimization by contact crimes. The ICVS 2004 

data were analysed using a log linear analysis to determine how relevant 

factors influence victimization risks independently of each other (van 

Kesteren et al., 2000). The results presented in Table 1 show that youth 

increases the risk of victimization, especially for contact crimes; likewise, 

seniority acts as protective factor. The second most important risk factor is 

the size of the place in which people live; those living in large cities are most 

at risk. A third risk factor for victimization by contact crime is the status of 

being single. Other personal characteristics are less salient in explaining 

differential risks. However, in some rounds of the ICVS a question was 

included on the frequency of going out at night. This factor was found to 

explain a considerable amount of victimization, especially for contact crimes. 
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Table 1 - Controlled effects of risk factors (odds ratios) on victimisation in 1999.  

Data from the 2000 ICVS. 

  
  

Crimes against property Contact crimes Any 
crime  

  
  
  

Car 
thefts2 

(owners) 

Burglary 
and 

attempts 

Petty 
crimes3 

All 
property 
crimes 

Robbery, 
assaults & 

threats 

Sexual 
incidents 
(women) 

All 
contact 
crimes 

Town size         

(Base = <10,000)        

 10-100000 1.26 1.14 1.39 1.33 1.48 1.96 1.53 1.39 

 >100,000 1.81 1.43 1.58 1.60 1.47 2.51 1.57 1.64 

Income4         

(Base=low)         

 High 1.42 1.11 1.33 1.39 1.16 1.17 1.14 1.33 

Age         

(Base=55+)         

 25-54 1.66 1.00 1.73 1.61 1.92 8.05 2.15 1.72 

 16-24 2.34 1.04 2.27 2.04 2.51 15.48 2.05 2.31 

Going out5         

(Base=not often)        

 Often 1.18 1.17 1.21 1.22 1.25 1.45 1.28 1.23 

Married         

(Base=Married)        

 Not married 1.27 1.47 1.15 1.18 1.99 2.40 2.00 1.29 

Education         

(Base=low)         

 High 1.02 1.10 1.07 1.11 1.01 0.96 1.04 1.10 

Gender         

(Base=female)        
 Male 

 
1.10 0.96 1.01 1.02 1.19 _ _ 0.99 

1 The odd ratios are based on prevalence rates in 1999 (% victimized once or more). Controlled means that 
each category (e.g. town size) is considered controlling for asociations with all other categories. 

2 Car thefts are thefts of and from cars. Motorcycle thefts are included in “all property crimes”. 

3 “Petty crimes” cover car vandalism, bicycle theft, and thefts of personal property. 

4 Those on “lower” incomes have an income less than average in each country. Those on “higher” incomes 
earn more than average. 

5 The “going out” variable is based on answers to a question about how many times people usually go put in 
the evening. Those counted as “often” indicated they went out at least once a week or more. Those counted as 
“not often” go out less frequently. 

6 Those with “lower” education are in the lower half of the educational distribution. Those with “higher” 
education are in the upper half of the distribution 
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Repeat victimisation 

In the ICVS questionnaire, respondents who report a victimization of a 

particular type are asked how often they have been victimized by such a 

crime in the course of the last year. Having been a victim recently has been 

found to be a strong predictor of future victimization, controlling for other 

factors. In the ICVS (1998, 1992 and 1996), the percentages of victims who 

were revictimized in the course of the same year varies from 45% among 

victims of sexual incidents and 35% among victims of threats/assaults to 

25% among victims of robberies and 15% among victims of burglaries 

(Farrell and Bouloukos, 2001). Analyses of the 2000 ICVS dataset have 

shown that such repeat victimization constitutes 40% of all crime for the 11 

crime types in the 17 industrialized countries (Farrell et al., 2005). This 

includes across-crime-type as well as within-crime-type repeats. Aggregate 

rates were highest in the UK (52% of all crime), The Netherlands (48%) and 

the US (47%). Japan was the only country where repeat victimization 

constituted less than a third of all crime reported to the ICVS. Subsequent 

analyses focusing on repeat victims have revealed that this subgroup tends 

to be less satisfied with their treatment by the police, to have less trust in 

their neighbours, and to be less inclined to report further victimization to the 

police (van Dijk, 2001). The ICVS thus bears testimony to the fact that in 

almost all countries repeat victims ought to be made the target of special 

policies of prevention and victim care. 

 

The guns-violence link 

A unique asset of the ICVS is the possibility of carrying out multi-level 

analyses to see how victimization risks reflect both the characteristics of 

victims and non-victims, and the wider context in which they are placed. An 

example here is an analysis of handgun and other gun ownership (which the 

ICVS unusually measures) and violent victimization incidents in which guns 

were involved (van Kesteren, 2013).  

The results show that rates of ownership of handguns are positively related 

to victimization rates for contact crimes involving firearms, including 

assaults and threats involving a gun. A positive but statistically insignificant 

relation is found between handgun ownership and victimization by contact 

crimes generally. This finding confirms the earlier result that rates of 

victimization by assaults and threats are unrelated to handgun ownership 

(van Dijk, 2007). There is no correlation at national level between handgun 

ownership and victimization by property crime. Nor is there any relationship 

between long-gun ownership and any type of victimization. These results 
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show that analyses of the gun–violence link at the macro level should focus 

on handgun ownership. 

In multi-level analyses of the ICVS data we have looked at gun ownership, 

which comes out as an independent predictor of victimization by contact 

crimes in countries with low, average and high levels of gun availability. 

Table 2 shows the results of the analysis.  

Table 2 -Controlled effects of personal gun ownership and levels of national gun ownership 

(odds ratios) on victimisations involving guns (controlling for age, gender and city size). 

Data from the 2005/05 ICVS. 

Gun ownership level  Gun owner Long gun Hand gun  

Low (<1%) No 1.00 1.00  (Base) 

 Yes 2.08 6.94 *  

Average (>1% - <5%) No 1.30 1.17   

 Yes 1.60 6.49 *  

High (>5%) No 1.46 1.50   

 Yes 1.15 2.44 *  

* p<0.05, ChiSq test 

Chi-squared test 
 

The results depicted in the right-hand column show that in all three 

categories of countries handgun owners are significantly more at risk of 

experiencing an incident involving a gun than nonhandgun owners, 

controlling for several other factors. This finding refutes the idea that gun 

ownership offers protection against gun attacks. The risk-enhancing effects 

are largest for owners in countries where relatively few inhabitants own guns 

– suggesting that many gun owners exhibit a distinct lifestyle, for example 

involvement with criminal activities, which enhances their risk of a gun 

assault. In countries with high ownership levels, individuals who own guns 

are probably less atypical, although they also run somewhat higher risks 

than others of being assaulted by someone with a gun. As expected, no 

similar relationships were found concerning the ownership of long guns. By 

and large the results offer little support for the notion that more guns bring 

about less crime. 

To conclude, at the community level, high levels of gun ownership seem to 

have conflicting effects on levels of violence. When conflicts arise in high-gun 

environments, the stakes in a fight are relatively high. This may deter some 

would-be attackers and prevent acts of simple violence. In other words, 

would-be attackers may feel less restrained in low-gun countries, such as 

Great Britain and The Netherlands. At the same time, in high-gun countries 

the risks of escalation to more serious and lethal violence are higher. On 
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balance, considerably more serious crimes of violence are committed in such 

countries. For this reason, the stringent gun reduction policies of many 

governments seem to be a sensible public health approach. At the individual 

level, the statistical facts are unambiguous. Contrary to what has been 

claimed by proponents of widespread gun ownership in the USA (e.g. Lott, 

1998), those households that own guns run higher risks of seeing their 

members being criminally victimized, either by other household members or 

by outsiders who are not deterred from attacking. This result certainly sheds 

serious doubt on the notion of gun ownership as a protective factor. 

 

Trends in crime 

Of the countries that have taken part in the ICVS since 1989, there are 15 

developed countries about which information is available from at least four 

different rounds, enabling an analysis of trends in crime over the last 10–15 

years. The average victimization rates for these countries showed them to 

have peaked halfway through the 1990s but to have declined since. The 

pattern for individual countries was nearly always the same. The drops are 

most pronounced in vehicle related crime and burglary. In looking at trends 

in crime, van Dijk and Tseloni (2012) used results from countries that had 

taken part in four or five rounds of the ICVS between 1989 and 2004/2005. 

Rates of overall victimization in North America (Canada and the USA), 

Australia and the nine European countries for which ICVS based trend data 

are available, show distinct downward trends. The drop in crime in the USA 

was already evident between the 1989 and 1992 ICVS rounds. The turning 

point came somewhat later in Canada, most European countries and 

Australia. Trend data were available from only two middle-income cities in 

the developing world, but these also point at a downturn in overall 

victimization since 1996 (Buenos Aires) or 2000 (Johannesburg). In a 

separate analysis, van Dijk and Tseloni (2012) centred on 10 European 

countries. In all the countries except Belgium, rates of victimization in 2005 

and/or 2010 were significantly lower than those of about 10 years before.  

In a secondary analysis of ICVS trend data, Farrell, Tseloni, Tilley and 

Mailley (2011) have detected a distinct sequencing in the drops in different 

types of crime. Across countries, car theft was the first type of crime to drop, 

followed by burglaries, thefts from cars, thefts from the person, and finally 

assaults. The uniformity of this sequence suggests that across countries 

similar factors reducing specific types of crime have come into play at the 

same time. Car thefts may have been the first to drop because the relatively 

high losses to car owners and insurers propelled early investments in 

security. Farrell et al. (2011) put forward the hypothesis that car theft is a 
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‘debut crime’. Early reductions in car theft may have slowed down the 

initiation of young people into an offending lifestyle. Based on anecdotal 

evidence, it seems plausible that burglaries may also act as debut crimes for 

offenders, later moving on to commit robberies, and engage in drug dealing 

and extortion of business people. The international drops in all types of 

crime, then, might have been triggered by early improvements in car and 

household security, resulting in drops in car theft and burglary with 

subsequent knock-on effects for other, more serious types of crime.  

Van Dijk and Tseloni (2012) note the fortuity of the ICVS being initiated in 

time to register the rise in volume crime, its general ‘peaking’ around the 

mid-1990s, and its subsequent decline since. Moreover, the ICVS covered a 

wider range of countries than alternative standalone survey counts did. In 

addition, across this broad range of countries, the ICVS offered a picture of 

identical falls in crime, independent of changes in crime reporting or 

recording per country. It would be unfair to say that the ICVS holds credit 

for the criminological ‘bombshell’ of the international drop in crime, but in 

helping to document this, it has greatly added to the case that parochial 

(national) popular explanations of the fall in crime – such as policing 

improvements, greater imprisonment, economic conditions, etc. – are not 

adequate. 

 

Responsive securitisation 

As discussed elsewhere, rates of victimization are determined by interactions 

between the rational choices of offenders and victims in a market of crime 

(van Dijk, 1994). As long as the benefits of crime outweigh the costs of 

offending, the pool of offenders will expand and crime rates go up. Resulting 

rises in the losses of crime to victims makes investment in self-protection on 

the part of potential victims more worthwhile. Pools of well-protected 

potential victims expand, shrinking criminal opportunities for crime. When 

the scale of such responsive securitization reaches a critical level, potential 

new offenders are discouraged from entering the criminal market, and crime 

rates start to fall. 

As discussed above, the second type of crime that started to fall across 

Western nations after car theft was household burglary. Over the years, 

several forms of household security have been introduced, such as high-

security locks and bolts, burglar alarms, lighting, etc. In the ICVS, 

respondents are asked about the installation of basic security measures 

such as a burglar alarm. In a secondary analysis of data from 114 regions in 

Europe and North America, collected in the first two sweeps of the ICVS, we 
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looked at the relationships between regional levels of affluence, degree of 

urbanization, burglary victimization rates, fear of burglary and the use of 

burglar alarms (van Dijk, 1995). Figure 2 shows the results in the form of a 

structural model that explains a fair amount of the variation in levels of 

burglary victimization and burglar alarm ownership. 

In simple terms, the model shows first of all strong links between the level of 

burglary in different regions and fear of burglary, and between fear of 

burglary and the purchase of burglar alarms. It also shows that people living 

in relatively wealthy and urbanized regions tend to live more often in 

detached houses and to experience more burglaries. These results can be 

seen as an empirical illustration of the model of responsive securitization 

concerning household burglary. In wealthier regions more people live in 

detached houses, which offer greater opportunities for burglars. In such 

regions, burglary victimization rates are higher. These negative experiences 

generate increased awareness of risks and lead to improvement in self-

protection, including expensive measures that affluent people can best 

afford. While the model shows that responsive security takes place, it falls 

short of showing that reduced opportunities for burglary through improved 

protection subsequently result in lower rates of burglary victimization. To 

test this final step in the model longitudinal data are needed. The litmus test 

of the impact of responsive securitization on burglary rates is whether local 

or national trends in burglary victimization rates can be predicted by the 

penetration rate of security measures: in other words, do countries with a 

higher penetration of household security experience lower burglary rates in 

the years ahead? 

The repeat of the ICVS in 2005 and 2010 allows us to explore this 

empirically. In 2010, the ICVS was repeated with the usual method of CATI 

injust eightWestern nations, Canada, Denmark, England/ Wales, Estonia, 

Germany, The Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland. Fortunately these 

nations showed considerable variation in the penetration of household 

security in 2005 and the data therefore allow us to test the effects of 

responsive securitization by examining the link between the level of security 

penetration measured in the two surveys and the changes in burglary 

victimization (van Dijk, 2012; van Dijk and Vollaard, 2012). The results show 

that in England/Wales, The Netherlands, Canada and Germany more people 

were concerned abouttheir risks and had installed security. In Denmark, 

Estonia and Switzerland people were less worried and less inclined to take 

precautionary measures. If we look subsequently at the trends in burglary 

victimization between 2004 and 2009 (the measure of risk being that in the 

  



The International Crime Victims Surveys: a retrospective 

 Chapter 3 - 63 

year before fieldwork), a divergent pattern emerges. In England/Wales, The 

Netherlands and Canada rates have fallen; in Germany and Sweden rates 

remained stable; and in Denmark, Estonia and Switzerland they went up. 

The results are graphically depicted in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 2 - Main drivers of the possession of burglar alarms at regional (nuts 2) level 

(N=114). Data from the 1989 - 1992 ICVS. 

Source: van Dijk, 1994 

 

Figure 3 depicts the statistically significant relationship between the level of 

security in 2005 and the change in burglary victimization between 2004 and 

2009. Since ICVS data can, as explained, be disaggregated to the level of 

individuals, it is possible to analyse the impact of responsive securitization 

among different segments of the public. Since the purchase of home security 

is partly (as discussed above) dependent on affluence, this impact might be 

most pronounced among more affluent parts of the population. Results of 

the ICVS show how across 12 Western nations the lowest income groups 

have indeed stepped up their household security to a lesser extent than the 

middle and upper classes. As was to be expected, the survey also shows that 

the lowest income quartile has benefited less from the falls in burglary 

victimization than the rest of the population (van Dijk, 2007). When left to 

market forces alone, responsive securitization is bound to increase the 

security gap between the haves and have nots. 
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Figure 3 - The sum of levels of high grade locks and burglar alarms in 2005 by changes in 

burglary rates (% points) between 2004 and 2009. Data from the 2004-2010  ICVS (8 countries). 

 

 

Reporting and police performance 

Like other victimization surveys, the ICVS asks victims about their behaviour 

and experiences, including their possible contacts with the police. The ICVS 

measures levels of reporting to the police to see the extent of differences 

between countries, and whether these help explain variations in police 

figures at country level. Without going into detail, suffice it to say that fairly 

marked differences in reporting levels emerge. There are generally higher 

rates in more affluent countries, but still differences nonetheless. Referring 

back to the data on which Figure 1 is based, the concordance between 

police-recorded crime and a measure of ICVS crime reported to the police 

was rather closer than was the case for police-recorded crime and all ICVS 

crime. This is important testimony to the fact that victims’ reporting habits 

are one factor influencing the officially recorded output of police forces. 

Although the decision to report a victimization incident has been shown to 

be mainly driven by a simple cost–benefit assessment, it also serves to some 

degree as a measure of confidence in the police. Reporting rates tend to be 

lower in ex-communist countries and countries with relatively new 

democracies, such as Greece, Spain and Portugal in Europe and many 

countries in Latin America (van Dijk, 2008). Using data from the ICVS 2000, 

Goudriaan (2005) found that country-level variations in reporting property 

crimes were related to confidence in local policing (among victims and non-

victims); van Dijk and Groenhuijsen. (2007) also showed an interrelationship 
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between levels of reporting, confidence in local policing and – a third factor – 

the degree to which victims who did report felt satisfied with the police 

response (see below). These findings confirm what many criminologists have 

always suspected: namely, that rates of crimes recorded by the police reflect 

the productivity of police forces rather than the national pools of offenders. 

High recorded crime rates, looking from a comparative perspective, such as 

those of the Scandinavian countries, reflect favourably on the performance of 

national police forces rather than negatively, as was traditionally often 

assumed by the police community. 

Victims’ satisfaction with the police response 

If they had reported to the police, victims were asked in the ICVS whether 

they were satisfied with the police response. The answers to this question 

offer a rare opportunity to assess the implementation of international legal 

standards concerning the treatment of victims by the police, such as the 

1985 Victim’s Declaration of the United Nations and the 2001 European 

Union (EU) Council Framework Decision on the Standing of Victims in 

Criminal Proceedings (in 2013 transposed into the Directive on Victims 

Rights). According to the results of the ICVS 2005, on average 53% of 

reporting victims were satisfied with the way the police had handled their 

complaint. The respondents in Denmark (75%), Finland (72%), Switzerland 

(72%), Australia, Scotland and Luxembourg (70%) were most satisfied after 

reporting any of the five crimes considered, although figures in several other 

countries were not far behind. The police response was considered least 

satisfactory in Estonia (17%), Peru (18%), Maputo (27%), Greece (28%) and 

Mexico (28%). Also considerably lower than the average were satisfaction 

levels in Japan (44%), Italy (43%), Hungary (41%), Bulgaria (40%), 

Johannesburg (36%), Istanbul (33%) and Sao Paulo (32%). Satisfaction levels 

did not differ between different types of crime in the countries/cities. In 

developing countries, victims of property crimes tend to be more dissatisfied 

than victims of contact crimes because they would have liked more effective 

support in recovering stolen goods (van Dijk, 1999). The findings point to 

serious deficiencies in the treatment of victims by the police in several 

countries, including some EU member states. 

The enactment of binding legislation on victims’ rights in the EU makes it 

pertinent to monitor trends in victim satisfaction with the police over time. In 

this regard, a comparison between the results of the ICVS 2000 and ICVS 

2005 is important (van Dijk and Groenhuijsen, 2007). Although numbers are 

small, it is striking that in so many Western countries levels of victim 

satisfaction with the police have significantly gone down since 2000. This is 

most markedly the case in England and Wales and the USA (with a drop of 
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10 percentage points), The Netherlands (minus 9), Canada (minus 8) and 

Sweden (minus 7). Nation-specific crime victim surveys in England/Wales 

and The Netherlands, using much larger samples, have also registered a 

decline in satisfaction in recent years (Allen et al., 2005; van Dijk et al., 

2007). This intriguing result can be interpreted in different ways. One 

explanation is that victims are treated as professionally as before but that 

expectations among victims have been raised to the point that they no longer 

feel satisfied. Police forces may now also ask victims whether they want to be 

informed about the investigation. If subsequently no information is given, 

victims might be more upset than if the offer had not been made in the first 

place. Another possible interpretation is that police forces have 

bureaucraticized the reporting of crimes, for example by inviting reporting on 

the internet. In addition, in countries where special provisions for victims 

outside the police have been set up, police forces may feel that victim needs 

are being duly met if a referral is made to such support agencies. It seems 

striking in this respect that in Europe victims are generally more satisfied 

with the police in countries where victim support outside the police hardly 

exists, such as Denmark, France, Finland and Luxembourg. Police forces in 

the USA, Canada, the UK and The Netherlands may be inclined to relegate 

victim support to existing, well-functioning outside agencies. As will be 

shown below, the latter hypothesis finds support in the ICVS data on the 

reception of specialized victim support. It is precisely in the countries where 

victim support is most often received that satisfaction with the police has 

declined (e.g., the UK, the USA and The Netherlands). 

Those respondents who indicated that they were dissatisfied with the way 

the police handled their report of a crime were asked why (multiple 

responses were again allowed). Overall, the main reason for dissatisfaction 

was that the police ‘did not do enough’. One in five victims mentioned 

impoliteness as a source of dissatisfaction, although among those reporting 

sexual incidents the figure was one in three. Again, considering the EC 2001 

instructions on the rights of crime victims to be treated with respect for their 

dignity, this result is disappointing. To determine possible shifts in the 

relative importance of different types of complaints a comparison was made 

of the relative frequency of response categories in the various ICVS sweeps. 

Of particular interest were the percentages of reasons given that fell into the 

category ‘did not give sufficient information’. The complaint about lack of 

information made up 7% of all reasons given in 1996 and 2000, but 12% in 

2005. This upward trend in victims complaining about lack of information is 

visible across the EU. 
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Victim support 

Victims who had reported to the police any of four types of crime with the 

most serious consequences for victims – burglary with entry, robbery, sexual 

incidents and threats and assaults – were asked whether they had received 

support from a specialized agency. Such support was described as 

‘information or practical or emotional support’. Those who had not received 

any help were asked whether they would have appreciated help in getting 

such information or practical or emotional support. Using this information, 

estimates were made of the proportion of victims wanting specialized help 

that actually received it (the take-up rate of existing specialized victim 

support agencies) (van Dijk et al., 2007). 

For the victims of the four types of crimes together, 9% had received 

specialized support in 2005. Victims of sexual offences were most likely to 

receive support (30% did so). Less than one in 10 of victims reporting 

robberies or threats and assaults had received help (robbery: 8%; threat/ 

assault: 8%). Victims of burglaries with entry had much less often received 

help (4%) 

In most countries support is mainly offered to victims of contact crimes 

(robbery and crimes of violence) and only rarely to victims of burglary. Only 

in the UK, The Netherlands and Belgium do 10% or more of burglary victims 

receive support. The coverage rates of specialized support agencies for crime 

victims are the highest in New Zealand (24%), the UK (19%) and the USA 

(16%). Within continental Europe, victim support is most developed in the 

North West. Globally, least support seems to be available in Hungary (0.4%), 

Lima (1%), Bulgaria (1%), Finland (2%), Germany (2%), Greece (2%), Maputo 

(2%), Turkey/Istanbul (2%), Italy (3%) and Spain (3%) 

The proportion of victims contacted by victim support after they have 

reported to the police seems to have grown since 1996/2000 in a number of 

countries, although few differences are statistically robust. Increases since 

1988 can be observed in Austria (from 8% to 13%), Canada (9% to 14%), 

Belgium (4% to 13%), Japan (0% to 8%) and the USA (11% to 16%), as well 

as in Northern Ireland (11% to 21%) and Scotland (10% to 22%). In countries 

with long-established nationwide infrastructures for victim support such as 

England and Wales, The Netherlands and Sweden, the degree of coverage 

has remained stable or declined. Elsewhere the coverage of victim support 

has remained at the same comparatively low levels or even declined further. 

Victims who had not received support were asked whether it would have 

been useful. On average 42% of victims reporting any of the four types of 

crime felt such help would indeed have been useful for them. Two out of 
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three victims of sexual offences (68%) expressed a need for such help. 

Roughly four out of 10 of the victims of the three other types of crime would 

have appreciated such help. As reported above, victims of burglary are less 

likely to receive help in most countries. However, the percentage of burglary 

victims who would have welcomed support is not much lower than among 

victims of robbery or threat and assault (burglary, 40%; robbery, 44%; threat 

and assault, 42%).  

The results indicate that the need for help among victims of serious crime is 

widespread, although not universal. The percentage of victims who would 

have appreciated help but did not receive it was 50% or higher in Asia, 

Africa, Latin America and Eastern Europe. In developed nations only 30% or 

40% expressed such needs. The distribution of the need for help across 

regions is the reverse of that to its actual reception. In developing countries 

many more victims would have wanted such help. This is partly due to the 

fact that in those countries such help is rarely offered and partly due to 

fewer other general provisions of health care or social work being available. 

Among developed countries, the percentages of victims who would have liked 

to receive victim support tends to be smaller in countries with extended 

welfare states, such as Austria (26%), Germany (27%), Canada (27%) and 

The Netherlands (30%). Higher percentages were found in the USA (38%), 

England and Wales (45%) and especially in some Southern European 

countries (Spain: 68%; Portugal: 70%).  

Globally, 9% of victims of the four more serious crimes considered received 

specialized help. Of those who did not get help, 43% expressed a needed for 

it. Thus, the proportion of victims whose needs for special assistance are met 

can be approximated by dividing the proportion of victims who received 

support (making an assumption that they needed it) by the sum of those 

who received support and those who would have wanted it. Such a 

calculation shows that in the last couple of years victim support agencies 

provided services to roughly a fifth of victims with manifest needs. Using the 

same formula, victim support organizations reach about a third of victims of 

sexual offences in need of help, a fifth of victims of robbery and 

threats/assaults with needs, and a tenth of victims of burglaries. For all four 

groups the supply of specialized help falls short of the demand. The gap 

between supply and demand for victim support is by far the largest for the 

group of burglary victims. 

The proportion of victims of more serious crimes whose expressed needs are 

actually met by support agencies vary across countries. The proportions 

actually contacted by victim support are the highest in North America and 

North-Western Europe (New Zealand: 47%; USA: 33%, The Netherlands: 



The International Crime Victims Surveys: a retrospective 

 Chapter 3 - 69 

35%). Take-up rates in the range of 10–25% are achieved in several other 

Western countries. However, besides developing countries, there were several 

affluent Western countries where victim support reached only a tiny 

proportion of victims in need of help (Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Italy 

and Germany). The provision of these services, a mandatory obligation under 

EU law, shows high variation among the member states of the EU. 

 

Attitudes toward crime and criminal justice 

The ICVS has always included a small set of questions on perceptions and 

attitudes. As shown above (Figure 3), perceptions of the likelihood of 

victimization by burglary are related to actual risk of victimization by 

burglary at the regional level. This relationship has consistently been found 

both at the individual and collective level (van Dijk et al., 2008). More 

tellingly, analyses of trends in victimization rates by burglary and risk 

perceptions over time have confirmed the relationship. Risk perceptions 

track trends in actual victimization risks and show the same curvilinear 

trend between 1989 and 2010, peaking around 2000 (van Dijk et al., 2012; 

van Kesteren et al., 2000). In all ICVS rounds the classical question about 

feelings of safety in one’s own neighbourhood at night has been retained. At 

the individual level, answers are strongly related to gender, with females 

feelings more insecure. At the collective level, the association with actual 

levels of victimization by contact crimes has consistently been found to be 

weak. Feelings of insecurity are relatively high in several countries with low 

levels of common criminality, such as Japan, Germany and Italy. This lack of 

a clear relationship is confirmed by trend analyses (van Kesteren et al., 

2000). These negative findings suggest that the feelings of insecurity in one’s 

neighbourhood are only loosely connected to real victimization risks; rather, 

feelings of insecurity seem more to reflect concern about rising crime, which 

is largely driven by external factors such as neighbourhood cohesion or 

sensational media reporting (Baier and Pfeiffer, 2013). 

Seriousness rating by victims 

In the second ICVS a new question was added to the battery of questions 

that victims were asked. The new question asked victims to assess the 

seriousness of what had happened to them. The question asked was ‘Taking 

everything into account, how serious was the incident for you (or your 

household)? Was it serious, not so serious, or not very serious?’ This item was 

introduced in response to criticism levelled at the report on the first ICVS 

that international comparisons of overall or even crime-specific prevalence 

rates of victimization ignored possible national differences in the perceived 
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seriousness of victimization experiences. Seriousness scaling surveys of the 

general public had been conducted in the USA and some European countries 

in the 1970s, with the aim of informing prosecution and sentencing policies 

(Sellin and Wolfgang, 1964). In the ICVS the question is only put to those 

who had been recently victimized. The answers therefore reflect the 

subjective assessment of people with concrete and fresh experience of 

victimization. 

In the reports on the second ICVS, overall victimization rates were weighted 

for seriousness assessment by victims (van Dijk et al., 1992). The results 

showed that country rankings were not significantly altered by this 

correction (van Dijk et al., 1992; van Kesteren et al., 2000). The inclusion of 

the seriousness question allowed further analyses touching upon issues that 

seem fundamental to the conduct of comparative international surveys on 

crime. Mean scores were computed for 17 different offence types or sub-

types. Somewhat surprisingly, car thefts where the car was not recovered 

were viewed most seriously. Next most serious were sexual assaults, then 

car thefts even if the car was recovered, and then robbery involving a 

weapon. Assaults with force were scored lower, much on a par with 

burglaries with entry. The least serious crimes were car vandalism, theft 

from cars and bicycle theft. Results in following ICVS sweeps were similar 

(van Kesteren et al., 2000). These results are noteworthy in themselves. They 

indicate that seriousness assessments by actual victims are determined by 

the two dimensions of material loss and threats to physical integrity. The 

fact that the material loss inflicted upon households by car thefts was 

assessed as the most serious type of victimization may underline the special 

emotional value of car ownership in modern societies, as well as the 

inconvenience and financial consequences involved. The seriousness of 

intrusions of a sexual nature (typically experienced by women) and property 

crimes with the use of force is perhaps less surprising. Of offence types that 

only cause material loss household burglary is deemed the most serious. 

The next research issue to be addressed was whether these rankings of 

crime in terms of seriousness are relatively universal or variable by country. 

This touches upon an underlying assumption of the ICVS, namely that 

people in different countries share roughly similar understandings of what 

common types of criminality mean. Interestingly, overall mean scores of the 

17 different types of crime did not differ much by country; the ranking of 

offences in seriousness terms was highly similar across countries2. The only 

                                                 
2  Rankings were calculated for six World regions. The regional rankings correlated strongly with the 

overall global ranking with coefficients over .0.90 for five regions and 0.79 for Africa. 



The International Crime Victims Surveys: a retrospective 

 Chapter 3 - 71 

inter-country differences were that property crimes were assessed somewhat 

more seriously in some developing countries compared to assaults and that 

North American victims did not rate car theft as the most serious type of 

crime (van Dijk, 1999). This finding seems in line with the higher economic 

value of material possessions in poorer countries. Analyses of the data of the 

ICVS 2000 produced the same results (van Kesteren et al, 2000). In 

Denmark, one of the most affluent European countries, car theft was as in 

North America not judged quite as serious as elsewhere. The consistency of 

seriousness assessments by victims suggests that people in different 

countries and years have similar attitudinal thresholds about the 

seriousness of different crimes. It also suggests that people do not differ very 

much in the types of incidents that they tell interviewers about when they 

are offered colloquial definitions of crime types used in the ICVS, such as 

assaults or burglaries. The results thus indicate a high degree of consensus 

about the definition and import of different types of conventional crimes. 

Among urban populations across the world, people share a core set of ideas 

about what constitutes common criminality and how serious it is. This is in 

line with the hypothesis of universally shared ‘intuitions of justice’ (Mikhail, 

2007; Robinson and Darley, 2007). 

A multi-level analysis of punitiveness  

From the outset the ICVS has included a question on what respondents 

regarded as an appropriate punishment for a recidivist burglar. Here again 

the ICVS datasets allow analyses at both the macro and micro levels. Van 

Kesteren (2009) conducted a multi-level analysis on the results from the 

2004/2005 ICVS covering 23 developed, Western countries. A scale was 

constructed based on the preferred mode of punishment (suspended 

sentence, community service, fine and imprisonment) and the length of the 

prison sentence. At the micro level, a topical issue is whether actual victims 

of burglary will hold more punitive attitudes towards offenders than non-

victims. In the multi-level analysis seven variables were entered at individual 

level, including whether or not the respondent was a recent victim of 

household burglary. 

Several authors have interpreted the more severe penal policies of the USA 

and several European countries in the wider political framework of neo-

liberalism and the rollback of the welfare state, which can be assumed to 

increase inequality (Pratt, Brown, Brown, Hallsworth and Morrison, 2005; 

Wilkinson and Picket, 2009). For this reason, a measure of socio-economic 

inequality at the country level (the Gini coefficient) was entered as one of the 

independent variables besides victimization by any crime, level of 

educational attainment and gross domestic product (GDP). 
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The results of the multi-level analysis can be summed up as follows. The 

variables that have some impact on punitiveness at the individual level are 

sex (males were more punitive); low satisfaction with the performance of the 

police in controlling crime; a low level of education; and a younger age. 

Contrary to expectations, the findings concerning the victimization–

punitiveness link were negative, countering the notion that those recently 

victimized by common crime are on average more punitive than others. 

These results are broadly in line with those of previous ICVS analyses and 

other studies (Baier et al., 2013). It must be said, however, that the effect of 

these variables on punitiveness is rather small. 

The effects at the country level are more substantial. In countries with 

higher crime rates, the public is more punitive, even though actual victims 

are not so. Furthermore, the wealth of a country plays no part in 

determining either harsh or lenient attitudes towards punishment, although 

the differences in income as measured by the Gini coefficient does. As 

expected, in countries with large differences in income, the general public is 

more punitive. 

In summary, then, the multi-level analysis confirmed that the strongest 

predictor of punitiveness was a high rate of crime at country level (as 

measured by victimization by any crime). The second most important 

explanatory factor was a measure of economic inequality (the Gini 

coefficient). Together, these two country-level variables explained almost half 

of the inter-country variance. Some individual (‘micro’) characteristics are 

statistically significant but do not contribute much to explaining 

punitiveness at country level. It is also worth noting that GDP per capita, 

educational attainment and attitudes towards police performance appeared 

to be unrelated to punitiveness at the country level. Moreover, while the 

country-level variable of being Anglophone has appeared previously to be 

associated with greater punitiveness (Mayhew et al., 2002), this factor was 

not itself relevant once income inequality and national crime levels were 

controlled for. This suggests that there is little reason to suggest that specific 

cultural factors, such as the use of common law, explain punitiveness in the 

Anglophone countries, other than those related to economic inequality. 

 

Conclusion and discussion 

Victimization surveys are now firmly established in criminological research 

in very many countries. However, surveys comparing the level and nature of 

crime internationally are a rather newer enterprise than standalone national 

surveys, although the ICVS itself started over two decades ago. It came into 
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its own because of growing recognition of the difficulties of comparing police 

figures. Initial scepticism about the feasibility of interviewing samples of the 

population in different countries using a standardized questionnaire has 

gradually been overcome. Independent reviews have confirmed the 

superiority of the ICVS over comparisons of independent national surveys 

(Lynch, 1993). The ICVS finding that victims across the world assess the 

relative seriousness of different types of crime very similarly lends support to 

the value of comparative study; there is a high degree of communality in 

prevailing definitions of crime. 

The arrival of several national victimization surveys and in particular the 

ICVS has given a boost to epidemiological studies on crime. While the ICVS 

has not provided impeccable or comprehensive data by any means, it has 

arguably improved on what can be gained from police records as regards 

comparative levels and patterns of victimization in different parts of the 

world. From the outset the ICVS reports have highlighted the close links 

between opportunity structures such as ownership of different types of 

vehicles and patterns of crime. It has offered opportunities to revisit classical 

issues, such as the links between alcohol abuse or gun ownership and 

violent crime, using victimization rates as a dependent variable. It has also 

offered an important addition to the picture from police records on trends in 

crime, including a focus of attention on the importance of victim-centred 

factors, such as the level of security measures taken by potential victims as 

drivers of the universal drop in crime. In these respects, mainstream 

criminology has benefited from the development of victimology as a separate 

field of empirical studies looking at those at the receiving end of crime. 

Besides providing an alternative count of crime, the ICVS has also helped to 

test several victimological theories. Analyses of its datasets have shown that 

the risks of victimization depend on personal characteristics, which are very 

similar across countries in either enhancing or ameliorating risks. Analyses 

have also shown that repeat victimization accounts for a large amount of 

victimization everywhere. Other special analyses have shed light on the 

impact of gun ownership on gun-related crime at both the individual and 

collective levels. Follow-up questions to victims have offered insights into 

how victims are similar in some ways, and differ in others in their responses 

to victimization and the needs they have arising from it. ICVS results allow 

governments to benchmark their policies regarding the treatment of victims 

by the police or by victim support organizations. 
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Developments and prospects  

While the ICVS has shown that it is feasible to conduct standardized surveys 

in a large number of countries, it nonetheless carries several practical 

lessons. Conducting surveys in a standardized way, more or less on time, 

and with sound adherence to the ICVS template posed a considerable 

logistical challenge. Tight oversight from the central team was needed to 

ensure that country coordinators engaged with tedious technical detail to 

maintain consistency. Financial matters were time-consuming and 

challenging, especially with regard to developing countries. Moreover, there 

were occasional issues as regards ownership of results. When and how these 

were released was also a minefield – as crime ‘league tables’ are politically 

sensitive. For countries taking part that had their own national surveys, 

country coordinators also sometimes needed to be able to explain why the 

ICVS could give different results to victimization risks than national surveys.  

Policy interest in international comparisons of crime using victimization 

surveys has been enhanced by the results to date. Thus, countries are likely 

to be keen to enter into future comparative survey exercises – especially if 

fieldwork costs are met. However, even where self-funding is necessary, 

countries that have not taken part in a standardized survey to date may 

want to sign up, particularly when they have insufficient resources for a 

bespoke national survey. This makes it attractive for them to take a ride on 

the back of another survey vehicle, especially when comparisons with other 

countries are on offer. A striking example of this are the repeats of 

nationwide surveys based on the ICVS in Georgia in 2010, 2011 and 2012, 

which have demonstrated a very significant drop in crime (van Dijk and 

Chanturia, 2011). An abridged version of the ICVS has also been used in 

2012 in Moldova, Tadjikistan and Azerbaijan (van Dijk, 2013). This said, the 

conduct of victimization surveys in developing countries seems to have 

stayed somewhat behind. This is unfortunate, since in many of these 

countries crime remains a major concern and statistics of recorded crimes 

are of poor quality, if they exist at all. 

The logistical challenges of mounting comparative victimization surveys 

remain. So too do the methodological challenges of improving crime 

measurement internationally through survey techniques that are hard to 

standardize in diverse environments. ‘Survey saturation’ in Westernized 

countries may also become an issue, whatever mode of interviewing is 

adopted. Over the lifetime of the ICVS, the development of CATI has reduced 

fieldwork costs and helped consistent questionnaire administration. Now,  

 



The International Crime Victims Surveys: a retrospective 

 Chapter 3 - 75 

though, many people (particularly more heavily victimized younger ones) rely 

only on mobile phones. A key issue is whether viable representative samples 

can be obtained with the growing diversity of telephone provision – although 

survey companies will be under strong commercial pressure to achieve a 

solution. The inclusion of mobile phone users in sampling designs is an 

obvious priority. As internet use grows, Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing 

(CAWI) offers a way forward for surveys in the future, with cost advantages. 

Pilot testing with CAWI for the national victimization surveys in The 

Netherlands and Finland has begun, with fairly encouraging results. 

However, the methodological challenges of CAWI include possible bias due to 

differential internet access, a degree of respondent self-selection, and mode 

effects (possibly resulting in inflated rates for some types of victimization; 

Beulens, van der Laan, Schouten, van den Brakel and Klaush, 2012). In the 

medium to long term, ways round these problems may be found, particularly 

by using incentives and representative panels that polling companies are 

increasingly likely to offer.  

What of initiatives currently in place for further international comparative 

surveys? At present there are no elaborate plans to repeat the ICVS globally. 

However, there have been other developments afoot – albeit with a less global 

focus – which have taken, or are taking forward comparative survey-based 

measures of victimization in different countries. An initiative, led by 

Eurostat, is a standardized household victimization survey – the EU Safety 

Survey. The survey can be seen as an extension of the EU’s sponsorship of 

the 2004/2005 ICVS. It is intended to meet the perceived need for a full EU-

wide comparative survey tailored to the current legal and social realities of 

the EU and its particular policy interests. The results will complement the 

numbers of crimes recorded by the EU Member States annually published by 

Eurostat. The European Parliament, however, has raised concerns about the 

utility of the survey (van Dijk, 2013) and at the time of writing, it is 

uncertain whether and when this survey will actually be executed. One 

option is that the European Commission will issue a tender for such a 

survey as it did in 2004. In the meantime, several initiatives have been taken 

outside Europe to conduct ICVS-based comparative victimization surveys, 

for example in Japan which repeated the ICVS in 2012. Most promising are 

recent developments in Latin America. The Inter-American Development 

Bank is sponsoring a series of surveys in the Caribbean using the core parts 

of the ICVS questionnaire, and the Centre of Excellence UNODC/UNEGE in 

Mexico City is coordinating a round of surveys across Latin America. 

Hopefully, the impetus for future, global rounds of the ICVS will come from 

these new regional initiatives. 
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Abstract 

Many Western countries have experienced a boom in prisoners rates, 

characterised as carceral hyperinflation or new punitiveness. Politicians and 

opinion makers assume that this reflects the demand of the public for more 

severe sentencing. This article analyses data on the attitudes of the 

population towards punishment from over thirty different countries taken 

from the International Crime Victim Surveys of 2004/2005. First, some key 

findings on punitivity are presented showing that in many countries the public 

prefers non-custodial sentences for recidivist buglars. Next, results are 

presented from a multi-level analysis of the correlates of punitiveness at both 

the individual and country level. This multi level analysis shows that individual 

characteristics explain very little variance in country differences in 

punitiveness. On country level, the level of common crime and the Gini 

coefficient, a measure for income differences in the country, have significant 

explanatory power. The often mentioned tougher attitude towards 

sentencing in the English speaking/common law countries is fully explained by 

this. Finally, the relation between the publics attitude towards sentencing and 

a measure of actual sentencing severity showed a weak and inverse 

relationship at country level. 

 

Key words 

Punitivity, international comparison, prisoners rates, multi level analysis.
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Introduction 

Many Western countries, most notably the USA, have experienced a boom in 

prisoners rates, characterized as carceral hyperinflation or the new 

punitiveness (Pratt et al., 2005). To address a variety of issues related to 

increasing incarceration rates and prison overcrowding, many countries 

have successfully embarked on initiatives to create alternatives to 

imprisonment. Some of these initiatives are geared to providing judges with 

community-based options that will serve as appropriate sanctions for the 

crime. Some operate as diversions from the formal criminal justice system 

(e.g. restorative justice programmes for juveniles). Others, such as halfway 

houses, temporary release programmes, and furloughs, operate at the back 

end of the prison system and provide non-incarcerative options for use by 

correctional administrators and parole boards. Some countries, e.g. Finland, 

Canada and Poland, have in recent years successfully embarked on 

sustained national policies of stabilising or even decreasing the use of 

incarceration as a response to crime (Doob and Webster, 2006). In the 

Netherlands the national prisoners’ rate has decreased by 20 percent since 

2005 (CBS, 2008), presumably as a result of the government’s standing 

policy to promote community service orders.  

It is often assumed by politicians and judges that public opinion in their 

country will not accept less severe sentencing. This assumption results in 

hesitancy to further promote alternatives to imprisonment. For this reason, 

research into public attitudes towards sentencing, including towards non-

custodial sentencing options has important implications for policymaking 

(Roberts and Hough, 2002). Comparative international research into this 

topic has the advantage of allowing policymakers to understand both public 

attitudes towards sentencing and actual sentencing policies in an 

international perspective. Such comparison can alert readers to elements in 

the national situation that are seemingly normal but deviate from trends 

elsewhere.  

In this article, I will analyse data on public attitudes towards sentencing 

across 50 or more different countries, derived from the International Crime 

Victims Surveys (ICVS) and the European Survey of Crime and Safety (EU 

ICS), a collaborative research effort which was launched in 1989 by a 

consortium of European criminologists on the initiative of Jan van Dijk. 

Results of similar analyses of older ICVS data on public attitudes towards 

sentencing and its social correlates have been published before (Besserer 

2001; Kury, Oberfell-Fuchs and Smartt, 2002; Mayhew and van Kesteren, 

2002; van Dijk, 2007). I will replicate this work, using the results of the fifth 

sweep of the survey conducted in 2004/2005 covering 32 different countries. 
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I will also try to extend and deepen the analysis in several respects. Since for 

many countries data are now available from subsequent surveys conducted 

since 1987, I will discuss trends in public attitudes towards sentencing over 

time. Instead of relying on data on a preference for imprisonment as an 

indicator of punitivity, I have constructed a scale expressing a preference for 

several non-custodial sentences, a moderate prison sentence, a medium long 

prison sentence and a very long one. The scale can be interpreted as one on 

interval level. I have subsequently re-analysed the social correlates of 

punitiveness using this newly constructed scale. Public attitudes towards 

sentencing can be influenced by social characteristics of individuals as well 

as by characteristics of countries. In previous analyses these relationships at 

the micro and macro level have been analysed independently of each other 

(Mayhew and van Kesteren, 2002). To obtain more comprehensive results, I 

have carried out a multi-level analysis of the social correlates of punitivity at 

both levels. This analysis shows which social factors are associated with 

high punitivity at individual and country level and whether inter-country 

differences persist after the impact of both these factors has been accounted 

for.  

In the past, ICVS-based data on attitudes towards sentencing have been 

compared with actual rates of prisoners per 100,000 (van Dijk et al,, 1990; 

van Dijk et al., 1992). Prisoners rates cannot be regarded as a reliable 

measure of the severity of sentencing tariffs because they are co-influenced 

by the extent of serious crime. In my analysis, I have used a scale expressing 

the prisoners rates controlling for the homicide rates of countries, 

constructed by van Dijk (2007). To explore the extent of congruity between 

public attitudes towards sentencing and formal sentencing I will look at the 

association between public attitudes towards imprisonment and this new 

measure of sentencing severity. 

 

Proportions preferring imprisonment or community service 

Victimization surveys have primarily been designed as a source of statistical 

information on the volume and trends of crime collected independently from 

police records. From this perspective, prevalence and incidence rates of 

victimization are the key findings. The surveys typically also yield 

information on reporting to the police, victim satisfaction with the police, fear 

of crime and attitudes towards sentencing. In the case of the International 

Crime Victim Surveys, data about crime and about public attitudes is 

collected in a comparative, international perspective. The first round of ICVS 

surveys was in 1989, followed by surveys in 1992, 1996 and 2000. The last 

round of surveys was done in 2004 and 2005. For more information on the 
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methodology of the ICVS and EU ICS, I refer to the latest reports with key 

findings (van Dijk et al., 2007; van Dijk et al., 2008) and to the web-sites1 of 

both projects. The results presented here are extracted from the integrated 

database of the ICVS (van Kesteren 2007). We will firstly present descriptive 

cross-national data on the answers to the question what sentence 

respondents considered most appropriate for a recidivist burglar - a man 

aged 21 who is found guilty of burglary for the second time, this time having 

stolen a colour television. Respondents were asked to choose between fine, 

prison, community service, suspended sentence or another sentence. Those 

opting for imprisonment were asked what term of imprisonment seemed 

most appropriate. With these two items, the complex phenomenon of public 

attitudes to sentencing can only be assessed roughly. In local surveys, 

respondents are often asked what would be the most appropriate 

punishment, and for what reasons, in very specific cases (Boers and Sessar, 

1988; Roberts and Hough, 2002). In large scale international surveys, such 

as the ICVS, the use of single item information is often unavoidable for costs 

reasons. It is also possible that more detailed questions or response 

categories, for example about finer sentencing options, would have reduced 

rather than enhanced comparability across countries.  

Figure 1 shows percentages respondent per country opting for imprisonment 

and community service orders respectively in the ICVS survey of 2004/2005, 

including the EU ICS. It merits observing, first and foremost, that 

community service order was the preferred sentence for 39% of respondents 

in the national samples in 2004/2005. Imprisonment was recommended by 

37% of respondents overall. Community service was the preferred sentence 

in all continental European countries except Bulgaria.  

Imprisonment was the first choice in most developing countries, represented 

in the latest round of the ICVS mainly by samples from major cities. Fifty 

eight (58) percent of these respondents were in favour of imprisonment. 

From a global perspective, support for prison sentences was highest in South 

Africa, Phnom Penh, the Far East (Japan and Hong Kong), Latin America, 

English speaking/common law countries -with the exception of Ireland- and 

Bulgaria and Turkey.  

Globally, there was a remarkably wide-ranging divergence across countries. 

Over 50% favoured imprisonment in Johannesburg (76%), Mexico, Hong 

Kong, Lima, Japan, Northern Ireland and Istanbul. In several European 

countries, less than 30% opted for imprisonment. The population of France 

 

                                                 
1  http://rechten.uvt.nl/ICVS - http://www.europeansafetyobservatory.eu/ 
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Figure 1 - Percentage of the public opting for community service order and imprisonment 
as punishment for a recidivist burglar in 2004/05 in countries and main cities. 
Data from the 2002 – 2005 ICVS. 
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(13%) and Austria (13%) are least in favour of this option. A community 

service order was seen as the most appropriate sentence overall in the 16 EU 

member states providing results in the 2004/05 ICVS - EU ICS: 49% of 

respondents recommended it. It was the first choice of sentence in half of the 

countries, with particularly strong support in Luxembourg, France and 

Portugal (69% opting for it) and Belgium (67%). There was, however, a fairly 
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wide divergence of opinion within the European Union as well: a community 

sentence was seen as most appropriate by less than 30% in the UK. 

 

Trends in punitiveness 

The ICVS has been executed more than once in many countries over the past 

two decades. Table 1 shows results from countries where the survey has 

been carried out more than once since 1989. 

Leaving aside changes in relative levels of support for different individual 

sentencing options, the first four sweeps of the ICVS sweep showed a general 

hardening of attitudes towards punishment (van Kesteren et al., 2000). This 

trend of increased support for imprisonment has not continued. In many 

countries, support for imprisonment has since 2000 remained stable. Lower 

percentages of the public are favouring imprisonment in 2004/05 than in 

2000 and 1996 in the USA, Australia, the Netherlands, Belgium, Finland 

and Estonia. Poland displays a significant drop during the 1990ties but an 

increase thereafter. Between 2000 and 2004/05 the upward trend in support 

for imprisonment seems to have reached a plateau in most countries. 

It could be argued that over the years the value of a colour TV has 

diminished and that this might have influenced the support for 

imprisonment. If this would indeed have been the case, the slackening 

public support for imprisonment would be an artefact. In my view 

respondents of the survey probably respond to the broader concept of a 

recidivist burglar rather than to the information on the item that was stolen 

last time. The interpretation that opinions have genuinely become less 

punitive is supported by the finding that since 2000, repondents in most 

developed countries have been less often victimised by crime, are less fearful 

of crime and more satisfied with their local police (van Dijk et al., 2007). 

Reduced support for imprisonment can be interpreted as part of a broader 

new trend towards reduced public concern about crime. 

In some countries, support for community service shows significant shifts 

over time. The percentage opting for a community service order in Finland 

increased markedly after 1989, when this sentencing option was formally 

introduced in Finland. This shift in public opinion suggests that changes in 

legislation and actual sentencing can increase support for alternatives to 

imprisonment. Support has fallen back somewhat in Finland since 1992, 

although it is still higher than in 1989. Between the 1996, 2000 and 2005 

ICVS sweeps, though, there has been little further change. 
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Table 1 - Percentage of the public opting for imprisonment as punishment for a recidivist 

burglar in 2004/05 plus results from earlier surveys in countries and main cities. Countries 

that participated more than one . Data from the 1989 – 2005 ICVS. 

  1989 1992 1996 2000 2004/05 

Japan    51 55 

Northern Ireland 45  49 54 53 

England & Wales 38 37 49 51 51 

Scotland 39  48 52 49 

USA 53  56 56 47 

Canada 32 39 43 45 44 

New Zealand  26   40 

Poland  31 17 21 34* 

Australia 36 34  37 33 

Sweden  26 22 31 33 

Netherlands 26 26 31 37 32 

Norway 14    29 

Estonia  43 39 24 26 

Italy  22   24 

Germany 13    19 

Denmark    20 18 

Belgium 26 19  21 17 

Spain 27    17 

Portugal    26 15 

Finland 15 14 18 19 15 

Austria   10  13 

France 13  11 12 13 

Switzerland 9  9  12 

Average** 28 29 31 35 33 

** The average is based on countries taking part in each sweep. As countries included vary across 

sweeps, comparisons should be made cautiously 

* The Polish questionnaire also had the option “labour camp” (23%), these responses are counted as 

‘prison sentence’ for the purpose of international comparison. 

  



European Journal of Criminology and Criminal Policy 

Chapter 4 - 84 

Duration of imprisonment 

Respondents who opted for a prison sentence were asked “For how long do 

you think he should go to prison?”. The length of sentence recommended is 

correlated to the rate of respondents per country who opt for a prison 

sentence: at the country level a more punitive attitude also translates into 

longer sentences. Based on the 29 national surveys in the 2004/ 05 ICVS 

and 2005 EU ICS, the correlation is 0.51 and statistically significant. Figure 

2 shows this relation at the country level. 

Figure 2 - Plot of the percentage of the population opting for a prison sentence against the 

duration of that prison sentence by country.  Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

0 20 40 60 80

Percentage in favour of prison sentence

A
v
e
ra

g
e
 le

n
g
th

 o
f 
p
ri
s
o
n
 s

e
n
te

n
c
e
 (

m
o
n
th

s
)

France - Switzerland

Iceland - Denmark

Austria - Germany

Luxembourg - Finland

Sw eden

Poland Estonia

USA

r=0.51

n=29

p<0.05

Scotland

Belgium

     Spain

Japan

Mexico

Portugal

Bulgaria

Northern Ireland

England & Wales

Canada

New  Zealand
Australia

Netherlands

Ireland

Greece

Hungary

 

Inhabitants of Mexico are by far the most punitive on both dimensions. 

Other countries with high scores on both imprisonment and length of prison 

are Bulgaria, the USA, England & Wales, Northern Ireland, Scotland and 

Japan. Among the outliers in the scatter plot are Poland and Estonia. 

Relatively few respondents in these countries favour imprisonment but those 

that do prefer imprisonment opt for relatively long prison sentences. This 

result must probably be interpreted against the background of declining 
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numbers of people in favour of imprisonment in these countries. If 

proportions of citizens favouring imprisonment go down, those that have 

changed their opinion against imprisonment are likely to have previously 

been in favour of short rather than long prison sentences. This factor may 

lead to an increase of the mean of recommended prison length. Such 

increases in the average length of recommended prison sentence have been 

observed in Poland, Estonia, Finland and Belgium, all countries where 

support for imprisonment has gone down significantly. In other countries, 

however, both the proportion of supporters of imprisonment and the 

recommended length of prison sentences has gone down. This is notably the 

case in the USA where support for imprisonment went down from 53% in 

1989 to 47% in 2004 and the recommended length of prison sentences from 

37 months in 1989 to 28 months in 2004. 

 

Scaling punitiveness 

To facilitate more refined analyses of public attitudes towards sentencing, I 

have constructed an index that subdivides sentencing preferences in seven 

categories of increasing severity through an optimal scaling procedure. For 

this purpose, I applied a multivariate regression analysis with a categorical 

variable as dependent, that consisted of four types of non-custodial 

sentences (suspended sentence, fine, community sentence, other sentence) 

and three modalities of a prison sentence (short, medium and long term2. As 

independent variables in the equation, I selected variables known to be 

correlates of punitiveness according to the literature. I added the assessment 

by victims of the seriousness of the offence committed against them as an 

additional variable, under the assumption that such assessments are 

associated with the severity of the punishments deemed appropriate3. Data 

on serious rating are only available for respondents who have been 

victimised by any crime in the course of the past five years. This part of the 

analysis is restricted to victims in a period of 5 years, in most countries 

around 50% of the sample. 

                                                 
2  Less than 1 year is coded as a short prison sentence, 1 to 2 years is coded as a medium long 

prison sentence and 3 years or more as a long prison sentence. 
3  In the ICVS, victims are asked to rate the seriousness of the offense on a three point scale (not 

very serious, serious and very serious). For a discussion on the data on serious scaling in the ICVS 
see van Dijk et al. (1990) or van Kesteren et al. (2000). It seems reasonable to assume that 
respondents who have themselves been victimised by a burglary will opt for more severe 
sentences to the extent that they rate the incident as more serious. The analysis also assumes 
that victims of other types of crime take their rating of the seriousness of the incident into 
account when expressing an opinion on the appropriate punishment for a recidivist burglar 
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In the regression analysis an optimal scaling procedure is applied that 

assigns numerical values to categorical data so as to optimize the linear 

regression equation for the transformed variables4 . For the construction of 

the index we used first the full, global dataset of the ICVS 1989–2004/2005, 

covering urban areas in 57 countries. The analysis was conducted with three 

different sets of independent variables (known correlates of punitiveness 

only, correlates including the serious ratings by victims and serious ratings 

by victims only). The severities of the sentencing options are expressed by a 

scale with an average of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Figure 3 shows 

results from the three different analyses  

Figure 3 - Result of the quantification of the type of sentence using a regression analysis 

with optimal scaling (CATREG). Data from the 1996 – 2005 ICVS (last available urban data). 
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The results of the scaling of the criterion variable were consistent for 

analyses with or without the serious rating. As expected, medium long and 

long prison sentences were rated as the most severe options and community 

service orders as the least severe. Contrary to expectation, fines were rated 

as a slightly more severe option than a short prison sentence. Our 

interpretation of this result is that respondents in developing countries are 

inclined to consider a heavy fine as more severe than a short prison 

sentence. Information on what has been understood under the ‘other 

                                                 
4  Optimal scaling was done using the CATREG procedure of SPSS, developed by Leiden University 

(see also van der Kooij.Neufeglise and Meulman (2001). 
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sentence’ category is not available. Considering their rating as more severe 

than a short prison sentence, respondents have probably thought of options 

such as labour camps or corporal punishment. However, some may also 

have had restitution of damages/ compensation in mind. 

The rating of fines as more severe than a short prison sentence seems 

counter-intuitive in the context of developed nations. The analysis has 

therefore been repeated using the ICVS dataset from developed countries 

only from the period 1989 through 2000. This dataset includes data on 30 

developed countries, some of them participating more than once. The use of 

these historical datasets for the scaling procedure has the advantage that 

results of the analysis of social correlates, to be discussed later in this 

article, are not “contaminated” by the optimal scaling procedure. The 

analysis of correlates was carried out on the dataset of the ICVS 2004/2005. 

Figure 4 - Result of the quantification of the type of sentence using a regression analysis 

with optimal scaling (CATREG). Data from the 1989 – 2000 ICVS (developed countries). 
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The results of the scaling of sentencing options for developed countries are 

given in Fig. 4. Once again the three analyses produced roughly similar 

results. The only result that is somewhat out of line is the very low severity 

of a fine in a scaling procedure based on the seriousness rating of incidents 

by victims only. The rating of the seven sentencing options conforms to 

common sense expectations in a Western context, with prison sentences  
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rated as most and suspended sentences and community service orders as 

least severe. Figure 4 depicts the resulting scale and Table 5 presents the 

percentages of the respondents that opted for the various options and the 

value of each category according to the scaling procedure. 

A similar CATREG scaling procedure has been conducted on three national 

subsets of the EU ICS database by Kühnrich and Kania (2005). Their 

analyses of the German dataset produced a scale starting with community 

service as the least severe of the available options, a fine and suspended 

sentence as medium severe options and a prison sentence as most severe. 

Replication of the procedure on French and British datasets resulted in a 

rating of suspended sentences as less severe than fines. Our results based 

on 30 developed countries are very similar as those found for the UK and 

France by Kühnrich and Kania (2005). Table 2 shows the result. 

Table 2 - Result of the quantification of the type of sentence using a regression analysis 

with optimal scaling (CATREG). Data from the 1989 – 2000 ICVS (developed countries) 

  
% response 

Quantification of the 
categories 

Suspended sentence 7 -1.02 

Community service 48 -0.78 

Fine 10 -0.05 

Short prison sentence 19 0.73 

Other sentence 4 0.82 

Mid term prison sentence 11 1.63 

Long prison sentence 4 2.41 

 

Punitiveness scores per country and trends 

For each participating country scores on the punitiveness index can be 

calculated. Figure 5 shows the scores on the newly created index of 

punitiveness of the countries participating in the ICVS 2004/05. Lower 

scores on the scale indicate a preference for less severe sentencing options. 

The distribution of the punitiveness scores is heavily skewed towards South 

Africa, Peru and Buenos Aires. Among the developed countries, the USA and 

the United Kingdom stand out with comparatively high scores for 

punitiveness. 
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Figure 5 - Country scores on index of punitiveness. Data from the 2002 - 2005  ICVS. 
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The punitiveness scale can also be used to identify changes in the severity of 

public attitudes towards sentencing in a more comprehensive way than by 

looking at support for prison sentences alone. Table 3 shows trends in 

punitiveness scores since 1989 for countries that participated more than 

once in the ICVS. 
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Table 3 - Trends in scores on the punitiveness scale for countries that participated more 

than once since 1989. Data from the 1989-2004/05 ICVS . 

Country 1st sweep -
1989 

2nd sweep -
1992 -1994 

3rd sweep -
1995-1998 

4th sweep -
1999-2003 

5th sweep -
2004-2005 + 
EUICS 

Switzerland -0.36  -0.40  -0.38 

France -0.34  -0.39 -0.36 -0.37 

Austria   -0.39  -0.36 

Finland -0.28 -0.35 -0.33 -0.33 -0.36 

Denmark    -0.32 -0.33 

Belgium -0.17 -0.28  -0.28 -0.32 

Germany -0.36    -0.30 

Norway -0.31    -0.28 

Poland  0.02 -0.22 -0.13 -0.27 

Portugal    -0.10 -0.25 

Sweden  -0.28 -0.28 -0.27 -0.22 

Italy  -0.13   -0.22 

Spain -0.04    -0.21 

Australia -0.12 -0.15  -0.12 -0.19 

Netherlands -0.19 -0.23 -0.18 -0.07 -0.12 

New Zealand  -0.21   -0.06 

Estonia . 0.24 0.24 -0.13 0.02 

Scotland -0.06  0.03 0.09 0.05 

Canada -0.13 -0.06 -0.32 0.08 0.05 

England & Wales -0.03 -0.04 0.16 0.14 0.15 

United Kingdom -0.03  0.15 0.14 0.17 

Northern Ireland 0.11  0.06 0.15 0.18 

USA 0.48  0.43 0.39 0.21 

Japan    0.11 0.26 

Average -0.12 0.00 -0.05 -0.06 -0.08 

 

The most significant fall in punitiveness was observed in the USA (from +.48 

in 1989 to +.21 in 2004). Other countries where punitiveness scores have 

dropped are Belgium, Poland, Portugal, Italy and Estonia. In England & 

Wales attitudes are more punitive than 20 years ago but have remained 

roughly stable over the past ten years 
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Correlates of punitivity 

I will now turn to the question which types of people prefer more severe 

sentencing options and whether these correlates are invariant across 

countries (Walker and Hough, 1988). The ICVS questionnaire has not been 

designed with a view of testing theory- based hypotheses about public 

attitudes toward punishment. Previous analyses have looked at links of 

punitiveness with available socio-demographics, such as age, gender, income 

and level of education. Several authors have also looked at a variety of other, 

possible explanatory factors, such as past victimization by burglary or other 

types of crime, fear of crime and satisfaction with the police. In past 

analyses, most attention has been devoted to correlates of punitiveness at 

the level of individuals. We will briefly sum up the main findings.  

Education  

Results of the first ICVS showed a strong relationship between level of 

education and support for community service. Subsequent analyses of ICVS 

data have confirmed the relationship of less punitive sentencing preferences 

and level of education (Mayhew et al., 1997). This result is in line with other 

studies showing that support for noncustodial sentences is stronger if people 

are better educated and/or have received more information (Boers et al., 

1988; Killias, 1989). However, Besserer found no such linkage in a 

multivariate analysis of ICVS data from nine developed countries (Besserer, 

2001). 

Age and gender 

Analyses of relationships between age and punitiveness have not produced 

consistent results across countries. According to Kuhn (1993), younger 

people tend to be more punitive in most Western countries but not in the 

UK, Germany, Finland and Norway. Kühnrich and Kania (2005) confirm that 

in the ICVS 2004/2005 German youth are more punitive than their parents. 

They interpret this finding as a cohort effect. However, Mayhew and van Dijk 

(1997) report that young men are generally somewhat less punitive than 

older men in the second sweep of the ICVS. They also report that young 

women, for their part, are more punitive than older women. The punitiveness 

of younger women has been linked to heightened levels of fear of crime 

among this group. Concerning gender, in several analyses, men were found 

to be somewhat more punitive (Besserer, 2001; Kühnrich et al., 2005). 
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Victimization and fear of crime 

According to stereotypical thinking, victims of crime are supposed to opt for 

punitive sanctions as an expression of their anger and desire for revenge. 

van Dijk et al. (1990) reported that in the ICVS dataset those who have 

recently been victimised by burglary victims are more likely to opt for 

community service than non-victims. Several other analysts have also found 

no, modest or even inversed relationships between previous victimizations 

and punitiveness (Kury et al., 1992; Sessar, 1992). According to Sessar, 

victims of relatively minor crimes might have moderate views on the most 

appropriate sentence because they possess more realistic information and 

are less influenced by media based ideas. Similar views were brought 

forward by Walker et al. (1988). In their analysis of ICVS 2000 data, van 

Kesteren et al. (2000) concluded a modest increase in support for 

imprisonment among those who had been a victim of either a burglary over 

the past five years or a contact crime. A preliminary, multi-variate analysis 

of the ICVS 2004 data however showed no relationship with previous 

victimization controlling for external factors. Some authors, finally, have 

found significant relationships between variables measuring fear of crime 

and lack of confidence in the police and punitiveness (Costelloe, Chiricos, 

Buriánek, Gertz and maier-Katkin, 2002; Kühnrich et al., 2005).  

In the most comprehensive analysis of older ICVS data on the social 

correlates of punitiveness to date, Mayhew et al. (2002) have replicated 

previous work. They found mixed results across countries and world regions. 

They looked first at the bivariate associations between socio-demographic 

variables and support for imprisonment in the 58 individual countries from 

which data were available. The most consistent effect was in relation to 

gender, with men being more punitive in 46 out of 56 countries. Other 

relationships were rather less consistent across the 58 countries. 

Consistency in the social correlates of punitiveness was markedly lower 

among developing countries. In a second step of their analysis, Mayhew et al. 

carried out a multivariate analysis using loglinear models. Over all, males 

were found to be more punitive everywhere except in Africa. The second most 

important predictor of preference of imprisonment was a low level of 

education, with again Africa being the exception. Young people were slightly 

more punitive than their elders, though not in East and Central Europe and 

Latin America. Past victimization by burglary was not significantly 

associated with a preference for imprisonment. The loglinear models showed 

that the known correlates could explain only a small part of the variance in 

punitiveness. Most of the variance between countries remained unexplained. 

This result is in line with the findings of the regression analyses discussed 
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above. On average, very little of the variance in sentencing options could be 

explained by the independent variables mentioned. 

Country-level variables 

Only a few authors have commented on factors associated with a preference 

for imprisonment at the country level. van Dijk et al. (1990) report on a 

statistically significant relationship between national burglary rates and the 

proportion of people preferring imprisonment (n=14). In publications on 

subsequent rounds of the ICVS, this association was reported again 

(Besserer 2001; Mayhew et al., 1997; van Dijk et al., 1992; van Kesteren et 

al., 2000). Japan is mentioned as a country the public attitudes of which are 

surprisingly high considering the country’s low burglary rates.  

Van Dijk and Mayhew have pointed in their reports on the ICVS 1992 and 

1996 data at the exceptionally high levels of support for imprisonment in 

English speaking/common law countries (Mayhew and van Dijk, 1997; Van 

Dijk and Mayhew, 1992). Mayhew et al. (2002) have demonstrated a strong, 

linear relationship between the Human Development Index and support for 

imprisonment. Support for imprisonment is stronger in countries lower down 

on the social and economic ladder. Their analysis confirmed the exceptional 

position of the USA and the United Kingdom as countries where the public is 

very punitive in spite of their high levels of human development. 

 

A multi-level analysis of punitiveness: developed countries 

In this section, I will try to bring the analysis of the social correlates of 

punitiveness a step further in two respects. First, I will use as dependent 

variable the scores on the index of punitiveness instead of the dichotomous 

variable expressing a choice for imprisonment or for any of the other options. 

As discussed, the index is based on an optimal scaling procedure applied to 

data from the historical ICVS 1998–2000 dataset concerning developed 

countries. The second advancement compared to previous work is the 

execution of an analysis that looks at the correlations at both the individual 

and country level at the same time.  

I have first conducted this multi-level analysis on the dataset from the 

2004/2005 ICVS concerning 23 developed, Western countries only. This 

decision was informed by two considerations. First, the index based on an 

analysis of global data rated, as discussed, the sentencing option of fines as 

more severe than a short imprisonment. This result suggests that 

respondents in (some) developing countries apply other standards to 

determine severity of sentencing options than people in developed countries. 
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This finding complicates an analysis of data from developed and developing 

countries together. The second consideration is that results of an analysis of 

social correlates of punitiveness at the individual level by Mayhew et al. 

(2002) showed relatively little consistency in the findings concerning 

developing countries. Especially results for Africa were often different from 

those of the West. Public attitudes towards sentencing in developing 

countries seem to be determined by other, as yet unexplored factors than in 

developed countries.  

The multi-level analysis was done on data from 23 developed countries 

participating in the ICVS 2004/05 and EU ICS 2005. In the multi-level 

analysis we have entered seven variables at individual level mentioned above 

and an additional five at the country level. At the country level we have 

entered besides GDP per capita, also a measure of socioeconomic inequality 

(the Gini coefficient). This factor is known to be linked to levels of Public 

attitudes and sentencing policies across the world 37crimes of violence (van 

Dijk 2008). Several authors have interpreted the more severe penal policies 

in the USA and several European countries in the wider political framework 

of neo-liberalism and the rollback of the welfare state (Garland, 2001; Pratt 

et al., 2005). In the context of developed countries, socio-economic inequality 

seemed a useful proxy indicator of (the impact of) such neo-liberal policies. 

Table 4 shows results of the analysis. 

The results of the analysis can be summed up as follows. At the individual 

level, the most important, independent correlates of punitiveness are gender 

(males showing higher scores), low satisfaction with the performance of the 

police in controlling crime, low level of education and a younger age. These 

results are broadly in line with those of previous analyses. They confirm the 

salience of the socio-demographic factors gender and age, as well as 

educational attainment in explaining punitiveness. A new finding is the 

importance of confidence in the police. Those who lack confidence in the 

police tend to be more fearful of crime. As part of this attitudinal package, 

such people appear to be somewhat more punitive as well. The findings 

concerning the victimization-punitiveness link are negative. They 

unambiguously falsify the notion that those recently victimized by crime are 

more punitive than others 
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Table 4 - Results of a multi-level analysis of social correlates of punitiveness with scores on the 

index of punitiveness as dependent  variable (23 Western developed countries).  

Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

  s.e.  s.e.  s.e. 

Punitivity scale -0.136 0.049 -0.082 0.051 -0.610 0.531 

       

Individual level variables**           

Whether victim   -0.004 0.009 -0.004 0.009 

Age   -0.021* 0.009 -0.020* 0.004 

Whether male   -0.067* 0.008 -0.065* 0.007 

Townsize   0.009 0.005 0.009 0.005 

Whether high income   -0.021* 0.007 -0.021* 0.007 

Education   -0.049* 0.004 -0.049* 0.004 

Satisfied with police   -0.032* 0.004 -0.032* 0.004 

       

2nd level variables             

Crime level     0.023* 0.008 

Police good job     0.194 0.164 

GDP     0.000 0.000 

Educational level     -0.006 0.004 

Gini coefficient     0.017* 0.006 

       

Random part of the model 
2 s.e. 

2 s.e. 
2 s.e. 

Individual level 0.445 0.01 0.441 0.003 0.441 0.003 

Country level 0.034 0.012 0.033 0.012 0.017 0.005 

English speaking region* 0.006 0.003 0.007 0.011 0.000 0.000 

* t>1.96, p<0.05 

*The European countries are: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 

Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland 

The English speaking, common law countries are United Kingdom, USA, Australia, Canada, Ireland, New 

Zealand 

**Gender, victimisation and income are dichotomies, the other variables at individual level are standardised 

score, as the dependent variable they have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.  
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sample size, are very small from a substantive or explanatory perspective. 

The gender effect is for example 1/16th of a standard deviation and the age 

effect 1/50th. The other variables on individual level have been standardised 

and the Beta’s can therefore be interpreted as standardised regression 

coefficients. The variables explain very little variance on the individual level: 

σ2 goes down from 0.445 to 0.441, a reduction of a mere 0.004 or 1% of the 

variance. It is also important to note that at the level of countries, these four 

factors explain almost no inter-country variance. Composition effects are 

apparently very small. In other words, differences between countries in 

terms of age, gender, education and satisfaction with police play no 

important role in the variance in punitiveness across countries. 

At the country level, the analysis confirmed first the association between 

high rates of crime (victimization by any crime) and punitiveness . The 

second most important explanatory factor was a measure of economic 

inequality (Gini coefficient). Together these two country-level variables 

explained almost half of the inter-country variance. The σ2 at country level 

drops from 0.034 to 0.017. It is also worth noting that GDP per capita, 

educational attainment and police performance appeared to be unrelated to 

punitiveness at the country level. The country-level variable of being 

Anglophone disappeared as a relevant factor in explaining punitiveness when 

the impact of Gini and crime level has been controlled for. This finding 

suggests that there is little reason to speculate about specific cultural factors 

explaining punitiveness in the Anglophone/common law countries, other 

than those related to economic inequality. 

 

Replication at global level 

The most striking findings of the multi-level analysis of the social correlates 

of punitiveness in developed countries is the association of economic 

inequality and high levels of punitiveness among the public. This result 

raises the question whether economic inequality is associated with high 

levels of punitiveness at the country level globally as well. We have looked at 

the relationship between scores on the punitiveness index and the Gini 

coefficient in a selection of developing and developed countries. To extend 

the number of countries, this analysis was executed on the historical ICVS 

dataset for urban areas 1989–2000 (latest data available). The results 

presented in Fig. 6 show that such association is indeed also in evidence at 

the global level, though less strongly so than among developed countries 

only. Table 5 presents the correlations per world regions and overall. The 

correlation coefficient over all is 0.57 (N=56; P<0.05). The conclusion that the 

public is more punitive in less egalitarian societies holds both within world 



Public Attitudes and Sentencing Policies Across the World 

 Chapter 4 - 97 

regions and at the global scale.It is important to note that all effects, 

although statistically significant due to the large  

Figure 6 - Country scores on the punitiveness index by scores on a measure of economic 

inequality. Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS and Human Development Report 2004.  
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Table 5 - Correlations for Gini coefficient with punitivity scale for 56 countries together and by 

region.  Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS (last available urban data) and Human Development Report 2004 

Western Europe (n=15, p=0.06) 0.42 

English speaking / common law (n=6, p=0.09) 0.63 

Eastern central Europe (n=18, p=0.20) 0.20 

Asia, Latin America, Africa (n=17, p=0.11) 0.32 

All (n=56, p<0.05) 0.57 
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Table 6 - Results of a multi-level analysis of social correlates of punitiveness. 

 Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS (last available urban data). 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

  s.e.  s.e.  s.e. 

Punitivity scale 0.077 0.077 0.155 0.076 -0.007 0.529 

              

Wether victim of burglary  0.073* 0.029 0.072* 0.029 

Age   0.007 0.006 0.007 0.006 

Whether male   -0.099* 0.011 -0.099* 0.011 

Whether high income   -0.045* 0.012 -0.045* 0.012 

Education   -0.058* 0.006 -0.058* 0.006 

Satisfied with police   -0.044* 0.007 -0.044* 0.007 

       

2nd level variables             

Crime level (burglary)    -0.043* 0.007 

Police good job     -0.284 0.174 

GDP     0.000 0.000 

Educational level     -0.005 0.006 

Gini coefficient     0.020* 0.006 

       

Individual level 0.950 0.007 0.942 0.007 0.942 0.007 

Country level 0.091 0.038 0.088 0.037 0.081 0.019 

Global region 0.094 0.052 0.090 0.051 0.000 0.000 

Western Europe;  Vienna (Austria), Brussels (Belgium), Copenhagen (Denmark), Helsinki (Finland), 

Paris (France), Berlin (Germany), Athens (Greece), Dublin (Ireland), Rome (Italy), Amsterdam 

(Netherlands), Oslo (Norway), Lisbon (Portugal), Madrid (Spain),   

English speaking /common law countries: Sydney (Australia), New York (USA)  

Eastern Central Europe: Tirane (Albania), Minsk (Belarus), Sofia (Bulgaria), Prague (Czech Republic), 

Tblisi (Georgia), Budapest (Hungary), Riga (Latvia), Vilnius (Lithuania), Warsaw (Poland), Bucharest 

(Rumania), Moscow (Russia), Ljubljana (Slovenia), Istanbul (Turkey), Kiev (Ukrain) 

 

Finally, we have repeated the multi-level analysis of punitiveness on a 

dataset from the ICVS 1996–2004 on capital cities or urban areas in 39 

countries from different world regions . Since the majority of these countries 

are developed countries, we used the scale of punitiveness based on 

developed countries only. As can be seen in Table 6, the results are very 

similar to those of the analysis of 23 developed countries. In this dataset, the 

variable gender was comparatively even more salient. 
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Variance at the country level is to some extent explained by the variables 

economic inequality and crime rate (victimisation by household burglary). 

The variable GDP per capita plays no role independently of economic 

inequality. The similarity of the results of analyses of two different datasets 

suggests that they are not based on sampling effects. 

 

Public attitudes and imprisonment rates 

In several publications on the ICVS, authors have looked at the relationship 

between prisoners rates per 100.000 inhabitants and public support for 

imprisonment. In analyses of the first rounds of the ICVS, a moderately 

strong association was found (van Dijk et al., 1990). This was confirmed in 

analyses of ICVS 2000 data on nine developed countries (Besserer, 2001). 

However, analyses of larger numbers of countries showed such relationship 

to be non-existent (Mayhew et al, 2002). Among the countries participating 

in the ICVS 2004/2005, a weak but statistically significant relationship 

between public opinion on sentencing and the actual number of prisoners 

per 100,000 was found (van Dijk et al., 2008).  

The association between public attitudes and prisoners rates is often 

interpreted as evidence that high prisoners rates are caused by severe 

sentencing tariffs reflecting public opinion. In my view this interpretation 

hinges on the unproven assumption that prisoners’ rates can be used as a 

measure of sentencing severity. In reality, imprisonment rates are 

determined by the level of serious crime in countries and national capacities 

to investigate and prosecute offenders, as well as by sentencing tariffs 

applied by the courts. Countries with high prisoners’ rates may have courts 

applying especially severe sentencing tariffs, but this is not necessarily the 

case. High rates of imprisonment may also be the result of higher levels of 

serious crime and/or the outcome of more effective action in solving such 

crimes and bringing to justice those who have committed them. Previous 

studies have found that in the Western world, levels of imprisonment are 

fairly closely linked to the level of serious, violent crime (Haen-Marshall 

1998). 

The comparative severity of sentencing tariffs is difficult to determine in a 

global perspective. Such assessment would require a detailed comparison of 

the processing of cases through the system and specifically of the proportion 

and average length of custodial sentences and actual time served for 

equivalent cases of crime. Such comparisons have been made for eight 

Western countries (Farrington, Langan and Tonry, 2004). The results show 

that the United States, although not experiencing higher rates of burglaries 
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and robberies than the other seven countries, has higher conviction rates for 

arrested burglars and robbers and more often imposes custodial sentences 

in such cases. Mean actual months served in 6 These 39 countries were 

selected for technical reasons (availability of data). Public attitudes and 

sentencing policies across the world 41custody of these groups of convicts 

are the highest in the United States as well. In terms of sentencing severity 

the USA obviously stands out. Of the other countries under study, Australia 

seemed to come in second place after the United States on this criterion. 

The available global court statistics do not allow a replication of such refined 

analysis on a global scale. But it seems possible to take into account the 

seriousness of the national crime problem when interpreting prisoners’ rates. 

Homicide rates are a reliable indicator of the overall level of violent and 

organised crime in a country (van Dijk 2007). Homicide rates can therefore 

be used as a proxy indicator of the overall level of crime punishable by 

imprisonment in countries in a comparative context. In order to put the 

national imprisonment rates in perspective, van Dijk (2007) related the 

imprisonment rates per 100,000 population to the rates of homicides per 

100,000 population. In his global data set of crime and justice statistics, the 

imprisonment rates and homicide rates of countries from 2002 are 

moderately strongly correlated with each other (r=.40, p). Countries where 

imprisonment rates are above average tend to have above-average homicide 

rates as well. The correlation is, however, not very strong. Many countries do 

not conform to the general pattern. Several countries incarcerate more 

people per 100,000 inhabitants than the global average, while their domestic 

levels of serious crime are comparatively modest. Such countries can be 

regarded as applying comparatively stiff sentencing tariffs. To obtain a proxy 

indicator of sentencing severity, van Dijk subtracted rank numbers for 

imprisonment rates (from low to high) from homicide rank numbers per 

country (also from low to high) (van Dijk, 2007). Countries with higher 

positions on homicide than on imprisonment rates obtained positive net 

scores. Such scores reflect that from a global perspective, imprisonment 

rates in these countries are relatively low considering their homicide rates. 

Such incongruity possibly indicates relatively mild sentencing policies. 

Ecuador ranked highest on this index. Of the major countries, Colombia and 

India scored in the top 10. In these countries, too, relatively high homicides 

rates are not accompanied by high imprisonment rates. 
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Countries with higher positions on imprisonment rates than on homicide 

rates obtained negative values, possibly indicating severe sentencing or 

punitiveness. Singapore, a country with low homicide rates and a high 

imprisonment rate, came out as the country with the highest positive score. 

The United States was ranked 12 out of 108. Japan is the only country 

whose rank number on imprisonment is exactly the same as the one on 

homicide (106). From a global perspective, that country’s use of 

imprisonment seems to be perfectly balanced with its level of homicides. This 

finding suggests that Japanese courts apply tariffs that are close to the 

global mean. Other countries with fairly balanced rates are Australia and 

Denmark. 

To explore whether sentencing severity reflects public attitudes towards 

sentencing, we have looked at the correlation between the proportion of the 

public opting for imprisonment and the sentencing severity index just 

described. To include the largest number of countries possible, I have 

conducted the analysis on the historical ICVS 1998-2004 dataset (latest data 

available). Figure 7 shows results. 

Figure 7 - Scatter plot of proportions preferring imprisonment as sentence for recidivist 

burglar and the index of sentencing severity.  

Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS (last available urban data). 

 
Source: van Dijk, 2007 
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The results of the bivariate analysis show a reversed correlation between the 

proportion of the public opting for imprisonment and the measure of 

sentencing severity. This result falsifies the notion that sentencing policies or 

tariffs reflect public attitudes towards sentencing at a global scale. Although 

in many developing countries the public favours prison sentences, actual 

sentencing policies tend to be comparatively more lenient. This is notably the 

case in countries such as Paraguay, India, Mexico, Argentina and the 

Philippines. In contrast, sentencing tariffs tend to be fairly severe in several 

Western countries where public attitudes are comparatively lenient, e.g. 

Austria, Spain, Poland, Hungary and Rumania. In countries like the USA 

and New Zealand, sentencing tariffs are very severe while public attitudes 

are only moderately severe.     

 

Explaining the lack of concurrence between public attitudes and policies  

To explore the possible correlates of sentencing severity as measured by 

discrepancies between ranking on homicide rates and imprisonment rates, 

we looked at the correlations between this “net ranking,” ranging from 

extremely high positive net values to the highest negative values, and the 

human development index. This exploration revealed that sentencing 

severity is positively correlated with Human Development (r=0.33). In other 

words, more-developed affluent nations tend on average to be somewhat less 

restrained with the use of imprisonment, controlling for levels of homicide. 

The most plausible explanation for the link between human development 

and imprisonment rates seems to be that affluent countries can simply 

better afford the funding of large prison populations. This finding suggests 

that the extended use of imprisonment is in part a luxury that only rich 

countries can afford5. While more authoritarian regimes in developing or 

emerging countries may ideologically support extended use of imprisonment, 

budgetary constraints seem to prevent them from actually expanding their 

prison systems. Democratic governments may have policy-based 

reservations about imprisonment, but they are less inhibited to expand 

prison capacity for financial reasons. 

 

                                                 
5  This finding explains the puzzling positive link between democratization and more resources for 

prisons found by Sung (2006). Democratic states tend to be more affluent than authoritarian 
ones. 
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Discussion 

In this article, I have looked at the social correlates of public attitudes 

towards punishment across countries using the results of both the older, 

historical datasets of the ICVS (1989– 2000) and the data from its fifth round 

(2004/2005). Whereas previous analysis of ICVS data on public attitudes 

towards sentencing have used the proportion of those favouring 

imprisonment as dependent variable, I have constructed a scale measuring 

the severity of sentencing preferences of the public. The scale rates the 

options in the following order: suspended sentence, community service 

order, fine, short term prison sentence (less than a year), other sentence, 

medium term prisons sentence (1 to 2 years) and long term prison sentence 

(3 years or more). This scale was constructed using an optimal scaling 

procedure using the older, historical ICVS dataset of the developed 

countries. Through the same procedure, a scale was also constructed for 

data on a global scale from the ICVS 2004/05. An important finding was 

that the scale that emerged from the analysis of data from developed 

countries differed in one essential respect from the global scale. In the global 

scale a fine was rated as more severe than a short term prison sentence. 

This result casts doubt on the validity of previous analyses of global data on 

the proportion of people favouring a prison sentence. Some respondents from 

developing countries opting for short prison sentences have been counted as 

being more punitive, but might in fact have been less punitive than those 

favouring a fine. This effect may have distorted analyses of social correlates 

of punitiveness at a global scale. This distortion may also explain the lack of 

regional consistency in the results of previous analyses of global data on 

punitiveness (Mayhew et al., 2002). 

In my own analysis of social correlates, I have first focussed on the ICVS 

2004/05 data for 23 developed countries. Unlike previous analysts, I have 

carried out a multi-level analysis, looking at correlates at both the individual 

and country level at the same time. The analysis was replicated on a set of 

historical ICVC-based data regarding 39 countries including a sizeable 

minority of developing countries. The results of both analyses were very 

similar. Since these analyses relate to data on all major developed countries 

and a broad representation of countries from other parts of the world, the 

results can be regarded as roughly representative for the world population. 

The analytical results first confirmed that males tend to be somewhat more 

punitive than women, independently of other factors. There seems to be no 

obvious explanation for this robust finding. One possible explanation is that 

(older) women may consider recidivist burglars as potential breadwinners of 

(extended) families and may therefore be more in favour of noncustodial 
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sentences, such as community service, than of imprisonment. The second 

most important socio-demographic factor predicting punitiveness is age. 

Older people tend to be more lenient in their choice of sentencing options. 

This factor seems to be more than just a cohort effect caused by especially 

harsh attitudes of the current generation of youngsters. The young age-

punitiveness linkage has also been observed in the historical ICVS dataset. 

In fact, Buikhuisen and van Dijk (1975) reported on the curious finding that 

people become more lenient or tolerant with age in a Dutch study from the 

1970s. One possible explanation is that older people are more familiar with 

issues of crime and justice and therefore more aware of the social costs of 

imprisonment. Possibly, older people are also more inclined to weigh in the 

loss of family income as an important cost of prison sentences. 

The results confirm the finding of previous analyses that educational 

attainment is an important independent predictor of punitiveness. To the 

extent that people have received more years of education they are more in 

favour of non-custodial sentences or shorter prison sentences. This finding 

supports our line of interpretation that support for (longer) prison sentences 

is reduced by more information about the social costs of imprisonment.  

The analysis of the relationship between victimization and punitiveness 

showed negative findings. These results suggest that recent victims, however 

angry about what has been done to them, do not necessarily translate their 

personal experiences of crime into a preference for imprisonment. One 

consideration behind the support of victims for other sanctions than tough 

prison sentences might be their personal stakes in obtaining compensation 

from the offender.  

Finally, the individual level effects point at the importance of lack of 

confidence in the local police as a predictor of punitiveness. This last result 

may indicate that concern about crime rates fuels more punitive attitudes 

towards sentencing.  

At the level of individuals, the variables entered into the analyses explain 

only a small part of the variance. This result proves that there remains 

ample scope for new hypothetical explanations of punitiveness. Worth 

exploring seems in particular the notion that much variance in public 

attitudes towards imprisonment or sentencing generally is based on the 

extent of factual information on the costs and benefits of various sentencing 

options. 



Public Attitudes and Sentencing Policies Across the World 

 Chapter 4 - 105 

At the country level, two factors stand out as predictors of punitiveness, 

comparatively high levels of common crime, including burglary and economic 

inequality. The first factor points again at the salience of concerns about 

levels of crime in sentencing preferences. Some people seem inclined to 

blame existing crime problems to lenient sentencing (Costelloe et al., 2002). 

This mechanism can explain the positive association between actual 

burglary rates and punitiveness (Besserer, 2001). In countries where crime 

is more of a concern the public seems more inclined to choose imprisonment 

as the preferred option. 

The association of punitiveness with economic inequality emerged both from 

the analysis of data from developed countries and of data of a mixture of 

developed and developing countries. This result indicates that worldwide 

people in less egalitarian societies are more likely to opt for more severe 

sentencing options. The result suggests that attitudes among the public 

towards sentencing are more punitive in countries pursuing neoliberal 

policies where economic inequality is greater (Pratt et al., 2005). The result 

could also be seen as evidence for increased sensitivity to the infliction of 

pain among the public in more interdependent, egalitarian societies. The 

linkage between economic inequality and punitiveness at any rate merits 

further empirical scrutiny and theoretical reflection. 

The results concerning the possible association between public attitudes to 

sentencing and actual sentencing tariffs of national courts produced negative 

results. Among developed countries some positive association may exist, but 

at the global level sentencing tariffs were found to be inversely related to 

public attitudes. In countries where the public is more in favour of 

imprisonment, judges are more reluctant to impose such sentences. This 

paradoxical result can be explained in economic terms. In developing 

countries governments cannot afford the penal populism of the West for 

budgetary reasons. In this light, extensive use of imprisonment, such as in 

the USA, can be seen as a collective luxury good or, to put it more sharply, a 

rich man’s folly.      
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Summary 

The link between gun ownership victimization by violent crime remains 

one of the most contested issues in criminology. Some authors claim 

that high gun availability facilitates serious violence. Others claim that 

gun ownership prevents crime. This article revisits these issues using 

individual and aggregate data on gun ownership and victimization from 

the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS). Analysis at country level 

shows that the level of handgun ownership is positively related to 

serious violence but not for less serious violent crimes. Multilevel 

analyses on the data from 26 developed countries show that owners of 

a handgun show increased risk for victimization by violent crime. High 

ownership levels, however, seem to diminish the victimization level for 

the less serious violent crimes for the non-owners. 
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Background 

One of the ongoing debates in evidence-based crime prevention concerns the 

possible causal relationship between gun ownership and violent crime. On 

one side of the debate stand those claiming that the availability of a firearm 

acts as a facilitator of the commission of serious crimes of violence by 

providing potential assaulters with the opportunity to attack others with an 

especially dangerous instrument. This position in the debate is theoretically 

grounded in situational crime prevention theory (Felson et al., 1998). The 

notion of guns facilitating violence is the key assumption behind the strict 

regulation of gun ownership in most European countries and behind 

government programs seeking to decrease gun availability in a variety of 

countries including Brazil, Canada Columbia, Mexico, South Africa and 

parts of the United States. It also lies behind the global campaigns against 

illicit production and trafficking in small firearms (Small Arms Survey 2009). 

On the other side of the debate stand those who deny the facilitating impact 

of gun availability. Some authors claim that the gun ownership of potential 

victims acts as a preventive or protective measure by deterring would-be 

attackers. The latter position has been elaborated by Lott (2000).  

Over the years, many empirical studies have been conducted on the gun 

ownership–violence link. Research on this relationship is methodologically 

difficult, for several reasons. First, a dearth of reliable data exists on both 

gun ownership and on violence between civilians. Especially in countries 

where gun ownership is illegal, as in most countries in Western Europe and 

Asia, official ownership statistics possess ample dark numbers. Official 

statistics on gun ownership cannot therefore be reliably used for cross-

country comparisons. The same can be said of official statistics on the 

numbers of crimes of violence committed. Numbers of violent crimes 

recorded by the police are known to be heavily influenced by different 

reporting patterns and recording practices. This explains why countries with 

efficient police forces such as Sweden and Denmark invariably come at the 

top of the list of recorded crimes of violence per capita and many developing 

countries at the bottom (van Dijk, 2007). 

A second constraint of studies on the gun–violence link -partly related to the 

dearth of reliable data on violent crime- is that data used in analyses often 

come from relatively small and possibly unrepresentative populations. Many 

studies have been conducted on data from the United States only. Other 

studies look at the relationships between firearm ownership and homicide 

rates -which are supposed to be more comparable than those on other 

violent crime-. Statistics on homicide are mainly from developed countries. 

The use of such restricted datasets obviously limits the generalizability of the 
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results. The dynamics of guns and violence in the United States might not be 

representative for the rest of the world. Findings on relationships between 

guns and homicide in small samples of mainly developed countries might not 

apply to other types of violent crime or to other regions. 

A third factor complicating this line of research is the need to distinguish 

between relationships at the level of countries with those at the level of 

individuals. Official statistics on gun ownership and violent crime are 

typically available at the aggregate level only. However, from statistical 

relationships at the level of countries, no inferences can be made about 

relationships at the micro level of individuals.  

The conduct of victimization surveys among the general public has yielded 

data sets which can be used to examine the gun–violence link. This is true 

for major national victimization surveys such as the NCVS and the BCS and 

it is especially true for the first internationally conducted standardized 

victimization survey, the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS). The 

ICVS has been carried out once or more in over 80 countries in six global 

sweeps between 1989 and 2010 (van Dijk et al., 2008; van Dijk, 2012). The 

ICVS data set has three characteristics facilitating the examination of the 

possible links between gun ownership and violence. It, first, contains data on 

victimization by a range of different types of violence, including on gun-

related crimes. It, second, contains data on self-reported ownership of 

firearms and handguns. And, third, its data allow an analysis of links 

between gun ownership and victimization by violence at both individual and 

aggregate (country or city) levels. Over the years, the ICVS data sets have 

been used to examine the gun–violence link from an international 

perspective (Killias, 1993; van Kesteren, 2000; Killias et al., 2001; Altheimer 

2008; van Dijk, 2007). Using gun ownership data from the ICVS 1990 and 

homicide and suicide data from the WHO, Killias (1993) found a significant 

positive correlation between gun ownership and rates of homicide and 

suicide at the macro level of countries. Analyses of data from subsequent 

rounds of the ICVS involving more countries concerning gun ownership and 

victimization by various types of violent crime confirmed part of the previous 

findings of Killias et al. (2001). The analysis revealed strong correlations 

between rates of gun ownership and rates of suicide with a gun, gun-related 

homicide involving female victims and gun-related assaults. The results were 

negative for the categories male homicide, common assault and robbery. 

In a review of the international literature, Hepburn and Hemenway (2004) 

conclude that the international evidence points at a positive relationship 

between gun availability and levels of homicide per country. The guns–

homicide link is further corroborated by comparisons between American and 
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Canadian cities (Sloan et al., 1988). The research team of the Small Arms 

Survey have shown globally that more women are killed by violence where 

there are more guns around (Small Arms Survey, 2004).  

The federal structure of the United States allows considerable variation in 

gun laws, thereby allowing state-by-state comparisons of levels of gun 

availability and types of violence. Across US regions, more homicides are 

committed where there are more guns, controlling for other relevant factors 

(Miller, Azrael, Hemenway and Vriniotis, 2004). This result was confirmed by 

Felson and Pare (2010). In earlier research, gun ownership was found to be 

related to gun-related robberies (Cook, 1987). Felson et al. (2010) also found 

that gun availability per state is unrelated to rates of common assault. The 

divergence between comparatively high levels of homicide and comparatively 

low rates of common assaults is especially striking in the southern states. In 

the view of the authors, the near universal presence of firearms in the south 

may discourage common violence because fear of armed adversaries may 

lead potential attackers to avoid provocation. The latter result is in line with 

the negative results found by Killias et al. (2001) concerning possible links 

between gun ownership and levels of common assault at the international 

level. Using data from subsequent ICVS rounds, van Dijk (2007) confirmed 

the absence of a relationship between gun ownership and levels of threats 

and assaults at the level of countries. 

One of the most widely cited publications in the American debate on this 

issue is from the economist Lott (2000). The author argues on the basis of an 

analysis of US data at the county level that liberal gun laws permitting the 

carrying of concealed weapons led to less crime by deterring would-be 

offenders. A review of available literature (Wellford, Pepper and Petrie, 2004) 

rejects Lott’s claim that a negative gun–crime link is empirically in evidence 

among counties in the United States. His results are also refuted by a time-

series analysis of American data on gun ownership and gun-related 

homicides (Duggan, 2001). A recent study by Fleegler, Lee, Momuteaux, 

Hemenway and Mannix (2013) on data from 50 US states shows that states 

with stronger gun laws have fewer gun-related fatalities. 

The results of the macro-level studies on the gun–violence link have 

produced mixed results. The link between gun availability and homicides 

has been firmly established for homicides against women and for gun-related 

homicides. International evidence on the link between guns and total 

homicide is less conclusive. American cross-sectional and time-series studies 

confirm the link but international comparisons show different results. These 

differences might be caused by the use of different samples of countries. 

Studies using data from North America or from developing countries seem to 
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confirm the link, while studies of data from mainly European nations are 

less conclusive. A possible explanation is that variations in gun ownership 

and homicide rates among European countries are not sufficiently large to 

establish clear relationships. When data from the United States and 

developing countries are included, the variation in both variables increases 

and relationships are in evidence. ICVS-based studies have confirmed links 

between gun ownership and gun-related assaults and robberies but not 

between gun ownership and rates of assault and/or robbery in either the 

United States or Europe. By and large, the results suggest that the 

availability of guns facilitates the commission of more serious types of 

violence, especially gun-related violence but not necessarily the overall level 

of violent crime in a country. These results are broadly in line with 

situational crime prevention theory stating that levels of crimes are 

determined by available opportunities. 

Fewer studies have been conducted on the gun–violence link relationship at 

the individual level. According to American results, defensive actions of 

victims have a significant positive effect on the outcome (Kleck and Gertz, 

1995). Whether these effects outweigh possible negative effects is unclear. 

A study by Kellerman et al. (1993) suggests that the presence of a gun in the 

home makes it 2.7 times more likely that a family member will become 

victim of a homicide. Using data from cities in developing countries taken 

from earlier rounds of the ICVS, Altheimer (2008) carried out a multilevel 

analysis. He found that gun availability as a contextual variable is related to 

the risks of victimization by gun-related assaults and robberies (but not to 

other assaults and robberies). In addition, owners of firearms are more likely 

to be victimized by assaults, both those involving guns and those without. 

He also found insignificant, positive relationships between individual gun 

ownership and victimization by robbery, with or without the use of guns. 

These findings support the notion that gun ownership acts as a risk- 

enhancing rather than as a protective factor. Similar results were found in 

an analysis of the data of a national victimization survey in Venezuela 

(Gabaldón, Villarreal and Da Docha, 2011). 

A common feature of the above-mentioned studies is that they are based on 

cross-sectional analyses of retrospective data on violent crime taken from 

police administrations or victimization surveys. Although the results 

consistently confirm a correlational link between gun availability and serious 

violence controlling for possible external factors, causality cannot be inferred 

with certainty. The possibility that gun availability acts as a proxy for other 

contextual or individual characteristics can never be fully excluded. In this 

respect, our own results, presented hereunder, form no exception. In order 

to establish causal relations, studies need to be done in an experimental 
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setting. Straightforward experiments on the impact of gun availability on the 

occurrence of serious violence are ruled out for ethical reasons. 

Experimental designs to test the gun–violence link will, if at all feasible, 

always suffer from limited external validity. Considering the impossibility of 

straightforward experimental research on this issue, a revisiting of the gun–

violence link using new cross-sectional data seems warranted in spite of 

their inherent limitations concerning causal inference. 

 

Subject matter and outline 

This article revisits the gun ownership–violence link, mainly using data from 

the fifth sweep of the ICVS, conducted in 2004 and 2005. In this sweep, the 

survey was carried out in 31 nations, among randomly selected samples of 

the public of 2,000 persons per country (van Kesteren, 2007; van Dijk et al., 

2008). Data are available from 26 industrialized countries in the world, 

including Japan, as well as from a number of Eastern European countries 

(four) and Mexico. The ICVS provides information on victimization by ten 

common crimes including various types of contact crimes involving or not 

involving guns. Also available is self-reported information on ownership of 

different types of firearms in the household. This information is, as said, 

available at the level both of individual respondents and of countries. In 

order to broaden the variation in key variables, some analyses of 

relationships between gun ownership and homicides were carried out using 

data sets from older ICVS sweeps covering a larger number of countries.   

We will first present some descriptive data on the levels and nature of gun 

ownership per country based on the ICVS 2005. Next, we will explore the 

gun ownership–violence link presenting basic bivariate statistics at the 

country level. This is followed by an analysis of the gun–violence link at the 

level of individuals. The key question is whether ownership of a gun acts as a 

risk-enhancing factor for victimization by contact crimes or not, controlling 

for known risk factors such as age, and the number of outdoor leisure 

activities (Hindelang et al., 1978; van Dijk et al., 1980; Felson, 2002). In a 

final section, we will discuss the results of a multilevel analysis integrating 

the previous analyses at the macro and micro levels. The results will show 

whether and to what extent the effects of firearm ownership on the risk of 

individuals to be victimized are determined by contextual variables. In a 

concluding paragraph, we will discuss how the findings compare with results 

of previous studies and which general conclusions can be drawn. The article 

finishes with some suggestions for further research.  
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Description of the data on firearms and victimization 

Firearms, guns and reasons for ownership 

The ICVS asks respondents whether a firearm is present in the house and, if 

so, what type of firearm. The questionnaire distinguishes between long guns 

(rifles and shotguns) and handguns. Those who own any firearms are asked 

the reasons for ownership. The results are given in Figure 1. As can be seen 

in the figure, the United States, Switzerland, Finland, Norway and Iceland 

have the largest number of rifles and shotguns, directly followed by Sweden, 

Greece and New Zealand. Of this set of countries, only the United States and 

Switzerland also belong to the group of countries with the highest number of 

handguns. Japan, Australia, England and Wales, Spain, New Zealand, 

Scotland, Poland and Ireland know ownership rates for handguns below 1 

per cent. Reliability intervals have been indicated in the graph. The reliability 

intervals are relatively large for countries with low ownership levels. 

It is therefore difficult to reliably distinguish countries with average and low’ 

ownership rates. Overall, sufficient variation in both ownership rates exists 

to warrant further analysis of possible links with levels of violence. The 

question on firearm ownership has been included in the 1996 round of the 

ICVS for the first time and was retained in the 2000 and 2005 sweeps. Since 

participation varied across the rounds, trend data since 1996 are available 

for only a very limited number of countries. In most of these countries, 

ownership levels have remained stable. A noticeable exception is the United 

States, where ownership rates seem to have somewhat declined (van Dijk 

et al., 2008). The difference in ownership of handguns and long guns reflects 

the contents of national gun control laws. 

Those owning firearms were asked for the reasons for their ownership. 

Table 1 shows results. Hunting is the main reason for owning a firearm in all 

countries. This typically applies to the ownership of long guns. For 

handguns, hunting is the second most frequently mentioned reason after 

sports. Quite a number of households possess a gun for no particular reason 

-the weapon has always been in the family or is part of a collection-. 

Handguns are also owned for reasons of protection or prevention; this is the 

case for 23 per cent of the handgun owners. The fifth most common reason 

is that the guns are owned because someone in the household carries out 

police or security work or because it is an army gun. No data are available 

for Switzerland, but previous research indicates that the most important 

reasons for ownership in this country are hunting and mandatory ownership 
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Figure 1 - Ownership levels for long guns and handguns, percentage 

of households owning at least one. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 
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of a handgun among army reservists (van Dijk et al., 1990). There are some 

noticeable cross-country differences in the reasons for ownership. 

A pronounced difference was found between the reasons of owners in the 

United States and those elsewhere. Overall, prevention and protection are a 

more prominent reason for owning a firearm in the United States than 
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anywhere else. This difference is fully explained by the relatively large 

number of handguns. The correlation between ownership rates of the two 

types of firearms is modest (r = 0.42, n = 28, p < 0.05) but statistically 

significant. The 28 countries can be grouped according to whether they have 

above or below-average ownership levels for the two types of guns. Results 

are shown in Table 2. 

Table 1 - Reasons for owning a firearm, broken down by type of firearm. Percentage of 

firearm owners. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

  
 

Handguns Long guns 

Hunting 25 66 

Sports 28 18 

Has always been in the family 12 11 

Prevention and Protection 23 7 

Collection 8 5 

Army/police 16 3 

Don’t know 6 3 

Refusal 1 1 

total* 119 114 

* More than one reason can apply; therefore, percentages add up to more than 100%. 

Data for Switzerland are not available) 

 

 

Table 2 - Typology of countries based on below, average or above average ownership 

levels of hand guns and long guns. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

  Ownership level of long guns 

  Low (<5%) Average (>5%, <15%) High (>15%) 

Ownership level of 

handguns    

Low (<1%) 

England & Wales, 

Japan, Poland, 

Scotland 

Australia, Ireland, 

New Zealand, Spain 
 

Average (>1%, <5%) 

Estonia, Germany, 

Hungary, Mexico, 

Netherlands 

Canada, Denmark 

France,  

Northern Ireland, 

Portugal, Sweden 

Greece, Iceland, 

Norway 

High (>5%) 

 

Belgium, Bulgaria 

 

Austria, Italy, 

Luxembourg 

Switzerland, USA, 

Finland 

Italic:  Because of missing values for other variables, data from these countries could not be used in 

multivariate analyses. 
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Victimization by contact crimes. 

Contact crimes are defined as crimes whereby victim and offender are in 

direct contact with each other during the commission of the offence. As said, 

the ICVS distinguishes three main types of contact crimes: robbery, sexual 

offences and assaults and threats. Figure 2 shows the one-year prevalence 

rates for these three types of contact crimes from the 2005 ICVS (data 

available from 29 countries). Also shown are one-year victimization rates for 

six types of non-contact property crimes -burglary, three types of vehicle 

theft, theft from a car and other personal theft-. Also included in the graph 

are five-year victimization rates for contact crimes in which a firearm was 

involved1. 

Countries with the highest victimization rates for contact crimes include New 

Zealand, England and Wales, Iceland, Ireland and Northern Ireland. Above-

average victimization rates are found in Denmark, Estonia, Netherlands, 

Sweden and the United States. Bulgaria, Luxembourg, France, Spain, 

Finland, Austria and Greece have figures below average. Lowest victimization 

rates are found in Japan, Italy, Portugal and Hungary. Figure 2 indicates the 

90 per cent reliability intervals for the victimization figures for the one-year 

prevalence rates. Differences between the countries are not always 

statistically significant. The correlation between the two categories of crimes, 

contact crimes and property crimes is moderately strong, at r = 0.64 (n = 28, 

p<0.05). Of the countries with high victimization rates for contact crimes, 

New Zealand and England and Wales are also in the group of countries with 

the highest rates of property crimes. Japan, Italy and Portugal have relatively 

more property crimes than contact crimes; they have victimization rates for 

property crimes slightly below average, but very low rates for contact crimes. 

Also included in the graph are the five-year victimization levels for contact 

crimes whereby a firearm was involved. The differences between the 

countries are in most cases not statistically significant due to the low 

percentages, but Mexico, Northern Ireland and the United States stand out 

with the highest rates. 

                                                 
1 Five-year prevalence rates are shown because of the very low one-year victimization rates for 

these types of crimes 
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Figure 2 - One year prevalence victimization rates for six property crimes and three contact 

crimes. Added are the 5-year prevalence rates for contact crimes involving a firearm*.  

Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

 

*The percentages for gun related contact crimes are not high enough to calculate 90% error margins 
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Correlations between Firearm Ownership and Victimization at Country Level 

As a first step in the analysis of the guns–violence link, we have looked at 

the correlations between firearm ownership -handguns and long guns 

separately- and victimization rates for contact crimes with the use of 

firearms, other contact crimes and property crimes. In order to maximize the 

numbers of countries included, we have combined data from the 1996, 2000 

and 2005 rounds, always using the latest data available per country (n=50). 

Since gun-related crimes are rare in most countries, five-year victimization 

rates are used for these types of crime. Results are given in Table 3 

Table 3 - Correlations between firearm ownership levels and victimization levels for 

different types of crime (one year and five year prevalence rates).  

Data from the 1996 - 2005 ICVS (last available data). 

  Ownership level of firearms 

  Handguns Long guns 

   

Victimisation  by six property crimes; -0,03 -0,07 

One year prevalence rates N=50 (p>0.05) N=50 (p>0.05) 

   

Victimisation  by three contact crimes; 0,21 0,07 

One year prevalence rates N=50 (p>0.05) N=50 (p>0.05) 

   

Victimisation  by three types of gun related contact crimes; 0,57 -0,19 

five year prevalence rates N=47 (p<0.05) N=47 (p>0.05) 

   

 

The results show that ownership rates for handguns are positively related to 

victimization rates for contact crimes involving firearms, including assaults 

and threats involving a gun. A positive but statistically insignificant relation 

is found between handgun ownership and victimization by contact crimes 

generally. This finding confirms the earlier result that rates of victimization 

by assaults and threats are unrelated to handgun ownership (van Dijk, 

2008). There is no correlation at a national level between handgun 

ownership and victimization by property crime. Neither is there a 

relationship between long-gun ownership and any type of victimization. 

These results show that analyses of the gun–violence link at the macro level 

should focus on handgun ownership. 

The ICVS produces no data on victimization by homicide. To replicate 

previous studies of the gun ownership–homicide link, data have been used 

from a newly developed dataset of the United Nations distinguishing between 

firearm-related and non-firearm-related homicides (UNODC, 2009) as well as 
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from similar older UNODC data sets. The homicide data relate to 2005 or 

2006 or, when these were missing, from older years. In the analyses, we 

have looked at overall homicide rates, rates of homicides involving firearms 

and the proportion of all homicides involving firearms. Firearms ownership 

data are from the ICVS 2005 or from older sweeps if no recent data were 

available. Altogether, data were collected from 50 countries. Results of the 

correlation analysis are shown in Table 4.   

Table 4 - Correlation between firearm ownership (hand guns and long guns) and homicide 

rates around 2005 (overall homicide, gun related homicide and proportion of homicides 

committed with a firearm). Data from the 2000 – 2005 ICVS and UNODC, 2009 

Homicide victims per 100,000 population * 
  

Ownership level of firearms 

Handguns Long guns 

   

Homicide 0,39 -0,23 

 N=50 (p<0.05) N=50 (p>0.05) 

   

Gun related homicide 0,37 -0,08 

 N=50 (p<0.05) N=50 (p>0.05) 

   

Proportion of homicides, committed  0,55 0,28 

with a firearm N=50 (p<0.05) N=50 (p<0.05) 

* Source: UNODC, 2009. Homicide rates are from 2005 or 2006. For 8 countries, older data have been 
used and/or we had to revert to other sources. In case homicide rates for 2004/05 were available but 
not the gun related rates, we applied the proportion of homicides which were committed with a 
firearm from an earlier year. Table with data and sources are available on request. 

 

The results show significant positive relationships between handgun 

ownership and the three measures of homicide. The correlations are 

dependent on the inclusion of the United States and some non-Western 

countries -notably Brazil, Colombia and South Africa-. As was the case with 

victimization by contact crimes, ownership of long guns shows no significant 

correlations with any type of homicide. The weak relationship between long 

guns and the proportion of homicides committed by firearms is likely to be 

caused by the impact of handgun ownership, since national rates of 

handgun ownership are, as discussed, correlated with ownership of long 

guns.   
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Individual level analysis 

The next question to be addressed is whether for individuals ownership of a 

firearm increases or decreases the risk of becoming a victim of a crime. As 

explained, information is available on the question of whether or not a 

firearm was in possession of the respondent’s household. An important 

category of contextual information used in this analysis is whether the 

respondent lives in a country with low, average or high ownership rates of 

long guns or handguns, respectively. The analysis is, of necessity, restricted 

to victimization by non-lethal contact crimes, since homicide is not covered 

in the ICVS questionnaire. In the first analysis, the dependent variable is 

one-year victimization by contact crimes -robbery, sexual offences, threats 

and assaults-. In a second analysis, the dependent variable is victimization 

by these crimes with or without involvement of a firearm. In this analysis, 

five-year victimization rates are used because the one-year victimization 

figures are too low. Both analyses are carried out using the data of the ICVS 

2004/05 encompassing results from 31, mainly Western, countries 

Table 5 shows victimization levels of owners and non-owners of handguns, 

for contact crimes, broken down by countries with low, average and high 

ownership rates of handguns and long guns, respectively. 

Table 5 - One year victimization rates for hand gun owners and non-owners for contact 

crimes, differentiating between inhabitants of countries with low, medium and high 

availability of firearms. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

  Contact crimes 

  No-owner Owner 

Ownership level of handgun *  

   Low (<1%) 4.6 ** 11.9 

   Average (>1%, <5%) 4.9  5.3 

   High (>5%) 

 

3.5 

  

3.9 

 

Ownership level of long gun *  

   Low (<5%) 4.3  4.8 

   Average (>5%, <15%) 4.5  4.7 

   High (>15%) 4.5   3.7 

* See table 2 for the categorization of counties by ownership level 

** Statistically significant difference between owners and non-owners; ChiSq test, p<0.05 
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The results in Table 5 show that owners of a handgun are more often a 

victim of contact crimes than non-owners, especially in countries with low 

availability of such firearms. For countries with high and average ownership 

rates, the relationship between ownership of a handgun and victimization by 

contact crime goes in the expected direction but is not statistically 

significant. This result suggests that, in countries where gun ownership is 

rare, those owning a gun may also possess other risk-enhancing 

characteristics. This hypothesis will be explored in more detail in a 

multivariate analysis. Ownership of a long gun is apparently not related to 

victimization by contact crime at the individual level either. 

In a second analysis, we have looked at the relationship between gun 

ownership and victimization by contact crimes with or without firearms, 

respectively. Table 6 shows results. The results are similar to those 

regarding victimization by total contact crimes. Individuals owning a 

handgun tend to be more at risk of being threatened or attacked (with or 

without a firearm) in countries where gun ownership is not common: 

- For contact crimes not involving a firearm, the differences are the largest 

in countries with low ownership levels. There is no significant difference 

for countries with high ownership levels. 

- For gun-related contact crimes, countries with average ownership levels, 

2.5 per cent of the owners are victimized by contact crimes involving 

firearms and only 0.3 per cent of the non-owners. The differences in 

countries with low and high ownership are not statistically significant 

but go in the same, expected direction. 

Table 6 - Victimization rates for contact crimes (5 year prevalence rates) involving or not 

involving a firearm by ownership of firearms and ownership levels. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

Ownership 
level of 
handguns 

Owner of a 
Handgun 

Victim of a contact crime 
without a firearm 

involved 

Victim of a contact 
crime with a firearm 

involved N 

Low Yes 23,7 * 0,85  118 

  No 14,5   0,32   21359 

Average Yes 18,1 * 2,52 * 555 

  No 15,1   0,29   20723 

High Yes 12,0  0,44  1128 

  No 12,8   0,27   15799 

Ownership level of handguns ( Low (<1%), Average (>1%, <5%), High (>5%)). See table 2 
* Significant (p<0.05, ChiSq) 

 



British Journal of Criminology 

Chapter 5 - 122 

Correlates of victimization at the individual level 

Various theoretical models have been developed to explain how the 

differential vulnerability of individuals to criminal victimization is determined 

by their lifestyle or ‘routine activities’ (Hindelang et al., 1978; Felson, 2002). 

The ICVS includes information on demographics such as age, gender, town 

size, marital status, income and education of respondents. Previous 

multivariate victimological risk analysis using the ICVS data sets has shown 

that many of these factors have independent effects on victimization by 

contact crimes (van Kesteren et al., 2000). Besides these known risk factors, 

the ICVS includes a question on the frequency of outdoor activities in the 

evening. This factor has also been found to be an independent risk factor of 

victimization by contact crimes (van Dijk et al., 1980). Finally, previous 

analyses have shown that victimization by property crime is an independent 

predictor of victimization by contact crime. A possible explanation for the 

latter finding is that those victimized by property crime are more exposed to 

victimization because of their proximity to potential offenders2. To test 

whether gun ownership as such is an independent risk factor, multivariate 

analyses have been conducted including these other known risk factors 

besides gun ownership. To this end, log-linear analyses were carried out 

whereby the independent variables were coded in categories against a base 

(see also van Kesteren et al. 2000). The key independent is the variable 

distinguishing between gun ownership at individual and country levels. For 

technical reasons, only 26 Western countries were included -22 European 

countries plus the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand-3. The 

dependent variable was the five-year victimization rate4 Table 7 shows the 

results.  

The multivariate analysis confirms the known independent risk factors for 

victimization by contact crime such as young age, being single, living in a big 

city and an outgoing lifestyle. Being female enhances exposure because of 

higher victimization by sexual violence. Low education and/or income are 

risk-reducing factors, probably because they limit leisure time activities. As 

expected, victimization by property crime acts as a powerful predictor of 

 

                                                 
2  A strong risk factor of victimization by any type of crime is self-reported offending (Wittebrood 

and Nieuwbeerta 1999). This variable is not available in the ICVS data sets  
3 The data-analysis techniques used here do not allow for missing values. Mexico, Poland, Estonia 

and Japan had to be removed from the database because one or more variables were missing in 
their databases. List-wise deletion also removed on average 25 per cent of the respondents from 
these 26 countries.  

4 Log-linear analysis is the analysis of a multidimensional cross table. The five-year victimization 
rates are higher than the one-year rates and therefore there are fewer empty cells in the cross 
table which leads to more stable results.  
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Table 7 - Results of a log-linear analysis with 5 year victimization by three contact crimes 

as dependent and a selection of known risk factors and ownership of handguns and long 

guns as independents. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS.  

 Risk model involving ownership of 

 Long guns Hand guns 

Victim of a property crime 

  No   base  base  

  Yes 2.17 * 2.08 * 

Age     

  Old base  base  

  Middle aged 2.18 * 2.14 * 

  Young 3.54 * 3.44 * 

Gender     

  Female base  base  

  Male 0.88 * 0.87 * 

Income     

  Below average base  base  

  Above average 0.88 * 0.88 * 

Education     

  Below average base  base  

  Above average 1.15 * 1.13 * 

Going out     

  Less than once a week base  base  

  Once a week or more 1.08 * 1.07 * 

Partner     

  Yes base  base  

  No 1.62 * 1.65 * 

City size      

  Small base  base  

  Mid-size/large 1.21 * 1.20 * 

  Capital 1.38 * 1.38 * 

Ownership / level Long guns Hand guns 

  No/Low base  base  

  Yes/Low 1.14  1.06  

  No/Middle 0.88  0.93  

  Yes/Middle 0.97  1.41 * 

  No/High 0.93  0.74 * 

  Yes/High 0.77  0.93  

* Significant; p<0.05  
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victimization by contact crime. Controlling for the effects of these external 

independents, handgun ownership comes out as an independent predictor of 

victimization by contact crimes in countries with medium and high levels of 

gun availability. 

 

Multilevel results on individual and country level 

A multilevel analysis using the same ICVS 2004/05 data is the final step in 

our analysis. The data have been subjected to the same list-wise procedure 

as was done for the log-linear analysis and therefore represent the same 

population. The difference, however, is that most of the variables were not 

categorized but interpreted as data at the interval level. With the exception of 

gender, firearm ownership and living with a partner remained dichotomies. 

All variables have been transformed into z-scores. This means that the 

average of the variables is set at 0 and the standard deviation at 15.  In this 

final stage of the analysis, the same independents as in the log-linear 

analysis at the level of individuals were included and some characteristics of 

countries. The added variables at country level are wealth (GDP per capita), 

income differences (GINI index) and educational level from the 2005 Human 

Development Report (UNDP 2005)6. Also included is the rate of urbanization 

taken from the UN World Urbanization Prospects (United Nations 2006)7.  

From the ICVS database, we took the handgun and long-gun firearm-

ownership levels -percentage of households owning at least one-. Since the 

dependent variable is a dichotomy, not a linear but a log-linear model is 

fitted on the data. This is done by taking the Logit of the victimization as the 

dependent variable8. The result is that the outcomes of the model for 

extreme values get near to 0 and 1.  

The data were analysed using MLwiN, developed by the University of London 

(Rasbach, Steel, Brown and Prosser, 2004). The procedure followed involved 

five models. Results are presented in Table 8. The first is a model with no 

explanatory variables except a constant. In the second model, two firearm-

ownership variables are added, namely ownership of handguns and long 

guns. Then the other known variables at the individual level are added and 

then the variables at the country level. In the last stage, all possible 

interactions between the ownership levels of handguns and long guns are 

                                                 
5 The procedure used for this is the SPSS command Rank/normal. 
6  Data from these sources are not available for England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland 

separately, but only for the United Kingdom as a whole. Estimates are made for the three parts of 
the United Kingdom. 

7 Tables with data and their sources are available on request. 
8 The Logit of victimization risk P: (LogitP) = Log (P/(1–P). 
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combined with the seven variables at the individual level. Of the 14 possible 

interactions, only the interactions that are statistically significant will be 

mentioned. These are added to the final, fifth model. 

Table 8 - Results of a Multi Level analysis on three contact crimes. Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

Data from the 2004/05 ICVS. 

 

 

 model 0 model 1 Model 2 model 3 model 4  

  parameter S Parameter s parameter s parameter s parameter s 

Fixed effects           

Constant -3.158* 0.086 -3.284* 0.083 -3.549* 0.083 -6.254* 0.683 -6.239* 0.683 

Victim of theft 0.886* 0.060 0.728* 0.062 0.726* 0.068 0.707* 0.062 

Handgun ownership 0.179 0.134 0.217 0.135 0.230 0.136 0.267* 0.136 

Long gun ownership -0.076 0.085 0.027 0.087 0.021 0.088 0.018 0.116 

       

Individual level variables       

Gender (base=male) 0.090* 0.050 0.091* 0.050 0.090* 0.050 

Partner (base = yes) 0.411* 0.053 0.413* 0.053 0.338* 0.068 

Town size (Z-score) 0.109* 0.033 0.107* 0.033 0.106* 0.033 

Going out (Z-score) 0.090* 0.032 0.089* 0.032 0.088* 0.032 

Age (Z-score) -.459* 0.028 -.470* 0.028 -.460* 0.028 

Education (Z-score) 0.006 0.028 0.006 0.033 0.006 0.028 

Income (Z-score) -.006 0.033 -.006 0.033 -.006 0.033 

       

country level variables       

Handgun ownership level   -.014 0.018 -.046* 0.027 

Long gun ownership level   0.009 0.009 0.009 0.009 

GDPpc (purchasing power in US$)   0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Educational level (enrolment)   0.017* 0.005 0.017* 0.005 

Gini (income differences)   0.013 0.012 0.013 0.012 

Urbanization (Percentage living in urban area)   0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 

       

Interaction of handgun ownership levels with       

    ownership of long guns     -.043* 0.021 

    not living with a partner     0.023* 0.013 

Random effects           

Intercept 0.170 0.053 0.154 0.049 0.112 0.037 0.052 0.020 0.056 0.021 

* significant at p<0.5, t-test, one-tailed 
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The results of the multilevel analysis of victimization by contact crimes are 

presented in Table 7. There are five columns with results, corresponding 

with the five created models. The column on the right side represents the 

final model. The parameters in the table are regression coefficients with the 

Logit of victimization as the dependent variable. In the column next to it, the 

standard deviations for the parameters in parentheses are given in italics. If 

the regression parameter is larger than 1.645 times the standard deviation, 

the parameter is significantly larger than 0 (t-test, one-tailed, p < 0.05). 

Since we have concrete hypothesis, use of one-tailed testing is allowed; two-

sided testing has as a result that fewer of the parameters will be significant.. 

Model 0 is the intercept-only model. The random variance of the intercept 

indicates the overall differences between the 26 countries. Model 1 adds 

ownership of handguns and ownership of long guns to the model. Ownership 

of a handgun leads to higher risks for contact crimes, but, in this 

minimalistic model, not significantly so. Owning a long gun has no effect on 

victimization. The variance of the intercept showed no change, meaning that 

ownership of firearm at the individual level does not explain the differences 

between countries. Model 2 adds known risk variables at the individual level. 

The largest effects are for those living alone and of young age. Other 

significant factors in this model are the size of the town and the frequency of 

going out. Gender, education and income levels show no significant effects 

here. The effect of handgun ownership is somewhat larger in this model 

compared to Model 1 and statistically significant. The variance of the 

intercept is reduced to 0.112, which means that 34 per cent of the 

differences between countries in levels of contact crimes are explained by 

differences in composition of the population with respect to the seven used 

variables. 

Model 3 adds six variables at the country level to the model, including the 

levels of ownership of handguns and long guns. With exception of the 

educational level, the effects of the variables are not statistically significant. 

More enrolment in education leads to somewhat more contact crimes. The 

variance of the intercept is reduced to 0.052, which means that an 

additional 35 per cent of the variance at the country level is explained, 

mainly by the educational level. In this model, the effect of individual 

ownership of a handgun on individual victimization risk is statistically 

significant. 
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Interaction effects 

In the 5th and final model, two interaction effects with ownership levels of 

hand guns showed a significant effect.  

- People living without a partner are more at risk than people living with a 

partner, but even more so in counties with higher ownership levels for 

hand guns. 

- Owning a long gun is in itself no risk factor, but it diminishes the risk in 

countries with high ownership levels of hand-guns. 

In the final model, having controlled for any effects of independents at the 

individual or country level (including firearm-ownership levels), people 

owning handguns are more at risk of becoming a victim of a contact crime. 

In those countries where many people own handguns, being single is an 

extra risk factor (on top of the already high risk anywhere else). But, in these 

countries, owners of a long gun (but not a handgun) are somewhat less at 

risk. 

 

Conclusions and discussion 

Using a data set including 50 countries, we have found a statistically 

significant correlation at the country level between ownership levels of 

handguns and rates of victimization by gun-related contact crimes, gun-

related threats and assaults and homicides, gun-related or otherwise. No 

correlation was found between handgun ownership levels and levels of 

contact crimes overall. 

At the individual level, owners of handguns are significantly more often 

victims of contact crimes. When controls are introduced for known risk 

factors such as age, gender, income, educational level, frequency of going 

out, living with a partner and size of the town of residence, owning a 

handgun remains a risk factor for victimization by contact crimes. The result 

was not altered by entering victimization by property crime, a proxy for a 

risk-taking lifestyle, as an extra control. A multilevel analysis that involved 

both individual factors related to victimization and country-level factors 

confirms the conclusion that owning a handgun brings a higher risk for 

victimization by contact crime. But, at the same time, high availability of 

handguns is related to slightly lower risks of victimization by contact crimes 

in general. 
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The finding that high availability of guns in a country increases the risk to 

be victimized by gun-related violence or homicide but slightly less to 

victimization by violent crime -for the non-owners- generally lends support to 

the hypothesis that gun availability offers potential offenders the opportunity 

to be more intimidating in their threats or attacks. Through this effect, high 

availability raises the stakes of violent crime and exacerbates its medical and 

mental impact on victims. Our results show that high availability results in 

slightly lower levels of violence across the board, presumably by de-

motivating people to commit such crimes. We found some support for the 

hypothesis that high availability prevents crime by deterring would-be 

offenders of less serious contact crimes. The analysis, however, shows that 

owners themselves are more at risk than non-owners. 

Of special interest are our results of the role of gun ownership at the 

individual level in developed countries, since this issue has rarely been 

examined empirically before. Gun ownership has been found to be a 

powerful, independent risk-enhancing factor. This result could be spurious 

in the sense that gun ownership is closely related to other risk-enhancing 

characteristics. Ownership of a gun could be a flag or symptom of other risk-

enhancing characteristics. After entering various proxies for a risk-taking 

lifestyle as controls, the link did not weaken. It cannot be excluded that the 

inclusion in future studies of other controls such as, for example, minority 

group status, gang membership or employment in law enforcement might 

partly explain the established relation between ownership of a gun and 

victimization. Another consideration is that, in the present study, 

respondents were asked whether a gun was present in the household, not 

whether the respondent himself owns a gun and carries it around on a 

regular basis. In our opinion, such more detailed information on ownership 

is likely to show stronger relationships with victimization by serious violence.  

The relation between ownership and victimization also showed up in the 

analysis by Altheimer (2008) of an ICVS-based data set from respondents in 

developing countries only and in the results of a dedicated survey on gun 

ownership and violence in Venezuela (Gabaldón et al., 2011). One 

explanation is that a gun in the house is risk-enhancing because it can be 

used against other household members (including partners). This argument 

has been mentioned in the literature (Killias et al., 2001; Small Arms Survey, 

2004). The second explanation is that ownership and especially the habit of 

carrying a concealed gun around may generate the ‘illusion of invincibility’. 

This mental state could result in risk-taking or provocative behaviour which 

enhances victimization risks. Similar counterproductive effects have been 

observed among users of safety belts in motorcars, the ‘security illusion’ or 

‘risk homeostasis theory’ (Evans, 1986; Wilde, 1994). In some countries, 
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those in possession of a gun may share values of a macho or honor culture 

which further stimulates them to act dangerously. Our results offer, at any 

rate, no support for the notion that gun ownership performs a protective 

function for the owner.  

To conclude, at the community level, high levels of gun ownership seem to 

have conflicting effects on levels of violence. When conflicts arise in high-gun 

environments, the stakes of a fight are relatively high. This may deter some 

would-be attackers and prevent acts of simple violence. In other words, 

would-be attackers may feel less restrained in low-gun countries such as 

Great Britain and the Netherlands. At the same time, in high-gun countries, 

the risks of escalation to more serious and lethal violence are higher. On 

balance, considerably more serious crimes of violence are committed in such 

countries. For this reason, the strict gun-reduction policies of many 

governments seem to be a sensible means to advance the common good. 

At the individual level, the statistical facts are unambiguous. Contrary to 

what has been claimed by proponents of widespread gun ownership in the 

United States, those households that own guns run higher risks of seeing 

their members being criminally victimized, either by other household 

members or by outsiders who are not deterred from attacking. This 

correlational finding provides no proof that the higher risks are caused by 

ownership of a gun; ownership might also be a proxy for a high-risk lifestyle. 

But this result certainly sheds serious doubt on the notion of gun ownership 

as a protective factor.    

Where previous studies used data sources from a limited number of 

countries or even from one single country only, this article is based on 

victimization data from almost all major industrialized countries. Future 

studies using international data should, in our view, focus on three different 

issues: 

- First, these studies ought to include larger samples of developing 

countries. Although much information on the gun–violence link is 

available from the Small Arms Surveys on individual countries, there is a 

lack of quantitative cross-sectional and time-series studies from Africa 

and Latin America. The repeat of the ICVS in more developing countries 

would greatly increase the opportunities for such policy-relevant 

analyses. Fortunately, more victimization surveys are now being 

conducted in South America, including in Argentina, Brazil, Mexico and 

Venezuela. 

 



British Journal of Criminology 

Chapter 5 - 130 

- Second, future studies should seek to make more detailed distinctions 

between the various types of violence and the circumstances under 

which they are committed. For this purpose, data from victimization 

surveys could be supplemented with more detailed police-recorded 

information on serious crimes of violence. 

- Third, our analyses have consistently shown that availability of long 

guns bears no relationship with levels of victimization by any type of 

crime at either collective or individual levels, since most of these guns 

are used for hunting. Future studies on the gun–violence link should, in 

our view, be restricted to data on handgun ownership and perhaps 

assault rifles at the individual level. The use of data on firearm 

ownership including long guns could result into false negatives 

regarding the gun–violence link. 

 

Additional Tables (Available from the Author on Request)  

Appendix 1: table with ownership rates of firearms, homicide, homicide with a firearm and ratio 

of homicides, committed with a firearm in 14 industrialized countries. Data from the 10th 

UN survey (UNODC 2009).  

Appendix 2: External data at country level as used for the multilevel analysis. Sources: United 

Nations. 

Appendix 3 Homicide data at country level from the 10th UN survey and others. 
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Abstract 

This article presents results of multivariate and multi-level analyses of data on hate 

crime victimization from fourteen Western European nations. Although the ethnic 

composition of immigrant communities shows considerable variation across the 

fourteen countries, in all countries self-defined immigrants are disproportionately 

exposed to hate crimes. The level of hate crime prevalence is positively correlated with 

the size of the immigrant communities. The results of a loglinear analysis of individual 

risks to be victimized by hate crime show that young age and migrant status are the 

most important independent risk factors of hate crime victimization at the individual 

level. Other important risk factors are residence in a capital or other large city, low 

income and an outgoing lifestyle. These risk factors resemble those of victimization by 

common contact crimes. This result suggest that, although the motivations of offenders 

are different, the distribution of hate crime victimization at the individual level can to 

some extent be interpreted with general victimological theories such as lifestyle-

exposure theory. These analyses were replicated with a multi-level analysis including 

data at the macro level on characteristics of 229 European NUTS2 regions. In this 

analysis, known criminogenic factors of contact crimes at the macro level such as the 

proportion of young males, low GDPPC and low employment are included in the models, 

besides the proportion of migrants among the inhabitants of the region. The results 

confirm the salience of the previously identified independent risk factors at the 

individual level. At the macro level the relative size of migrant communities per region 

stands out as the most important factor explaining variance in hate crime prevalence. No 

independent relationships were found between the socio-economic or demographic 

characteristics of European regions and the extent of hate crime victimization. The latter 

results confirm findings of similar analyses of data from the USA (e.g. Sexton, 2011; 

Stacy, Carbonne-Lopez and Rosenfeld, 2011). They suggest that in Western Europe hate 

crimes are driven by cultural tensions between traditional inhabitants and immigrants 

(community defense hypothesis), rather than by the strain experienced by the 

perpetrators (economic threat hypothesis). The unexpected finding that levels of 
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educational attainment of European regions are associated with higher levels of hate 

crime victimization cannot be easily interpreted with either of the two hypotheses about 

the causes of hate crime victimization. It is tentatively interpreted as a measurement 

artefact resulting from heightened sensitivity to various types of hate crime victimization 

among better educated minority groups. 

 

Keywords  

hate crime, migrants, victimization survey, risk factors, multi-level analysis, lifestyle-

exposure theory, strain theory, community defense theory, integrated threat theory 

 
Introduction 

In the 21th century, hate crimes have become a political concern in many 

parts of the world, including the USA, Canada, Australia and Europe (Green, 

McFalls and Smith 2001; Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 

[HREOC], 2004 cited in Johnson, 2005; EUMC, 2005; European Union, 

2007; Chakraborti, 2011). A hate crime is defined as:  

‘a criminal act which is motivated, at least in part, by the group affiliation of 

the victim’ (Gerstenfeld, 2004). 

Distinct elements of the definition are that: 

- The act must be a criminal offence, regardless of the motivation of the offender 

- Has been committed, at least in part, out of prejudice or hatred towards the 

victim as representative of a specific social group.  

Hate crimes are -inter alia- directed at groups characterized by immigrant or 

ethnic status, race, religion, gender, sexual orientation or disability. 

According to some authors, hate crimes are typically directed at marginalized 

groups and are meant, in the words of Perry, to reaffirm ‘the threatened (real 

or imagined) hegemony of the perpetrator’s group and the “appropriate” 

subordinate identity of the victim’s group’ (Perry, 2001; Perry, 2009). In 

connection to crimes targeted at the elderly, disabled persons or subcultural 

minorities, this structural view of hate crimes has been critiqued. According 

to Garland, the harassment of such groups may be motivated by fear or 

hatred of difference rather than by supremacist feelings (Garland, 2010; 

Garland, 2012). Qualitative interviews with migrants have found that 

racially-based threats and attacks have a negative impact on victims and 

their communities, resulting in an increase in fear, a growing sense of 

alienation, a distrust of authority and an eventual reluctance to engage with 

police (HREOC, 2004, cited in Johnson, 2005; Perry and Alvi, 2011). 
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A topical manifestation of hate crimes are retaliatory attacks against 

members of Muslim communities in the aftermath of terrorist attacks by 

Muslim fundamentalists (Spalek, 2005; Collins, 2007). The social tensions 

emerging in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks in Brussels, Copenhagen 

and Paris in recent years are a case in point. 

 
Data sources on hate crimes 

Data on the incidence of hate crimes can be retrieved from registrations of 

police forces, prosecutors and courts or bespoke agencies such as Complaint 

Boards for acts of discrimination or from dedicated hotlines (Dauvergne, 

2010). Within the European Union the Federal Agency of Fundamental 

Rights (FRA) has since 2000 promoted and coordinated the collection of such 

administrative statistics on hate crimes. According to FRA’s reports, only few 

EU member states have actually set up dedicated statistical systems to that 

end (Goodey, 2007; FRA, 2009). Even if such systems have been put in 

place, they cannot convey the full picture of hate crime. As is true for 

administrative crime statistics generally, statistics on the numbers of arrests 

or convictions for hate crimes represent just the tip of the iceberg (Aebi et al., 

2014). In the case of hate crimes the problem of the dark numbers of crime is 

exacerbated by the complex nature of hate-motivated crimes and the often 

vulnerable position of the victims (Zaykowski, 2008). Victims belonging to 

minority groups may refrain from reporting out of shame, out of fear of 

retaliation from offenders or out of fear of secondary victimization by the 

authorities. Recording agencies may not always fully understand which 

incidents qualify as hate crimes and should be recorded as such. In the 

United Kingdom, police forces recently changed their recording of hate 

crimes by adopting the new policy of accepting the victims’ perception of hate 

motivation at face value without requesting corroborating evidence.  

An alternative source of data on the incidence of hate crimes are sample 

surveys among the general population, or among segments of the population 

likely to be subjected to hate crimes. In the last ten to fifteen years, items on 

hate crime have been included in general victimization surveys. We will 

discuss the questions on hate crime incorporated in regularly executed 

national victimization surveys of the USA and the United Kingdom1. 

Questions on hate crime were also incorporated in a victimization survey 

executed in Canada in 1999. In 2005 questions on hate crimes were 

included in the International Crime Victims Survey [ICVS] conducted among 

                                                 
1  The British Crime Survey -since 2012 renamed Crime Survey of England & Wales (CSEW)- and the 

National Crime Victims Survey of the USA (NCVS). 
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the old 15 members of the EU (Western Europe) and Australia (van Dijk, van 

Kesteren and Smit, 2008).  

Within the European Union, dedicated surveys on discrimination and crime 

victimization –including hate crimes- were commissioned by FRA (2009). The 

European Union Minorities and Victimization Survey [EU-MIDIS], has been 

carried out in 2008 among samples from the largest ethnic minorities in 

urban areas. Obviously, a dedicated survey amongst minority groups gives 

more in-depth information on the amount and nature of hate motivated 

crime than general victimization surveys. However, since the FRA surveys 

are conducted exclusively amongst the two or three most dominant minority 

groups within a country, the results are difficult to use for quantitative 

international comparisons.  

In this article we will present results of a secondary analysis of the data on 

hate crime and immigrant status collected in the course of the ICVS sweeps 

of 2005 and 2010 in a selection of Western European countries2. Raw 

findings of the ICVS on hate crimes, including comparative prevalence rates 

per country, have previously been published (van Dijk et al., 2008) but these 

have not been subjected to further analysis. Unlike most data on recorded 

crimes, the ICVS data can be analyzed at both the level of individuals as at 

the level of countries or regions (Lynch, 1993; 2006). The ICVS 2005 data on 

                                                 
2  The International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS) is a standardized survey conducted since 1988 in six 

rounds in altogether over eighty different nations (van Dijk, Mayhew and Killias, 1990; van 

Kesteren, van Dijk and Mayhew, 2014). In 2004/05 the ICVS was, with co-funding from the 

European Commission, executed among random samples of 2.000 respondents per country 

drawn from the general populations of 18 EU member states and was named the European 

Survey on Crime and Safety (EU-ICS). As before in the European component of the ICVS, the 

interviews were held through computer-assisted telephone interviewing. This paper is based on 

data from the 15 old EU member states, except Luxembourg. In the sample from Luxembourg 

30% of the respondents defined themselves as immigrants. Since the majority of these 

immigrants will be nationals from Germany, France and Belgium, their position cannot be 

compared with those of other immigrants in Western Europe who largely originate from Eastern 

Europe, former colonies or North Africa. The data from Luxembourg have therefore been 

excluded from our analysis, as in an analysis of data from the European Social Survey on 

immigrants and hate crime for the same reason (Coenders, Lubbers and Scheepers, 2004). The 

methodology of the survey including the questionnaire was based on the ICVS, but some 

additions were made. For the first time in the ICVS, questions were also asked about immigrant 

status and whether the respondent or a member of the family had been a victim of a hate crime. 

The questionnaire also asks about demographic data such as age, gender, educational 

attainment, income and religious beliefs. For detailed information about the methodology and 

results of the EU-ICS, we refer to the report with key findings (Van Dijk, Manchin, van Kesteren 

and Hideg, 2007) and the ICVS website (http://www3.unil.ch/icvs/).  
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hate crimes are based on samples of the general population of fifteen 

European nations (n=28.000). Also coded were the NUTS2 regions where the 

respondents resided (n=229). The data allow analyses at both individual and 

collective levels and are therefore well-suited for multi-level analyses. Before 

we introduce the theoretic framework for the analysis, we will discuss the 

manner in which the key concepts of hate crime and immigrant status were 

defined and operationalized in the ICVS 2005 and in the other victimization 

surveys mentioned.  

 
Operationalizing hate crime victimization 

In the ICVS 2005, the question of hate crime victimization was phrased as a 

separate, additional question following the standard questions on possible 

victimizations by various types of crime:  

‘In the past 5 years, did you, or any member of your immediate family fell 

victim of a crime because, or partly because of your nationality, race or 

color, religious belief or sexual orientation?’ 

The question asks about experiences with any type of crime motivated by 

biases against nationality, race or color, religious belief or sexual orientation, 

as perceived by the victim him or herself. The respondents are not asked to 

specify the type of incident, nor asked about their reasons for assuming that 

the act was motivated by hatred. The item can be regarded as a  

victim-centered operationalization of hate crime in the sense that it counts 

any incidents as hate crimes which have been perceived by the victims as 

such. Different from what is done with experiences with personal crimes in 

the ICVS and most national victimization surveys, the item asks about 

perceived experiences of the respondents themselves as well as about those 

of their immediate family.  

The national victimization surveys of England & Wales, Canada and the USA 

as well as the ICVS in Australia (2004), and the dedicated 2008 FRA survey 

among minorities (MIDIS), have adopted a different, more restricted 

approach to the measurement of hate crimes. In these surveys the question 

on hate crime is a secondary, follow up question put to those respondents 

who have reported to the interviewer victimization by a concrete criminal act. 

The British Crime Surveys of 2005 and 2006 for example, asks people who 

report having been victims of any of the crimes listed in the standard 

questionnaire, whether they thought that the crime reported on had been 

racially or religiously motivated. Later rounds of the survey also ask about 

possible other motivations grounded in biases against gender, sexual 
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orientation, and disability (Lader, Hoare and Lau, 2012). A similar approach 

was followed in the Canadian surveys of 1999 and 2002 (Silver, Mihorean 

and Taylor-Butts, 20043). Arguably, the British and Canadian approach 

produces more precise data on hate crimes than the ICVS 2005 because the 

reported acts have in the first instance been assessed as specific criminal 

offences by the respondents and interviewers, regardless of the motivations 

of the perpetrator. This approach leaves no room for the reporting of 

incidents that the respondent has subjectively experienced as hate crimes 

but which may not qualify as such according to legal standards. On the 

downside, in this approach only those types of crime are covered which are 

listed in the standard questionnaire. Excluded are, for example, hate-

motivated verbal attacks –such as racist, anti-Jewish or anti-Islam slurs or 

hate speech-.  

The Australian survey of 2004, using the ICVS questionnaire, asked people 

who reported having been victims of assaults & threats:  

‘Do you feel you were assaulted or threatened because of your skin color, 

ethnicity, race or religion?’ 

The resulting data are limited to violent crimes as defined in the ICVS 

questionnaire and miss out on other types of crimes motivated by bias. In 

the USA the Hate Crimes Statistics Act of 2009 defines hate crimes as: 

‘Crimes that manifest evidence of prejudice based on race, gender, or gender 

identity, religion, disability, sexual orientation or ethnicity.’ 

Like the British Crime Survey, the National Crime Victims Survey of the USA 

asks respondents reporting specific crimes whether these might have been 

motivated by the forms of prejudice mentioned in the legal definition just 

cited. However, for an incident to qualify as hate crime the NCVS requires 

corroborating evidence that hate motivation was present in the case, either 

                                                 
3 The Canadian 1999 General Social Survey asked respondents whether they felt they had been a 

victim of any of the following crimes: sexual assault, assault, break and enter, theft of personal 

property, theft of household property, motor vehicle/parts theft, and vandalism. The interviewer 

then asked those mentioning victimizations:  

‘In Canada hate crimes are legally defined as crimes motivated by the offender’s bias, 

prejudice or hatred based on the victim’s race, nationality or ethnic origin, language, color, 

religion, sex, age, mental or physical disability, sexual orientation or any other similar factor. 

Do you believe that any of the crimes committed against you in Canada in the past 5 years, or 

since you arrived in Canada, could be considered a hate crime?’    
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because the offender used derogatory language or left hate symbols or 

because the police confirmed that a hate crime had taken place.  

The dedicated FRA survey among minorities has followed the model of the 

BCS. Respondents who have reported threats & assaults or serious 

harassment are asked whether the incident was in any way motivated 

because of their minority or immigrant status -racially motivated-. The FRA 

researchers have explicitly not adopted the additional requirement of 

corroborating evidence used in the NCVS following the argument that the 

victims’ perceptions of what happened to them should be accepted as 

sufficient ground for qualifying the incident as hate crime (FRA, 2009)4.  

The ICVS 2005 approach of measuring hate crimes is clearly the most  

all-encompassing by including all types of incidents perceived as hate crimes 

by victims and also covering similar experiences of family members5. The 

BCS narrows down the measurement to incidents that have been reported by 

respondents as personal experiences with a limited number of offence types. 

The NCVS introduces the further restriction that the crimes experienced 

have manifestly been motivated by bias. The results on the incidence of hate 

crime bear out the differences in the scopes of the definitions used. The ICVS 

2005 survey, using the most comprehensive definition, showed a one year 

prevalence victimization rate of 2.7% (n=28,000). The Crime Survey for 

England & Wales (CSEW) of 2013 reported a one year prevalence rate of 

0.5%. The reports on the NCVS do not publish comparable prevalence rates 

but incidence rates. The incidence rates of hate crimes in the USA of 0.1% 

for violent hate crime and 0.1% for property hate crime are at any rate much 

below the rates measured in the ICVS or British surveys.  

The restricted operationalization of hate crime victimization in the NCVS 

conforms to its legalistic approach (van Dijk, 2015). From the outset the 

principal aim of the NCVS has been the measurement of the dark numbers 

of crime as a supplement to the statistics of officially recorded crimes in the 

Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). The questionnaire was designed to match to 

the greatest extent possible the legal categories of American criminal law. 

Results are expressed as estimated absolute numbers of legally defined types 

                                                 
4 The approach chosen by FRA is in line with the policy of the British police to record all crimes as 

hate crime that are perceived by the reporting victims as such. 

5 The ICVS 2005 item covers a broad range of different types of biases (nationality, race, color, 

religious belief and sexual orientation). Both the BCS and the NCVS have over the years added 

new biases, such as those relating to gender and disability. 
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of crime which are compared to the UCR statistics. In contrast, the more 

sociologically or victimologically oriented European victimization surveys 

seek to measure perceived victimizations by crime, defined in colloquial 

rather than legal terms. In line with this victim-centered approach the 

results are usually expressed in prevalence rates. Within this well-

established European tradition of measuring victimization-as-perceived-by-

victims, the case can be made that any perceived victimization by hate crime 

should indeed be counted as such and that the operationalization of the 

ICVS 2005 which includes all types of crimes, including offensive verbal 

attacks, comes closest to the real experiences of the public. Also the 

inclusion of possible experiences of family members seems justifiable from 

this perspective. If respondents have heard about experiences with hate 

crimes from family members this is likely to affect them personally. In fact, 

as has been observed by several experts, hate crimes must be seen as 

message crimes which, like terrorist acts, are meant not just to affect the 

primary victims but to have ripple off effects on their families and wider 

social environment (McDonald and Hogue, 2007; Perry et al., 2011). 

Empirical research has confirmed that minor incidents motivated by hate or 

prejudice can have a disproportional negative impact on the well-being of the 

targeted groups and instill feelings of intimidation and fear (Perry et al., 

2011; Collins, 2007). In our view, the terroristic nature of hate crimes argues 

for comprehensive, victim-centered definitions, even at the risk that some of 

the reported incidents might not formally qualify as hate crimes under 

national legislation or jurisprudence.  

In the ICVS 2005 all respondents are asked whether they have experienced a 

crime motivated by biases, regardless of previously reported victimizations 

by specific crimes. Of those who answered to have been victimized by hate 

crimes, 33% had already mentioned victimization by one or more of the listed 

crimes. The comparable victimization rate of those not victimized by hate 

crime was 14%6. This result suggests that a substantial part of the perceived 

hate crimes consist of specific types of crime, mainly contact crimes. Many of 

the other reported hate crimes will probably have been specific contact 

crimes experienced by family members or are incidents that the respondent 

or his/her family experienced as hate crimes but which may not qualify as 

one of the crimes according to the ICVS questionnaire. 

                                                 
6  The differences between the victimization rates for common crimes between victims and non-

victims of hate crimes were largest for sexual crimes (factor 8.7), robberies (factor 7.5) and 

threats & assaults (factor 4.4). 
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In the 2010 round of the ICVS, conducted in just five EU countries, the 

intermediary approach of the CSEW and FRA was adopted. Those 

respondents who had reported victimization by the three specific types of 

contact crime were subsequently asked whether the crime had been 

motivated by bias: 

‘Do you believe this crime happened because, or partly because of your 

nationality, race or color, religious belief, or sexual orientation?’ 

The prevalence rates of hate crime victimization according to the 2010 ICVS 

have not been previously published. A comparison with the results of the 

ICVS 2005 can illuminate the implications of the two different 

operationalizations for the measurement of hate crime in survey research. As 

expected, the prevalence rates of the 2010 surveys are lower than those from 

the 2005 survey. The average rate was 1.2%, compared to 2.8% in the 2005 

ICVS -15 countries-. In order to determine whether the different methodology 

has not just changed the level estimate but also the relative positions of 

individual countries, a comparison was made between the rates of individual 

countries as measured by the 2005 and 2010 rounds of the survey. Figure 1 

shows results. 

 

Figure 1 - Plot of one year prevalence rates of victimization  

by hate crimes from the 2004/05 against the 2010 ICVS.  
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The comparison shows that prevalence rates were consistently the highest in 

both surveys in the UK, medium high in The Netherlands and Denmark and 

the lowest in Germany and Sweden. Although the numbers are too small to 

test for statistical significance, the results shows congruence between the 

relative positions on both measures of hate crime victimization. This result 

cross-validates the broad measure used in the 2005 survey. It suggests that 

the broad measure to a large extent reflects perceived experiences with 

specifically defined types of contact crime. It does not suggest that the 2005 

measure largely reflect free-floating sentiments of discrimination or 

intimidation among overly sensitive minority groups that cannot be regarded 

as experiences with real hate crime. 

 

Defining and operationalization of immigrant status 

In order to determine immigrant status respondents in the ICVS were asked:  

“Do you consider yourself or anyone in your family an immigrant in 

 [country of residence]?” 

Using the answers to this question, we regard the respondent as an 

immigrant if the respondent him/herself, parents or someone in the 

immediate family was born in another country. As with all other questions in 

the survey, we accept the answers that the respondents are able and willing 

to give. We excluded Luxembourg from our analysis because a very large 

proportion of the population (30%) originates from neighboring, West 

European countries. 

The concept of immigrant status is different from the concepts of minority 

group. In the FRA victimization survey among minority groups in the EU, 

minority groups were defined as groups sharing a marginalised status, 

making them vulnerable to hate crimes. Non-vulnerable minorities such as 

Swedes in Finland and British living in Spain were excluded from the survey 

(FRA, 2009). Although ‘minority’ as defined by FRA does not equal 

‘immigrant’, all sampled minority groups in the FRA survey turned out to be 

immigrants from other countries, with the exception of the Roma 

populations. 

The ICVS 2005 questionnaire does not provide information on minority 

status -or on ethnicity, as is the case in the NCVS of the USA-. The 

subpopulation of self-defined immigrants includes an unknown proportion of 

immigrants who do not share a marginalised status. Some members of Roma 
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communities in Western Europe may self-define as immigrants but they are 

unlikely to be included considering the small sample sizes.  

The FRA MIDIS study provides useful information on the origins of minority 

communities in teach of the fourteen EU member states included in the 

ICVS 2005. Table 1 shows the percentage of the respondents in the ICVS 

that considers themselves an immigrant and the main minority-populations 

in each country according to the FRA/Raxen network. 

Table 1 - Size of the immigrant population according to ICVS 2004/05 and origin of the 

main minority groups in 14 EU-member states based on the EUMC/Raxen network. 

Austria 

 

11.2% Turkey - 

Former Yugoslavia 

Ireland 

 

5.4% Central/Eastern Europe -  

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Belgium 

 

9.2% North Africa -  

Turkey 

Italy 

 

1.2% Albania - North Africa - 

Romania 

Denmark 

 

9.2% Turkey - Somalia Netherlands 

 

8.2% North Africa - Turkey -

Suriname 

Finland 

 

5.2% Russia - Somalia Portugal 

 

10.9% Brazil - 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

France 

 

10.8% North Africa - 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Spain 

 

4.5% North Africa - Romania 

South America 

Germany 

 

7.1% Turkey -  

Former Yugoslavia 

Sweden 

 

9.2% Iraq - Somalia 

Greece 

 

3.4% Albania - 

Roma* 

United Kingdom 

 

4.5% Central/Eastern Europe 

* Roma are not always immigrants. 

 

The overview shows that the immigrant communities of the fourteen 

countries vary in size within a range from 1.2% in Italy and 3.4% in Greece 

to 11.2% in Austria.  The composition of the immigrant communities differs 

from country to country. In the countries on the European continent 

immigrants from Turkey and North Africa (from Morocco and Algeria) form 

the largest groups. This is not the case in Finland (from Russia), Ireland 

(from Central-Eastern Europe), Portugal (from Brazil), Sweden (from Iraq), 

Greece (from Albania, Roma) and the United Kingdom (from Central-Eastern 

Europe).  
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Theoretical framework and analysis 

Throughout the history of victimization surveys, risk assessments at the 

individual level were mainly informed by lifestyle exposure theory (Hindelang 

et al., 1978) and related victimological risk models (van Dijk and Steinmetz, 

1980; Fattah, 1991). The ICVS 2005 dataset allows a test whether the known 

risk factors of contact crimes are also predictive of hate crime victimization. 

The dataset also allows an examination of the independent role of immigrant 

status in exposure to such victimisation. Although hate crimes are 

differently motivated, we see no a priori reasons why its distribution among 

target populations could not be governed by similar factors as other personal 

crimes such as for example lifestyle-related geographical or social proximity 

to potential offenders. From a methodological point of view, the measure of 

hate crimes used in victimization surveys does not fundamentally differ from 

those of other types of crime either. As discussed above, all measures of 

crimes in victimization surveys in the European tradition rely on the 

accounts of respondents of what happened to them. Thanks to the 

availability of data on both individual and aggregate -country and NUTS2 

level- analyses of the ICVS datasets can potentially also shed light on the 

possible economic, social or cultural root causes of hate crime prevalence. 

The analysis at macro level requires a theoretical frame about the social 

causes of such crimes. According to a social-psychological theoretical 

perspective, historical lynching and hate crimes are motivated by aggression 

caused by economic deprivation and redirected at vulnerable scapegoats 

(Hovland and Sears, 1940). A related, current perspective on hate crimes 

against immigrants sees such hate-motivated attacks as defensive responses 

from people who feel economically threatened by newcomers on local labor 

markets known as the economic threat or resource competition hypothesis 

(Bonacich, 1999). According to an alternative, or supplementary, perspective 

hate crimes should be understood as a defensive response of communities to 

the threat posed by immigrants to their way of life (Stephan, Ybarra and 

Bachman, 1999). These two versions of the threat hypothesis mirror the 

alternative definitional frameworks of hate crimes as being either motivated 

by threats to existing power hierarchies or by a sheer hatred of otherness.  

Recent multivariate analyses of the social correlates of hate crime prevalence 

in the USA seem to lend support to the cultural rather than to the economic 

threat hypothesis. In an analysis of data from New York, Stacey et al. (2011) 

found no relationship between economic problems in neighborhoods and the 

extent of recorded hate crime incidents and a strong relationship between a 

recent influx of Hispanics and such attacks. Lyons (2007), in an analysis of 

data from Chicago, found that hate crimes against blacks by whites are more 

prevalent in well-integrated than in disorganized white communities 
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experiencing economic strain. In a time series analysis of hate crime in New 

York City, Green, Glaser and Rich (1998) found no association between hate 

crime and economic recession. In an analysis of data from USA counties on 

recorded hate crime, Sexton (2011) also found only partial support for the 

hypothesis that hate crime prevalence is driven by economic strain. 

Using the dataset of the European part of the ICVS 2005, we will first 

examine whether, and to what extent, the available set of demographic 

factors -including income level and educational attainment as well as 

measures of an outgoing lifestyle, immigrant status and religion- act as 

independent risk factors of victimization by hate crimes in Western Europe. 

To this end we conducted loglinear analyses at the individual level, using the 

measures of victimization by various types of common crimes and of hate 

crimes as separate dependent variables. Results will, as discussed, be 

interpreted within the framework of lifestyle-exposure theory and the 

mentioned van Dijk et al. model. We will then repeat our analysis using a 

multi-level analysis adding contextual variables at the level of European 

regions such as affluence, employment, education and the proportion of 

immigrants per European region. Multi-level analyses (Bryk and 

Raudenbusch, 1992) are increasingly used in analyses of victimological data 

(van Wilsem, 2003; Wilcox, Land and Hunt, 2003; Tseloni, Mailley, Farrell 

and Tilley 2010; van Kesteren, 2014; Hardyns, 2010; 2012). With the multi-

level analysis we will examine whether the identified individual risk factors 

are partly or wholly based on composition effects at the level of European 

regions and search for possible interaction effects. In our multilevel analysis 

we will revisit the two competing theoretical perspectives, just mentioned, by 

looking at the relationships between both several various socio-economic 

indicators and the proportion of immigrants, and the prevalence of hate 

crime victimization across European regions at the NUTS2 level. 

 

Description of the data at individual and regional level 

The data used in the analysis were extracted from the integrated ICVS and 

EU ICS database 2004/2005 (van Kesteren, 2007). The descriptive statistics 

by country and region are based on all available cases in the database, 

including those with missing values on one or more variables and have been 

weighted for age, gender and region (for details see van Dijk et al., 2008). The 

loglinear and multi-level analyses are done on the selection of cases that do 

not have any missing values in the variables included in the models. In these 

analyses the data used have not been weighted either. 
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The EU ICS database contains NUTS2 region codes for each case. NUTS2 are 

economic regions within the European Union of about 1,000,000 inhabitants 

each. The codes allow for aggregation of the individual data to the NUTS2 

level. The statistical Office of the European Commission (Eurostat) provides 

varied information on the characteristics of each NUTS region. In the 

analyses regional data on two variables have been included which were not 

taken from the ICVS datasets but from Eurostat. 

The ICVS 2005 questionnaire asks about experiences of victimization by ten 

conventional crimes over a period of five years. Those who report positively to 

any of the ten questions are subsequently asked when these incidents 

happened –‘Was it this year, last year or before that?’. The response ‘last year 

(2004)’ is used as dependent variable in the analyses. This one year 

prevalence victimization rate expresses which percentages of respondents 

have been victimized by one of the ten listed types of crime once or more in 

the course of 2004. The ten crimes are also grouped together into two 

categories, namely property crimes -theft of a car, theft from a car, theft of a 

motorcycle, theft of a bicycle, burglary and attempted burglary- and the 

earlier mentioned three contact crimes. As explained above, the prevalence 

rate of hate crimes is based on answers to a separate question. 

The following demographic data are used: age, gender, whether respondent 

is a young male -age 16-29-, town size, income quartile, educational level 

and frequency of outdoor visits in the evening7. The variables are recoded 

into two or three categories for the loglineair analysis. For the multi-level 

analysis, the raw data for age, town size, income, educational level and going 

out have been recoded into z-scores to be interpreted at interval level. For 

use in the multi-level analysis, the following variables have been aggregated 

to NUTS2 level: percentage of immigrants; percentage of the population 

consisting of young men -age 16-29-; average educational level –in years- and 

urbanization -the percentage of the population living in a city of 100,000 

inhabitants or more-. Two variables have been used in the multi-level 

analyses which were taken from the internet site of Eurostat, namely 

employment level in the region and gross domestic product per capita in the 

region. 

                                                 
7  Age: Age is coded in 12 categories of 5 years, starting with 16-19 up to the highest category of 

70+; Gender: Male and female; Town size: town size is coded in a variable with 6 categories; 

Income quartile: Income is coded in four categories, asked for in two stages, Is the household 

income above or below the median value in a country, is the income above or below the 25th 

respectively 75th percentile; Educational level: number of years of formal education; Going out in 

the evening: five response categories, ranging from never to twice a week or more. 
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Results 

Victimization of the immigrant population  

On average 2.8% of the West European population has been a victim of a 

hate crime in the course of 2004. Among the 15 old member states of the EU 

there is considerable variation in the extent of hate crime. Highest 

percentages are found in France, Denmark, Luxembourg, Belgium, the 

United Kingdom, and the Netherlands (above 4%). Rates of hate crime below 

2% are found in Finland, Italy, Portugal, Greece and Austria (Van Dijk et al., 

2008).  

The ICVS 2005 data on hate crime cover crimes committed in relation to 

nationality, race, color, sexual orientation and religious belief of the victims. 

The data cannot be broken down for the various types of bias. The results of 

the British and USA surveys on hate crimes show that three fourth of all 

hate crimes are motivated by biases in relation to race, color or religion 

(Creese and Lader, 20148; Wilson, 2014). Within the Western European 

context, it can be expected that the immigrant population is more exposed to 

hate crime than non-immigrants. In the ICVS 2005, 8% of the population 

qualified for the broadly defined category of immigrants -respondent self-

defined as immigrant and/or one of his parents or close family members-. 

Countries with proportionally larger immigrant communities tend to show 

higher rates of hate crimes (r=0.46, n=14, p<0.10). We have also looked at 

the hate crime victimization rates per country of migrants and non-

immigrants -excluding Luxembourg-. Figure 2 presents the results. The 

figure shows the 90% reliability intervals of the victimization rates. Due to 

low numbers the margins of error are fairly high for the migrant rates per 

country. 

On average 10% of the immigrant population has been a victim of hate crime 

in 2004, compared to 2% of non-immigrants9. In all countries, hate crime 

victimization is higher among migrant populations, although in Italy and 

Finland this difference is not statistically significant. There is again 

considerable inter-country variation. Belgium, Spain and Greece show the 

highest rates. Hate crime against immigrants is lowest in Italy, Portugal and 

Finland.  

                                                 
8 Of all hate crimes committed in England and Wales in 2013 82% were qualified as race hate 

crimes. 

9 The European average is computed giving each country equal weight. Small countries therefore 

carry the same weight as large countries such as the UK, Germany and France. 
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Figure 2 - Victimization by hate crime for immigrants and non-immigrants in 14 EU 

member states. Data from the ICVS 2004/05 ICVS. 

 
 

Since no data are available in the used dataset about the origins of the 

migrant communities per country, it is not possible to explore which 

minorities are especially exposed to hate crimes and whether this can 

explain inter-variation. The EU-MIDIS survey has shown that Roma 

communities and immigrants from Sub-Saharan Africa are by far the most 

exposed. Medium exposed according to the EU-MIDIS survey are immigrants 

from North Africa and Turkey, and least exposed are immigrants from 

Central and Eastern Europe, Russia and former Yugoslavia. As discussed, in 

most West European countries the primary immigrant groups are from North 

Africa or Turkey. This may explain the near universal high prevalence rates 

of hate crime among immigrants across Western Europe. Considering the 

salience of various immigrant groups in different countries, presented in 

figure 1, the medium high prevalence in the United Kingdom and Ireland 

may reflect the preponderance of Central and Eastern Europeans amongst 

the immigrant communities in these countries. The relative low prevalence of 

hate crime in Finland and Portugal could reflect the preponderance of 

Russian and Brazilian immigrants respectively. The low rate among 

immigrants in Italy differs radically from the high rates of hate crime 

experiences found in the EU-MIDIS study among North Africans and 

Albanians in Italy, and could be a statistical artifact due to the very low 

number of sampled immigrants.  
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The analysis of victimization rates of those indicating a religious affiliation 

showed insignificant results. Respondents that practice a religion showed 

similar victimization rates for hate crimes as those who do not. Within the 

immigrant communities, however, religion was positively related to 

victimization. Of the people with an immigrant status who are religious, 12% 

had been victimized, compared to 9% of those who are not. This result 

indicates that religious immigrants in Western Europe, many of whom are 

Muslims, perceive to be victimized by hate crimes more often than other 

immigrants.  

A further analysis was made of rates of victimization of immigrants by any of 

the ten types of common crimes included in the standard ICVS 

questionnaire. 19% of the immigrants had been victimized by any crime once 

or more in 2004. Among religious immigrants this was 20%. The 

victimization rate of non-immigrants is significantly lower, regardless of 

religious status (15%). The differences are largest for contact crimes. These 

bivariate results suggest that immigrant status enhances the risk of being 

criminally victimized by both hate crime and any of the ten common crimes, 

especially, but not exclusively, contact crimes.  

The fact that immigrants are overrepresented among hate crime victims does 

not imply that most victims are immigrants. According to our data, 26.5% of 

all hate crime victims were migrants. This statistic shows that most hate 

crimes, including those motivated by racism and/or religious biases, are 

directed at non-immigrants. This finding is in line with findings on hate 

crime victimization from the USA and England & Wales which show that 

hate crimes are also directed at white persons. 

Results of multivariate analyses 

The bivariate finding that migrants are over represented among crime 

victims does not necessarily mean that migrant status by itself is an 

independent risk factor of such victimization. The overrepresentation could 

have been confounded by other risk factor such as age or place of residence 

(Jansson, 2006). In previous analyses of risk factors of criminal 

victimization, loglinear analyses have been used to determine which 

demographic factors are associated with high or low risks, independently of 

other factors (van Kesteren, Mayhew and Nieuwbeerta, 2000). The results of 

these analyses are expressed as odds ratios. An odds ratio is the odds of 

someone in a certain group -e.g. young age- as being victimized by any 

crime, divided by the odds of someone in the base group with the lowest risk 

– age over 55-.  
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For this paper, loglinear analyses were done with overall victimization, 

property crime victimization, contact crime victimization and hate crime 

victimization as dependent variables. As independent variables we included 

factors known to be associated with risks of criminal victimization (age, 

gender, city size, lifestyle, income, education, and marital status) as well as 

migrant status. Table 2 shows the results of the analyses. 

Table 2 - Result of four loglinear models including eight independent variables and four 

dependent variables. Data from the ICVS 2004/05 ICVS. 

  
Common Crimes 

 
Perceived hate 

crime 

  base 

Ten 
crimes   

Contact 
Crimes   

Property 
Crimes 

  Odd ratio  Odd ratio  Odd ratio  Odd ratio  

Immigrant No         

Yes  1.23 * 1.44 * 1.06  3.28 * 
          
Age 60+         

16-34  2.21 * 2.07 * 1.91 * 4.75 * 

35-59  1.31 * 1.40  1.10 * 3.17 * 
          
Gender Female         

Male  0.93 * 0.85 * 1.06 * 0.89  
          
Town size Rural (<10.000)        

Urban (not capital) 1.30 * 1.28  1.18 * 1.36 * 

Capital city  2.09 * 1.85 * 1.89 * 1.74 * 
          
Income Below average        

Above average 1.15 * 1.03  1.12 * 0.70 * 
          
Education Below average        

Above average 1.22 * 1.21 * 1.21 * 1.18 * 
          
Partner No         

Yes  0.94 * 0.71 * 1.16 * 0.90  
          
Going out Not often        

Often   1.15 * 1.18 * 1.13 * 1.23 * 

* Significant, p<0.05 

 

For victimization by hate crime, the two most important independent risk 

factors are young and medium age and migrant status. The third most 

important risk factor is living in a –capital- city. Also significantly associated 

with hate crime victimization are an outgoing lifestyle and low income and, 

somewhat surprising, high education. The risk profile for hate crime 

victimization is roughly similar to that for victimization by contact crimes. In 
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the analysis of risk factors for contact crimes the status of being single is 

statistically significant and income is not. Migrant status is not a risk factor 

of victimization by property crime. Income is positively related to property 

crime victimization which reflects the ownership of more stealable goods -e.g. 

car ownership- among high income groups. 

Results of a similar loglinear analysis with criminal victimization by contact 

crimes as dependent and migrant status -born overseas- are available from 

Australia (Johnson, 2005). The loglinear analysis showed that being single, 

young, outgoing and poor were the most important risk enhancing factors. 

Migrant status was found to be unrelated to victimization risk10.  

Loglinear analyses from England & Wales with victimization by contact 

crimes confirm that young age and being single are strong risk enhancing 

factors (Jansson, 2006). Ethnicity was not independently associated with 

hate crime victimization11. A comparison of NCVS data on hate crime 

victimization and on victimization by ordinary violent crime revealed that 

white people and those with higher levels of education were more strongly 

represented among hate crime victims than among victims of ordinary 

violence (Zaykoski, 2008). In the American context hate crime victimization 

seems less concentrated among the black community than victimization by 

common violence. In Canada visible ethnicity12 was related to hate crime 

victimization in a bivariate analysis. Among visible minorities, hate crime 

victimization rates were 19 per 1,000 population 15 years of age and older, 

and 7 per 1,000 for non-visible minorities (Silver et al., 2004). Migrant status 

as such was not related to hate crime victimization in Canada. Unlike in 

Western Europe, many immigrants in Canada do belong to a non-visible 

minority. Visible minority immigrants were strongly overrepresented among 

hate crime victims.13 

                                                 
10 Among the booster sample of Middle East and Vietnamese inhabitants immigrant status (born 

overseas) was in fact a risk reducing factor. 

11 Mixed ethnicity is associated with above average risks of victimisation by contact crime and hate 

crime in bivariate analyses (Jansson, 2006; Smith, Lader, Hoare and Lau, 2012). However, 

multivariate analyses based on the 2005/06 BCS identified that for the key crime types, ethnicity 

was not independently associated with the risk of victimisation (Jansson, et al., 2007). 

12 Visible minorities are in Canada defined by the Employment Equity Act as ‘persons, other than 

Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in color’. 

13 Unlike differences between visible minorities and not-visible minorities, there was no statistically 

significant difference between rates of hate crime victimization between immigrants and the 

Canadian-born population (13 per 1,000 versus 15 per 1,000 populations). However, if visible 

minority status is also taken into account, the findings indicate that visible minority immigrants 
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The EU-MIDIS survey of FRA among minorities in EU countries revealed that 

victimization rates among minority groups are in most but not all cases 

higher than among the general population (FRA, 2009)14. Of the victims from 

minority groups who reported victimizations by violent crime, 50% said that 

the attacks had been racially motivated. 

In many respects the results of our loglinear analysis of victimization by 

contact crimes are similar to those found in Australia, England & Wales, 

Canada and the USA. Almost universally, young people are more at risk of 

violent victimization. To our knowledge no other researchers have examined 

the independent risks factors of hate crime victimization using multivariate 

analyses. Young people are strongly overrepresented in our data on hate 

crime victimization. Our finding that migrant status is independently related 

to risks of violent victimization and hate crime differs from the results of 

national surveys in Australia, the UK and the USA15. But similar results 

have been found in Canada and in the dedicated FRA surveys among EU 

member states. Our finding that migrant status is strongly related to the 

risks of hate crime victimization is fully in line with the high proportion of 

violent victimizations motivated by hate according to the dedicated FRA 

surveys among minority groups. 

The consistent results regarding age, city size, an outgoing lifestyle, and 

marital status can be explained by lifestyle exposure theory. Young male 

singles find themselves more often in proximity of potential offenders, for 

example in the nightlife industry. The finding that these four factors and low 

economic status are independent risk factor of hate crime victimization 

suggest that hate crimes, like other crimes of violence in the public domain, 

are concentrated within the youth scenes in poorer neighborhoods of capital 

cities and other large cities. The top position of migrant status as 

independent risk factor of hate crime victimization confirms that migrants 

are prime targets of hate crimes in Western Europe. The importance of 

migrant status as risk factor can be interpreted with the victimological, 

three-factorial risk model of Van Dijk et al. (1980). According to this model 

                                                                                                                   
(18 per 1,000 population) were more than twice as likely as immigrants who were member of a 

not-visible minority (8 per 1,000 population) to have been a victim of a hate crime. 

14 “‘Comparing the two surveys’ results on assault & threat shows that of the 34 minority groups 

surveyed in EU‐MIDIS for those 18 EU Member States for which the surveys can be compared, 21 

recorded a higher victimisation rate for assault & threat than the majority population did” (FRA, 

2009). 

15 International comparisons of the relationships between ethnicity/migrant status and hate crime 

victimisation are complicated by differences in the meanings of ethnicity and the status of 

migrant between countries.  
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victimization risks are determined not just by proximity to offenders due to 

residence or lifestyle and lack of protection against crime but also by their 

economic or psychological attractiveness as targets of crime.  The finding 

that being a migrant is a strong independent risk factor of hate crime 

suggests that in Western Europe immigrants are ‘attractive targets’ of hate 

crime. Our finding that hate crime victimization prevalence in Western 

Europe is especially high among religious immigrants suggests that anti-

Islam sentiments are at play.16 Counter-intuitive seems the result that 

people with high education are significantly more exposed to contact crimes 

as well as to hate crimes. This result brings to mind the finding of Zaykovki 

(2008) that people with more education were overrepresented among hate 

crime victims compared to victims of common violence. This finding raises 

the question why better educated people would attract more hate crimes 

than others. We will come back to his seemingly odd result in the 

discussion. 

Results of the multi-level risk analysis 

Finally, we carried out a multi-level analysis with hate crime victimization as 

dependent variable. The multi-level analysis can be described as a logistic 

regression analysis with both individual and context variables. This analysis 

allows searching for possible composition or interaction effects at the level of 

the NUTS2 regions as defined by Eurostat. Data were available from 

altogether 229 European regions. Included in the analyses at the regional 

level were the size of the migrant community and as well as the factors age, 

gender, income level (GDPPC) and education at the collective level. Also 

included was the factor unemployment as a proxy for scarcity on the local 

labor market. In previous multivariate analyses of regional variation in 

victimization rates for contact crimes, a composite factor expressing the 

presence of young males in difficult economic situations was found to an 

important correlate of contact crimes (van Dijk, et al., 1990). 

We first looked at a simple model (model 0) with the victimization by hate 

crime as dependent variable. This model does not have any explanatory 

variables. The variance of constant is an indication of how much differences 

there are at regional level. Model 1 only has the immigrant status and the 

amount of immigrants in the regions as explanatory variables. Model 2 adds 

the explanatory variables at individual level. Model 3 adds variables at 

regional level. Table 3 shows the results. 

                                                 
16 The assumption that anti-Islam feelings are at play is confirmed by the results of the EU-MIDIS 

study showing that in Europe hate crime victimisation prevalence is highest among immigrants 

from Sub-Saharan Africa (Somalia), North Africa and Turkey. 
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Table 3 - Results from four logistic multi-level models. Data from the ICVS 2004/05 ICVS and EuroStat.  

 Model 0  Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  

 u s.d.  u s.d.  u s.d.  u s.d.  u s.d.  

victim of hate crime -3.54 0.084 * -4.1 0.118 * -3.99 0.140 * -5.83 0.878  * -5.84 0.635 * 
                  
Individual level                

 Immigrant status               

 Yes (No = base)   1.24 0.092 * 1.10 0.091 * 1.11 0.090 * 1.11 0.090 * 

 Gender                

 Male (Female = base)      0.23 0.080 * 0.23 0.080 * 0.23 0.080 * 

 Relative income               

 High (Low = base)      -0.29 0.082 * -0.29 0.081 * -0.27 0.079 * 

 Age                

 (z-scores)       -0.58 0.052 * -0.58 0.052 * -0.59 0.051 * 

 Town size                

 (z-scores)       0.19 0.071 * 0.15 0.071 * 0.18 0.070 * 

 Going out                

 (z-scores)       0.15 0.051 * 0.14 0.050 * 0.14 0.050 * 

 Education                

 (z-scores)       0.06 0.043  0.05 0.043     
                  
NUTS2 level                

 Percentage immigrants   0.05 0.012 * 0.04 0.011 * 0.03 0.013 * 0.03 0.011 * 

 Percentage young men         0.01 0.014     

 Average educational level        0.12 0.059 * 0.15 0.064 * 

 GDPPC         0 0.002     

 Employment         0 0.009     

  

Variance of the 
constant at 
region level 0.59 0.123 * 0.21 0.066 * 0.15 0.053 * 0.12   0.047  * 0.13 0.049 * 

* significant, t-test, p<0.05 

 

Both immigrant status and the size of the immigrant population are 

statistically significant in model one. The variance of the constant is reduced 

from 0.59 to 0.21, a reduction of almost 2/3rd. Model two adds the 

explanatory variable at the individual level. The effect of educational level is 

not significant. The effects of age, gender, town size and going out are as 

expected: young people, those living in a city and those have an outgoing 

lifestyle are more often victim of a hate crime. People with high incomes 

experience less hate crime. The variance at regional level is further reduced 

to 0.15 due to these individual level variables.  
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Model 3 adds explanatory variables at regional level. After the individual 

variables, only the size of the immigrant population and the average 

educational level has significant effects. Inhabitants of better educated 

regions experience more hate crime. 

Model four shows the variables that are statistically significant. Immigrants, 

younger people, those living in a large city, those with an outgoing lifestyle 

and those with low income, experience more hate crime. More exposed are 

those residing in a region with a large immigrant population and a high 

average educational level. The final model has a residual variance of 0.12 out 

of the 0.59 from the base model. This means the model explains 78% of the 

total variance at the regional level.  

The results of model 4 regarding the individual level confirm the main 

results of the loglinear analysis presented above. Young age, immigrant 

status, residing in a large city and an outgoing lifestyle are risk factors of 

hate crime at the individual level. The associations at the individual level 

found in previous analyses of victimization data, are apparently not based on 

composition effects at the regional level. No interaction effects with 

contextual factors at the regional level were found. However, educational 

attainment, a significant factor in the loglinear analysis, is not statistically 

significant in this model. This negative finding suggests that the association 

between this factor and hate crime victimization at the individual level is 

partly based on the fact that hate crimes are more prevalent in regions with 

higher educational levels. This finding is difficult to interpret and we will get 

back to this in the discussion. 

An important independent risk factor at the regional is, first of all, the size of 

the migrant community. The strength of the bivariate relationship (r=0.30, 

n=229, p<0.05) is graphically depicted in the scatter plot presented in figure 

3. The numbers of respondents per region are not equal. In the figure the 

small grey bullet points refer to the 25% of regions with the lowest numbers 

of respondents and the larger black points to the 25% of the regions with the 

largest numbers. In computing the correlation coefficient, the larger regions 

have been given a greater weight. Examples of regions with high proportions 

of migrants and accordingly high prevalence of hate crime victimization are 

the capital cities Brussels, London, Paris and Stockholm. Examples of 

European regions with few migrants and accordingly low prevalence of hate 

crime victimization are Dublin and Flemish Brabant (Belgium). 
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Figure 3 - Hate crime victimization prevalence by percentage of the  

population being immigrant in 229 NUTS2 regions from 14 EU  

member states. Data from the ICVS 2004/05 ICVS. 

 

Not associated with the prevalence of hate crime victimization in European 

regions are the factors GDPPC, unemployment and the proportion of young 

males. At the level of European regions hate crime victimization appears to 

be unrelated to GDPCC, unemployment and the proportion of young males 

in the populations. Although the addition of more factors in model 3 reduces 

the variance explained by the size of migrant communities the known 

criminogenic factors (proportion of young, unemployed or poor males) 

explain little or no variance in hate crime victimization prevalence. This 

result does not support theoretical perspectives on hate crime centered 

round the concepts of strain or economic deprivation according to the 

economic threat hypothesis. Instead, our results lend support to the 

hypothesis that hate crimes are propelled by negative feelings towards newly 

arrived immigrants with divergent cultural background independently from 

economic tensions according to the community defense hypothesis.  
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Discussion 

The results of our multi-level analysis of survey-based data on hate crime 

victimization in Western Europe show that risk factors at the individual level 

are young age, urban residence and an outgoing lifestyle. The profile of the 

typical hate crime victim appears to be similar to the familiar one of the 

victim of common violent crime in the public domain. Hate crime 

victimization in Western Europe appears to be a special manifestation of the 

stranger-to-stranger violence among young urbanites in the nightlife 

industry. The results of the multi-level analysis confirm these results. The 

overexposure of young male urbanites can be explained by their proximity to 

potential perpetrators of hate crimes, other young males. These results can 

be readily interpreted within the framework of lifestyle-exposure theory 

(Hindelang et al., 1978; van Dijk et al., 1980).  

Unlike some studies in other parts of the world, but in line with finding of 

targeted minority victimization surveys of the Federal Rights Agency (FRA, 

2009), our survey shows that migrant are especially at risk. In the current 

situation of Western Europe, migrants trigger more hate-motivated crimes 

than others groups.  

The results of analyses of hate crime victimization at individual level are 

consistent with results of bivariate or multivariate analyses in the USA and 

Australia. The single outstanding exception is the overexposure of 

immigrants. In American and Australian studies ethnicity or migrant status 

is not consistently associated with hate crime victimization. The latter result 

suggests that in Western Europe intergroup tensions between first or second 

generation migrants and traditional inhabitants are stronger than in some 

other places of the world. 

The multi-level results shed light on the possible macro causes of hate 

crimes against migrants in Western Europe. Economic indicators including 

GDPPC and unemployment were found to be unrelated to hate crime 

prevalence. This result refutes strain theories linking hate crimes to 

competition over scarce resources such as jobs or houses according to the 

economic threat hypothesis. Our results show independent relationships 

between migrant presence per region and hate crime prevalence17. This 

relationship is explained by the below average economic situation in these 

                                                 
17 In order to prevent misunderstandings, we add that the emergence of migrant status at individual 

and collective levels as predictive factor of hate crime does not imply that migrants can be 

blamed for their victimisation or that their numbers should be reduced to prevent hate crime. 

Such interpretation would be equally short-sighted as arguing for fewer vehicles or dwellings 

instead as for better protection against vehicle or household related crimes. 
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regions for only a small part. More hate crimes are committed in regions 

where migrants are more prevalent, independent from the socio-economic 

situation. These findings suggest that hate crime motivation originates from 

culture conflict rather than from aggression induced by economic 

deprivation.  

In several studies on hate crimes done in the USA relationships between 

economic strain and hate crime against migrants have been found to be 

weak or non-existent (Lyons, 2007). According to Integrated Threat Theory  

–ITT- (Stephan, Ybarra and Bachman, 1999) ethnic prejudices are driven by 

economic threats, symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety and stereotypes. 

Research has shown that negative opinions about Muslims among Dutch 

adolescents are unrelated to perceived economic competition but strongly 

related to stereotypes and symbolic threats (González-Valleso, Lassiter, 

Bellezza and Lindberg, 2008). Our own results show that within Western 

Europe objective measures of economic pressure such as regional 

unemployment rates are unrelated to the prevalence of hate crimes. At the 

level of European regions current ethnic tensions in Western Europe seem 

driven by perceived cultural threats which are independent of the state of 

regional economies. 

A limitation of our analysis is the focus on the aggregate level of NUTS2 

regions. Future studies should replicate our analyses at the level of cities or 

neighborhoods where scare resources might be a factor behind local ethnic 

tensions. Given that such tensions cannot explain hate crime prevalence at 

NUTS2 level, future research on hate crimes against migrants should 

preferably be informed by integrated threat theory and not focus on 

economic competition alone. More research is needed into the relationships 

between symbolic threats and cultural stereotypes and the commission of 

hate crimes against immigrants and other subgroups seen as different form 

the cultural mainstream.   

An obvious policy implication of our findings concerning the lack of any 

linkage between socio-economic deprivation and hate crime prevalence 

leaves little scope for optimism that the problems of hate crime against 

migrants will automatically dwindle with rising employment levels or more 

economic prosperity. A policy theory centered on presumed economic root 

causes seems to offer limited guidance on how the problems of hate crimes 

can be effectively prevented or addressed.  

Finally, the positive association between levels of education and hate crime 

prevalence requires further examination. One possible interpretation is that 

people living in better educated regions feel more under threat from migrant 

communities. This interpretation is at odds with research showing that 
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ethnic prejudices are inversely related to levels of education at individual 

level (Coenders and Scheepers, 2003). A positive association between 

educational attainment and violent crime victimization is not an 

unprecedented finding in victimological studies.  Analyses of ICVS data at 

the country level have revealed that women in more egalitarian nations tend 

to report more rather than less victimizations by sexual crimes 

(Kangaspunta, 2000; van Dijk et al., 2008). A dedicated survey on violence 

against women in the European Union confirmed that sexual and non-

sexual violence against women is more common in countries where gender 

equality is most advanced like the Scandinavian countries, the United 

Kingdom and the Netherlands (FRA, 2014). The latter finding suggests that 

rates of victimization by violent acts against women reflect both the actual 

incidence of such violence and the sensitivity of respondents to such acts 

(van Dijk, 2015). Similarly, the relationship between education and hate 

crime victimization at the regional level, may reflect heightened sensitivities 

to bias-related crimes in regions with more higher educated people, 

including better educated minority groups. 
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Chapter 7 

 

  

 
Conclusions and discussion 
 
The individual chapters 4, 5 and 6 described the results of multi-level 

analyses grouped by topic with a focus on their topic-specific theoretical 

implications. In this concluding chapter, we will first review the results 

grouped by type of multi-level effect, namely direct effects of context 

variables, cross level interactions, including composition effects, and micro-

macro effects.  In the final paragraph we will discuss the overall implications 

of our findings for theory-formation in victimological criminology. 

 

Reviewing multi-level effects 

We will start with the individual level effects. As mentioned, the models for 

analyzing risks of hate crime and gun-related violent victimization were 

based on victimization risk models using loglinear analyses, applied to ICVS 

data. The analysis of correlates of punitive attitudes built on the work done 

by Pat Mayhew and this author (Mayhew et al., 2002). The first stages of the 

multi-level models replicated earlier analyses at the individual level. In a 

second stage, where applicable, a number of new variables at individual level 

were added to the models that seemed relevant for the analyses. The results 

can be summed up as follows. 

- Being a victim of a crime does not lead to a more punitive attitude. This 

results confirms findings of the analysis of the 2000 ICVS data. More 

striking is that the variables at individual level together explain very little 

variance at the individual level.  

- In the analysis of risks of hate crime victimization at individual level, 

whether the respondent considered himself/herself an immigrant was added. 

Immigrant status proved to be a major risk factor of hate crime victimization. 

Nevertheless, 75% of all hate crime was found to be directed at non-

immigrants. Because victimization is a dichotomous variable, the procedure 

does not allow for computing a percentage explained variance at the 

individual level. This was also the case with the models on gun-related 

violence victimization. 

- In the analysis of risks of gun-related violence victimization, ownership of a 

handgun, ownership of a long gun and whether the respondent has been 

victim of a property crime, were added as independent variables. Owners of a 

handgun were found to be more often victim of a contact crime than non-
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owners. Owning a long gun is not a risk factor; long guns are for hunting. 

Whether a respondent has been a victim of a theft is also a risk factor of 

victimization by contact crimes. 

Direct effects of context variables 

- Crime levels and inequalities in income at the country level have significant 

positive effect on punitive attitudes. Whether the population as a whole is 

satisfied with the police, its average educational level and GDP do not have 

significant effects on punitivity.   

- With regard to the models with handgun ownership and violence, a higher 

educational level of a country leads to a higher level of victimization by 

contact crimes. It is not clear how this effect can be explained. A possible 

explanation is that in countries with higher levels of educational attainment 

thresholds of perceiving acts as violent are lower. Surprisingly, high 

ownership levels of handguns result in slightly lower levels of contact crimes. 

A possible explanation is that the ubiquitous presence of (hand)guns makes 

offenders reluctant to seek conflicts. With regard to the more serious 

violence, our analysis confirmed the link between gun ownership and 

victimization by serious violence (Killias, 1993; Killias et al., 2001). Our 

results suggest that at the collective level handguns may lead to less contact 

crimes, but that contact crimes that do happen tend to escalate into serious 

violence more often (Felson, Berg and Rogers, 2014). 

- For hate crime, the size of the immigrant population and the average 

educational level are associated with higher levels of victimization. The 

percentage of young men in the population, wealth and employment are 

associated with the size of the migrant communities but do not have an 

independent effect on hate crime at regional level. By and large these results 

suggest that the size of the immigrant population more than possible socio-

economic problems drives up hate crime victimization in European regions. 

The finding that educational attainment is related to hate crime victimization 

may, once again, point at heightened sensitivity to such victimization among 

higher educated populations. A similar effect has been found in analyses of 

victimization rates for violence against women across the European Union 

(FRA, 2014). 
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Cross-level interactions 

- In the analyses of the correlates of punitivity and hate crime victimization 

no cross-level interactions were detected. 

- Some interactions were found in the models regarding firearm ownership 

and violence victimization. In countries where many people own guns owners 

of a long gun seem to be a bit less at risk than others. Single people are also 

more at risk in countries with more handguns. These interaction effects are 

difficult to interpret. Crosstabulation and loglinear analysis showed that 

handgun owners in countries with low and average ownership levels are 

extra at risk compared to owners in high-ownership countries. This 

interaction was not confirmed in the multi-level models.  

Composition effects 

The multi-level model in chapters 4, 5 and 6 was built from the ground up. 

First no explanatory variables were included, then variables at individual 

level were entered, followed by context variables at country or regional level. 

Possible composition effects can be found by checking whether the 

regression parameters at individual level decrease when context variables are 

added. None of the analyses have revealed any such composition effect.  

Micro-macro effects 

To what extent does the individual level influence the outcome at macro 

level? These effects can be studied by looking at the change in variance of 

the intercept after adding individual level variables. The results can be 

summed up as follows. 

- In the case of punitivity, country level variance hardly decreased after 

individual level variables were added to the model. This means that there are 

no micro-macro effects when looking at punitive attitudes in countries. Not 

all individuals have the same punitive attitudes, but the distribution of 

punitive attitudes at individual level is virtually the same in all countries, 

and therefore differences between countries cannot be explained by that. 

- Concerning victimization by contact crimes, the differences between 

countries is for 35% explained by individual level effects. The strongest 

predictors at individual level are age, frequency of going out and whether 

respondent has been victim of a theft.  

- Differences in amount of hate crime in European (NUTS2) regions is for 

65% explained by the number of immigrants in a region. Other variables 

explain an additional 10% of the variance.  
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In conclusion 

The multi-level analyses carried out on three different dependent variables 

(punitivity, gun-related violence victimization and hate crime victimization) 

have confirmed and specified several links at the individual level. The most 

striking results seem that victimization experiences are not associated with 

increased punitivity and that handgun ownership increases rather than 

decreases risk of violent crime victimization. In our analyses we have found 

several direct effects of contextual variables. Examples are that inequality 

fosters punitive attitudes, high gun ownership is associated with 

victimization by serious crime and high proportions of migrants with hate 

crime. We have not found many instances of interaction effects. The most 

relevant interaction was that handgun ownership is a stronger risk factor of 

victimization by violent crime in countries where gun ownership is relatively 

uncommon. The explanation of this effect is that handgun ownership in 

such countries marks a deviant, risk-taking lifestyle. As expected we have 

found significant micro-macro effects in the analyses of risks of victimization. 

In none of our analyses composition effects as earlier defined have been 

found. 

Another restriction is that the data measuring individual lifestyle available 

from the ICVS is limited to the frequency of outgoing behavior in the evening. 

Other measures are based on proxies (e.g. age and gender). This is the 

unavoidable result of the focus of a large comparative victimization surveys 

such as the ICVS on the epidemiology of crime rather than on the 

characteristics of individual victims. 

Although we have found several direct effects of contextual variables, the 

aggregation levels of countries or NUTS2 regions poses limitations to what 

can be found in analyses of ICVS-based data. Results of other multi-level 

analyses of data from local or national victimization surveys suggest that 

more direct as well as more interaction effects of contextual variables with 

individual level data can be expected when data are added on characteristics 

of neighborhoods rather than of countries or European regions. The Belgium 

study mentioned in chapter one of this dissertation (Hardyns, 2012) on 

collective efficacy and its relation with fear of crime and victimization also 

commented on the limited data from individuals on lifestyle and attitudes in 

the questionnaire of the Belgium national victimization survey. That study 

demonstrated the usefulness of external data sources, in that case at the 

municipal level. Our analysis on hate crime used European NUTS2 levels but 

the availability of information on this well-defined aggregate level was 

disappointing.  
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A third limitation of the data is demonstrated by the interaction between 

handgun ownership and ownership levels in countries. In a simple cross 

tabulation, this interaction was statistically robust. However, in a multi-level 

logistic regression the interaction could not be detected. In this case the 

analysis seems to have been hampered by a lack of sufficient numbers of 

cases. Even in a comparatively large database as that of the ICVS, there are 

only 118 handgun owners and over 21,000 non-owners in countries with low 

ownership levels. To test hypotheses on specific issues, even our ICVS 

dataset has sometimes proven to be still not large enough.  

 

Theoretical implications 

In the introductory chapter we have commented on the apparent level-

blindness of much of the theoretical discourse on the causal factors 

explaining criminal victimization. Lifestyle-exposure theory and other risk 

models are often discussed without a clear reminder that they apply to 

relationships at the level of individuals and cannot be generalized to higher 

levels without due empirical verification. The underlying assumption of 

situational approaches to crime seems that offenders are influenced by the 

increased costs of offending at all possible levels and that therefore possible 

level effects are of little consequence in this domain. In the introductory 

chapter of this book, we have problematized this lack of concern about level 

effects in the theory formation on the role of victim-centered factors in the 

causation of criminal victimization. We will now revert to this theoretical 

issue and consider what our own analyses have contributed to this debate.  

In several previous analyses of the ICVS, relationships have been observed 

between vehicle ownership and victimization by vehicle-related thefts at both 

individual and collective levels (van Dijk et al.,1990). Vehicle owners are 

obviously more at risk for vehicle-related theft but, much less obviously, the 

relationship also holds at the macro level. More vehicles are stolen to the 

extent that larger proportions of populations own certain types of vehicles. In 

the case of bicycle theft, the macro level relationship was even found to be 

quadratic. The more bicycles there are, the higher the risks of owners to see 

their bicycles stolen. In the case of car theft, several studies have confirmed 

that improved anti-theft measures reduce both risks of car owners and car 

theft rates as well (van Dijk, 2007). Another example of a factor operating at 

both micro and macro levels is increased security against household 

burglaries. Several analyses of victimization survey data have confirmed that 

improved security does reduce criminal victimization by burglaries at 

individual levels (Tseloni et al., 2014) as well as at collective levels (van Dijk, 
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2007). In all these instances, generalizing from individual to collective levels 

is supported by sound empirical evidence. 

In the two last articles in this book we have presented results of multi-level 

analyses of the factors driving victimization by violent crime. What are the 

general lessons to be drawn regarding the nature of these driving factors? 

Did the analyses show that the same independent factors were associated 

with the dependents at individual and contextual level?  

It has long been known that higher levels of gun ownership increase rates of 

gun-related violence (Killias, 1993; Killias et al., 2001). Inferring from this 

finding that gun-ownership would also act as risk enhancing factor at the 

individual level, would have qualified as an example of the ecological fallacy 

(generalizing from the aggregate to the individual level). However, our multi-

level analysis shows unequivocally that at that the micro level too, ownership 

increases risks. Apparently, the link between guns and violence at the macro 

level can indeed safely be generalized to the individual level. Gun ownership 

seems somehow to motivate potential offenders to commit violent crime with 

guns at both levels. In the case of gun ownership and violent victimization, 

our bivariate analyses revealed interesting interaction effects between gun 

ownership levels per region and the links at the individual level. In a high 

gun environment, gun ownership is less of a risk factor. From a policy 

perspective our results refute the notion that high gun ownership can be 

justified as a protective measure at either the individual or collective level. 

As explained in chapter six, analysis of the relationships between immigrant 

status and hate crime victimization at the individual level showed that this 

special type of contact crime is distributed across the population along the 

same lines as other contact crimes. In this respect lifestyle-exposure theory 

seems a relevant theoretical perspective to study such crimes. This finding 

suggests that hate crimes are as much part of the urban youth scene as 

other crimes of violence. Besides young age, urban residence and low 

income, migrant status emerged as a distinct predictor. Migrant status 

clearly is one of the forms of ‘otherness’ triggering bias-motivated crimes. As 

such migrant status apparently acts as an opportune target for potential 

hate crime offenders. In the theoretical frame of opportunity theories this 

result begs the question whether the number of immigrants in a region 

influences the prevalence of hate crime as well. Considering the special 

nature of bias-motivated crime, generalizing to the aggregate level seems 

particularly unfounded because the motivation for such crimes could be a 

constant in a given society or be either strengthened or alleviated by higher 

numbers of immigrants. In our analysis we have included several other 

contextual variables informed by conventional offender-oriented 
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criminological theories. The results of our multi-level analysis showed that 

the proportion of immigrants in regional populations in Europe is the single 

most important driver of levels of hate crime among European regions. In 

this case too, generalizations from the individual level to the level of regions 

would not have constituted an example of the atomistic error because a link 

between immigrant prevalence and hate crime prevalence is fully supported 

by the available empirical evidence at the regional level1. 

The ICVS–based datasets have been used to test criminal opportunity 

theories at individual level and at the aggregate level of regions and 

countries.  Such analyses at micro and macro level have been conducted of 

the relationships between ownership of cars, motorcycles and bicycles and 

car theft, motorcycle theft and bicycle theft respectively. Using data from 

national surveys, relationships have been analysed between car security and 

car theft. ICVS data have been used to examine relationships between anti-

burglary devices and household burglary. In this last case, cross-sectional 

analyses at the level of regions of older ICVS datasets have later been 

repeated using, now available, longitudinal datasets (van Dijk, 2007).  

Finally, in our study we have looked at the relationship between factors 

facilitating or triggering two types of violent crime, namely gun-related 

violence and hate crimes. Altogether analyses have been made of 

relationships between seven different types of victim-centered factors and 

types of criminal victimization. The dependent variables of these analyses 

make up the bulk of what is known as common crime, namely car theft, 

motorcycle theft and bicycle thefts, household burglary and two types of 

violent crime. In all seven cases the results of the analyses at micro and 

macro level revealed similar relationships.  

Analyses of ICVS data, then, have consistently shown that vehicle-related 

crimes, household burglaries and various forms of violent crime seem to be 

driven by the same sets of victim-centered factors at individual and collective 

levels. This overall result lends support to the assumption of Ron Clarke and 

Marcus Felson and others, that situational or victim-centered factors do 

indeed shape common crime at all levels of aggregation. The insouciance in 

the theoretical discourse on criminal opportunities about level generalization 

errors which we commented upon in the introductory chapter seems to be 

vindicated by the available empirical findings on a large part of common 

                                                 
1  In order to prevent misunderstandings, we add that the emergence of migrant status at individual 

and collective levels as  predictive factor of hate crime does not imply that migrants can be 
blamed for their victimization or that their numbers should be reduced  to prevent hate crime. 
Such interpretation would be equally shortsighted as arguing for fewer  vehicles or dwellings 
instead as for better protection against vehicle or household related crimes. 
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crime, including our own on two special forms of violent crime. Apparently, 

victim-centered opportunities of crime seem to exert such a powerful 

influence on criminal behavior that they tend to shape common crime at all 

levels of aggregation.  

Having said this, we remind readers of several studies showing how 

individual victim-centered factors interact with contextual factors as well as 

of studies showing that such factors can explain only a part of the variance 

at macro level. In our own analysis of hate crime victimization, for example, 

immigrant status emerged as the strongest predictor at the macro level but 

this factor was itself related to social-economic factors. It should also be 

recalled that the lack of interaction or contextual effects in our analyses may 

partly be a result of data limitations, as discussed above. Specific social and 

economic characteristics at the level of neighborhoods are likely to exert 

more influence on the criminal motivations of local offenders than the broad 

socio-economic indicators at country or regional level. In this respect, 

advances in the theory formation on criminal victimization are more likely to 

come from further multi-level examination of the data from national and 

local victimization surveys at lower levels of aggregation than Nuts2.  

The ICVS seems currently set to be implemented in a growing number of new 

countries, for example in the Caribbean and Central Asia where crime 

problems remain a priority concern. In western countries the political 

interest in comparative victimization surveys seems to have dwindled, no 

doubt due to reduced levels of crime. Replication of the survey in Western 

countries seems equally desirable, though, with a view to identifying and 

understanding trends in crime over time. The main challenge for the ICVS, 

in our view, will be to maintain its standardized methodology in order to 

preserve comparability across previous and future sweeps of the survey. The 

ICVS methodology ought to be preserved in order to be available as the ideal 

instrument to measure the future rises in some types of crime that are 

bound to happen in the foreseeable future. 
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Samenvatting 

 

Deze dissertatie is gebaseerd op vijf publicaties met resultaten van analyses 

op data van de Internationale Slachtoffer Enquête (ICVS). De gegevens van 

de ICVS maken het mogelijk te kijken zowel naar individuen als naar landen 

of regio’s. Kijken naar individuen kan inzicht geven in de belangrijke 

victimologische vraag welke groepen in de samenleving het grootste risico 

lopen slachtoffer te worden van criminaliteit en/of wie het meest bang 

daarvoor is. Net als de meeste slachtofferenquêtes is ook de ICVS een bron 

van informatie over attitudes en opinies van zowel slachtoffers als niet-

slachtoffers over de politie, slachtofferhulp, straffen van criminelen en over 

het gebruik van preventieve maatregelen. Door deze gegevens te aggregeren 

verkrijgt men data over landen. Hoofdstuk twee en drie geven een uitgebreid 

overzicht van wat de ICVS ons geleerd heeft hierover in de afgelopen 25 jaar. 

Veel studies in de victimologie zijn gericht op òf individuele slachtoffers òf op 

criminaliteit op een geaggregeerd niveau zoals buurt, stad of land. Deze 

dissertatie richt zich op zowel het individuele slachtoffers als op 

criminaliteitsniveaus in regio’s of landen, met speciale aandacht naar hoe 

deze twee elkaar beïnvloeden. Dit laatste is belangrijk omdat veel mensen de 

neiging hebben bevindingen op individueel niveau te generaliseren naar het 

groepsniveau of omgekeerd, kennis die wij hebben over het hoe en waarom 

op groepsniveau toe te passen op individuen. In deze dissertatie heb ik deze 

benadering is toegepast op drie onderwerpen, te weten, opvattingen over 

straffen, de relatie tussen wapenbezit en geweld en racisme in de Europese 

Unie. Voor we op die drie onderwerpen ingaan eerst algemene informatie 

over de ICVS. 

De Internationale Slachtofferenquête 

Er zijn in de periode 1989 tot 2010 zes rondes van enquêtes gehouden in 84 

landen waarvan in een aantal landen meerdere keren. Dit heeft gegevens 

opgeleverd over 37 landen (voornamelijk maar niet uitsluitend westerse 

landen) en 72 hoofdsteden verspreid over de hele wereld. Hoewel de omvang 

van de steekproeven bescheiden is, is de ICVS een uniek project, de 

onderzoeksmethode is strikt gestandaardiseerd en levert dus goede 

internationaal vergelijkbare gegevens op. Deze dissertatie gaat niet in op de 

vele methodologische aspecten van dit project. De rapporten met key-
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findings1 geven een verantwoording van de methodologie en discussies over 

de voors en tegens daarvan zijn in andere publicaties2 uitgebreid aan de orde 

gekomen. De belangstelling gaat meestal uit naar criminaliteits-statistieken 

en gegevens over aangifte bij en functioneren van de politie. Voor deze 

bevindingen verwijs ik naar de key-findings. Het grootste deel van deze 

rapporten staan on-line. Zoals eerder genoemd, de hoofdstukken twee en 

drie geven een overzicht van wat er in de loop van de tijd buiten de key-

findings is gepubliceerd. Publicaties van secondaire analyses door anderen 

worden genoemd in bijlage D. Deze lijst is ongetwijfeld niet compleet, 

immers, de database van de ICVS is vanaf het begin van het project voor 

iedereen beschikbaar geweest. 

Opvattingen over straffen  

In veel westerse landen is er de laatste decennia een enorme toename 

geweest in de gevangenis populatie, dit zou je ‘punitieve hyperinflatie’ of ‘het 

nieuwe straffen’ kunnen noemen. Politici en beleidsmakers zijn van mening 

dat dit is wat de bevolking van hen vraagt. Hoofdstuk vier van deze 

dissertatie analyseert de gegevens over de opvattingen betreffende straffen 

van de bevolking van dertig landen van de 2004/05 ICVS. Vervolgens werden 

ook gegevens uit de rest van de wereld bij de analyses betrokken. Eerst 

worden een aantal kern statistieken gepresenteerd naar aanleiding van een 

casus over een recidiverende inbreker; het grootste deel van de bevolking 

geeft de voorkeur aan een straf anders dan opsluiten in de gevangenis. 

Vervolgens worden er multi-level resultaten gepresenteerd waarin 

karakteristieken van individuele respondenten èn van landen worden 

toegevoegd om te zien of die verschillen in opvatting over straffen kunnen 

verklaren. De analyses laten zien dat verschillen tussen mensen nauwelijks 

de verschillen tussen landen verklaren. Opmerkelijk is dat mensen die 

slachtoffer zijn geweest niet van mening zijn dat er zwaarder gestraft moet 

worden in vergelijking met niet-slachtoffers. De belangrijkste factoren die 

verschillen tussen landen verklaren is de omvang van de criminaliteit en 

verschillen in inkomens (gemeten volgend de GINI coëfficiënt). In veel 

literatuur wordt genoemd dat mensen in Engels sprekende landen, waar het 

gewoonterecht geldt, veel strengere opvattingen hebben over straffen dan in 

landen waar het positief recht geldt. Dit effect verdwijnt zodra 

inkomensverschillen in een land in de analyse wordt opgenomen. De 

resultaten op data van de rest van de wereld laten zien dat de opvattingen 

over straffen redelijk universeel zijn. Tenslotte, de opvattingen van het 

                                                 
1 De key-findings worden genoemd in bijlage D van deze dissertatie, meesten staan on-line 
2  Mayhew, P., & van Dijk, J. J. M. (2011). Assessing crime through international victimization 
surveys. In: Gadd, D., Karstedt, S., & Messner, S. F. (Eds.) The Sage Handbook of Criminological 
Research Methods. London, Sage. 
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publiek in westerse landen stroken niet met de zwaarte van de straffen die in 

een land daadwerkelijk worden opgelegd, er is een weliswaar niet sterke 

maar wel omgekeerde relatie tussen beide. 

De relatie tussen wapenbezit en geweld 

De relatie tussen het bezit van een (vuur)wapen en geweld blijft een van de 

onderwerpen waarin veel van mening wordt verschild. Veel onderzoekers 

claimen dat het bezit van vuurwapens gewelddadige criminaliteit in de hand 

werkt. Anderen beweren juist dat het criminaliteit voorkomt. Hoofdstuk 5 

komt terug op deze discussie door zowel naar individueel wapenbezit en 

aantallen wapens in een land te kijken en hun relatie met individueel 

slachtofferschap en criminaliteit niveaus. Hiervoor is gebruik gemaakt van 

gegevens uit de 26 landen van de ICVS 2004/05. Hieruit blijkt dat mensen 

die een vuurwapen hebben ook vaker slachtoffer zijn van gewelddadige 

misdrijven. In landen waar veel mensen een vuurwapen hebben de mensen 

zonder een dergelijk wapen echter minder last van eenvoudige, minder 

ernstige geweldsmisdrijven. 

Risico en omvang van racistische criminaliteit Europa 

Hoofdstuk zes presenteert de resultaten van analyses op gegevens uit 15 

West-Europese landen over door racisme gemotiveerde criminaliteit -hate 

crime-. De resultaten laten zien dat jonge mensen uit het buitenland het 

meest kwetsbaar zijn voor dit type criminaliteit. Andere belangrijke factoren 

zijn het wonen in een grote stad, een laag inkomen en vaak uitgaan. Deze 

resultaten komen overeen met het algemene profiel van geweldsmisdrijven. 

Deze analyse is herhaald waarbij gegevens van 229 Europese regio’s werden 

toegevoegd. Bekende criminogene factoren van geweld -verbaal of fysiek- zijn 

de proportie van de bevolking dat bestaat uit jonge mannen, laag gemiddeld 

inkomen, inkomensverschillen en werkloosheid. Omdat het hier gaat om 

door racisme gemotiveerde criminaliteit is de ook de omvang van de 

migranten populatie toegevoegd. De resultaten van deze multi-level analyses 

bevestigen de eerder genoemde factoren op individueel niveau. Maar op het 

regio niveau blijkt de omvang van de migranten populatie de belangrijkste 

factor. Dit komt overeen met resultaten van door racisme gemotiveerde 

criminaliteit in de VS. De resultaten suggereren racisme het gevolg is 

culturele verschillen tussen autochtone bevolking en allochtonen en niet door 

economische effecten zoals het vermeende inpikken van geld, werk en/of 

woningen. Ook het gemiddelde opleidingsniveau is van invloed. Het 

onverwachte effect van meer racisme in regio’s met gemiddeld hoge 

opleidingsniveaus kan mogelijk verklaard worden doordat in een beter 

opgeleide bevolking er meer bewustwording heeft plaatsgevonden en racisme 

dus ook vaker wordt waargenomen. 
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Ten slotte 

Het bestuderen van de drie onderwerpen, opvattingen over straffen, 

vuurwapen gerelateerde criminaliteit en door racisme gemotiveerde 

criminaliteit hebben bestaande kennis deels bevestigd maar ook meer inzicht 

verschaft in de individuele en macro factoren die een rol spelen. Het meest 

opvallende is dat mensen die slachtoffer zijn geweest niet per sé vinden dat 

er zwaarder gestraft moet worden en dat mensen met een vuurwapen niet 

minder maar juist vaker slachtoffer zijn van geweld. Er is ook gevonden dat 

omgevingsfactoren invloed hebben op het individu; ongelijkheid leidt tot 

meningen over zwaarder straffen, veel vuurwapen leidt tot meer ernstige 

vormen van criminaliteit maar tot minder eenvoudige delicten en veel 

immigranten doet door racisme gemotiveerde criminaliteit toenemen. Er zijn 

niet veel interactie-effecten gevonden, de meest relevante is dat het bezit van 

een vuurwapen een grotere risico factor is in landen met verder weinig 

wapens. Waarschijnlijk omdat het bezit van een vuurwapen een aanwijzing 

is voor een afwijkende, risicovolle leefwijze. In landen met veel wapens 

hebben meer gewone mensen ook een vuurwapen in huis. Er is ook 

gevonden dat de optelsom van individuen in de bevolking invloed heeft op 

criminaliteitsniveaus in landen en regio niveau. Dit geldt echter niet voor 

opvattingen over straffen. 

Hoewel er een aantal multi-level effecten gevonden zijn ziet het er naar uit dat 

landen of regio’s beperkte mogelijkheden bieden voor deze multi-level 

benadering. Landen en regio’s echter zijn het enige dat de ICVS te bieden 

heeft wat dit betreft. Andere studies die gebruik maken van deze 

methodologie maar dan op data van nationale of regionale enquêtes, met 

gemeenten of buurten als context niveau, laten meer invloed van contextuele 

variabelen zien en tonen ook sterke interactie-effecten. Deze bevindingen zijn 

dan uiteraard valide voor die betreffende landen of regio’s en hebben 

internationaal en globaal minder waarde.  

Misdaad, slachtofferschap en haar oorzaken (en oplossingen) worden vaak 

besproken zonder rekening te houden met het feit dat ze betrekking hebben 

op individuele relaties en dus niet zomaar gegeneraliseerd kunnen worden 

naar een hoger niveau van bijvoorbeeld steden, regio’s of landen. Deze 

dissertatie heeft laten zien dat in de meeste gevallen bevindingen over 

individuen wel gegeneraliseerd mogen worden, uiteraard blijft empirische 

verificatie een vereiste want er zijn uitzonderingen. Mensen met een 

vuurwapen zijn vaker slachtoffer van criminaliteit, hoger vuurwapenbezit 

leidt tot meer ernstige misdrijven, maar de niet zo ernstige delicten worden 

wel minder. 
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Summary 

 

This dissertation is based on five publications presenting analyses of the 

International Crime Victim Surveys (ICVS). The datasets of the ICVS allow 

analyses of data on victimization at both the individual and collective level. 

Analyses of data on individuals can provide insights in the key victimological 

issue which groups are most at risk to be criminally victimized and/or most 

fearful. Like most victimization surveys, the ICVS is also a source of 

information on other attitudes and opinions of victims and non-victims, e.g. 

data on the treatment by the police, reception of specialized support, 

opinions on sentencing or the use of prevention measures. Aggregation of 

this information results in data about countries. In two articles 

comprehensive overviews are given of what the ICVS has learned us about 

these issues over the last 25 years. 

Many studies in victimology are focused on either the individual victims or at 

crime on an aggregate level such as neighborhood, city or country. This 

dissertation looks at both the individual victimization and at crime at the 

country or region level and studies how these two levels interact with each 

other. This is a point of interest because people have a tendency to 

generalize findings on individuals to the whole population and/or apply 

findings of a certain population to all individuals in that population. This 

specific point of interest is researched with respect to three topics; attitudes 

toward punishment, the firearm ownership - violence link and hate crime in 

the European Union. 

Introducing the International Crime Victims Surveys Data 

The International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS) has been carried out six 

times over the period 1989 to 2010. There have been surveys at least once in 

84 countries. 37 were national surveys (mainly but not exclusively in 

western countries) and 72 were capital cities from all world regions. 

Although these national and city samples are relatively small, the ICVS is a 

unique survey of the experience of being victimized because the methodology 

is highly standardized and so many countries participated. This dissertation 

does not focus on the methodology of the ICVS project. The reports with key-

findings1 give adequate descriptions about the methodology. The 

                                                 
1 The key-findings are listed in appendix D. Most of them are available on-line. 
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methodologies’ strengths and limitations are discussed elsewhere2. Most 

attention is generally paid to crime statistics and reporting to and 

functioning of the police. For these key results we refer to the reports with 

key-findings. As mentioned, chapters two and three give an overview of 

findings from the ICVS over the years. Publications based on secondary 

analysis done by other researchers are listed as well in appendix D. No 

doubt this listing is not complete. The ICVS database has been available in 

public domain from the beginning of the project. 

Public Attitudes and Sentencing Policies Across the World 

Many Western countries have experienced a boom in prisoners rates, 

characterized as ‘carceral hyperinflation’ or ‘new punitiveness’. Politicians 

and opinion makers assume that this reflects the demand of the public for 

more severe sentencing. Chapter four of this dissertation is about the 

attitudes of the population towards punishment the ICVS 2004/2005. First, 

some key findings on punitivity are presented showing that in many 

countries the public prefers non-custodial sentences for recidivist burglars. 

Next, results are presented from a multi-level analysis of the correlates of 

punitiveness at both the individual and country level. This multi-level 

analysis shows that individual characteristics explain very little variance in 

country differences in punitiveness. Respondents that have been a victim of 

a crime do not show a more punitive attitude than non-victims. On country 

level, the level of common crime and the GINI coefficient, a measure for 

income differences in the country, have significant explanatory power. The 

often mentioned tougher attitude towards sentencing in the English 

speaking countries with a common law system is fully explained by this. 

Expanding the analysis with data from developing countries shows that 

opinions on punitivity are universal. Finally, in Industrialized countries, the 

relation between the public’s attitude towards sentencing and a measure of 

actual sentencing severity showed a weak and inverse relationship at 

country level. 

Revisiting the Gun Ownership and Violence Link; a multi- level analysis of 

victimization survey data 

The link between gun ownership victimization by violent crime remains one 

of the most contested issues in criminology. Some authors claim that high 

gun availability facilitates serious violence. Others claim that gun ownership 

prevents crime. Chapter five revisits these issues using individual and 

                                                 
2 Mayhew, P., & van Dijk, J. J. M. (2011). Assessing crime through international victimization 
surveys. In: Gadd, D., Karstedt, S., & Messner, S. F. (Eds.) The Sage Handbook of Criminological 
Research Methods. London, Sage. 
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aggregate data on gun ownership and victimization from the ICVS. Analysis 

at country level shows that the level of hand gun ownership is positively 

related to serious violence but not for lesser serious violent crimes. Multilevel 

analyses on the data from 26 developed countries shows that owners of a 

hand gun show increased risk for victimization by violent crime. High 

ownership levels however seem to diminish the victimization level for the less 

serious violent crimes for the non-owners. 

Assessing the Risk and Prevalence of Hate Crime Victimization in Europe 

Chapter 6 presents results of analyses of data on hate crime victimization 

from fourteen Western European countries. The results of a loglinear 

analysis show that young age and self-defined migrant status are the most 

important independent risk factors of hate crime victimization at the 

individual level. Other important risk factors are living in a capital or other 

large city, low income and an outgoing lifestyle. These risk factors resemble 

those of victimization by common contact crimes and can be explained by 

lifestyle-exposure theory. The analysis was replicated with a multilevel 

analysis including data at the macro level on characteristics of European 

NUTS2 regions (n=229). In this analysis known criminogenic factors of 

contact crimes at the macro level such as the proportion of young males, 

average income, income differences and low employment are included in the 

models. Because we were studying hate crime, the proportion of migrants in 

the region was added as well. The results confirm the salience of the 

previously identified independent risk factors at the individual level. At the 

macro level the relative size of migrant communities per region stands out as 

the single most important factor explaining variance in hate crime 

prevalence. No independent relationships were found between the socio-

economic or demographic characteristics of European regions and the extent 

of hate crime victimization. The latter results confirm findings of similar 

analyses of data from the USA. Our results suggest that in Western Europe 

hate crimes are driven by cultural tensions between traditional inhabitants 

and immigrants according to the community defense hypothesis, rather than 

by the strain experienced by the perpetrators according to the economic 

threat hypothesis. The unexpected finding that levels of educational 

attainment of European regions are associated with higher levels of hate 

crime victimization cannot be easily interpreted with theories on hate crime 

victimization. It is speculatively interpreted as a measurement artefact 

resulting from heightened sensitivity to various types of hate crime 

victimization among the better educated. 
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Concluding 

The multilevel analyses carried out on three different dependent variables 

-punitivity, gun-related violence victimization and hate crime victimization- 

have confirmed and specified several links at the individual and aggregate 

level. The most striking results seem that victimization experiences are not 

associated with increased punitivity and that handgun ownership increases 

rather than decreases risk of violent crime victimization. In our analyses we 

have found several direct effects of contextual variables. Examples are that 

inequality fosters punitive attitudes, high gun ownership victimization by 

serious crime -but less petty crime- and high proportions of migrants 

increase hate crime. We have not found many instances of interaction 

effects. The most relevant interaction was that handgun ownership is a 

stronger risk factor of victimization by violent crime in countries where gun 

ownership is relatively uncommon. The explanation of this effect is that 

handgun ownership in such countries marks a deviant, risk-taking lifestyle. 

In countries with many guns, more normal people own a gun as well. Also we 

have found that the individual factors has an influence on what happens at 

country or regional level with respect to victimization, but not with respect to 

attitudes towards punishment.  

Although we have found several direct effects of contextual variables, the 

aggregation levels of countries or NUTS2 regions poses limitations to what 

can be found in analyses of ICVS-based data. Results of other multilevel 

analyses of data from local or national victimization surveys suggest that 

more interaction effects of contextual variables with individual level data can 

be expected when data are added on characteristics of neighborhoods rather 

than countries or European-regions. 

Crime, victimization and its causes (and solutions) are often discussed 

without a clear reminder that these findings apply to relationships at the 

level of individuals and cannot be generalized to higher levels without due 

empirical verification. This dissertation has shown that in most cases, 

findings regarding individual can be generalized, obviously empirical 

verification is needed because exceptions exist. Owners of a firearm are more 

at risk for personal victimization, serious violent crimes are higher in 

countries with many guns in but at least the petty crimes are lower.  
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Data 

The database with ICVS data has been available for secondary analysis from 

the beginning of the project. After each round or sweeps of surveys, the 

project team made a new version of the database available through the data 

archive of the Dutch Research Council: http://www.dans.knaw.nl. The current 

version of the database is up to and including the 2004/05 surveys 

(ICVS2005_3.sav) with an additional five surveys from 2010. This additional 

database can be found at http://wp.unil.ch/icvs named Pilot2010.sav. At the 

moment of writing, another seven surveys are being processed and will be 

added in the 2nd half of 2015. The new database (ICVS2015_1.sav) will be 

available at the data archive of the Dutch Research Council: 

http://www.dans.knaw.nl and advertised on http://wp.unil.ch/icvs. Tables D1 and 

D2 in this appendix show which national surveys and which last available 

main/capital-cities are (will be) available in the database. 

Publications 

There have been many publications in which results of the ICVS have been 

used, often cited from the key findings. The list of key findings is below (Many 

are available on-line). There have been many publications based on secondary 

analysis of the ICVS database as well. Without pretending to be complete, we 

list the publications we were able to find. 

 

ICVS Key Findings in chronological order (Many are available on-line) 

Van Dijk, J.J.M., Mayhew, P. & Killias, M. (1990). Experiences of crime across the world: Key 

findings from the 1989 International Crime Survey. Deventer: Kluwer Law and Taxation. 

Van Dijk, J.J.M., & Mayhew, P. (1992). Criminal victimization in the Industrialized World: Key 

findings of the 1989 and 1992 International Crime Surveys. The Hague: Ministry of Justice, 

Department of Crime Prevention. 

Alvazzi del Frate, A., Zvekic, U., & vanDijk, J.J.M. (Eds.) (1993). Understanding Crime, Experiences of 

Crime and Crime Control, Acts of the International Conference. Rome, 18-20 November 1992. 

Rome: UN publication No.49. 

http://www.dans.knaw.nl/
http://wp.unil.ch/icvs
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Van Dijk, J.J.M., van Kesteren, J.N. & Smit, P. (2008). Victimización en la perspectiva internacional 

Resultados principales de la ENICRIV y ENECRIS 2004-2005. The Hague: Boom Legal Publishers. 
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Notes with tables D1 & D2 

1
  There were separate surveys for England & Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. These three 

dataset can be combined into “United Kingdom” with proper weighting by size of the population 

2   Current database is called ICVS2005_3.sav with a separate file with additional surveys (post 

2005). An updated database will come available later this year (2015) named ICVS2015_1.sav. 

3
   There were national surveys In 15 EU countries with 800 additional interviews in the capital cities 

in 2005. Extracting capital city data from a regular national surveys is not recommended, there 

are not enough cases. 
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Table D1 - Available national surveys by year 

Sweep 
1

st
  2

nd
  3

rd
  4

th
  5

th
  6

th
  

 

1989 1992-1994 1995-1998 1999-2003 2004-2006 2010-2015
2
 

Argentina       •     
Australia • • 

 
• • 

 
Austria 

  
• 

 
• 

 
Bahamas 

     
• 

Belgium • • 
 

• • 
 

Bulgaria 
    

• 
 

Canada • • • • • • 
Czech Republic 

 
• • 

   
Denmark 

   
• • • 

England & Wales • • • • • 
 

Estonia 
 

• • • • 
 

Finland • • • • • 
 

France • 
 

• • • 
 

Georgia 
 

• • 
   

Germany • 
   

• • 
Greece 

    
• 

 
Hungary 

    
• 

 
Iceland 

    
• 

 
Ireland 

    
• 

 
Italy 

 
• 

  
• 

 
Jamaica 

     
• 

Japan 
   

• • 
 

Lithuania 
  

• 
 

• 
 

Luxembourg 
    

• • 
Malta 

  
• 

   
Mexico 

    
• 

 
Netherlands • • • • • • 
New Zealand 

 
• 

  
• 

 
Northern Ireland • 

 
• • • 

 
Norway • 

   
• 

 
Poland 

 
• • • • 

 
Portugal 

   
• • 

 
Scotland • 

 
• • • 

 
Slovak Republic 

 
• 

    
Slovenia 

  
• • 

  
Spain • 

   
• 

 
Suriname 

     
• 

Sweden 
 

• • • • • 
Switzerland • 

 
• • • 

 
Trinidad & Tobago 

     
• 

United Kingdom 1 

 
1
 

1
 • • 

USA • • • • •   
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Table D2 - Available main/capital-city surveys (last available year) 

European Union 3 Year 
 

Europe (non EU) Year 
 

Asia Year 

Amsterdam (Netherlands) 2005 
 

Belgrado (Yugoslavia) 1996 
 

Baku (Azerbaijan) 2000 

Athens (Greece) 2005 
 

Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan) 1996 
 

Hong Kong (SAR China) 2005 

Belfast (Northern Ireland) 2005 
 

Istanbul (Turkey) 2005 
 

Manila (Philippines) 2000 

Berlin (Germany) 2005 
 

Kiev (Ukrain) 2000 
 

Mumbai (India) 1996 

Brussels (Belgium) 2005 
 

Minsk (Belarus) 2000 
 

Phnom Penh (Cambodia) 2001 

Bucharest (Romania) 2000 
 

Moscow (Russia) 2000 
 

Seoul (Republic of Korea) 2000 

Budapest (Hungary) 2005 
 

Oslo (Norway) 2004 
   

Copenhagen (Denmark) 2005 
 

Reykjavik (Iceland) 2005 
 

Africa Year 

Dublin (Ireland) 2005 
 

Skopje (Macedonia) 1996 
 

Cairo (Egypt) 1992 

Edinburgh (Scotland) 2005 
 

Tblisi (Georgia) 2000 
 

Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) 1992 

Helsinki (Finland) 2005 
 

Tirane (Albania) 2000 
 

Gaborone (Botswana) 2000 

Lisbon (Portugal) 2005 
    

Harare (Zimbabwe) 1996 

Ljubljana (Slovenia) 2001 
 

Latin America Year 
 

Johannesburg (RSA) 2004 

London (England) 2005 
 

Asunction (Paraguay) 1996 
 

Lusaka (Zambia) 2000 

Madrid (Spain) 2005 
 

Bogota (Colombia) 2000 
 

Maputo (Mozambique) 2002 

Paris (France) 2005 
 

Buenos Aires (Argentina) 2004 
 

Mbabane (Swaziland) 2000 

Prague (Czech Republic) 2000 
 

La Paz (Bolivia) 1996 
 

Meseru (Lesotho) 2000 

Riga (Latvia) 2000 
 

Lima (Peru) 2005 
 

Tunis (Tunisia) 1992 

Rome (Italy) 2005 
 

Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) 2002 
   

Sofia (Bulgaria) 2000 
 

San Jose (Costa Rica) 1996   Carribean 2 Year 

Stockholm (Sweden) 2005 
    

Bridgetown (Barbados) 2015 

Tallinn (Estonia) 2004 
    

Kingston (Jamaica) 2014 

Vienna (Austria) 2005 
 

Other Anglophone Year 
 

Nassau (Bahamas) 2014 

Vilnius (Lithuania) 2005 
 

New York (USA) 2004 
 

Paramaribo (Suriname) 2014 

Warsaw (Poland) 2000 
 

Sydney (Australia) 2004 
 

Port of Spain 
    (Trinidad & Tobago) 

2014 
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