
 
Does the “broken window” theory work? How incivilities 
affect sense of insecurity in Italian university students 
Luca Scacchi, Mariagrazia Monaci, Ennio Cavedon 
Università della Valle d’Aosta (Italy). l.scacchi@univda.it 

Abstract 
The aim of this study was to examine the influence of incivilities on sense of insecurity in Italy. 
The “broken window” thesis claims that by reducing signs of disorder, police can make lasting 
reductions in crime (Wilson & Kelling, 1982). Other studies argue that changes in level of 
physical decay and social disorder do not lead decreased crime rates (Taylor, 2001). However, 
all these studies, as well as several others, link disorder to insecurity: people who perceive 
incivilities more are more fearful (Lagrange et al., 1992; Santinello et al., 1997). Moreover, past 
works have stressed the multidimensional constructs underlying psychological reactions to 
crime: personal fear of crime, social concern of crime, and perceived risk of crime have different 
predictors (Freudenberg, 1971; Van der Wuff, 1986; Amerio & Roccato, 2005). 

The present study examined the correlates of distinct dimensions of insecurity in a sample of 
226 university students in two different social contexts (123 in a mountain region not perceived 
as insecure by its inhabitants and 103 in a metropolitan city in Northern Italy). A self-report 
questionnaire was devised whose main variables were: victimization; personal well-being 
(Masse et al., 1998), perceived social support (Zimet et al., 1988), subtle and blatant prejudice 
(Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995), perception of social and physical incivilities, perception of 
territorial markers, and place identity (Bonaiuto, Bilotta, & Fornaia, 2004). 

The first analyses confirm distinct constructs underlying insecurity. Main results reveal 
significant relationships between fear of crime and social (but not physical) incivilities, gender, 
depression and negative place identity, whereas concern of crime is linked to blatant prejudice, 
social support and territorial markers. Personal risk of crime is influenced by victimization and 
gender. Further analyses comparing the two different social contexts will be presented. 
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Past works have stressed the multidimensional 
constructs underlying psychological reactions to 
crime: personal fear of crime, perceived risk of 
crime, and social concern about crime (Furstenberg, 
1971; Van der Wuff, 1986; Amerio & Roccato, 
2005). 

Fear of crime is defined as the emotional response to 
the likelihood of becoming the victim of crime; it has 
possible behavioural consequences and is mainly 
influenced by individual psychological factors 
(vulnerability). 

Concern about crime is defined as the evaluation of 
the seriousness of the crime issue (not specifically in 
one’s own life environment); it does not seem to have 
consequences on daily behaviour and seems 
particularly associated with individual and collective 
perception of current social and political times 
(certainty of one’s own socio-economic stability; 
presence of immigrants; sudden significant changes 
in one’s own life environment, etc.). ���Perceived risk of 
crime is defined as the cognitive evaluation of the 
likelihood of becoming the victim of a crime and 
seems to be more greatly affected by previous 
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episodes of direct or indirect victimization and by 
perception of vulnerability. 

The differentiation between these three concepts 
arose from the need to explain several contradictions 
in the empirical evidence. The fear/victimization 
paradox (the most fearful social groups, women and 
the elderly, are the least victimized), the bias between 
perception and crime (areas with high crime rate and 
low fear or with high fear and low crime rate); the 
difference between socio-political attention to 
insecurity and individuals’ behaviour. 

The “broken window” thesis claims that by reducing 
signs of disorder, police can make lasting reductions 
in crime (Wilson & Kelling, 1982). The presence of 
cues of decay or social disorder (graffiti, broken 
glass, dilapidated buildings, beggars, youth hanging 
around in the streets, etc.) in the physical and social 
environment is interpreted as a sign of diminished 
social control. Such lack of control, on the one side, 
allows and attracts deviant behaviours and criminal 
acts and, on the other, increases fear of or worry 
about becoming victims of crime in that territory. 
Other studies argue that changes in level of physical 
decay and social disorder do not lead to different 
crime rates: the latter seem mainly associated to 
socio-economic determinants (Taylor, 2002). 
However, all these studies, as well as several others, 
link disorder to insecurity: people who perceive 
incivilities become more fearful (Lagrange et al., 
1992; Santinello et al., 1997). 

AIMS 

The aim of the present research was to examine the 
“broken window” thesis in the Italian context, 
studying its influence especially on the three 
constructs of insecurity presented above. 

Another aim was to check whether social and 
environmental life settings may determine 
connections between incivility and insecurity. A 
comparison was made between a small and relatively 
isolated community, Valle D’Aosta (a mountain 
valley of 120,000 inhabitants with few signs of 
physical and social decay and low crime rate) and a 
large community, the city of Milan (one and a half 
million inhabitants enclosed in a metropolitan area of 
about 4 million). 

METHOD 

PARTICIPANTS 

A sample of 226 university students participated in 
the study, 71 male and 155 Female, age ranging from 
18 to 32 (Mean age 22.1, SD 4.7). Two different 

social contexts was analyzed: Aosta, a little city in a 
mountain region with low criminality (123 students) 
and Milan, a metropolitan city in Northern Italy with 
high criminality (103 students) 

MEASURES ��� 

A self-report questionnaire was devised whose main 
variables were: ���• Fear of crime (FOC): a series of five 
stories, based on Van der Wuff’s (1986) model, 
which measures level of fear on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale. The stories illustrate some daily situations with 
changes in two main dimensions: indoors/outdoors; 
presence/absence of threat (e.g., You are enjoying 
one evening at home. It is fairly late. The doorbell 
rings, but you are not expecting anybody...). 

• Concern about crime (CAC): 3 items to 
measure evaluation of crime in one’s own 
area, region, and in Italy on a 5-point Likert-
type scale (decreased/on the increase). A list 
of 17 problem situations that characterize 
current society was presented and for each 
of them social worry was measured on a 5-
point Likert-type scale (not so worried/very 
worried).  

• Perceived risk of crime (PRC): percentage 
of likely victimization with regard to the 
seven main types of crime (bag-
snatching/robbery; road accident; burglary; 
car theft; fighting; sexual assault; fraud).  

• Self-protective behaviours: 2 items (“Do 
you usually check for intruders when you 
get back home?”; “Do you happen to lock 
your door when you are at home by 
yourself?”), measured on a 5-point Likert-
type scale (never/always).  

• Perception of social and physical incivilities 
(SI and PI): perception in one’s own life 
environment of 10 cues of physical decay 
(e.g., graffiti, damaged urban fittings, dirty 
streets), and 8 cues of social decay (e.g., 
drug addicts, immigrants, youth hanging 
around) measured on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale (not there/very much there).  

• Perception of social and physical territorial 
markers (SM and PM): perception in the 
area where one lives of 5 cues of territorial 
control (markers; e.g., tidy gardens, smart 
buildings, etc.) and social control (residents 
that clean the street in front of their place, 
friendly neighbours, etc.), measured on a 5-
point Likert-type scale (not there/very much 
there). ��� 
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The following were also measured: personal well-
being (Masse et al.’s Scale, 1998; α = .80), perceived 
social support (Zimet et al., 1988; α = .90), subtle 
and blatant prejudice (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995; α 
= .83 e α = .71), collective self esteem (CSE, 
Luthanen & Crocker, 1992; α = .82) and perception 
of the future (3 items, . α = .75).  

���VARIABLE REDUCTION ��� 

An exploratory main-component factor analysis with 
Varimax rotation was conducted on all the items on 
insecurity and 3 factors emerged: Fear of crime (α 
.86); Concern about crime (α .78); and Perception of 
risk (α .75). For each of them an overall index was 
computed by summing the related items. ���An 
exploratory main-component factor analysis with 
Varimax rotation was conducted on all the items on 
physical and social signs and 4 factors emerged: 
Physical Incivility (PI; α = .78); Social Incivility (SI; 
α = .75); Physical Markers (PM, α = .73); Social 
Markers (SM, α = .63). For each of them an overall 
index was computed by summing the related items. 
���All scales show good reliabilities. ��� 

RESULTS ��� 

A 2x2 (Context by Gender) ANOVA was conducted 
on Fear of crime (FOC), Concern about crime (CAC) 
and Perception of risk (PR) (Figure 1). Girls are more 
frightened and report greater likelihood of being 
victims of crime (F(223,2) = 63.8;. p < .001; F(223,2) 
=13.2;. p < .001). No significant difference emerged 
between Valle d’Aosta and Milan youths. Girls are 
also more worried as regards CAC (F(223,2) =14.1; p 
< .001) and a significant interaction is also found: the 
Aosta youths are more worried than the Milan youths 
(F(223,2) = 9.1; p < .001).  

 
Figure 1: Anova context by Gender on Foc, Cac and 
PR. 

A 2x2 (Context by Gender) ANOVA was conducted 
on markers and incivilities: social incivilities (SI), 
physical incivilities (PI), social markers (SM), and 

physical markers (PM). (Figure 2). No gender 
differences emerge with respect to environment 
perception (with the exception of SI, where a slight 
significance is found in favour of girls’ higher 
perception: F(223,2) = 4.1,. p = .045. 

As expected, higher perception of social and 
environmental incivility is recorded in Milan 
(F(223,2) = 8.7; p<.005; F(223,2) = 20.7, p < .001). 
In marker perception, on the contrary, no significant 
difference emerges with regard to context or gender. 

 
Figure 2: Anova context by Gender on PI, SI, PM 
and SM. 

CORRELATIONS 

Correlations, separately for Milan and Aosta, were 
examinated for FOC, CAC and PR with the main 
determinants considerated (see Table 1). In both 
settings a correlation, albeit weak, emerges between 
physical/ social signs and insicurity. Incivilities 
(especially environmental ones, less so the social 
ones) are associated with fear of crime in Aosta and 
with concern about crime in Milan. On the contrary, 
the markers do not seem to be associated with any of 
the three insecurities considered, except the 
environmental ones in Aosta. 

In Aosta future expectations do not seem to 
particularly affect any of the insecurities considered. 
In Milan, too, fear of crime is not associated with the 
evaluation of one’s own social stability, but a 
negative significant correlation emerges between the 
overall evaluation about the future and concern about 
crime. In addition, in both settings fear of crime is 
associated with wellbeing, and concern about crime 
with blatant prejudice towards immigrants. In the 
metropolitan setting, however, significant 
correlations also emerge between concern about 
crime and subtle prejudice and social support. Lastly, 
blatant prejudice is correlated with PR in Milan. 
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Table 1: Correlations of FOC, CAC and PR with the 
determinants in two social context 

DISCUSSION 

Our findings confirm the presence of distinct 
constructs underlying the concept of insecurity. The 
factor analysis has confirmed a three-dimension 
structure, one linked to fear and behaviours; one 
linked to likelihood; and the last one linked to worry 
about the social issue. The different settings that we 
have analysed seem to significantly affect perception 
of insecurity (especially fear of crime and concern 
about crime), perception of incivilities, and the 
relation between the two. 

In Milan environmental incivilities correlate with 
social incivilities, but also negatively with the 
markers (environmental decay is perceived as 
contrasting with signs and symbols of territorial 
control). In such a metropolitan setting, where 
perception of incivilities is high, fear of crime seems 
to be particularly connected to individual dimensions 
(wellbeing and gender), but does not seem to be 
strongly affected by perception of the environment 
(incivilities and markers) and by other social 
variables. On the contrary, concern about crime is 
significantly associated to perception of incivilities, 
to evaluation of the future (stability of one’s own 
condition), to relationship with immigrants. 

In Valle d’Aosta (few inhabitants, less crime, more 
cohesive socio-environmental setting) incivilities and 
markers do not seem to be associated (decay and 
territorial control emerge as unconnected variables). 
In a reality where the impact of environmental and 
social decay is lower, its presence seems to be 
associated to fear of crime rather than to concern 
about crime. It is only in this setting that a significant 
influence emerges of territorial control symbols 
(environmental markers), which are negatively 
associated to concern about crime. Concern about 

crime does not seem to be as greatly influenced by 
other social variables as happens in the Milan setting: 
no significant correlation emerges with regard to the 
future or subtle prejudice, while a significant relation 
emerges with regard to blatant prejudice. This 
indicates that intergroup confrontation with 
immigrants has an important role in concern about 
crime, regardless of social reference contexts. 

If our study seems to confirm the relation between 
insecurity and perception of incivilities, the social 
reference setting emerges as extremely important in 
determining which role the former may play in 
triggering such different responses: in a metropolitan 
reality, where the incidence of incivilities is higher, 
decay is associated with increased fear of crime; in a 
mountain setting with low crime rates, where the 
perception of incivilities is lower, decay is associated 
to increased concern about crime. 
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