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ABSTRACT
PEOPLE, PLACE, AND PERCEPTIONS: HOW CRIMINAL VICTIMIZATION
INFLUENCES THE PERCEPTION, ENGAGEMENT,
AND NAVIGATION OF SPACE
Autumn C. James, Ph.D.
Department of Geographic and Atmospheric Sciences
Northern Illinois University, 2018
Courtney Gallaher, Co-Director
Andrew Krmenec, Co-Director
People perceive the world around them uniquely, with their views and experiences
influencing the way they operate. To broadly understand concepts of safety, it is important to
understand how individuals respond to their environment and if any commonalties exist in
perception. Experience becomes a way to understand how surroundings are viewed and in turn
provides information on how space is mentally constructed. By developing a better
understanding of these processes, construction of more people-oriented spaces can be addressed,
where safety can be perceived by a larger, more diverse portion of the population.
This dissertation focuses on developing a better understanding of how individual
experiences shape the construction of safe and unsafe surroundings through the exploration of
differences in perception of safety based on criminal victimization experience. This research is
situated in the broader context of behavioral geography, which focuses on individual behavior, as
opposed to the aggregate. Here, the phenomena themselves are not explored, but rather the
processes that contribute to these phenomena. Beginning with the role of built environmental
factors in reducing crime (increasing safety) and how an individual perceives and assigns
meaning to one’s surroundings, this dissertation has a broad and fundamental purpose to develop
an understanding of how one type of life experience (criminal victimization) influences the way
individuals perceive safety in their surroundings.

This dissertation is comprised of three individual manuscripts, with one overarching
theme, each addressing a specific part of the larger purpose. Manuscript One (Chapter 3)
explores factors associated with safe surroundings and further explores how these factors vary
based on specific types of criminal victimization experience. This manuscript establishes if
individuals with victimization experience perceive safety of surroundings differently than those
without victimization experience, if those differences are uniform across different types of
victimization, and what factors are employed between groupings when assessing the safety of
surroundings. Manuscript Two (Chapter 4) expands those insights by exploring how experiential
differences influence an individual’s perception of space, identifying broad themes present in the
description of spaces, and determining how criminal victimization experience influences these
descriptions. In doing so, findings from Manuscript One are reinforced by determining how
individuals perceive similar surroundings differently based upon their victimization experience.
Finally, Manuscript Three (Chapter 5) examines how people construct safe and unsafe
surroundings in their daily lives and what the role of personal experience and emotion is in
shaping this construction. These manuscripts, in conjunction with one another, provide an
understanding of how individuals apply perception and experience in their daily lives. Overall,
the results from this dissertation will provide clarity regarding whether hypothesized differences
in perception of safe surroundings exist based upon the experience of criminal victimization,
what built environmental factors are perceived differently and how, and then how those
differences in perception influence the construction of safe surroundings in daily lives.

NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
DE KALB, ILLINOIS

MAY 2018

PEOPLE, PLACE, AND PERCEPTIONS: HOW CRIMINAL VICTIMIZATION
INFLUENCES THE PERCEPTION, ENGAGEMENT,
AND NAVIGATION OF SPACE

BY
AUTUMN C. JAMES
©2018 Autumn C. James

A DISSERTATION SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

DEPARTMENT OF GEOGRAPHIC AND ATMOSPHERIC SCIENCES

Doctoral Co-Director:
Courtney Gallaher
Doctoral Co-Director:
Andrew Krmenec

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This research would not have been possible without support from the William Morris
Davis Fund for Graduate Research, awarded through the Department of Geographic and
Atmospheric Sciences at Northern Illinois University, and funding from the Dissertation
Completion Fellowship, awarded by the Graduate School at Northern Illinois University.
Over the past several years, multiple people have been integral to my success as a
doctoral student, and to those people, I thank you. First, I would like to thank my advisors, Drs.
Courtney Gallaher and Andrew Krmenec, and committee members, Drs. Kristen Myers and Jim
Wilson, for their patience and guidance over the past few years. Each of them has helped me to
become a better academic, providing their time, advice, and input for not only this research
project but for my future plans, as well. I appreciate Dr. Gallaher taking on the job of being my
primary advisor for this project, working with me to refine my many ideas, many of which didn’t
quite work out as planned, and continuing to talk me through some of the more difficult days of
my doctoral studies. I am grateful for Dr. Krmenec, who asks the questions that I would have
never considered, has provided many opportunities that pushed me to evolve as a student and an
academic, and continued to remind me to think deeply. I am appreciative of Dr. Myers for her
high expectations in class, pushing me to think beyond what was right in front of me, and for her
support through the past few years. And many thanks to Dr. Wilson for his academic advice and
for his support through the dissertation process.
My experience as a student at NIU has been a memorable one. There have been many
students who have provided me with positivity, friendship, and support over the past four years

iii
and I thank you all. In particular, I need to thank Mary Moses, Beth Dykstra, and Shannon
McCarragher. At various times through my studies here, they have been my strength, my comic
relief, and my shoulder to cry on. Although they have each moved on from NIU, they shaped my
experience of the department, and for that, I am thankful. I would also like to thank Dawn
Sibley, for without her, forms would have not been filled out, budgets would have been less than
organized, and questions would have gone unanswered.
To all the friends that I have made in DeKalb, whether it be through outreach, church,
children, or random occurrence, thank you for the support. Many of you checked on me weekly
through some of the busiest times of this process, offering childcare, coffee, or just a quick chat
to break up the craziness of the day. I cannot begin to list you all, but please know I am indebted
to you all. I would be remiss if I did not say thank you to the DeKalb Dunkin’ Donuts. Your
coffee has been a huge support since day one of my doctoral studies, and for that, I cannot thank
you enough.
I am grateful to my family for their support over the years, although I am still not quite
sure they know what I do. To my mom, Sharon, and my bonus dad, Michael - thank you for
giving a single mom the opportunity to go back to school to finish her degree. I would never in a
million years have guessed I would make it to this point. To my dad, Ken - yes, this is
geography, and thank you for giving me a pep talk when one was needed. To my siblings, Chris,
Steph, and Nick, you will all be happy to know that this is a terminal degree, and I am done with
school. I appreciate your support. To my mother-in-law, Susan - thank you for your support and
all of the times that you have watched the children so that travel to conferences could be done or
a break could be had.

iv
To my children, Caleb and Harper - thank you for making me want to go out there and do
what I thought was impossible. Thank you for telling me how much you believed in me, and
thank you for thinking I am some sort of superhero. On some of those late nights and early
mornings, I felt like a villain, grumbling and cranky, but with an “I love you” and a hug, all was
right in the world again, and I could keep fighting the good fight. Just know, kiddos, you must
work hard for the things that are important, and I will always be there to support you when you
find your passion, just like you have supported me.
To my husband, Ryan – over the past four years, you have continued to support me with
patience, grace, and selflessness that I cannot comprehend. You have been my best friend, my
confidant, my sounding board, my motivational speaker, and my greatest cheerleader. I am not
sure how we managed to keep our craziness afloat among all the chaos of our chosen life, but
together, we did. Thank you for walking beside me in this endeavor, thank you for pushing me to
be better, and thank you for helping me keep perspective. Most importantly, thank you for
making sure I always had coffee.

v

DEDICATION
To Mom and Michael: My 27th birthday present changed my life. Thank you.

vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
LIST OF TABLES. ........................................................................................................................ xi
LIST OF FIGURES. .................................................................................................................... xiii
LIST OF APPENDICES. ............................................................................................................. xiv

Chapter
1: INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................1
1.1 Introduction ...........................................................................................................1
1.2 Conceptual Framework .........................................................................................2
1.3 Overarching Purpose and Structure ......................................................................8
1.4 Outline of the Dissertation ....................................................................................9
1.5 References ...........................................................................................................11
2: OVERVIEW OF METHODS ..............................................................................................14
2.1 Introduction .........................................................................................................14
2.2 Survey .................................................................................................................15
2.3 Photo Interpretation ............................................................................................16
2.4 Story Mapping ....................................................................................................19
3: INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCE AND ASSOCIATED PERCEPTIONS: HOW CRIME
VICTIMIZATION INFLUENCES THE CONSTRUCTION OF SAFETY ......................22
3.1 Abstract ...............................................................................................................22

vii
Chapter

Page
3.2 Introduction .........................................................................................................23
3.3 Theoretical Frameworks .....................................................................................25
3.3.1 Perception and Cognition ................................................................25
3.3.2 Addressing Fear and Victimization Through Design ......................26
3.3.3 Victimization in the Private Sphere .................................................28
3.3.4 Victimization in Non-Private Spheres .............................................28
3.3.5 Victimization in the Abstract Sphere ..............................................30
3.3.6 Fear, Victimization, and Environmental Design .............................31
3.4 Methods...............................................................................................................32
3.4.1 Survey ..............................................................................................32
3.4.2 Key Variables ..................................................................................32
3.4.3 Chi-Square Test of Association .......................................................34
3.5 Results .................................................................................................................35
3.5.1 Sociodemographic Information .......................................................35
3.5.2 Domestic Violence ..........................................................................36
3.5.3 Gun Violence ...................................................................................38
3.5.4 Identity Theft ...................................................................................43
3.5.5 Physical Assault ..............................................................................43
3.5.6 Rape .................................................................................................44
3.5.7 Property Crime ................................................................................47
3.5.8 Sexual Assault ................................................................................49

viii
Chapter

Page
3.5.9 Violent Crime ..................................................................................50
3.5.10 Sexual Harassment ........................................................................52
3.5.11 Aggregate Victimization ...............................................................53
3.6 Discussion ...........................................................................................................54
3.7 Conclusion ..........................................................................................................57
3.8 References ...........................................................................................................60

4: WHAT IS SAFE? UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL
EXPERIENCE IN PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY ............................................................64
4.1 Abstract ...............................................................................................................64
4.2 Introduction .........................................................................................................65
4.3 Theoretical Frameworks .....................................................................................67
4.3.1 Perception and Cognition ................................................................67
4.3.2 Environmental Cognition and Perception .......................................67
4.3.3 Emotional Geographies ...................................................................68
4.3.4 Built Environment ...........................................................................69
4.4 Methods...............................................................................................................72
4.4.1 Photo Interpretation and Analysis ...................................................73
4.5 Results and Discussion .......................................................................................77
4.5.1 Victimization Experience vs. No Victimization Experience ...........77
4.5.2 Indicators of Safe Spaces ................................................................79
4.5.3 Indicators of Unsafe Spaces ............................................................83

ix
Chapter

Page
4.5.4 Impact of Victimization Experience on Spatial Perception ............85
4.6 Conclusion ..........................................................................................................87
4.7 References ...........................................................................................................90

5: CONSTRUCTION OF SAFETY IN DAILY LIVING: THE ROLE OF PERSONAL
EXPERIENCE IN PERCEPTION AND NAVIGATION OF SPACE...............................94

5.1 Abstract ...............................................................................................................94
5.2 Introduction .........................................................................................................95
5.3 Theoretical Frameworks .....................................................................................97
5.3.1 Perception and Environmental Cognition .......................................97
5.3.2 Emotional Geography......................................................................97
5.3.3 Built Environment, Design, And Human Interaction ......................98
5.4 Methods.............................................................................................................100
5.4.1 Story Mapping ...............................................................................101
5.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews ...........................................................102
5.5 Results and Discussion .....................................................................................103
5.5.1 General Emotional Responses to Space ........................................103
5.5.2 Categorizing Places to Assess Safety ............................................104
5.5.3 Categorizing People to Assess Safety ...........................................107
5.5.4 Risk Avoidance .............................................................................111
5.6 Conclusion ........................................................................................................114
5.7 References .........................................................................................................117

x
Chapter

Page

6: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................121
6.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................121
6.2 Summary of Key Findings by Research Question ............................................122
6.3 Recommendations for Future Research ............................................................126
6.4 Theoretical Implications of This Dissertation...................................................126
6.5 Methodological Considerations ........................................................................129
6.6 Broader Impacts ................................................................................................131
6.7 References .........................................................................................................133

APPENDICES ..................................................................................................................134

xi

LIST OF TABLES
Table

Page

3.1: Survey participants were asked if they had ever experienced any of the following
crimes. These crime variables then served as experiential grouping variables to
understand how participants viewed various aspects of the built environment as more
or less safe. ...............................................................................................................................33
3.2: Survey respondents were asked how often they took these environmental
variables into consideration when deciding whether surroundings were safe or unsafe. ........34
3.3: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across domestic violence experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................38
3.4: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across gun violence experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................39
3.5: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across identity theft experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................44
3.6: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across physical assault experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................45
3.7: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across rape experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings ...........46
3.8: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across property crime experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................48
3.9: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across sexual assault experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................50
3.10: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across violent crime experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................51

xii
Table

Page

3.11: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across sexual harassment experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings .............................................................................................................................52
3.12: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across aggregate groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings ......................53
4.1: Number of respondents who noted that they had experienced the listed and defined
criminal victimizations. Respondents chose multiple victimizations, if experienced.
Percentage represents the proportion of total respondents who experienced the listed
criminal act...............................................................................................................................74
4.2: Chi-square test of association results on average number of words used to describe
safe and unsafe surroundings in photo interpretation activity .................................................77
4.3: Words that participants used in the photo interpretation activity to describe photos
they viewed as safe or unsafe. This table reports the frequency with which
these words were used by the two groups of participants, showing the per capita
usage in parentheses. ................................................................................................................79
4.4: Frequently occurring themes and words based on crime experience and whether
photos were interpreted as safe or unsafe. Broad descriptions were achieved via content
analysis .....................................................................................................................................81

xiii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure

Page

4.1: An example of photographs used in the picture interpretation activity. Participants would
examine each photograph, noting what characteristics were present that would visually
indicate that the surroundings were safe or unsafe. .................................................................76

xiv

LIST OF APPENDICES
Appendix

Page

A: IRB FORMS .....................................................................................................................134
B: SURVEY ...........................................................................................................................149
C: PHOTO INTERPRETATION RECRUITMENT .............................................................157
D: PHOTO INTERPRETATION SUPPLEMENTAL QUESTIONNAIRE .........................159
E: PHOTO INTERPRETATION EXAMPLE .......................................................................163
F: STORY MAPPING SUPPLEMENTAL QUESTIONNAIRE ..........................................166
G: INTERVIEW GUIDE .......................................................................................................170
H: EXAMPLE OF STORY MAPPING DATA ....................................................................172

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction
Over the past few years, with high-profile events happening around the world, there has
been a noted increase in acts of violence (Berman 2017; Scutti 2017). Internationally, there have
been terrorist attacks in London (Erlanger 2017) and Paris (Fattah & Nasseri 2017), religious and
ethnic discrimination which has led to genocide in Myanmar (Specia 2017), and in the United
States, there continues to be an increase in police brutality (Wines & Cohen 2015), racial
violence (Astor et al. 2017; Helms 2016), and violence against those based on gender, sexuality,
and identity (Brammer 2017; Grimson et al. 2016). Furthermore, a contentious, unprecedented,
and especially long election season in the United States led to an increase in polarization and
level of distrust, not just among the political candidates, but also among the people who voted for
those candidates. This political climate has initiated public dialogue about safety and what it
means to be safe, fostering greater discussion of overall safety, especially as social and political
tensions continue to become more prominent. Yet, there remains significant questions about how
people assess the safety of their surroundings and the influence that personal experience has on
these perceptions.
One of the key difficulties in developing a way to address the safety of surroundings, as
well as individual feelings of safety, is the lack of understanding about what safety means to an
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individual. While a dictionary can define “safety” as the condition of being protected from or
unlikely to cause danger, risk, or injury, even that definition remains relatively vague, referring
to a “condition” or state of being. For individuals, that condition, then, is up to their own
assessment of their protection from danger, risk, or injury, based on their own ideas, values,
perceptions, and experiences. It is a result of perception processes, where the individual decides
one’s “state” based upon the surrounding stimuli which is evaluated and assigned meaning.
Therefore, the concept of safety is one that is inherently individualistic.
People perceive the world around them uniquely, with their views and experiences
influencing the way they operate (Tuan 2003). To broadly understand concepts of safety, it is
important to understand how individuals respond to their environment and if any commonalties
exist in perception. Experience, therefore, becomes a way to understand how surroundings are
viewed and in turn provides information on how space is mentally constructed. By developing a
better understanding of these processes, construction of more people-oriented spaces can be
addressed, where safety can be perceived by a larger, more diverse portion of the population.

1.2 Conceptual Framework
This dissertation focuses on developing a better understanding of how individual
experiences shape the construction of safe and unsafe surroundings through the exploration of
differences in perception of safety based on criminal victimization experience. This research is
situated in the broader context of behavioral geography, which focuses on individual behavior as
opposed to the aggregate. Here, the phenomena themselves are not explored, but rather the
processes that contribute to these phenomena.
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Human decision making has been an area of research interest for many years, and within
geography, applying a spatial context has been the way in which we have explored these
phenomena. As early as 1826, Heinrich von Thunen noted that not all persons behave in a
spatially rational manner, meaning that while aggregate models of human spatial decisions can
explain spatial choices on the large scale, the individual maintains agency in decision making
and cannot be bound by deterministic models. While introduced, however, human geographers
still focused very heavily on spatial processes at the spatially aggregated level of analysis
(Fotheringham et al. 2000). Human beings are not things, fixed and completed, rather we are
open projects changing and growing (Tuan 2003). The behavioral approach builds off that
assertion and highlights that individuals have their own, unique ways of making decisions that
consider internal processes, where location decisions will be made and contextualized by
circumstances of each individual decision maker. Therefore, the behavioral models that come out
of spatial aggregation may explain “what” happens in terms of broad spatial decisions, but not
“why,” especially at an individual level. People behave in the real world not based on objective
knowledge, but influenced by their subjective images of it (Bunting & Guelke 1979). Images
may be certain or uncertain, clear or vague, about the physical environment or about the social
environment, but one thing that has been agreed upon is that no one individual’s image of one’s
surroundings is more accurate or true than another’s (Moore & Golledge 1976). Moreover, these
images do not exist in isolation but are constructed and imbedded in social, political, and
economic ideas which we experience daily (Bunting & Guelke 1979). Behavioral geographers
suggest that the pattern of human phenomena on the Earth’s surface is best understood by
examining the thoughts, knowledge, and decisions that influence the location and distribution of
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those phenomena (Kitchin et al. 1997). In short, while the traditional quantitative geographer
would build an aggregate model with the assumptions that individuals will engage in the spatial
decision process with the same information, thought processes, and preferences, the behavioral
approach squarely challenges those assumptions and argues that they are not only incorrect, but
research built upon them generates an, at best, incomplete understanding of spatial decisions and,
at worst, an incorrect one (Amedeo & Golledge 2003). As applied to the concept of safety,
where it is a state defined by the individual, spatially aggregated analysis may miss the point.
While a spatially aggregated analysis might allow for an understanding of whether people felt
safe in an area, the masking that would occur in the aggregation process would remove the
individual nuances that would create the feelings of safety from the beginning. Therefore, the
individually driven behavioral geography approach is appropriate for this analysis because it
focuses on the individual distinctions that influence decision processes.
As with most concepts associated with behavioral geography, perception and cognition
are terms that come with varied definitions depending on the discipline and the context in which
they are used (Golledge & Stimson 1997). In fact, to properly understand the “state” of feeling
safe or unsafe, the behavioral geographer must recognize that all responses are based upon the
perception of one’s surroundings and how they are processed. To many behavioral geographers,
as well as political scientists and sociologists, perception is an all-encompassing term that
includes perceptions, images, memories, attitudes, etc. (Moore & Golledge 1976). Perception,
therefore, is present in all human activity and can be seen as a foundation to all activity,
providing a focus for interdisciplinary research (Wood 1970). However, the connection of
perception to human geography only began gaining momentum in the mid-20th century and
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began losing it by the late 20th century. Behavioral geography has lost popularity with human
geography since the 1980s, largely due to methodological limitations (Argent & Walmsley
2009). However, other work on perception has been done within the discipline of psychology,
focusing on the premise that knowledge comes from the senses and the stimuli experienced
through those senses (Golledge & Stimson 1997; Wood 1970). Psychologists are more apt to see
perception as a subset of cognition, whereas geographers use the term to explain how
information is recalled or remembered by individuals (Golledge & Stimson 1997). Cognition, as
seen by geographers, is how received information is coded, stored, and organized – developing
and accumulating over time. It allows an individual to link the present with the past and project
into the future (Golledge & Stimson 1997). The experiences from yesterday will influence how
we operate today and will continue to influence our behavior tomorrow. Experience affects
perception, and no two people can have the same life experiences (Tuan 2003). The combination
of perception and cognition generate mental representations of the environment and it is this
representation to which an individual responds, not the real world (Golledge & Stimson 1997).
Perception, therefore, is influenced by the way individuals view their own structuring of their
environment.
Individual cognitive and perceptual processes of surroundings lend to the potential for the
development of implicit biases. Broadly understood, implicit bias refers to persistent,
unchallenged biases in the subconscious, which we do not outwardly acknowledge yet shape and
influence society when aggregated across individuals (Rudman 2004). In other words, these are
the preferences, biases, and mental responses we apply when exposed to stimuli or object. These
biases may not lead to immediate action, but rather function as a mental response. For example,
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Rudman and Heppen (2003) noted that women showed an implicit, yet not selfreported, preference toward romantic figures such as “Prince Charming,” which was attributed to
the socialization of young girls towards those stories and figures. Implicit preference and biases
are theorized to develop from the sum of an individual’s past experiences, while explicit
responses are likely driven by more immediate experiences (Greenwald and Banaji 1995;
Rudman 2004; Wilson et al. 2000). Further, these biases are more likely to be self-censored, if
they may pose a negative impact on the individuals holding them, such as an outward
vocalization of racial biases (Rudman 2004).
The potential for implicit biases when applied to race is strong, as there is a well-known,
culturally driven stereotype of the young, Black man as criminal and dangerous (Banks et al.
2006). While true that young, Black men are more likely to die violently than those of other
races (Banks et al. 2006), this stereotype has produced individual preferences against young
Black men. Societally, these stereotypes have translated to self-reinforcing policies of racial
profiling, perhaps best personified in Whren v. United States (1996) (517 U.S. 806), where the
United States Supreme Court upheld profiling behavior by police may be permitted as a pretext
to search for drug paraphernalia (Jernigan 2000). More recently, Mythen et al. (2009) note an
increase of implicit biases, and external action, against Muslims in the United Kingdom
following the 9/11 and 7/7 terrorist attacks. Connecting these examples, there appears to be a
societal need to profile racial, ethnic, or religious groups as dangerous. Profiling reinforces
individual implicit biases but also motivates them. Therefore, in understanding how individuals
are perceived in space, and how they may contribute to perceptions of safety, understanding the
consequences of implicit biases is needed.
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In the environmental context, the physical environment operates in conjunction with
perceptual and cognitive environments that are suggested to be the most important environments
in which decisions are made. Information that is perceived, recalled, and remembered is the
critical factor in invoking decision rules and making choices in those environments (Cox &
Golledge 1969). Life experience(s) further provide a way to attach meaning to specific spaces
and places and may influence the way they are seen and understood. These experiences are
related to the present environment, affecting the way in which space is ultimately navigated and
spatial choices made (Golledge & Stimson 1997).
As one’s life experiences will be drawn upon to create the perception of safe and unsafe
surroundings, as well as the associated emotional responses, the role of individual experiences in
shaping the ongoing debate about safety, perceiving safety, and generating surroundings which
promote feelings of safety cannot be understated. However, given that these concepts are
relatively unexplored, the gap in knowledge remains prominent. Beginning with an
understanding of how one type of experience, criminal victimization, can influence the
perception of safe and unsafe surroundings, a more complete understanding of how individuals
perceive safety can be constructed. Second, by examining at the individual level and the
aggregate experiential level, themes can be extracted that can shape policy in a manner directly
related to the experiences and perceptions of individuals to make more meaningful impacts.
Drawing on the above frameworks, my research questions are as follows:
1. What factors are associated with safe surroundings and how do these factors vary based
on specific types of criminal victimization experiences?
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2. How do experiential differences influence an individual’s perception of space? Which
broad themes are present in the description of spaces, and how does criminal
victimization experience influence these descriptions?
3. How do people construct safe and unsafe surroundings in their daily lives, and what is
the role of personal experience and emotion in shaping this construction?

1.3 Overarching Purpose and Structure
There is a notable deficiency in knowledge regarding the way individuals utilize life
experiences in shaping their perceptions of safety (or lack of) in their surroundings. Given the
focus on the individual, a behavioral geography conceptualization was utilized as the
overarching framework, with contributions from geographic perception, environmental
cognition, and urban design to complete the theoretical base of the research. Beginning with the
role of built environmental factors in reducing crime (increasing safety) and how an individual
perceives and assigns meaning to one’s surroundings, this dissertation has a broad and
fundamental purpose to develop an understanding of how one type of life experience (criminal
victimization) influences the way individuals perceive safety in their surroundings.
The research questions in this dissertation each address a specific part of the larger purpose
and thus serve as the organizing structure for the manuscripts. In Chapter 3, factors associated
with safe surroundings are examined. Further explored are how these factors vary based on
specific types of criminal victimization experience. The purpose, here, is to establish whether
individuals with victimization experience perceive safety of surroundings differently than those
with no criminal victimization experience, and if those differences are uniform across different
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types of victimization, and what factors are employed between groupings when assessing the
safety of surroundings. Chapter 4 expands those insights by exploring how experiential
differences influence an individual’s perception of space, identifying broad themes present in the
description of spaces, and determining how criminal victimization experience influences these
descriptions. In doing so, findings from Chapter 3 are reinforced by determining how
individuals perceive similar surroundings differently based upon their victimization experience.
Finally, Chapter 5 examines how people construct safe and unsafe surroundings in their daily
lives and what the role of personal experience and emotion is in shaping this construction. These
answers, in conjunction with one another, provide an understanding of how individuals apply
that perception and experience in their daily lives. In the end, the results from this dissertation
will provide clarity regarding whether hypothesized differences in perception of safe
surroundings exist based upon the experience of criminal victimization, what built environmental
factors are perceived differently and how, and then how those differences in perception influence
the construction of safe surroundings in daily lives.

1.4 Outline of the Dissertation
This research is divided into six chapters, with three of those chapters written as
manuscripts in various stages of submission and review. Chapter 2 provides an overarching
description of the methodologies utilized to complete this dissertation. Chapter 3 explores
underlying heterogeneity in experience and perception of safe surroundings to understand the
larger factors that remain uniform across experiential groups and where individual perceptions
diverge from the aggregate. Chapter 4 explores how criminal victimization influences the way
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individuals perceive space, focusing on broad themes present in the description and how these
themes vary based on experienced. Chapter 5 explores how individuals construct meaning and
perceive surroundings in their daily lives and how alternative decision-making processes may
play a role in how space is navigated. Chapter 6, the conclusion, summarizes how personal
experience, mainly criminal victimization, influences the way that space is perceived, how
people engage in that space, and ultimately how that space is navigated.
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CHAPTER 2
OVERVIEW OF METHODS

2.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I present an overview of the methodological approaches utilized in this
dissertation. Data collection was conducted from December 2016 through July 2017. This
project used a mixed-methods approach to understand the way individuals utilize life experiences
in shaping their perceptions of safety (or lack of) in their surroundings, combining quantitative
surveys, story mapping and photo interpretation exercises, and semi-structured interviews with
participants.
This dissertation research was made possible through several means. As a mixedmethods dissertation, funding received from the William Morris Davis Fund for Graduate
Research from the Department of Geographic and Atmospheric Sciences at Northern Illinois
University and the Dissertation Completion Fellowship from the Graduate School at Northern
Illinois University were utilized to provide compensation to participants and provide funding for
the study. Second, resources from Northern Illinois University (including calls for participation
through e-mail list postings; calls for participation disseminated to students by departmental
faculty, staff, and students; and social media promotion via those in support of this project) were
invaluable in engaging participants and building interest in this research. Human subject
clearance for this research was obtained from NIU’s IRB. My protocol number was HS16-0320
(Appendix A).
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2.2 Survey
The first phase of this research project was an online survey designed to understand
whether individuals with criminal victimization experience perceived safe and unsafe
surroundings differently than those without criminal victimization experience and to determine
the environmental factors considered when assessing surroundings. This survey was conducted
over eight weeks in October and November of 2016, when participants were recruited via e-mail
and social media. The survey contained twenty questions designed to develop a broad
understanding of the mental construction of safe spaces (Appendix B). Survey questions
consisted of single-answer closed questions, multiple-answer closed questions, Likert-scale
questions, and questions asking individuals to group variables into categories they considered
when deciding if a space is safe or unsafe. Participants were also asked about their victimization
experiences, including whether they had experienced property crime, violent crime, identity
theft, domestic violence, rape, sexual assault, sexual harassment, physical assault, or gun
violence. These variables served as key grouping variables to assess the impact of personal
experience on the construction of safety. Additionally, comparisons were made between those
who had experienced any of the listed crimes and those who had not.
To compare experiential groups against one another, a set of built environmental factors
were used to construct the ideas of safe and unsafe areas. Built environmental factors included
presence or absence of light, commercial and residential areas, the presence or absence of certain
populations (i.e. homeless or teenagers), high and low traffic density, density of the population,
crime reputation, maintenance of surrounding areas, and presence or absence of the police.
Participants were asked to rate each of these built environmental factors as “safe” or “unsafe.”
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By doing so, within each experiential group (e.g. those who had experienced physical assault),
there was a range of environmental variables that were associated with safe or unsafe.
To analyze this data, contingency tables were created to test the frequency of responses
that indicated whether an environmental variable was considered when deciding if a space was
safe or unsafe. The experiential categorical tables were used to group participants as either “has
experienced” or “has not experienced” a crime for the first set, and the second set was the counts
of responses for each environmental variable as either “safe” or “unsafe.” In the end, this
produced a 2x2 contingency table. With these tables, a chi-square test of association was applied
to determine if responses were contingent upon experience. A Fisher’s exact test was utilized in
conjunction with a chi-square in tables that did not meet the distributional requirements for the
chi-square. Finally, a phi coefficient was calculated to note the strength of association between
these nominal variables. Results from the chi-square tests address the research question by
providing a means to test whether experience is related to variables used in determining if a
space is safe or unsafe. Here, a significant chi-square, or Fisher’s exact test, provide an answer
to the research question by indicating if the classification of an environmental variable as “safe”
or “unsafe” is contingent upon the experiential grouping variables, with the strength of that
relationship measured by the phi coefficient.

2.3 Photo Interpretation
Photo interpretation was used to study the factors that individuals categorized as either
safe or unsafe when examining multiple built environments and landscapes. Recruitment for
study participants was initially conducted through online survey participants (see Section 2.2)
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who were interested in continued involvement in this research. Additionally, participants were
recruited via public bulletin board postings and social media (Appendix C). Photo interpretation
data was collected two ways; one, as an in-person activity where participants could meet in an
agreed-upon place with the researcher or, two, as an online activity for individuals who had
limitations to inhibit travel. Data collection occurred over the period of eight weeks in April and
May of 2017, with additional information regarding age, race, gender, and experiences with
crime victimization collected on a separate questionnaire (Appendix D).
The photographs used in this study were collected during my travels and sought to
highlight a variety of places, with many of the pictures purposefully vague so that the locations
could not be identified. I attempted to include pictures that involved themes often noted as being
associated with safety (e.g. good lighting,) or conditions that have been noted to be present in
unsafe places (e.g. poor natural surveillance). Study participants were asked to browse through a
collection of photographs representing varying places, times of day, and with varying physical
characteristics (i.e. lighting, surveillance, open space, etc.). From these photos, participants
categorized each photograph as safe, unsafe, both, or neither and then recorded their handwritten
responses (in person) or typed responses (online) noting what they observed within the
photographs (Appendix E). No further direction was given and no examples were provided about
what might be considered safe or unsafe. Providing vague directions was done with the goal of
not influencing the data collected nor influencing the type of data the participants chose to share.
After participants finished their notations, they were asked if they had any further comments on
the activity, which, at times, led to them sharing additional thoughts on the ideas of safe and
unsafe surroundings.
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After completion of data collection, the data was analyzed using content analysis to look
for common words, phrasing and broad themes that were present in the responses of those who
had victimization experiences and those who had not. As has traditionally been done in the social
sciences, an inductive approach was used, where the focus was on emerging, not preconceived,
themes. The resulting themes were then used to establish differences between groups of
participants: those who had experienced victimization of different types of crimes and those who
had not.
The data allowed for a mixed-methods analysis of how built environmental factors are
perceived and described and how they are described differently based upon criminal
victimization experience through a chi-square and content analysis. The chi-square test of
association was utilized to assess the relationship between victimization experience and the
average number of words used by each respondent to describe safe and unsafe surroundings. The
per capita measure provided robustness against differences in the number of respondents in each
experiential category while also providing a baseline measure of relative frequency. This test
assessed whether those who experienced victimization were, overall, more perceptive and
descriptive of their surroundings and how that manifested in perceiving and describing safe and
unsafe surroundings. The content analysis further identified broad themes (measured in per
capita word usage) across victimization experience by identifying words (measured at a per
capita frequency of appearance) and, in turn, factors most frequently utilized to perceive and
describe safe and unsafe surroundings. As an example of this process, one theme that occurred
across all groupings was the broad theme of lighting. In Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design (CPTED), the presence of both artificial and natural light is theorized to
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reduce crime. Words associated with lighting, such as light, dark, see, and daylight, were
grouped together as indicative of participants identifying that theme. The per capita word counts
were utilized to identify the relative importance of that theme, while the presence or absence of
that factor was contextualized in the identification of safe or unsafe surroundings.

2.4 Story Mapping
Story mapping and semi-structured interviews were used to examine the factors that
individuals associate with safe or unsafe surroundings in their day-to-day activities. Recruitment
for participants, ages 18 and older, was initially conducted through survey participants of a
related study (see Sections 2.3 and 2.4). In addition, participants were recruited via social media
and public bulletin board postings. Data collection was completed over eight months, from
December 2016 through July 2017, with additional information regarding age, race, gender, and
experiences with crime collected on a separate questionnaire. Data was collected from 39
individuals.
For the story mapping exercise, study participants were asked to take a minimum of ten
photographs of places that were encountered during their daily routine, including five
photographs depicting places they considered safe and five photographs showing places they
considered to be unsafe. Participants were asked not to go out of their way to seek out places that
could be considered safe or unsafe, but rather to focus on the places they come across during a
normal day. They were then asked to explain, in writing, what characteristics made each photo
safe or unsafe. They were directed to provide as many details as they felt would adequately
explained their photograph. Beyond instructions about how to record their responses, further
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instructions were vague to minimize biasing the responses After photographs and descriptions
were collected, the resulting data was sent via email or uploaded via the cloud for analysis.
Participants were additionally asked to fill out a small questionnaire that provided
sociodemographic data and experience with specific types of criminal victimization (Appendix
F). Participants were then divided into two different groups: those who had experienced criminal
victimization and those who had not. These groupings were utilized to compare differences in
word count usage and emergent themes to evaluate the impact that criminal victimization had on
how they perceived and constructed their surroundings and how this influenced choice in an
individual’s daily routine and life.
Data was analyzed using content analysis to identify common words, phrasing and broad
themes that were present. As with the photo interpretation, an inductive approach was used,
where focus was placed on emerging, not preconceived, themes. The resulting themes were then
used to establish differences, if any, between groups: those who had experienced victimization
and those who had not.
Semi-structured, qualitative interviews were conducted during June and July of 2017 with
seven of the story mapping participants. Participants were those interested in discussing their
personal victimizations and the way they assess whether surroundings are safe. With these
individuals, questions were asked about their experiences with crime, with people, and how they
generally move about space. Further, they were asked about their own definitions of safe and
unsafe and how they arrived at those definitions. After all interviews were completed, a content
analysis was used to extrapolate broad themes and connect them to concepts from CPTED to
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assess how criminal victimization experience influenced the movement and perception of spaces
daily (Appendix G, Appendix H).
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CHAPTER 3
INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCE AND ASSOCIATED PERCEPTIONS: HOW
CRIME VICTIMIZATION INFLUENCES THE CONSTRUCTION OF SAFETY

3.1 Abstract
Individuals perceive and navigate space differently based upon their own personal
experience, where a single built environmental may produce multiple different perceptions. It is
the combination of built environment factors and personal experience that allows individuals to
attach meaning to their surroundings, which will affect the way that these surroundings are used
and navigated. To ultimately understand how spaces may be deemed “safe” for larger
populations, understanding what factors are associated with safe or unsafe surroundings across
differing experiential backgrounds is key. This manuscript explores factors associated with safe
surroundings and how these vary based on criminal victimization experiences. An online survey
(n=392) was conducted with individuals across the United States that asked participants to
consider built environmental factors, based loosely on Crime Prevention Through Environmental
Design (CPTED), they consider when assessing the safety of their surroundings and their
experience and type of criminal victimization, if present. Victimization factors served as the key
grouping variables to assess the impact of personal experience on the construction and
perception of safety. Results confirm that individual life experiences influence the way space is
perceived and constructed. Across experiential groupings and aggregate victimization, there were
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few built environmental factors considered by all. Of the environmental factors examined, police
presence was the singular factor deemed consistently important. All other environmental factors
were important to some experiential groups, but not others. So, while victimization did influence
perceptions of safety in space, the impact was subject to the type of victimization experience.

3.2 Introduction
The influence the built environment can have on those interacting within it is well
documented. For example, broken windows theory argues that well-maintained urban spaces and
enforcement of “small” laws reduce crime (Kelling & Wilson 1982), and Newman (1972)
proposed that factors such as natural surveillance, image, and milieu can otherwise reduce crime
and increase feelings of safety. These concepts can be extended to even smaller scales, as Nasar
and Fisher (1992) argue that building aesthetics can be utilized to improve feelings of safety and
ownership to create more functional spaces. However, these theories rely upon the same
fundamental principle as outlined above, namely, that individuals perceive and navigate space
differently based upon their own personal experiences. Other things being equal, a single built
environment may produce multiple different perceptions. Therefore, in understanding how
spaces may be deemed “safe” for larger populations, it becomes important to understand why
different individuals with different experiences arrive at the same conclusion of safety. How do
they arrive at different conclusions about a single space, and how do those conclusions influence
decisions about space and construction of safety?
In the environmental context, the physical environment operates in conjunction with
perceptual and cognitive environments, which have been suggested to be the most important
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environments in which decisions are made. Information that is perceived, recalled, and
remembered is the critical factor in invoking decision rules and making choices in those
environments (Cox & Golledge 1969). Recollections and perceptions, the central factors that
influence what we think about our surroundings, serve as the foundations for how humans
construct, interact, and engage with spaces.
Life experience allows individuals to attach meaning to specific spaces and places and
may influence the way they are seen and understood, as past experiences are related to the
present environment, affecting the way in which space is ultimately navigated and spatial choices
made (Golledge & Stimson 1997). For example, an individual who has been a victim of assault
may only walk a singular, familiar, public route, as it is perceived safe. Selecting only highly
travelled routes has introduced a new decision variable, thereby changing the spatial decision
process. For many, selecting a route, whether it be to the grocery store or vacation, entails
choosing the fastest or most convenient route. On the other hand, others may choose to travel
only during the day, on highways, or avoid areas that have been rumored to be “bad” or unsafe.
Parts of their mental map may be blacked out or seemingly erased by their experiences. These
voids could be influenced by a multitude of reasons yet remain a function of the way individuals
construct their perceptions of the space around them.
This paper explores both underlying heterogeneity in experience and perception of safe
surroundings to understand the larger factors that remain uniform across experiential groups and,
second, where individual perceptions diverge from the aggregate. In short, this research explores
both the aggregate feelings of safe and unsafe while developing an understanding of how
individual perception and feelings of safety vary within smaller experiential groups. By
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understanding what factors are consistently associated with safe or unsafe surroundings, across
individuals with differing experiences, new and improved approaches can be utilized to improve
people-oriented urban design for safety. This paper will explore factors that are associated with
safe surroundings and how these vary based on specific types of experiences.

3.3 Theoretical Frameworks
Individuals respond to the built environment based on mental images they construct of
their surroundings, which are driven by perceptual and cognitive structuring of their environment
(Golledge & Stimson 1997). Life experiences, social environments, and values can all influence
perception and cognition, so individuals experiencing the same built environment may interpret
and assign meaning to the environment differently, resulting in vastly different individual
constructions of space (Golledge 2002; Golledge & Stimson 1997). In short, the experiences that
shape perception are many.

3.3.1 Perception and Cognition
To geographers and others who study behavior, perception is an all-encompassing term
that includes perceptions, images, memories, attitudes, etc. (Moore & Golledge 1976).
Cognition is the means of awareness and interpretation of the present, framed by an individual’s
past experiences and how those experiences and awareness shape future decisions and awareness
(Moore & Golledge 1976). The experiences from yesterday will influence how we operate today
and will continue to influence our behavior tomorrow. Experience affects perception, and no two
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people can have the same life experiences (Tuan 2003). Therefore, no two people can be
expected to perceive and process spaces in the same, detailed manner.
The combination of perception and cognition creates mental representations of the
environment, and it is this representation to which an individual responds, not the real world
(Golledge & Stimson 1997). For example, if an individual experienced a crime in a location with
poor lighting, similarly poorly lit environments may evoke feelings of danger. However
different, no representation is more “real” than another (Moore & Golledge 1976), thereby
creating a diverse set of individually driven, unique behavioral responses and choices.
Movement and classification of safe and unsafe place and space, therefore, are affected by the
way in which an individual creates one’s structuring of the environment. As an individual
gathers data for a task, this data will be dynamic and ever changing, as new information will be
constantly added based on continued experiences. As new experiences are added, this
information will be contextualized to create a new understanding of the environment, thus
changing the way in which it is perceived. Therefore, information should not be viewed as a
coherent changing whole, but rather a conglomeration of information drawn from different
sources (Mark et al. 1999).

3.3.2 Addressing Fear and Victimization Through Design
Fear of crime remains a larger problem than crime itself, directly affecting more people
than the actual act (Evans & Fletcher 2000), yet it is a difficult concept to study due to its
varying definitions and attempts at measurement. It shapes the way we understand, perceive, and
use space and place (Koskela & Pain 2000). Fear of crime is not a trait that some possess and
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others do not, but as Pain (2000) notes, it is “transitory and situational,” ebbing and flowing over
the progression of the life course and influenced by individual experience and spatial, social, and
temporal situations (Pain 2000). Therefore, the ability of an aggregate model that ignores
individual context when explaining fear of crime is dubious. Fear of crime, then, remains
something that should be studied at the individual level. However, the threat of crime, and in turn
fear of crime, cannot be explored without considering environments, be they physical or social,
and the daily lives of the individuals involved (Koskela & Pain 2000). Therefore, it is of
exceeding importance to understand how this fear, and factors that influence it, are intertwined
with the construction and perception of safe environments.
Individuals can be exposed to criminal activities in a variety of spaces and under a variety
of circumstances. Generally, criminal activity occurs when situation and opportunity intersect.
Spatially, these factors can intersect in either public or private spheres. For some types of crime,
such as domestic violence, rape, property crime, or violent crime, these factors tend to intersect
in the private sphere of or around a home (Menjivar & Salcido 2002; Mustaine & Tewksbury
2002; Pratt & Turanovic 2015). Other types of criminal victimization, such as gun violence or
sexual harassment, may be more apt to occur in a non-private sphere (Franks 2012). Further,
crimes such as identity theft do not need a physical location to occur, as they can occur in
abstract spheres. Given these differing spheres of victimization, there arises a strong possibility
that different types of victimization experience will influence the way that an individual
perceives and responds to built environmental variables differently.
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3.3.3 Victimizations in the Private Sphere
Although domestic violence can occur anywhere, it is most prevalent in the home or in
otherwise private spaces (Menjivar & Salcido 2002). As such, the perceptions associated with
fear of private victimization may not carry over to the public sphere. On the other hand, while
initial victimization may occur in the private sphere, activities such as stalking or harassment can
occur in the public sphere by an intimate partner. This could influence the way that surroundings
are viewed, as victims may feel the need to constantly review their surroundings and look over
their shoulder. Conversely, rape has traditionally been perceived as taking place in a public
space, with the assault coming from a stranger (Pain 1991). However, although this does occur,
these crimes are largely perpetrated in a private space by known males (friends, acquaintances,
or intimate partners) (Mustaine & Tewksbury 2002; Schwartz & Leggett 1999).
Violent crime, like property crime, appears to occur in or near an individual’s home when
compared to more public spaces (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2016; Pratt & Turanovic 2015). As
such, although violent crimes are often seen as more dangerous than property crime, the effect on
navigation and perception of space may be similar; for example, focus may be placed on homebased features such as driveways. An individual, although aware of space when in public, may
be hyperaware in places closer to home or a space similar to where those crimes may have
occurred.

3.3.4 Victimization in Non-Private Spheres
Crimes such as sexual harassment, sexual assault, gun violence, or physical assault may
occur in a variety of locations, both within and outside of the home.
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Sexual harassment, which at one time was reported mostly in the workplace, is now often
found outside of the workplace, in schools and in other public areas (Franks 2012). Sexual
harassment, unlike crimes that are likely to result in a physical interaction, may be less likely to
affect an individual in their perception of space, unless it is a very specific space. As such,
decision-making processes about places that may be deemed safe or unsafe may not be
influenced as much by this experience as some of the other experiences explored.
For those who have experienced sexual assault, there could be a change in how space is
perceived depending on where the victimization occurred, the circumstances in which it
occurred, and the perpetrator of the crime. For example, as many people falsely believe that rape
is only perpetrated by strangers (Anderson 2007), a public sphere may look or feel more
dangerous than a private one, as there are unknown persons moving through space at the same
time as many other individuals. However, if an individual experienced rape by a friend or
acquaintance, this may influence what is thought about a specific space, including one’s own
residence.
As physical assault could be perpetrated by known or unknown assailants (Bureau of
Justice Statistics 2016), decision-making processes about places that may be deemed safe or
unsafe may be heavily influenced by those who have had these experiences. Gun violence,
which could include a variety of crimes with the addition of a firearm, may change the
perception of space, as this is a crime that could be committed by an acquaintance or a stranger.
Further, due to media coverage on gun violence, many of these crimes are associated with
random occurrences, although this is not always the case (Papachristos et al. 2014). Gun violence
is a bit different than other experiences here, as an individual could be geographically removed
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from one’s victim and still cause harm or death. Meaning, a person could be hundreds of feet
from you, fire a gun, and wound or deliver a fatal shot. For most other types of crimes, either
little physical harm would be done (identity theft) or someone would need to be physically
present within the same space (rape, sexual assault, physical assault). As such, those who have
experienced gun violence may have multiple perceptions of space and whether surroundings are
safe, or otherwise. Bystanders, on one hand, may not perceive space differently, as their
decisions could likely not affect the outcome of the crime at all. On the other hand, there could
be associations with similar sounds, similar buildings, etc., that influence perceptions of those
who were actively involved in gun violence.

3.3.5 Victimization in the Abstract Sphere
Some crimes, such as identity theft, occur in a more abstract space, not a precise physical
location. Of individuals ages sixteen and older, 7% of this population has been victimized by
identity theft, with the majority experiencing fraudulent activity based on existing information
and accounts (i.e. credit cards, bank accounts). Elderly individuals have also seen an increase in
fraudulent activity (Harrell 2015). Overall, identity theft appears to be a crime that impacts many
people, but the effects are still largely unknown (White & Fisher 2008). As identity theft occurs
mostly in the realm of cyberspace, with the computer as a shield to the crime being committed
and no danger of a physical component, one may be less likely to see space differently or
navigate it differently based on that experience. However, the extent to which the identity theft
was perpetrated (money taken, identification stolen) could affect individuals in how they interact
with others, which could also affect the way in which space could be perceived differently. The
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unknown identity of the perpetrator could lead to the perception and fear that any individual one
crosses paths with could be the perpetrator. For example, a victim may wonder whether the
cashier in the grocery store was the one who perpetrated the crime.

3.3.6 Fear, Victimization, and Environmental Design
Since the 1970s, there has been a focus on the development and application of
“defensible spaces” (Cozens 2005; Newman 1972). Broadly understood, ideas of defensible
space are focused on the design of areas to make them unattractive to criminal activity. Crime
Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) is a commonly used urban planning
approach that also recognizes the role of environmental design in reducing the fear of crime and
perception of danger within a space (Jeffery 1971). CPTED contends that the factors that
“harden” a space against crime can also produce a result of increasing the perception of safety
among those engaging in that space. These factors can broadly be classified to include
increasing surveillance (improved lighting, clear line of sight, and open spaces), access control
(clearly defined bounds and usage of space), and positive reinforcement (active use of space as
intended). As applied here, an open, well-lit, and actively used area should provide greater
feelings of safety than those areas without these characteristics. However, as factors are recalled
based on individual victimization, those feelings may be stronger or weaker, dependent on the
associated context. While these CPTED concepts are well known in planning and utilized in
planning practice, they are not the only sources from which people pull to make decisions about
surroundings. However, they provide a basis and a way to evaluate the perceived safety of an
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area across the population. While few people are intimately aware of CPTED, the concepts
behind CPTED are common sense and strongly reinforced in society (Sorensen et al. 2008).

3.4 Methods
An online survey (n=392) was conducted with individuals across the United States to
understand what factors are associated with perceptions of safe spaces and how these factors
vary across demographic and experiential groupings.

3.4.1 Survey
Individuals were recruited to participate in an online survey via email and social media.
The survey contained 20 questions and was designed to develop a broad understanding of the
mental construction of safe spaces. Survey questions consisted of single-answer closed
questions, multiple-answer closed questions, Likert-scale rankings, and questions that asked
participants to group variables into those they looked for when deciding whether surroundings
were safe or unsafe. Of 427 surveys collected, 392 surveys were viable for use after removing
possible duplicates and cleaning up the data.

3.4.2 Key Variables
This project focused on understanding individual experiences that could influence
differences in how people perceive space. Participants were asked if they had ever experienced a
range of crimes: property crime, violent crime, identity theft, domestic violence, rape, sexual
assault, sexual harassment, physical assault, or gun violence (Table 3.1). These serve as the key
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grouping variables to assess the impact of personal experience on the construction and
perception of safe places and spaces. An additional aggregate grouping was constructed to
evaluate the difference between those who experienced any crime and those who had not.

Table 3.1: Survey participants were asked if they had ever experienced any of the following
crimes. These crime variables then served as experiential grouping variables to understand how
participants viewed various aspects of the built environment as more or less safe.
Defintion
Offenses of burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson. The
object of the theft-type offenses is the taking of money or property, but
there is no force or threat of force against the victims.
Offenses which involve force or threat of force; violent crime is
Violent Crime
composed of four offenses: murder and non-negligent manslaughter,
robbery, and aggravated assault.
All types on crime in which a person’s personal data is wrongfully
Identity Theft
obtained and used in some way to instigate fraud or deception,
typically for economic gain
Physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological actions or
threats of actions that influence another person. This includes any
behaviors that intimidate, manipulate, humiliate, isolate, frighten,
Domestic Violence terrorize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone;
domestic violence includes abusive behavior in any relationship that is
used by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over another
intimate partner
Penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body
part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person,
Rape
without consent of the victim; sexual assault is any type of sexual
contact or behavior that occurs without the explicit consent of the
recipient
Sexual activities as forced sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child
Sexual Assault
molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted rape
Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitutes sexual
harassment when submission to or rejection of this conduct explicitly
Sexual Harrassment
or implicitly affects an individual’s employment, unreasonably
interferes with an individual’s work performance or creates an
intimidating, hostile or offensive work environment
Physical assault takes place when an individual or a group provokes
and attacks a person physically, with or without the use of a weapon.
Physical Assault or threatens to hurt that person. Assault can further be defined as any
intentional act that causes another person to fear that she is about to
suffer physical harm
Victims of crime committed with a firearm, which can range from nonGun Violence
fatal to fatal.
Property Crime

Source
Bureau of Justice Statistics 2016

United States Department of Justice 2016

United States Department of Justice 2016

United States Department of Justice 2016

United States Department of Justice 2016

United States Department of Justice 2016

United States Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission 2016

Bureau of Justice Statistics 2016

National Institute of Justice 2017
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To compare experiential groups against one another, a set of built environmental factors
were used to construct the ideas of safe and unsafe places (Table 3.2). Built environmental
factors included presence or absence of light (natural or otherwise), commercial or residential
area, the presence or absence of certain populations (i.e. homeless or teenagers), high and low
traffic density, density of the population, crime reputation, maintenance of surrounding areas,
and presence or absence of the police. Participants were asked to rate each of these built
environmental factors as “safe” or “unsafe.” By doing so, within each experiential group (e.g.
those who had experienced physical assault), there was a range of environmental variables that
were associated with safe or unsafe.

Table 3.2: Survey respondents were asked how often they took these environmental variables
into consideration when deciding whether surroundings were safe or unsafe.
Description
Lighting

Residential Areas

Illumination from natural or man-made sources
The beliefs or opinions about a particular area; includes information received from
word of mouth, media, crime statistics, etc.
Areas predominantly occupied by public or private housing

Commercial Areas

Areas predominantly occupied by for-profit businesses

Maintenance

Police

The relative upkeep of an area
Homogeneous groups of individuals identified by the respondent (i.e. homeless or
teenagers)
Organization for maintaining law and order; can be local, national, or federal

Surveillance

Ability to observe activity in a place; can be natural or man-made

Population Visibility

The observation of people within a space at a given time

Traffic

The movement of vehicles within an area

Crime Reputation

Certain Populations

3.4.3 Chi-Square Test of Association
Contingency tables were created to test the frequency of responses that indicated whether
an environmental variable was considered when deciding if a space was safe or unsafe. The
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experiential categorical tables were used to group participants as either “has experienced” or
“has not experienced” a crime for the first set, and the second set were the counts of responses
for each environmental variable as either “safe” or “unsafe.” In the end, this produced a 2x2
contingency table. With these tables, a chi-square test of association was applied to determine if
responses were contingent upon experience. A Fisher’s exact test was utilized in conjunction
with a chi-square in tables that did not meet the distributional requirements for the chi-square.
Finally, a phi coefficient was calculated to note the strength of association between these
nominal variables. Results from the chi-square tests address the research question by providing a
means to test whether experience is related to variables used in determining if a space is safe or
unsafe. The results from each built environmental variable chi-square analysis for “safe” and
“unsafe” are aggregated and presented in tabular form in the following section. These tables do
not display the contingency tables themselves, but rather the output statistics for each factor.
Here, a significant chi-square, or Fisher’s exact test, provides an answer to the research question
by indicating if the classification of an environmental variable as “safe” or “unsafe” is contingent
upon the experiential grouping variables, with the strength of that relationship measured by the
phi coefficient.

3.5 Results
3.5.1 Sociodemographic Information
Survey responses were collected from individuals (n=392) over approximately eight
weeks in the fall of 2016, including sociodemographic data about age, gender, highest degree
earned, parental status, and military status. The median age of survey respondents was 31.7 years
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(range 18-85 years). The median level of education was an associate degree, specifically broken
down as follows: some high school education or less (0.5%), high school graduates (9.7%); some
college (28.3%), an associate degree (18.9%), a bachelor’s degree (20.9%), a master’s degree
(12.8%), a doctoral degree (6.4%), and a professional degree (2.3%). Approximately a third
(32.4%) of respondents were parents and fewer than 5% were involved in the military (1%
currently serving in the military, 3.3% were former military). The majority of respondents (63%)
identified as female, followed by male (34.7%), agender (0.5%), non-binary (0.5%), gender-fluid
(0.3%), gender non-conforming (0.3%), genderqueer (0.3%), and transgender female (0.3%).
Ethnic and racial backgrounds were comprised of those identifying as White/Caucasian (79.6%),
multiple/mixed ethnicities (6.1%), Hispanic or Latino (5.4%), Asian or Pacific Islander (4.1%),
Black or African American (3.8%), and Native American or American Indian (0.5%).

3.5.2 Domestic Violence
As shown in Table 3.3, surveillance (visible and limited), visible population density, and
heavy traffic were the variables that showed a significant association with the experience of
domestic violence and the associated environmental features considered when determining
whether surroundings were safe or unsafe. Visible surveillance and visible population density
were key factors considered differently in the categorization of safe, while limited surveillance
and heavy traffic were considered differently in categorizing as unsafe.
Heavy traffic was only significant for those who had experienced domestic violence
(n=41). Approximately one-third of those respondents (34%) indicated that heavy traffic was
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suggestive of unsafe surroundings. Similarly, having large groups of people present was
considered unsafe among those with domestic violence victimization (56%), whereas the
remaining 44% of those victimized by domestic violence indicated the opposite. On the other
hand, of those who had not experienced domestic violence (n=351), 62% indicated that a high
density of population would be suggestive of safety. The significance of heavy traffic and large
groups of people seem to indicate that areas with high levels of activity or people feel unsafe to
those who have experienced domestic violence. The associated and significant phi coefficients
for each indicate that as one experiences domestic violence, the more likely that person is to
consider those variables. This could reinforce that those who have experienced domestic
violence may be fearful of judgment by others due to the stigma associated with domestic
violence (Carlson & Worden 2005) or have lingering psychological or emotional effects that
may play a role in adapting to certain spaces (Larance & Porter 2004). Further, those who have
experienced domestic violence, especially those currently experiencing such events, may be
more aware of the possibility of an incident occurring in public.
Surveillance responses indicate that for those who have experienced domestic violence, a
place is safer when surveillance is present and areas without surveillance are unsafe. Limited
surveillance was considered unsafe in 46% of respondents who had experienced domestic
violence, compared to 30% of respondents who had not. Similarly, 56% of survivors indicated
visible surveillance was important in determining the safety of surroundings, compared to 36%
of those without experience. The individual phi coefficients support this, as they reflect that
visible surveillance has a strong, positive relationship between those who have experienced
domestic violence and associated feelings of safety. Conversely, limited surveillance was
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associated with perceiving surroundings as unsafe. While not all instances of domestic violence
are situated in the home, many incidences have long been known to occur outside of the public
eye (Hearn 2014). It is in the private spaces that a lack of surveillance would be a key
characteristic of the place of victimization. Therefore, places lacking surveillance would be more
unsafe than places with surveillance.

Table 3.3: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across domestic violence experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings.

3.5.3 Gun Violence
For respondents who experienced gun violence (n=5), the impact of this event(s) seems to
have the greatest impact on the way in which safe and unsafe surroundings are seen, as this
experiential grouping returned the largest number of significant results (Table 3.4). Most of
these variables (75%) were associated with safety. Interestingly, there were several variables
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that, while opposite of one another (limited police presence vs. visible police presence), were
still associated with safe surroundings. This indicates that those who have experienced gun
violence consider the construction of safe surroundings in a different way than those who have
not experienced gun violence. Perhaps stemming from their victimization experience, gun
violence victims are more focused on constructing safe surroundings and search for multiple
ways to do so.

Table 3.4: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered across
gun violence experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings.
Safe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Presence of Certain Populations
0.202
1.000
Absence of Certain Populations
0.929
0.653
Visible Police Presence
2.853*
0.169
Limited Police Presence
7.246***
.031**
Visible Surveillance
1.039
0.373
Limited Surveillance
5.534**
.072*
Visible Population Density
0.000
1.000
Limited Population Density
3.907**
0.107
Heavy Traffic
0.076
1.000
Limited Traffic
0.050
0.592
High Light
0.200
0.511
Low Light
0.106
1.000
High Crime Reputation
9.582***
.087*
Low Crime Reputation
0.036
1.000
Residential Areas
2.152
0.195
Commercial Areas
8.439***
.014**
High Maintenance
0.192
1.000
Low Maintenance
4.897**
0.145

Unsafe
Phi
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
0.023
2.259
0.189
0.076
0.049
0.230
1.000
0.024
.085*
1.377
0.250
0.059
.136***
0.017
1.000
0.007
0.051
0.391
0.450
0.032
.119**
0.153
0.656
0.020
0.001
1.092
0.330
0.053
.100**
0.027
1.000
0.008
0.014
1.476
0.239
0.061
0.011
0.317
1.000
0.028
0.023
0.013
1.000
0.006
0.016
1.402
0.590
0.060
.156*** 4.719**
.087*
.110**
0.010
0.092
1.000
0.015
0.074
2.995*
0.200
.087*
.147***
0.086
0.566
0.015
0.022
7.077***
0.110
.134***
.112**
0.192
1.000
0.022

Variables associated with the perception of safety included the reputation of an area as
high crime, presence of commercial activity, a general lack of maintenance, limited police
presence, limited surveillance, and limited population. Interestingly, of those who had gun
violence experience, one in five respondents answered that a high crime reputation was
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indicative of a safe place. It should be noted, however, that the proportion of these survey
respondents was quite small, at .01% of all respondents. Further, 1.5% of those who have not
experienced gun violence agreed that areas of high crime are indeed considered safe. Given
minute observations of gun violence experience, a Fisher’s exact test was used to confirm this
relationship between the experience of gun violence and the consideration of high crime areas as
safe, with results indicating a portion of the significance was subject to a small number of
respondents who experienced gun violence. While this would suggest that a high crime
reputation is associated with feelings of safety in those who had experienced gun violence per
the chi-square, the Fisher’s exact result places less confidence in that conclusion. This is
reflected as the significance of association decreased to the .1 level. Given that this is
contradictory to theory, it is a result to be explored further with a larger sample size.
The role of commercial areas in the perception of safe spaces is particularly important for
those who have experienced gun violence. Survey results indicate that four of five (80%) who
have experienced gun violence consider areas with commercial activity occurring when
categorizing safety, while only 92 of 387 (24%) of those who did not experience gun violence do
so. This indicates that those who experienced gun violence consider commercial activity to be
much more of an important factor. The Fisher’s exact test reinforces this conclusion. This
suggests that areas with commercial activities offer a greater degree of perception of safety to
those who have experienced gun violence, perhaps providing a reflection of the location of those
acts of gun violence (i.e. more isolated, less commercial locations).
A greater proportion of those who experienced gun violence (20%) considered poor
maintenance as a positive when assigning a location as safe, when compared to those who had
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not (2.8%), as indicated by the chi-square. The Fisher’s exact test, however, reduces that level of
confidence, with an associated p-value of 0.11, thereby suggesting some of that significance may
be a result of the small number of respondents who had experienced gun violence. At the
broadest level, this would reinforce the counterintuitive result of the high crime reputation,
where one member of the smaller sample set utilizes a factor typically associated with a lack of
safety to categorize safety. This may suggest that, given the sample, a member of this group
experienced gun violence in a different location or is responding in a counterintuitive fashion,
thereby reinforcing the importance of the individual experience.
A rather surprising result originated in the consideration of a limited police presence and
feelings of safety. In this case, three of the five (60%) who had experienced gun violence
considered limited police presence in their perception safe places, as opposed to 60 of 387 (15%)
who had not experienced gun violence This would indicate that those who have experienced
gun violence assign a greater degree of safety with a diminished police presence than those who
had not experienced gun violence. However, this does pose several interesting points for future
research, such that perhaps those who experienced gun violence are more keenly aware of the
increase of police presence that occurs in locations of high crime. Or, perhaps more cynically,
they are wary of experiencing gun violence both from criminals and from those who are sworn to
protect them. Rosenbaum (2006) notes that an increase in police presence can indicate more
crime, which in turn increases fear. However, Ratcliffe et al. (2015) found the opposite to be
true, that the increase in police presence instilled a sense of safety. As seen in these results, and
the literature, police presence could have positive or negative effects, likely driven by experience
and associated perception.
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Limited surveillance and limited population were also significantly tied to safe spaces
among those who have experienced gun violence. For limited surveillance, two of the five
(40%) who had experienced gun violence reported that variable in considering whether a place is
safe, as opposed to 35 of 387 (9%) who had not. Similarly, two of the five (40%) of those who
had experienced gun violence considered limited population as a marker of safe space, as
opposed to 44 of 387 (11%) who had not. While the results of the Fisher’s exact test do indicate
a reduction in the significance level, the overall results do fit with some of the other unexpected
results explored, where those who have experienced gun violence appear to find more safety in
limited presence of population, limited surveillance, and limited police. With this
contextualization of results, it would indicate that the construction of safety with this variable
may be very heavily tied to the context in which the experience occurred.
Three of five (60%) who experienced gun violence responded that high crime reputation
was considered when categorizing a location as unsafe, compared to 348 of 387 (90%) who had
not experienced gun violence. The Fisher’s exact test indicates that a degree of significance is a
result of the few who have experienced gun violence, yet, overall significance remains. This
result, even with a lesser degree of confidence, offers support to the result indicating those who
have experienced gun violence are less sensitive to crime reputation of an area in understanding
it to be unsafe. In fact, a greater proportion of that experiential group consider those locations
safe. Similarly, one of five (20%) considered high maintenance of an area to be indicative of
unsafe, as opposed to 8 of 387 (2%) who had not experienced gun violence. However, the
Fisher’s exact test decreases some of the confidence level. Similar to the crime reputation
variable, (even marginal levels of confidence, when coupled with the results from the
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construction of safe places), results seem to indicate that those who have experienced gun
violence associated a degree of safety with a lack of maintenance. Again, this counterintuitive
result indicates the importance of experience.

3.5.4 Identity Theft
In the case of identity theft, limited population density was the only variable that showed
significance, indicating that limited population presence was not seen as a reason to believe that
an area was unsafe (Table 3.5). Here, of those who have experienced identity theft (n=27), 21
respondents (78%) indicated that they did not look at limited population presence in determining
if a space was unsafe, as compared to 200 of 365 (55%) who had not experienced identity theft.
As those who have experienced identity theft may be unaware of the person(s) who committed
the crime against them, this unknown identity of the perpetrator may be exacerbated by the
higher density areas of population where any person coming through the same space at the same
time could be a potential perpetrator.

3.5.5 Physical Assault
For those who experienced physical assault (n=28), both the presence and absence of
certain populations (i.e. homeless, teenagers) was significant (Table 3.6). A high proportion of
those who experienced physical assault associated the absence of certain persons with safety
when compared to their non-experienced counterparts. In conjunction with this, that same
population of those who have experienced physical assault believe that that presence of certain
populations is indicative of unsafe conditions. For those with experience with physical assault,
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population construction, or those that make up the population, is highly contextual when
determining if a space is safe or unsafe. In this case, implicit bias could influence the way that
surroundings are perceived, which may be associated with the experience of this survey cohort,
possibly indicating physical assault by unknown or unfamiliar persons.

Table 3.5: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered across
identity theft experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings.
Safe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Presence of Certain Populations
0.001
1.000
Absence of Certain Populations
0.717
0.426
Visible Police Presence
0.331
0.688
Limited Police Presence
1.614
0.281
Visible Surveillance
0.092
0.838
Limited Surveillance
0.095
0.731
Visible Population Density
0.899
0.415
Limited Population Density
0.266
0.541
Heavy Traffic
1.844
0.210
Limited Traffic
3.382*
.100*
High Light
0.061
0.770
Low Light
0.604
1.000
High Crime Reputation
0.608
0.396
Low Crime Reputation
0.085
1.000
Residential Areas
0.006
1.000
Commercial Areas
0.559
0.643
High Maintenance
2.775*
0.123
Low Maintenance
1.846
0.197

Phi
0.002
0.043
0.029
0.064
0.015
0.016
0.048
0.026
0.069
.093*
0.012
0.039
0.039
0.015
0.004
0.038
.084*
0.069

Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
2.076
0.166
0.073
0.028
1.000
0.008
0.388
0.800
0.031
0.053
0.844
0.012
0.000
1.000
0.001
0.475
0.669
0.035
0.002
1.000
0.003
5.400**
.026**
.117**
2.491
0.132
0.080
0.039
0.833
0.010
0.074
1.000
0.014
0.005
1.000
0.004
2.011
0.184
0.072
0.527
1.000
0.037
1.315
0.619
0.058
0.394
0.782
0.032
0.256
0.478
0.026
0.009
1.000
0.005

3.5.6 Rape
Similar to those who have experienced property crime, the absence of certain populations
and presence of visible surveillance played a key role in the perception of safe place for those
who have experienced rape (n=10). As a generality, those who have experienced rape found
spaces to be safer when visible surveillance was present, and in the absence of certain
populations (i.e. homeless, teenagers) (Table 3.7).

45
Table 3.6: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered across
physical assault experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings.
Safe
Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Presence of Certain Populations
0.005
1.000
0.004
3.974**
0.51***
.101**
Absence of Certain Populations
4.807**
.044**
.111**
0.043
1.000
0.010
Visible Police Presence
0.000
1.000
0.000
0.502
0.623
0.036
Limited Police Presence
0.071
1.000
0.013
2.513
0.118
0.080
Visible Surveillance
1.840
0.225
0.069
0.504
0.755
0.036
Limited Surveillance
2.500
0.167
0.080
0.001
1.000
0.002
Visible Population Density
0.139
0.694
0.019
0.711
0.711
0.043
Limited Population Density
0.189
0.555
0.022
1.214
0.324
0.056
Heavy Traffic
0.056
1.000
0.012
0.021
1.000
0.007
Limited Traffic
0.052
0.792
0.011
0.817
0.401
0.046
High Light
0.982
0.560
0.050
0.077
1.000
0.014
Low Light
0.628
1.000
0.040
0.260
0.812
0.026
High Crime Reputation
4.934**
.083*
.112**
1.762
0.196
0.067
Low Crime Reputation
0.454
0.443
0.034
0.548
1.000
0.037
Residential Areas
0.013
1.000
0.006
1.367
0.622
0.059
Commercial Areas
1.698
0.256
0.066
0.872
0.410
0.047
High Maintenance
1.608
0.202
0.064
3.158*
0.130
.090*
Low Maintenance
1.693
0.208
0.066
0.697
0.394
0.042

For the absence of certain populations, 8 out of 10 (80%) who had experienced rape
considered the absence of certain populations when deciding whether an area was safe, as
opposed to 153 of 382 (40%) who had not. Given the few observations of those who experienced
rape and did not consider this variable, the Fisher’s exact test was employed, which indicated
significance at the 0.05 level. This result may suggest a prevalence of the stranger rape myth in
those who have experienced rape, as the absence of certain populations commonly stereotyped as
“dangerous” (homeless, teenagers, men) is indicative of safety. This is a bit of a counterintuitive
result, as rape is most commonly perpetrated by a known assailant (Anderson 2007; Edwards et
al. 2011).
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Those who had experienced rape considered visible surveillance to be indicative of
unsafe space at a greater proportion (40%) than those who did not have that experience (10%).
While overall most respondents to this survey did not connect visible surveillance with unsafe
space, this seemingly counterintuitive belief among rape survivors indicates that their
experiences have influenced the way in which they perceive space. As not all domestic violence
occurs in private space, this may indicate that there were respondents who had experienced
victimization in a public space, with surveillance and no intervention. In this situation, those
who did experience victimization under these circumstances may assume that surveillance may
not be a means of stopping abuse from happening, but rather another way in which the abuse is
seen and not stopped, as is not an uncommon occurrence (Gracia et al. 2009).

Table 3.7: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered across
rape experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings.
Safe
Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Presence of Certain Populations
0.408
1.000
0.032
2.936*
0.113
.087*
Absence of Certain Populations
6.425**
.018**
.128**
0.465
1.000
0.034
Visible Police Presence
3.087*
0.106
.089*
2.790*
0.108
.084*
Limited Police Presence
1.476
0.206
0.061
0.693
0.526
0.042
Visible Surveillance
0.017
1.000
0.007
8.527***
.018**
.147***
Limited Surveillance
1.339
0.241
0.058
0.311
0.732
0.028
Visible Population Density
0.001
1.000
0.002
0.080
0.553
0.014
Limited Population Density
3.305*
0.101
.092*
0.055
1.000
0.012
Heavy Traffic
0.918
0.505
0.048
2.990*
.099*
.087*
Limited Traffic
1.404
0.213
0.060
0.013
1.000
0.006
High Light
0.095
1.000
0.016
0.026
1.000
0.008
Low Light
0.214
1.000
0.023
0.825
0.697
0.046
High Crime Reputation
3.948**
0.167
.100**
0.997
0.281
0.050
Low Crime Reputation
0.343
1.000
0.030
0.187
1.000
0.022
Residential Areas
0.027
1.000
0.008
0.465
1.000
0.034
Commercial Areas
1.165
0.462
0.055
1.709
0.186
0.066
High Maintenance
0.007
1.000
0.004
2.715*
0.209
.083*
Low Maintenance
1.665
0.270
0.065
0.007
1.000
0.004
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3.5.7 Property Crime
The results of property crime (Table 3.8) were surprising. Two variables persistently
returned as significant: police presence and surveillance. Individuals who have not
experienced property crime (n=175) indicated that visible surveillance and a visible police
presence were important factors in determining whether a location was perceived as safe or
unsafe. The surprising result was that those who had experienced property crime (n=217) viewed
an absence of surveillance or absence of police presence as more associated with safe than
unsafe. This is somewhat counter to other results where those who had experienced domestic
violence, for example, indicated that the presence of surveillance was more indicative of safety,
which is consistent with broader theories of CPTED and defensible space, where an increased
level of witnesses and bystanders serve to deter criminal activity (Cozens et al. 2005; Jeffery
1971; Newman 1972).
In terms of surveillance, a small proportion of those who had experienced property crime
associated visible surveillance with safety (31%) as opposed to those who had not (46%). This is
reinforced by the proportion of those who had experience property crime who did not consider
limited surveillance when deciding whether a place was unsafe (74%). The proportion of those
who had not experienced property crime who considered limited surveillance as unsafe (61%)
was smaller. As property crime happens frequently, and often without much attention, those who
have experienced property crime may believe that it was unpreventable (Hope et al. 2001).
Further research examining the magnitude of the crime (how much damage was caused) may
provide a more concrete answer as to why surveillance does not appear important in this regard.
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Table 3.8: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered across
property crime experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings.
Safe
Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Presence of Certain Populations
0.477
0.599
0.035
0.119
0.761
0.017
Absence of Certain Populations
0.033
0.918
0.009
0.042
1.000
0.010
Visible Police Presence
5.10**
.025**
.114**
4.152**
.053*
.103**
Limited Police Presence
9.47***
.002***
.155*** 18.588***
0.000***
.218***
Visible Surveillance
9.19***
.003***
.153***
0.043
0.873
0.010
Limited Surveillance
0.766
0.487
0.044
7.070***
.009***
.134***
Visible Population Density
0.062
0.836
0.013
0.377
0.571
0.031
Limited Population Density
0.029
1.000
0.009
0.230
0.682
0.024
Heavy Traffic
0.670
0.454
0.041
0.000
1.000
0.000
Limited Traffic
0.187
0.683
0.022
0.333
0.586
0.029
High Light
0.004
1.000
0.003
0.809
1.000
0.045
Low Light
0.169
0.736
0.021
0.528
0.538
0.037
High Crime Reputation
0.745
0.468
0.044
0.585
0.508
0.039
Low Crime Reputation
0.885
0.416
0.048
0.451
0.705
0.034
Residential Areas
1.020
0.360
0.051
0.086
0.809
0.015
Commercial Areas
0.193
0.723
0.022
3.075*
.091*
.089*
High Maintenance
0.010
1.000
0.005
0.444
0.521
0.034
Low Maintenance
2.430
0.145
0.079
0.010
1.000
0.005

Additionally surprising, the presence of police had no significant influence on
perceptions of safety for either of the two groups (those who experienced property crime versus
those who had not). The responses indicated that both visible and limited police presence were
considered safe and also that both were associated with unsafe surroundings. In terms of visible
police presence, those who had not experienced property crime had a greater proportion who
examined police presence to decide about the safety of a place (63%) than those who had
experienced property crime (52%). For those who had experienced property crime, visible
police presence was indicative of unsafe surroundings (23%), compared to those who had not
experienced property crime (15%). Similar to the surveillance variable, those who have
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experienced property crime may have felt that what happened was unavoidable, indicating that
either the presence or absence of police would have not changed the outcome.
Similarly, those who had experienced property crime were more inclined to consider a
limited police presence as being indicative of safety. For those who have experienced property
crime, a greater proportion (21%) considered a limited police presence as indicative of safety
compared to those who had not (10%). A similar finding was found in that a greater proportion
of those who had experienced property crime did not consider a limited police presence as
indicative of being unsafe (67%), compared to 45% of those who had not experienced property
crime.

3.5.8 Sexual Assault
For those who have experienced sexual assault (n=27), visible surveillance is indicated to
be safe, whereas those who have not experienced sexual assault do not see visible surveillance
being indicative of safety. Of the respondents who did not experience sexual assault (n=365),
visible surveillance was not considered (64%), contrasting with 36% who did consider it when
deciding whether a space was safe. Of those who did experience sexual assault, 41% did not
consider visible surveillance, while 59% did when deciding whether a location was safe. Results
in Table 3.9 indicate that the consideration for visible surveillance is indeed different between
those who have experienced sexual assault and those who have not when deciding on whether a
space is safe. They further indicate that visible surveillance is more important to those who have
experienced sexual assault than those who have not. Somewhat surprising, visible surveillance
was indicative of safety in those who experienced sexual assault, but not that of the previously
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discussed occurrence of rape. As sexual assault can encompass a number of criminal acts, it may
be that the experiences of the participants were varied in this study, whereas those who have
experienced rape were combined under a much narrower definition. Exploring and looking more
closely at individual experiences may allow for a broader perspective as to why these two
seemingly similar groups produced dissimilar results.

Table 3.9: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered across
sexual assault experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings.
Safe
Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Presence of Certain Populations
0.001
1.000
0.002
2.076
0.166
Absence of Certain Populations
0.600
0.544
0.039
0.028
1.000
Visible Police Presence
0.053
0.844
0.012
0.014
1.000
Limited Police Presence
0.034
1.000
0.009
0.331
0.688
Visible Surveillance
5.557**
.023**
.119**
0.375
0.526
Limited Surveillance
0.980
0.306
0.050
3.530*
.085*
Visible Population Density
0.467
0.547
0.035
2.104
0.141
Limited Population Density
0.266
0.541
0.026
0.799
0.424
Heavy Traffic
0.105
0.834
0.016
0.002
1.000
Limited Traffic
0.049
1.000
0.011
2.201
0.140
High Light
0.061
0.770
0.012
0.074
1.000
Low Light
0.604
1.000
0.039
0.806
0.473
High Crime Reputation
0.608
0.396
0.039
0.013
0.753
Low Crime Reputation
0.059
0.791
0.012
0.527
1.000
Residential Areas
0.523
0.551
0.037
1.315
0.619
Commercial Areas
0.032
0.819
0.009
0.005
1.000
High Maintenance
0.009
1.000
0.005
0.256
0.478
Low Maintenance
0.040
0.581
0.010
0.953
0.379

Phi
0.073
0.008
0.006
0.029
0.031
.095*
0.073
0.045
0.002
0.075
0.014
0.045
0.006
0.037
0.058
0.004
0.026
0.049

3.5.9 Violent Crime
Those who have experienced violent crime (n=6) have a higher proportion of individuals
who feel unsafe with a high density of people who are around and, interestingly, also see highcrime areas as safe, whereas across the board, most people do not indicate that these would be
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safe places (Table 3.10). For those who have experienced violent crime, two of six (33%)
respondents indicated they considered visual populations when considering whether a place is
unsafe as compared to 28 of 386 (7%) who had not experienced violent crime. A more
interesting result came from the proportion of those who had experienced violent crime (16%)
who looked at high-crime areas as safe as compared to those who had not experienced violent
crime (1.5%). The Fisher’s exact test marginalizes the result of the chi-square and suggests a
need for further study with a larger sample to provide stronger evidence, one way or the other.

Table 3.10 Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across violent crime experiential groupings when assessing "safe" and "unsafe" surroundings.
Safe
Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Presence of Certain Populations
0.242
1.000
0.025
0.027
1.000
0.008
Absence of Certain Populations
0.151
1.000
0.020
0.276
1.000
0.027
Visible Police Presence
0.226
0.704
0.024
1.465
0.601
0.061
Limited Police Presence
0.002
1.000
0.002
1.410
0.409
0.060
Visible Surveillance
2.124
0.206
0.074
0.770
1.000
0.044
Limited Surveillance
0.372
0.451
0.031
0.920
0.388
0.048
Visible Population Density
1.875
0.219
0.069
5.686**
.070*
.120**
Limited Population Density
2.744*
0.149
.084*
1.800
0.238
0.068
Heavy Traffic
0.831
0.669
0.046
0.831
0.317
0.046
Limited Traffic
0.001
1.000
0.001
2.819*
0.183
.085*
High Light
2.133
0.183
0.074
0.016
1.000
0.006
Low Light
0.127
1.000
0.018
0.487
0.614
0.035
High Crime Reputation
7.694***
0.103
.140*** 3.404*
0.122
.093*
Low Crime Reputation
0.000
1.000
0.001
0.111
1.000
0.017
Residential Areas
3.147*
0.106
.090*
0.276
1.000
0.027
Commercial Areas
2.144
0.160
0.074
1.101
0.597
0.053
High Maintenance
0.439
0.678
0.033
0.143
1.000
0.019
Low Maintenance
0.192
1.000
0.022
0.060
1.000
0.012
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3.5.10 Sexual Harassment
Of all the victimizations explored, the results for sexual harassment returned the least
significant variables, with limited traffic and high-crime areas showing minimal associations of
unsafe spaces when compared to those who had not experienced sexual harassment (Table 3.11).
Interestingly, this result could be indicative that as sexual harassment has become more
prominent in all facets of daily life (Giuffre & Williams 1994; Timmerman 2003), individuals
are more apt to disregard this or no longer consider it a criminal victimization.

Table 3.11: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across sexual harassment experiential groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe”
surroundings.
Safe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Presence of Certain Populations
1.577
0.379
Absence of Certain Populations
0.981
0.416
Visible Police Presence
1.593
0.220
Limited Police Presence
0.334
0.633
Visible Surveillance
1.428
0.280
Limited Surveillance
0.130
0.763
Visible Population Density
0.195
0.723
Limited Population Density
0.178
0.594
Heavy Traffic
0.232
0.715
Limited Traffic
0.789
0.482
High Light
0.160
1.000
Low Light
0.108
0.541
High Crime Reputation
0.222
0.493
Low Crime Reputation
0.246
0.816
Residential Areas
0.144
0.730
Commercial Areas
0.546
0.546
High Maintenance
1.701
0.247
Low Maintenance
0.011
1.000

Phi
0.063
0.050
0.064
0.029
0.060
0.018
0.022
0.021
0.024
0.045
0.020
0.017
0.024
0.025
0.019
0.037
0.066
0.005

Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
1.780
0.221
1.526
0.198
0.799
0.378
0.255
0.724
2.688
0.159
0.895
0.352
0.026
0.748
0.361
0.600
0.008
1.000
3.009*
.092*
0.101
1.000
0.588
0.529
3.417*
.082*
0.222
0.493
0.232
1.000
0.057
0.809
1.878
0.196
0.021
1.000

Phi
0.067
0.062
0.045
0.025
0.083
0.048
0.008
0.030
0.005
.088*
0.016
0.039
.093*
0.024
0.024
0.012
0.069
0.007
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3.5.11 Aggregate Victimization
Of respondents to this survey (n=392), 287 individuals (73%) expressed that they had
experienced at least one of the listed victimizations. Of those who have had an experience of
victimization, police presence (limited and visible) were associated with the decision as to
whether a place was safe or whether a place was unsafe. As seen in Table 3.12, this was the only
variable that was significant across the board with those who had victimization experience.
Additionally, for this group of individuals, low crime reputation was an important factor in
categorizing a space as safe, and high crime reputation was associated with categorizing a place
as unsafe. Interestingly though, low crime reputation was more of a consideration of safety than
high crime places being used to categorize unsafe.

Table 3.12: Combined chi-square output statistics of built environmental factors considered
across aggregate groupings when assessing “safe” and “unsafe” surroundings
Safe
Unsafe
Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi Chi-Square Fisher's Exact Sig
Phi
Presence of Certain Populations
0.341
0.558
0.029
0.465
0.568
0.034
Absence of Certain Populations
0.068
0.818
0.013
0.757
0.576
0.044
Visible Police Presence
5.312 **
0.022 **
0.116** 3.364*
.083*
0.093*
Limited Police Presence
3.329 *
0.087 *
0.092* 8.977***
.004***
.151***
Visible Surveillance
2.047
0.16
0.072
1.013
0.37
0.051
Limited Surveillance
2.327
0.171 *
0.077
1.824
0.181
0.068
Visible Population Density
0.013
0.908
0.006
0.171
0.671
0.021
Limited Population Density
0.219
0.725
0.024
0.172
0.731
0.021
Heavy Traffic
0.046
0.904
0.011
0.676
0.468
0.042
Limited Traffic
0.437
0.542
0.033
0.089
0.807
0.015
High Light
0.485
0.503
0.035
0.367
1
0.031
Low Light
0.85
0.688
0.047
0.573
0.891
0.011
High Crime Reputation
2.608
0.197
0.082
3.448 *
0.065 *
0.094 *
Low Crime Reputation
4.144 **
0.047 **
0.103**
0.012
1
0.005
Residential Areas
0.911
0.362
0.048
0.062
0.783
0.013
Commercial Areas
0.97
0.355
0.05
2.437
0.153
0.079
High Maintenance
0.005
1
0.003
0.098
1
0.016
Low Maintenance
0.02
1
0.007
0.473
0.53
0.035
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3.6 Discussion
It is easy to attempt to place victimization experiences in neat categories, where we
understand what has happened, where it has happened, and the effects of the event. However,
based on the results above, it is clearly apparent that experiences are individualized, and even if
two people experience one type of victimization, the experience will not be the same. For
example, while one individual may experience domestic violence as battering within the home,
another may experience it as controlling behaviors that affect their social lives and economic
stability. While both persons are experiencing domestic violence, the event itself and the
associated effects will likely change the way in which surroundings are seen, but in different
ways.
The results of this study indicate that, overall, there is only one variable, police presence,
where both the presence and absence can be indicative of safe and unsafe surroundings. Police
organizations have been in the news over the past few years in increasing numbers, especially for
violence at the hand of the police (Weitzer 2015). These events may have made more people
aware of the police, whether positive or negative. This is not to say that negative events with the
police have not occurred in the past, but rather a new set of individuals are becoming more aware
of these events. Further, people could associate more police to mean that higher crime areas
(therefore requiring more police presence) or, conversely, that more police are indicative of a
safer area (because the police are keeping the area that way).
Additionally, within many victimization groupings, the presence or absence of certain
populations was noted as being a reason for viewing surroundings as safe or unsafe. Participants
focused on groups of teenagers and those experiencing homelessness. For those who had
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experienced rape, the absence of homogeneous groups was indicative of safe surroundings.
While rape is not often perpetrated by strangers, but rather known persons (Clay-Warner & Burt
2005; Deming et al. 2013; Fisher et al. 2005), the presence of large groups of strangers may
worry an individual that if my friend/boyfriend/acquaintance could do this to me, of what could a
stranger be capable? For those who had experienced domestic violence, large groups of people,
regardless of makeup, were considered unsafe, which was mirrored in the group of participants
who had experienced physical assault. Here, although many of these instances occur within the
private sphere, this does not decrease the fear that an individual may have of encountering their
abuser in public or having to explain visible bodily injuries to those they may come in contact
with, such as friends or family.
Surveillance, which has been noted as one way to reduce crime (Priks 2015; Sohn 2016),
did not seem to be an effective means of increasing the perception of safe surroundings. While
those who had experienced domestic violence and sexual assault did indicate that surveillance
would increase the safety of their surroundings, this association did not appear as important
within other victimization groups. In this regard, it is speculated that the availability of
surveillance may provide a way to make more public the kinds of victimizations that have often
occurred out of the public eye. For example, should a woman be victimized in an elevator or
other area that is assumed to be private, the presence of surveillance would allow for proof of
violence or a way in which to indicate that what happened was not consensual. Conversely, it
may also be possible that the presence of surveillance could cause harm to come to the abused,
should these private happenings become public.
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Across all experiential and non-experiential groups, except for sexual harassment (which
returned no significant built environmental factors), the built environment played a role in how
surroundings were perceived. While some concepts of CPTED were included, there were several
other considerations evaluated when looking at the safety, or lack thereof, of surroundings.
Lighting, which has long been a popular strategy for improving safety and decreasing the fear of
crime (Boomsma & Steg 2014), did not seem as important, whereas the reputation of a place as
being safe or unsafe was important. Interestingly, the reputation of “safe” was more important
than the reputation of “unsafe,” indicating that people are interested in definitively being aware
of the safety of an area. The reputation of surroundings being unsafe may not necessarily indicate
them to be safe, but rather indicate a gray area or an area where a solid conclusion about the
safety cannot be made. Only when an area is deemed safe is an individual able to definitively
conclude that it is not unsafe.
Connecting these finding to the ideas behind CPTED, people-oriented design focusing on
improving feelings of safety becomes more complicated. While factors such as lighting are
known to reduce crime (Boomsma & Steg 2014), their effect on improving perception of safety
remains inconsistent, as increased lighting may not always lead to a reduction in crime (Cozens
& Love 2015). So, in practice, it appears that there is no singular focus which can be utilized to
improve design and the reduction of fear. However, based on these individual experiences, it
appears that a multi-layered approach may be an appropriate way to address the concerns of
different experiential groups. For example, lighting, surveillance, and police presence can be
applied together to address a variety of experiences to more individuals than just installing
surveillance cameras alone. However, even with this multi-layered approach, because individual
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experience influences perceptions of safety, there is no guarantee that any singular space can be
constructed as safe for everyone. So, while no space may be deemed safe by everybody, the
multi-layered approach provides a way to bring individual experience into the planning process.
While aggregation may still prove helpful, considering individual experience will incorporate
ideas and concepts from those individuals who have not been considered in design practices
previously.

3.7 Conclusion
Experiences, that individuals will have over the course of their lives appear to influence
the way space is perceived and constructed by individuals. Further, these experiences are
associated with the beliefs that surroundings are safe or unsafe. Regardless of whether an exact
definition of safe or unsafe can be applied to a space, it is the belief of the person in that place at
that point in time. This will influence how one uses that space, navigates that space, and
ultimately decides whether to use that space. To further explore the role of individual perception
in the engagement of space, this paper focused on the way spaces were perceived as safe or
unsafe. Using criminal victimization as a life experience that should influence this perception,
the following research questions were answered: what factors are associated with safe
surroundings and how do these vary based on specific types of experiences?
In exploring how life experiences influence the perception and individual construction of
safe and unsafe spaces, survey information was collected from respondents regarding their
victimization experiences and built environmental factors they associate with safe and unsafe
spaces. Results indicated that life experiences do indeed influence the way in which spaces are
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constructed and whether they are perceived as safe or unsafe. Those who have experienced
criminal victimization clearly view safe and unsafe surroundings differently than those without
the experience of criminal victimization. This can be seen in several of the experiential groups
and can be compared across experiential groups that, while seemingly very similar, produce very
different results. Although there were multiple experiential groupings, and 73% of respondents
had experienced at least one type of victimization, there were few variables that could be applied
to all categories. Of the environmental factors examined, police presence was the only one that
was deemed important within the majority of respondents. All other environmental factors were
important is some regards, but not important in others. So those persons who had experiences,
while they may have been similar, did not produce the same perception of space. Therefore,
experience differs by individual and is applied to the perception of space depending on that
individual’s particular experience.
Building off these results, future scholarly work should be focused on expanding the
sample sizes to add robustness and verification and should further work to generate
understandings at the individual level to further contextualize what was explored in this paper.
Additionally, it would be beneficial to explore how multiple victimization experiences interact,
reinforce, or contradict one another. For practice, these results call the application of CPTED
principles to task. In traditional planning theory, such as the rational planning model, the planner
operates in a “top down” fashion, imposing subject expertise in response to community desires.
As applied to CPTED, the planner would implement principles in response to a desire for
increased safety. These results indicate the planner should shift the theoretical approach guiding
practice to an advocacy or communicative model, where the direct needs of the community and
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its sub-populations are discovered through engagement. Then unique, place-driven solutions can
be implemented. As applied, different design principles will be the focus, based on the unique
victimization experiences within the community. This type of approach and implementation can
harness the full power of CPTED in the construction of safe surroundings.
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CHAPTER 4
WHAT IS SAFE? UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL
EXPERIENCE IN PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY

4.1 Abstract
Spatial decision making, the way we choose to move about and navigate space, varies
individually based on how one prioritizes decision variables. The complexity of perception,
where each space is unique and each individual navigates space in a uniquely understood path,
presents a challenge for those seeking to develop themes of how individuals interact with space
and those seeking to design people-centered spaces. To address these challenges, this
manuscript explores how one type of experience, criminal victimization, influences an
individual’s perception of space. Further, it explores which broad themes, based loosely on the
concepts of Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) are utilized in the
description of spaces and how criminal victimization experiences influence those descriptions.
Photo interpretation and a content analysis of descriptions were used to study the factors that
individuals categorized as either safe or unsafe when examining multiple built environments and
landscapes, and a chi-square test of association was utilized to assess the relationship between
victimization experience and the average number of words used by each respondent to describe
safe and unsafe surroundings. Results reinforce the role of personal experience in influencing
how individuals perceive and engage their surroundings. Those with criminal victimization
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experience were more descriptive, indicating that their past experiences shaped a greater
awareness of and the ability to assign meaning to their surroundings. Further, results of this study
reinforce the importance of concepts from CPTED across all experiential groups, though the
strength of that reinforcement varied by experiential group.

4.2 Introduction
People interact with different spaces frequently throughout their daily lives, and it is
something that most of us have in common, whether it be traveling from one place to another,
heading out for a cup of coffee, visiting a new place, or simply going out for groceries. Even if
we are limited in our mobility, we interact and engage in space often. However, despite these
commonalities, there are differences in the ways that we choose to move from one place to
another or share space with others. Spatial decision making, or the way that we choose to move
about and navigate space, varies from individual to individual based on how people prioritize
their decision-making process. While one person may want to get there quickly, through
economizing time or distance, another person may be willing to increase the amount of time or
number of miles if it increases the perception or feeling of safety while engaging in space.
The environment, built or otherwise, is known to influence an individual’s engagement in
a particular space, whether on a small scale or a large scale (Fisher & Nasar 1992; Newman
1972; Wilson & Kelling 1982). A single built environment may produce multiple perceptions
based on the previous experience(s) of the individuals. Given that, it becomes important to
understand how different individuals, while experiencing, engaging in, and navigating the same
space, arrive at different conclusions about that space based upon those experiences.
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Life experiences influence meaning that is attached to a space or a place, and whether
these experiences were positive or negative, those experiences and related associations will
ultimately influence the way an individual interacts with that space (Tuan 2003). For example,
while traveling to a new place, an individual may be reminded of a particular event that occurred
by the look of a place and, while having no previous experience in the new place, will attach a
meaning. Although an unfamiliar place, the recollection of a familiar place or occurrence while
in the new place may provide the catalyst for attaching a similar meaning to the new space. The
resulting, newly created mental representation of this environment, therefore, will be the one to
which the individual responds, not the real world (Golledge & Stimson 1997). Therefore, each
space that an individual perceives is the intersection of the present space with the past spaces and
experiences of the individual.
This complexity of perception, where each space is unique and in effect each individual
navigates space in a uniquely understood path, presents a challenge for those seeking to
understand broad themes of how individuals interact with space and those seeking to design
people-centered spaces. To address these challenges, this paper explores how one type of
experience (criminal victimization) influences the manner in which individuals perceive space by
answering the following research questions: How do experiential differences influence an
individual’s perception of space? Additionally, which broad themes are present in the description
of spaces, and how does criminal victimization experience influence these descriptions?
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4.3 Theoretical Frameworks
4.3.1 Perception and Cognition
To geographers interested in human behavior and how it is applied to space, perception is
an all-encompassing term that include perceptions, images, memories, attitudes, etc. (Moore &
Golledge 1976) and is present in all human activity (Wood 1970). However, much is yet to be
discovered regarding the connection of perception to human geography, with most work on
perception being done within the discipline of psychology (Golledge & Stimson 1997; Wood
1970). Psychologists are more apt to see perceptions as a subset of cognition, whereas
geographers use the term to explain how information is recalled or remembered by individuals
(Golledge & Stimson 1997). Given this difference, it is important to contextualize research on
the topic to the discipline and literature in which it is couched.
Associated with perception, cognition is a means of awareness, incorporating past
experiences and present actions and examining the associated human behavioral response
(Moore & Golledge 1976). Cognition, then, is how received information is coded, stored, and
organized, developing and accumulating over a period of time, with the experiences from
yesterday influencing the present and continuing to influence behavior into the future.
Experience, therefore, affects perception, possibly resulting in similar life experiences, but
hindering two people from having the same life experiences (Tuan 2003).

4.3.2 Environmental Cognition and Perception
Environmental cognition is a unique cognitive process which incorporates the awareness,
information, impressions, and beliefs that individuals have about an environment, including not
only the physical environment but the total life environment, encompassing its sociocultural,
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economic, and political aspects (Moore & Golledge 1976). An individual’s personal experience,
knowledge, and values filter the stimuli encountered in daily life. By doing so, individuals
develop their own world, which is based upon the interpretation of the built environment around
them (Knox 1994).
Environmental images have been used in geographic studies for many years, beginning in
1960 with Lynch’s seminal study on the creation of mental maps. This study took the mental
maps of multiple urban residents, combined the information, and produced a singular map that
showed the most important elements of the built environment within an urban landscape (Lynch
1979). Similarly, mental maps have been used in transportation studies (Van Acker et al. 2010),
location analysis (Ratti el al. 2006), and criminal activity (Canter & Hodge 2008). Although
focusing on decision-making processes, mental maps have also been able to capture an
individual’s perception of places (Gillespie 2010).

4.3.3 Emotional Geographies
Attempting to connect space and emotion is relatively new in the discipline of geography.
However, integrating the two is critical to understanding the way people perceive and ultimately
interact with space. Emotions have tangible effects on our surroundings and can shape the nature
and experiences in the world (Davidson & Milligan 2004). Knox (1994) notes, “People need to
have access to one another’s feeling and meanings in order for everyday life to be a shared
experience.” Simply, emotional geographies account for emotions felt for places, spaces,
landscapes, and associated objects within.
Understanding the relationships between space and emotion allows for an exploration of
how places hold meaning through both positive and negative experiences, as both contribute to
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the personal development over the life course (Manzo 2003). These relationships further aid in
developing an understanding of socio-spatial life (Wood & Smith 2004). Emotional geography
emphasizes and values an individual’s expressed emotional connections and treats those
accounts as honest and genuine (Pile 2010). In that regard, as perception and cognition in
geography are interested in meaning individuals assign to space, it is an inherently emotional
geographic analysis.

4.3.4 Built Environment
The concept of the built environment includes man-made infrastructure and buildings that
constitute physical, natural, economic, social, and cultural capital (Hassler & Kohler 2014).
While the way humans interact with the natural environment, and that each shape each other, has
long been a tenant in academic geography (Taaffe 1974), the way humans interact with the built
environment has only emerged since the late twentieth century. Jane Jacobs (1961) and Oscar
Newman (1972) introduced the idea of built environment as a mechanism for crime deterrence,
and the associated concept of defensible space has continued to be a popular concept for
community design (Sohn 2016; Stidham et al. 2014; Tijerino 1998).
Human-built environment interaction is constructed upon a recognition that the built
environment influences human activities (i.e. the concepts behind Crime Prevention through
Environmental Design [CPTED]) and that the built environment is designed by humans with a
specific purpose in mind (Knox 1994). In other words, the built environment is shaped by
human activities but also shapes them. This relationship is inherently tied to environmental
cognition, as described above, as perceptions about spaces shape and are shaped by the
recollection of individual experience. Therefore, the way a human perceives and in turn interacts
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with the built environment is shaped by one’s personal experiences, in turn leading to multiple
individuals experiencing the same built environmental factors, such as a street lighting,
differently. As the built environment is designed to elicit specific purposes and behaviors of the
population, this differing meaning can present a problem for urban designers and planners.
Environmental cognition literature explains that individuals experience the environment
differently and in fact may live in their own individual, self-constructed “worlds” (Moore &
Golledge 1976). However, urban designers, planners, and architects have long sought to find
ways to design spaces with people in mind (Hamraie 2013; Phillips et al. 2013). Following
Jacobs (1961) and Whyte (1980), there is a recognition that people and their interaction are
central components of constructing socially recognized spaces. This encourages designers to
seek to maximize and facilitate that interaction though welcoming physical environments, such
as facilitating contact through shared hallways or sidewalks. Similarly, efforts to include both
active and passive access to natural features, such as greenways, have been included to promote
healthier lifestyles among members in a community (Roberts et al. 2016; Turrell et al. 2013).
While the above examples are two standard aspects of attempting to manage the way
individuals engage space through environmental design, the ability of the built environment to
influence crime has received a great deal of attention in both the applied and academic
literatures. Here, landmark works of C. Ray Jeffery (1971) defining CPTED and Oscar Newman
(1972) defining defensible space (the functionality behind CPTED), among others (Atlas 1991;
Brantingham & Brantingham 1975; Jacobs 1961; Merry 1981; Wilson & Kelling 1992; Wood
1961) argue that certain physical design components can create built environments that reduce
crime by making it less attractive to potential criminals. Through CPTED, the built environment
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consists of architectural and planning components that are categorized under defensible space,
which seeks to deter crime through erecting barriers, improving natural surveillance, and creating
a sense of public space (Perkins et al. 1993). The connections to environmental cognition and
perception are relatively straightforward on the criminal side, as it is seeking to generate mental
signals that dissuade the criminal from engaging in that space. While the results have been mixed
to promising (Merry 1981; Perkins et al. 1992; Perkins et al. 1993), they should produce a
secondary effect on the potential victims of crimes, that is, the general public. Here, if these
factors theorized to generate safety are well displayed in space, the natural extension is that this
will influence the perception of that space as safe.
In general, CPTED principles, in conjunction with other design factors, are utilized in the
attempt to create safe spaces. This can include the use of lighting to illuminate an area, making it
more visible, as crime is thought to be easier to commit in limited visibility. Similarly, designing
around natural surveillance of activities can decrease crime by increasing the number of potential
witnesses, establishing territoriality, indicating criminal activity is not welcome, and establishing
community ownership of spaces (Reynald 2015). Generating a sense of community within space
increases its overall human activity, thereby hypothetically reducing crime. The sense of
community and territoriality can complement the design principle of access control, where the
entrances and exits become more limited, thereby allowing for increased monitoring of those
within that space (Gibson & Johnson 2016). Finally, positive reinforcement (visible use of a
space for its intended use) assists in reducing criminal activity by clearly delineating proper
usage of space (Gibson & Johnson 2016).
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As each environmental factor addresses a specific aspect of the decision variables leading
to criminal activity, it is only through the application of all environmental factors that reduction
in criminal activity is seen. Similarly, the same concept can be applied to the perception of safe
spaces. As each person perceives a place based upon past experience, one is likely to be more
aware of specific environmental variables related to one’s personal experience. To more fully
investigate the relationship between past experience and perception of environmental variables,
this paper utilizes a photo interpretation methodology to add insight into how the experiences of
criminal victimization change the way in which a fixed set of built environmental characteristics
are perceived and understood as safe or unsafe.

4.4 Methods
This study used photo interpretation to study the factors that individuals categorized as
either safe or unsafe when examining multiple built environments and landscapes. Recruitment
for study participants, ages 18 and older, was initially conducted among survey respondents from
a previous study who were interested in continued involvement in this research. Photo
interpretation data was collected two ways: one, as an in-person activity (n=45) where
participants could meet in an agreed-upon place with the researcher or, two, as an online activity
for individuals who had limitations to inhibit travel or mobility (n=5). Data collection (n=50)
occurred over eight weeks in the spring of 2017 with additional information regarding age, race,
gender, and experiences with crime victimization collected on a separate questionnaire. The
median age of respondents was 22 years (range 18 – 64). Those identifying as female comprised
52% of the sample (n=26), with those identifying as male (n=24) the remainder. Ethnic and
racial backgrounds were comprised of African American/Black (10%), Asian (6%), Hispanic
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(12%), and Caucasian/White (72%). A total of 37 individuals (74%) were victimized by at least
one criminal act (Table 4.1).

4.4.1 Photo Interpretation and Analysis
I collected photographs used in this activity and sought to highlight a variety of places,
with many of the pictures purposefully vague. We did attempt to include pictures that involved
themes often noted as being associated with safety or conditions that have been noted to be
present in unsafe places. After the initial collection of pictures was completed, professionals
(planners, architects, academics) familiar with CPTED and planning literature were asked to
identify themes that may possibly be extracted from the photographs. After a consensus on broad
themes was reached, a smaller subset of pictures was chosen to be included in this activity.
Study participants were invited to browse through photos (n= 24) representing varying
places, time of day, and with varying physical characteristics (i.e. lighting, surveillance, open
space, etc.) (Figure 4.1). From these photos, participants recorded their handwritten responses (in
person) or typed responses (online) while noting what they observed within the photographs and
how each space appeared to them (safe, unsafe, both, or neither). No further direction was given
and no examples were provided about what might be considered safe or unsafe. Providing vague
directions was done with the goal of not influencing the data collected nor influencing the type of
data the participants chose to share. After participants finished their notations, they were asked if
they had any further comments on the activity, which at times led to them to sharing additional
thoughts on the ideas of safe and unsafe surroundings.
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Table 4.1: Number of respondents who noted that they had experienced the listed and defined
criminal victimizations. Respondents chose multiple victimizations, if experienced. Percentage
represents the proportion of total respondents who experienced the listed criminal act.

Property Crime

Violent Crime

Identity Theft

Defintion
No. of Respondents Percentage
Offenses of burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson. The
object of the theft-type offenses is the taking of money or property, but
26
52
there is no force or threat of force against the victims (Bureau of Justice
Statistics 2016)
Offenses which involve force or threat of force; violent crime is
composed of four offenses: murder and non-negligent manslaughter,
3
6
robbery, and aggravated assault (United States Department of Justice
2016)
All types on crime in which a person’s personal data is wrongfully
obtained and used in some way to instigate fraud or deception,
typically for economic gain (United States Department of Justice 2016)

6

12

15

30

3

6

13

26

14

28

Physical Assault

Physical assault takes place when an individual or a group provokes
and attacks a person physically, with or without the use of a weapon.
or threatens to hurt that person. Assault can further be defined as any
intentional act that causes another person to fear that she is about to
suffer physical harm (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2016)

14

28

Gun Violence

Victims of crime committed with a firearm, which can range from nonfatal to fatal (National Institute of Justice 2015)

5

10

Physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological actions or
threats of actions that influence another person. This includes any
behaviors that intimidate, manipulate, humiliate, isolate, frighten,
Domestic Violence
terrorize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone;
domestic violence includes abusive behavior in any relationship that is
used by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over another
intimate partner (United States Department of Justice 2016)
Penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body
part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person,
Rape
without consent of the victim; sexual assault is any type of sexual
contact or behavior that occurs without the explicit consent of the
recipient (United States Department of Justice 2016)
Sexual activities as forced sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child
Sexual Assault
molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted rape (United States
Department of Justice 2016)
Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitutes sexual
harassment when submission to or rejection of this conduct explicitly
Sexual Harrassment
or implicitly affects an individual’s employment, unreasonably
interferes with an individual’s work performance or creates an
intimidating, hostile or offensive work environment (United States
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 2016)
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After completion of data collection, the data was analyzed using content analysis to look
for common words, phrasing, and broad themes that were present in the responses of those who
had victimization experiences and those who had not. As has traditionally been done in the social
sciences, an inductive approach was used where the focus was on emerging, not preconceived,
themes (Creswell 2014). The resulting themes were then used to establish differences between
groups: those who had experienced criminal victimization and those who had not.
The data allowed for a mixed-methods analysis of how built environmental factors were
perceived and described and how they were described differently based upon criminal
victimization experience through a chi-square and content analysis. The chi-square test of
association was utilized to assess the relationship between victimization experience and the
average number of words used by each respondent to describe safe and unsafe surroundings. The
per capita measure provided robustness against differences in the number of respondents in each
experiential category, while also providing a baseline measure of relative frequency. This test
assessed whether those who experienced victimization were, overall, more perceptive and
descriptive of their surroundings and how that manifested in perceiving and describing safe and
unsafe surroundings.
The content analysis further identified broad themes (measured in per capita word usage)
across victimization experience by identifying words (measured at a per capita frequency of
appearance) and, in turn, factors most frequently utilized to perceive and describe safe and
unsafe surroundings. As an example of this process, one theme that occurred across all
groupings was the broad theme of lighting. In CPTED, the presence of both artificial and natural
light is theorized to reduce crime. Words associated with lighting, such as light, dark, see, and
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daylight, were grouped together as indicative of participants identifying that theme. The per
capita word counts were utilized to identify the relative importance of that theme while the
presence or absence of that factor was contextualized in the identification of safe or unsafe
surroundings.

Figure 4.1: An example of photographs used in the picture interpretation activity. Participants
would examine each photograph, noting what characteristics were present that would visually
indicate that the surroundings were safe or unsafe.
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4.5 Results and Discussion
4.5.1 Victimization Experience vs. No Victimization Experience
Survey data associated with each participant was used to identify which participants were
victims of various types of crimes (see Table 4.1). The relationship between their victimization
experiences and the words that research participants associated with individual photographs was
then explored. For those who had an experience related to crime, the descriptions were more
detailed, richer, and tended to include more words than their counterparts who had no
experiences related to crime. When comparing the two, those with experiences of crime used
roughly double the number of words (Table 4.2) to describe their thoughts of safety, or lack
thereof, within the assigned photographs. A chi-square contingency analysis on these word
counts produces a chi-square statistic of 2.53, with a p-value of 0.11. While not expressly
significant, it does point to a few key findings.

Table 4.2: Chi-square test of association results on average number of words used to describe
safe and unsafe surroundings in photo interpretation activity.
Words Describing Safe Words Describing Unsafe Row Total
Experienced Crime
156
171
327
Not Experienced Crime
96
78
174
Column Total
252
249
Chi-Square
2.53
P-Value
0.11

First, it is on the margins of significance at the p= 0.1 level, which may indicate a need
for future study to affirm the result. Second, when reflecting on the photographs, each group
used similar numbers of words (per capita) related to safe or unsafe concepts, but there was a key
difference between those who had experienced victimization and those who had not. As
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significance for the chi-square is dependent on differences between each potential grouping, the
stark difference between the victimization groups is mellowed by the more marginal differences
between safe and unsafe within those experimental groupings. So, while it appears that there
may not be a strong difference when examining the difference between safe and unsafe
environments (see column totals), there appears to be a strong relationship between victimization
experience and the way spaces are perceived and described (see row totals).
For those with no experience of crime, more descriptive language was used for
environments deemed safe than for those that were considered unsafe, using descriptions such as,
“There’s a lot of nice pine trees and houses in the distance,” and “Pretty! The houses mean
people, and it looks like a nice park.” They focused on words that described or defined the area,
the community, or the location (Table 4.3). Conversely, those who had been victimized were
more detailed in describing spaces that they felt were unsafe. Descriptions of surroundings that
were deemed unsafe were much longer, focused on the movement of people, what those people
were doing, and how those people appeared.
The differences between these two groups in terms of their descriptions of safe
and unsafe spaces likely indicate that those who have experienced crime have more specific
mental concepts about environmental conditions that indicate an unsafe space. These
participants used more specific contextual clues from the photographs than those who had not
been victimized by a crime. Conversely, for those with no victimization experience, descriptions
of what constitutes an unsafe place may be more theoretical. As respondents knew the study was
about the perception of safety, even viewing the photographs they may have been looking for
environmental conditions that they have heard constitutes safe spaces, such as lighting, open
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spaces, etc. (Jacobs 1961; Newman 1972). Further, the expanded description of many of these
places by those who have been victimized may indicate that they have a greater understanding of
the urban planning ideas of defensible spaces that deter criminal activity, recognizing that there
are certain conditions that lead to feelings of safety (Jacobs 1961). Interestingly, those persons
who had victimization experiences were also more likely to use words that associated feelings or
other senses when describing photographs, including phrases such as, “I feel,” “I think,” or “I
like.”

Table 4.3 Words that participants used in the photo interpretation activity to describe photos
they viewed as safe or unsafe. This table reports the frequency with which these words were
used by the two groups of participants, showing the per capita usage in parenthesis
Safe

UnSafe
Experienced
Not Experienced
Experienced
Not experienced
Area (14.30)
Area (10.15)
Moving (11.8)
Moving (8.77)
Location(11.35)
Community (10.08)
Deeds (9.05)
Amount (7.85)
Units (10.89)
Locations (9.38)
Group (8.86)
Units (6.77)
Construction(10.32)
Group (9.0)
Construction (8.41)
Way (6.38)
Community (9.95)
Place (9.0)
Area (7.73)
Group (6.31)
Group (9.668)
Part (7.31)
Activity (7.54)
Area (6.08)
Moving (8.86)
Way (7.08)
Conditions (7.47)
Busy (5.77)
Properties (7.92)
Organizing (6.69)
Place (7.41)
Activity (5.69
Go (7.76)
Activity (6.38)
Part (7.32)
Construction (5.54)
Looks (7.21)
Neighborhood (6.38)
Event (7.08)
Place (4.77)
Lights (6.89)
Lines (5.9)
Location (7.05)
Location (4.54)

4.5.2 Indicators of Safe Spaces
Main themes that emerged (Table 4.4) from participants who had experienced
victimization included definitions of space, barriers, lighting, and activity/movement. By far, the
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most used words were associated with the definition of space, specifically the physical or social
constructs used to define a place, such as “area” and “location.” For example, participants noted,
“This seems like a small-town kind of place where people say hi no matter who you are,” and
“This place looks like a typical neighborhood where children play outside and families have
family outings.” On average, these words (and others, including “place” and “community”) were
used approximately 35 times per person. Within these spaces, it appears that people were
continuing to attempt to assign specific place definitions, to both create bounds as well as to
assign the purpose of the space. Seeking to understand these specific places of activity and what
they are used for, rather than just picking out certain conditions within an abstract photograph,
seemed important in how places were described.
Another common theme among study participants’ responses were words used to place
spatial bounds on the picture’s landscape. Those with criminal victimization experience
described barriers that may keep people and vehicles out of spaces (fences, barriers to
movement) an average of approximately 10 times per person. Lighting was mentioned
frequently, at about seven times per person, and was associated with both natural light and manmade lighting (streetlights, etc.). Activity and movement also came up frequently, with safety
being associated with places that seemed to have organization, movement (but not too busy), and
a lack of hazardous conditions (e.g. fast-moving cars, too many people within a space, etc.).
Observing space and having the ability to monitor the people and activities in these areas appear
to be more important among those with victimization experience.
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Table 4.4 Observing space and having the ability to monitor the people and activities in these
areas appear to be more important among those with victimization experience.
Cate gory

The me

De scription

Words
CPTED Conce pt
Area (14.30) Location (11.35)
Definition of Space
Place (10.89) Neighborhood
Access Control
(9.78)
Moving (8.87) Go (7.76) Busy
Activity and
How active the people are and
(6.35) Activity (6.08) People Positive Reinforcement
Movement
nature of activity
(5.43)
Adds emotion and perception to
Looks (7.21) Think (5.43)
Qualifiers
landscape
Makes (5.65)
The ability of an individual and
Construction (10.5) Conditions
Lighting and
others to see the activities in the
(5.64) Lights (6.89) See (5.35)
Surveillance
Surveillance
space
Public (5.32) Daylight (3.0)
Construction (10.5) Open (5.57)
Barriers
Features the restrict movements
Access Control
Way (5.13) Clear (2.43)
Community (9.85) Group (9.68)
The space has a defined purpose
Sense of Purpose and
Units (10.32) Organized
and people are using it together as
Positive Reinforcement
Territoriality
(6.75)Enjoying (3.19) Controlled
such
(2.32)
Activity and
How active the people are and
Moving (11.81) Activity (7.54)
Positive Reinforcement
Movement
nature of activity
Going (6.5) Busy (6.11)
The ability of an individual and
Lighting and
See (6.24) Dark (2.76) Lights
others to see the activities in the
Surveillance
Surveillance
(2.64)
space
Commercial (2.48)
Finding the land use from vague
Assigning Activity
Neighborhood (3.78) Houses
physical cues
(1.81)
Environmental
Risk of a physical injury due to
Construction (8.41) Conditions
Access Control
Danger
unsafe landscape
(7.49)
Finding ways to define and bound
Area (7.73) Place (7.41)
Definition of Space
Access Control
the space
Location (7.05)
Adds emotion and perception to
See (6.24) Make (6.43) Think
Qualifiers
landscape
(6.63) Looks (5.45) Feel (5.13)
Area (10.13) Locations (9.38)
Finding ways to define and bound
Definition of Space
Place (9.0) Neighborhood (9.0)
Access Control
the space
Lines (5.9)
Finding ways to define and bound
the space

Crime Expe rie nce
Safe Photographs

Crime Expe rie nce
Unsafe Photographs

The space has a defined purpose Community (10.07) Group (9.0)
Sense of Purpose and
and people are using it together as Organizing (6.69) People (5.6) Positive Reinforcement
Territoriality
such
Control (2.3) Prevent ((2.15)
No Crime Expe rie nce
Safe Photographs

Lighting and
Surveillance
Commercial and
Residential Activity
Activity and
Movement
Qualifiers
Definition of Space
Maintenance

No Crime Expe rie nce
Unsafe Photographs

Activity and
Movement
Lighting and
Surveillance
Qualifiers
Barriers

The ability of an individual and
others to see the activities in the
space

Public (4.23) Lights (4.15)

Surveillance

Houses (4.38) Work (2.38)
Suburban (1.69
How active the people are and
Activity (6.38) Busy (5.3)
Positive Reinforcement
nature of activity
Going (5.31)
Adds emotion and perception to
Makes (4.77) Looks (4.51)
landscape
Give (4.53)
Finding ways to define and bound Area (6.1) Units (6.77) Place
Access Control
the space
(4.77) Location (4.54)
Construction (5.33) Dirty (0.87)
The upkeep of the built
Abandoned (0.53) Rundown Positive Reinforcement
environment
(0.38)
How active the people are and
Moving (8.77) Amount (7.85)
Positive Reinforcement
nature of activity
Busy (5.77) Activity (5.68)
The ability of an individual and
Lights (3.15) Dead (3.15)Dark
others to see the activities in the
Surveillance
(2.46) See (2.23)
space
Adds emotion and perception to
Makes (4.38) Give (3.92)
landscape
Looks (3.38) Think (2.31)
Nearby commercial land uses

Risk of a physical injury due to
unsafe landscape

Construction (5.33) Alley (2.85)
End (2.76) Blocking (2.15)

Access Control
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Reponses from those without experience of victimization had some similarities to those
with experience, with words associated with the definition of space being the most frequently
used. Additionally, organization of space seemed important to those with no experience, like that
of those with experience. Names were consistently given to places within a space (i.e. church,
school, government building) even when there was no context from which to draw (signage or
mention of where these places were located). However, with these participants, the descriptions
provided used fewer words, were more general and lacked the concreteness of those with
experience. For example, one picture (see Figure 4.1; lower left) was provided showing a
relatively open space, with a few houses, during the day, situated close to railroad tracks. An
individual who had experienced criminal victimization stated, “Although this area looks a bit
rundown, I feel safe when I see this. I grew up in a town known for its railroads and this reminds
me of it. I feel that this area would rarely have people around it and the prospect of solitude
makes me feel safe.” Conversely, those without experience noted, “no train coming, safe,” or
“normal residential area.” Many of the themes that associated with concepts of CPTED and
defensible spaces were included but were not as prevalent as in comments from those with
criminal victimization experience. For example, the group without victimization experience was
less likely to describe lighting than those who had had a criminal victimization, suggesting that
lighting may not factor into their interpretation of whether a space is safe. Other themes that are
often associated with the concepts of defensible space appeared infrequently, were not as
detailed, and overall did not seem as important to this group. Findings suggest that those who
have not had victimization experiences form perceptions about their surroundings based on what
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they have learned, heard, or seen in the media about what constitutes safety and/or safe places,
without further context with which to associate.

4.5.3 Indicators of Unsafe Spaces
Both groups of study participants had specific concepts they associated with unsafe
spaces. For those who had experienced crimes, movement was the primary indicator used to
assess whether a place was unsafe, specifically places that were perceived as “busy” or “fast.”
This movement seemed to be associated with the possible appearance of hazards, such as people,
vehicles, trains, or criminal activity. Situational context also seemed to play a large role, as many
times a respondent would describe the place in the photograph but then note that he or she may
feel safer if conditions were changed slightly. For example, train tracks were perceived as
dangerous considering their proximity to a home, but as long as the train was moving at a slow
speed, there were no children around, and a fence was between the tracks and the home, the
presence of the train became rather benign to one participant.
The condition (maintenance) of the places in the photographs was also important to
perceptions of safety for those who had experienced crime. For example, those places that were
assumed to be in low-income areas, had people who were not White/Caucasian, or were in
disrepair were noted multiple times as being unsafe. A few responses regarding these variables
focused on these variables. For example, one respondent noted, “I generally associated disrepair
with more violent or aggressive areas.” Further, abandoned, rundown, or industrial buildings
were often noted to be places where squatters may live, criminals may hide, or drugs may be
exchanged. People and activities were associated with places even if there were no people
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present in those specific photographs. For example, in the aforementioned photograph depicting
train tracks, a participant noted that “people ride the rails as hobos.” There were no trains shown
in the picture nor were there any individuals who could have been labeled “hobos.”
In examining the data gathered in reference to unsafe space, themes emerged that may
indicate implicit bias. Bias, whether implicit or explicit, is not only a way to organize space, but
biases are also influential on behavior (Dovidio et al. 2002). A few factors produced strong,
negative reactions to photographs. For example, the reference to people of color or poorly
maintained areas may be tied to biases that emerge from differences amongst race and class.
Respondents noted, “Black people in the middle of the street would make me lock my doors and
get in the further lane,” and “Two Black guys hanging out with hoodies look suspicious.” People
of color were noted to be dangerous, and areas that were poorly maintained were categorized as
violent. While race and class do appear to be correlated within the context of this research, it is
important to note that they can be both intersectional and independent. It appears that
participants, while describing their perceptions of space, associated race with lower income areas
based on nothing more than a biased judgment or prejudice. Those coming from a racially
privileged background, which is correlated with class in the United States (Squires & Kubrin
2005), seemed to react strongly against those factors which would be indicative of surroundings
dominated by lower income or non-White populations. Although those who experienced a
criminal act noted race more often than those without victimization experience, it was present in
both victimization categories.
Those with no victimization experience were focused on movement: the amount of
movement taking place within an area and the access people had to those spaces. For example,

85
places of commercial activity were noted as places that the respondents could get into with much
ease if a need for refuge arose and safety were needed. It was also noted as being a place where
“criminals” could seek refuge, indicating that danger would then be present. Also, the busier a
place appeared, the less safe it was assumed to be. However, this was the only theme that
emerged as clearly unique from the other emergent themes. Again, we find that descriptions are
rather vague and the data lacks depth. As there have been no associated criminal victimizations
with these individuals, the concept of being unsafe may be more abstract than those with
experiences. As these are only photographs with no associated context, it could be that other
contexts are needed to help categorize that space (media, word of mouth or local reputation,
place history, etc.).

4.5.4 Impact of Victimization Experience on Spatial Perception
The inquiry into the first research question regarding how experiential differences
influence an individual’s perception of space presented a straightforward answer, with those
having experienced a criminal act perceiving spaces in a different manner. While there were
only marginal differences between the way safe and unsafe spaces were described within
experiential groups, there was a vast difference in the level of detail and confidence present in
the group that had experienced a crime when compared to the group that had not. This suggests
that those who have experienced criminal activity are more aware, or more critical, of their
surroundings than those who have not been victimized by a crime. On one hand, this is an
expected result, as fundamentally, individuals respond to negative stimuli in a manner to
promote safety, as it has been noted that the connections between cognition, human activity, and
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survival are ancient (Mark et al. 1999). Those who have experienced a criminal victimization
may recall a specific event when deciding upon the safety of an unknown environment. These
participants utilized nearly twice the number of words to describe spaces, used more descriptive
terms, and noticed more detail in spaces, compared to their non-victim counterparts who
described photos only in broad, sometimes vague terms. To summarize, individuals who have
experienced a criminal activity have a greater awareness of their environment, perhaps in
response to the cognition of past experience.
In terms of how victims versus non-victims conceptualize their spatial environment,
several broad themes emerged, including multiple concepts from CPTED (access control,
surveillance, and positive reinforcement). Open, well-lit, well-defined, and well-utilized spaces
were associated with characteristics of safety, and the absence of those factors were categorized
as unsafe by both groups. Additionally, busy areas (e.g. crowds, heavy traffic, etc.) were
generally considered unsafe by both groups. These ideas fit well into the conceptualizations of
CPTED and reinforce the validity of the concept. However, they also add a degree of depth
when properly contextualized. The goal of CPTED is to deter crime by creating an environment
where potential criminals perceive a low probability of success and therefore promote a
perception of safety among community members (Robinson 2013). However, individuals
perceive spaces based upon their own unique experiences (Golledge & Stimson 1997), so the
application of these principles is uneven in effect. While a standard, well-understood CPTED
concept such as lighting or natural surveillance may reduce crime (van Rijswijk & Haans 2017),
as well as promote a perception of safety, this research suggests that the effect will be uneven
across experiential groups. In fact, those who have experienced victimization are more
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responsive to standard concepts producing perceptions of safety, than those who had not perhaps
out of a recognition of the importance of that condition, as opposed to merely “knowing” it to be
important. Therefore, in promoting safe locations, a diversity of CPTED principles should be
applied to speak to the diversity of individual experience. Similarly, some factors, such as
poorly maintained property, appeared tangentially important to certain groups. So, while a strict
enforcement of landscape restrictions may positively influence a space, it will not necessarily
make people’s perception of its safety, or lack thereof, change.

4.6 Conclusion
Individuals interact with their environment in every moment of every day. As society has
become more urbanized, human-built environment interactions have become an increasingly
important aspect of understanding how individuals interact with their world (Nasar 2008).
Society has the ability to control and manipulate the built environment to elicit specific
responses. While planners and architects have long had that understanding and sought to design
spaces with people in mind (Ganis et al. 2016), there is growing understanding that individuals
engage their environment in a complex manner. A greater understanding of how individuals
perceive the complexities of their environment is warranted, as it can inform the reshaping of
broader, human-focused design principles, such as CPTED.
This paper examined the role of individual experience in shaping the perception of space
to develop a more comprehensive understanding of how one type of life experience (crime
victimization) influences one type of environmental perception (safe vs. unsafe). Results
reinforce the role of personal experience in shaping how individuals perceive and engage in their
surroundings. Those who had experienced a criminal victimization were more descriptive of the
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surroundings presented, indicating that their past experiences created a greater awareness of and
the ability to assign meaning to their surroundings. Further, results of this study reinforce the
importance of concepts from CPTED across all experiential groups, though the strength of that
reinforcement varied by experiential group. For example, the CPTED concepts of lighting and
surveillance were deemed important across all groups. The responses from those who had not
experienced criminal victimization used more caveats in describing their impact on perception.
So those who had victimization experience were more secure in how those factors influence their
perception of safe and unsafe surroundings.
CPTED literature focuses on criminal offenders by trying to impede the ability of
criminals to commit crime by altering the built environment to make their crimes more visible
(Robinson 2013). Our research demonstrates that these environmental design principles also
impact the way that spaces are perceived by potential victims, even when not explicitly stated.
For example, individuals noted that lighting was an important factor in determining the safety of
a place, not because there would be a decrease in crime, but rather because it would provide
more visibility against people of whom they may be afraid. This was seen in both those who had
experienced a crime and those who had not.
From a behavioral geography perspective, we found that individual perception of space is
different in those who have had a criminal victimization experience and those who have not.
More factors are considered, and there is a greater emphasis placed on achieving feelings of
safety. This would appear to indicate that there is a variation in the way in which individuals
perceive and engage their surroundings based on experience. Additionally, there were themes
that emerged around race, particularly biases that appeared when participants were noting unsafe

89
surroundings. These biases, both implicit and explicit, deserve additional attention, and this can
also influence the way in which surroundings are navigated and engaged. These biases are
integral to understanding why persons of color and those from lower socioeconomic classes are
considered “others” and also integral to understanding how marginalized groups navigate and
engage in spaces when these biases are present.
Overall, our findings add depth to the understanding of how safe spaces are perceived.
Perception is driven by experience, and though individual experiences may share some broad
themes (i.e. lighting, boundaries, etc.) in perception of safe and unsafe places, these themes will
likely remain dynamic, as experiences are dynamic. Continued research into understanding the
process behind these perception processes, understanding how these processes influence the
navigation of space, how multiple experiences interact in the environmental cognition process,
and utilizing these findings to revise CPTED principles to account for these individual
experiences would be the next step in this research trajectory.
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CHAPTER 5
CONSTRUCTION OF SAFETY IN DAILY LIVING: THE ROLE OF
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE AND PERCEPTION

5.1 Abstract
While it is recognized that individuals perceive and process their surroundings
individually, little is known about how this perception process influences the construction of
daily activities. This manuscript explores how individuals construct meaning and perceive
surroundings in their daily lives to better understand decision processes. Further examined is
how criminal victimization influences this process. By examining how individuals with varying
criminal victimization experiences perceive safe or unsafe surroundings and how individuals
select surroundings in their daily lives, an understanding of how decision variables are
constructed and considered when individuals control the spaces they enter and engage can be
developed. Story mapping and semi-structured interviews were used to examine the factors that
individuals associate with safe or unsafe surroundings in their day-to-day activities. Story
mapping participants (n=39) took a minimum of ten photographs of places that were encountered
during their daily routine and were asked to explain what made each safe or unsafe. Data was
analyzed using content analysis to identify common words, phrasing, and broad themes. Semistructured interviews (n=7) supplemented the data collected, providing additional insight on
criminal victimization experience, interaction with people in spaces, and how individuals assess
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the safety of surroundings in their daily activities. Results indicate that individuals typically do
not navigate space in a manner that economizes time and space; rather, they base their decisions
overwhelmingly on emotional responses depending on how safe their surroundings feel to them.
This is a key finding as it marks a significant departure from a commonly held tenet in
geography.

5.2 Introduction
There is a growing body of knowledge that argues that spatial relationships are deeply
individual based (Tuan 2003). That is, space and an individual’s surroundings are internalized
based upon the individual experiences and associated life course of that individual. Drawing
from the geographic, sociological, and psychological understandings of perception and
cognition, geographers have begun to more clearly understand that when an individual interacts
with a location, that person perceives and processes that location and the surrounding
environment based upon the individual memories and associated feelings they evoke (Golledge
2002; Golledge 2008; Golledge & Stimson 1997). From that, it is understood that as one
engages in space, one operates in one’s own unique world of meaning (Bunting & Guelke 1979).
While it is recognized that individuals perceive and process their surroundings
individually, little is known, however, about how this perception and processing occurs in the
construction of daily activities. On one hand, we know from urban planning (Anderson 1995),
criminal justice (Garofalo 1981), and time geography (Kwan 2000) that individuals construct
daily routine activities within their lives. As a part of the construction of those routines,
individuals seek to remove aspects which may appear complicated or uncomfortable to create a
more simplified existence. These activities, and the surroundings in which they occur, construct
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the individual “atmosphere” and “sphere” in which a person operates. However, an individual
does not have complete control over those atmospheres, as obligations such as work, social
gatherings, or social expectations will require an individual to leave the constructed “home”
atmosphere and navigate to a new location. In moving from one point to another, the individual
will construct a route, with each step being embedded with meaning derived from one’s
perception. Yet, how individuals construct those paths remains less than clear (Van Acker et al.
2010). While traditional economic geography argues that the “least cost” path would be the
chosen route (von Thunen & Hall 1966), and transportation geography argues shortest distance
(Hanson & Schwab 1987), behavioral geography argues that other cost mechanisms such as
meaning, emotion, or safety may be considered.
This paper explores how individuals construct meaning and perceive surroundings in
their daily lives to better understand decision processes from the behavioral perspective. We
further examine how criminal victimization influences this process. By examining how
individuals with varying criminal victimization experience perceived safe or unsafe surroundings
and how individuals select surroundings in their daily lives, one can explore how decision
variables are constructed and considered when individuals have the ability to control the spaces
they enter and in which they engage. Our research attempts to answer the following questions:
How do people construct safe and unsafe surroundings in their daily lives, and what is the role of
personal experience and emotion in shaping this construction?
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5.3 Theoretical Frameworks
5.3.1 Perception and Environmental Cognition
Through the incorporation of awareness, information, impressions, and beliefs,
environmental cognition is a unique cognitive process that considers not just the physical
environment but also sociocultural, economic, and political aspects (Moore & Golledge 1976).
The stimuli encountered daily are filtered by values, knowledge, and personal experience,
resulting in individuals developing their own worlds based on the interpretation of the built
environment around them (Knox 1994). This perception and interpretation, however, are strongly
influenced by personal experience and memory. It is those personal experiences and memories
which individuals draw upon to process and assign meaning to stimuli surrounding them (Cox &
Golledge 2015). Therefore, as no two individuals have had the same life experiences (Tuan
2003) and life course, it is likely that no two individuals will process their surroundings in the
same manner, as everyone perceives and processes their surroundings in a unique and
individualized manner. Therefore, their individual responses to their surroundings will be
similarly unique.

5.3.2 Emotional Geography
Emotions have tangible effects on our surroundings and can shape the nature of
experiences in the world (Davidson & Milligan 2004). Building off perception and cognition, as
an individual perceives a stimulus and processes it through one’s experiences, unique emotional
responses are generated in response to the individualized meanings that are attached to that
stimuli. Emotional geographies are a conceptual framework that can allow for the interpretation
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of those emotional responses to environmental stimuli and account for emotions felt for places,
spaces, landscapes, and associated objects within (Bondi 2005). It is the understanding of the
relationships between space and emotion that further encourages an exploration of how places
can contribute to positive and negative associations about a place and how those relationships
can contribute to personal development over the life course (Manzo 2003). Emotional geography
emphasizes and values an individual’s expressed emotional connections and treats those
accounts as honest and genuine (Pile 2010).

5.3.3 Built Environment, Design, and Human Interaction
While human interaction with the natural environment and the corresponding relationship
have long been a tenet in academic geography (Sauer 1947; see Taaffe 1974), studying human
interaction with the built environment emerged (Jacobs 1961; Newman 1972) and various facets
continue to be utilized in planning and community design (Sohn 2016; Stidham et al. 2014;
Tijerino 1998). With the built environment encompassing man-made infrastructure and buildings
that constitute physical, natural, economic, social, and cultural capital (Hassler & Kohler 2014),
the associated relationship appears quite interconnected. The built environment is shaped by
human activities, and human activities correspondingly shape the built environment. This
relationship is innately tied to our perceptions of surroundings, as perceptions about spaces shape
and are shaped by individual experience (Tuan 2003). Therefore, the way a human perceives
and engages with the built environment is shaped by individual, personal experience. While two
individuals may be experiencing the same built environmental factors, their response to those
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factors may be different. Individuals experience the environment differently and in fact may live
in their own individual “worlds” (Moore & Golledge 1976).
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) is a commonly used urban
planning approach that identifies environmental design as a way to reduce crime, the fear of
crime, and associated perception of danger within a space (Jeffery 1971). In general, these
principles are utilized in the attempt to create safe spaces or absence of crime (Sakip et al. 2012)
by “hardening” a space against crime (Newman 1972). However, CPTED has also been a way to
increase the perception of safety within the physical landscape of the area. For example, an open,
well-lit, and actively used area should provide a greater assurance of safety than areas absent of
those characteristics. The use of lighting to illuminate a space is also often endorsed, as it
increases the visibility of activities and people in the area. By providing a visible environmental
cue that crime is reduced in a space, CPTED principles have increased the feelings of safety and
security on the human landscape, as well (Ziersch et al. 2007).
On the human side of CPTED, creating a sense of community within space increases its
overall human activity (Sakip 2012), where the sense of community and territoriality can
complement the design principle of access control. In practice, entrances and exits become more
restricted, thereby allowing for increased monitoring of those within that space (Gibson &
Johnson 2016). Equally, designing around natural surveillance increases the number of potential
witnesses, establishes territoriality, and establishes community ownership of spaces (Reynald
2015), and when paired with positive reinforcement (visible use of a space for its intended use)
assists in clearly delineating proper usage of space (Gibson & Johnson 2016). While CPTED
concepts may not be as familiar to those outside of the planning realm, the concepts behind
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CPTED are common sense and strongly reinforced in society (Sorensen et al. 2008). And, while
perception of space is complex, individually driven, and not fully dependent on the
understanding of CPTED principles, these concepts provide a way to evaluate the perceived
safety of an area across a diverse population.
As individuals perceive surroundings based on past experience, they are likely to be more
aware of the specific environmental variables (lighting, access) related to their personal
experience. To more fully investigate the relationship between victimization experience and
perception of environmental variables, this paper uses a mixed-methods approach, drawing on
story mapping and semi-structured qualitative interviews to add insight into how the experiences
of criminal victimization influence the way people perceive and interact with space throughout
their daily lives.

5.4 Methods
This study used story mapping and semi-structured interviews to examine the factors that
individuals associate with safe or unsafe surroundings in their day-to-day activities. Recruitment
for participants, ages 18 and older, was initially conducted through using survey participants
from a related study. Data collection was completed over a period of eight months, from
December 2016 through July 2017, with additional information regarding age, race, gender, and
experience with crime collected on a separate questionnaire. Initial data collection included 42
participants; however, after checking for completeness, three of the story mapping exercises
were excluded, resulting in 39 total participants.
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5.4.1 Story Mapping
The median age of respondents was 22 years (range 18 – 48). Those identifying as female
comprised 59% of the sample (n=23), and those identifying as male (n=16) completed the
remaining portion. Ethnic and racial backgrounds were comprised of African American/Black
(15%), Asian or Pacific Islander (5%), Hispanic (10%), Native American (3%), multiple
ethnicities (5%), and Caucasian/White (62%). Of those 39, 18 had experienced criminal
victimization (46%), while 21 (54%) had not.
Story mapping participants (n=39) were asked to take a minimum of ten photographs of
places that were encountered during their daily routine, including five depicting places they
considered safe and five showing places they considered to be unsafe. They were then asked to
explain, in writing, what made each photo safe or unsafe and to provide as many details as they
felt adequately explained their photograph. Beyond instructions about how to record their
responses, further instructions were vague to minimize biasing the responses. After photographs
and descriptions were collected, the resulting data was sent via email or uploaded via the cloud
for analysis. Participants were additionally asked to fill out a small questionnaire that provided
sociodemographic data and experience with specific types of criminal victimization. Participants
were divided into two different groups: those who had experienced criminal victimization and
those who had not. These groupings were utilized to compare differences in word count usage
and emergent themes to evaluate the differences that criminal victimization has on the perception
and construction of space surroundings and surrounding choices in an individual’s daily routine
and life.
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Data was analyzed using content analysis to identify common words, phrasing, and broad
themes that were present. As has been traditionally used in the social sciences, an inductive
approach was used, where focus was placed on emerging, not preconceived, themes (Cresswell
2014). The resulting themes were then used to establish differences, if any, between groups of
those who had experienced victimization and those who had not.

5.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews (n=7) were conducted during June and July of 2017 with a
subset of the story mapping participants. Interviewees were similarly recruited via email from
previous studies. The median age of respondents for this portion of the research was 36 years
(range 18 – 55). Those identifying as female comprised 71% of the sample (n=5), and those
identifying as male (n=2; 29%) completed the remaining portion of the sample. Ethnic and racial
backgrounds were comprised of African American/Black (14%), Hispanic (29%), and
Caucasian/White (57%).
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants (n=7) who were interested
in discussing their personal victimizations and the way they assess whether surroundings are
safe. With these individuals, questions were asked about their experiences with crime, with
people, and how they generally move about space. We also asked about personal definitions of
safe and unsafe and how they arrived at those definitions. Of the participants, six people had
experienced criminal victimization in their lives prior to the interview, and one had not.
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5.5 Results and Discussion
Drawing on data from the story mapping exercise and semi-structured interviews, what
emerged from this study is an understanding that individuals typically do not navigate space in a
manner that economizes time and space. Rather they base their decisions overwhelmingly on
emotional responses depending on how safe their surroundings feel to them. These emotional
responses appear to rely on “shortcuts” or proxy measures of safety. These include blanket
categorizations of certain types of spaces and groups of people as safe or unsafe and finding
ways to entirely avoid spaces they consider to be uncomfortable or potentially risky, even if
doing so creates an increase in time or distance cost.

5.5.1 General Emotional Responses to Space
All study participants, regardless of victimization experience, used the words “feel,”
“look,” and “appear”, in discussions of safe and unsafe surroundings during the story mapping
exercise. For those with victimization experience, those words appeared per capita 44.3 times
(22.7 times in pictures of safe surroundings; 21.5 in photos of unsafe surroundings) versus 41.7
times in those with no victimization experience (24.4 in photographs labeled safe; 17.2 in
photographs labeled unsafe). It appears that those with criminal victimization experience had a
stronger emotional response overall to places than their counterparts who had no victimization
experiences. However, there were differences in per capita usage in terms of described safe and
unsafe surroundings. These emotive words were used more frequently by those without
victimization experience to describe safe surroundings than those with experience, whereas the
relationship is flipped when unsafe surroundings are described. This may indicate that those
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without criminal victimization experience have stronger emotional responses to safe spaces and
those with experience have stronger emotional responses to unsafe spaces, suggesting their
personal experiences with safety or trauma influence their responses to these spaces.

5.5.2 Categorizing Places to Assess Safety
In both groups of participants, there was a strong focus on defining the boundary of their
spaces during the story mapping exercise by naming the places. For those with criminal
victimization experience, placing “names” on places was done 29.78 times per capita, using
categories such as houses, churches, gas stations, etc. Those without victimization experience did
the same thing 30.38 times per capita. This type of labeling or categorization may to be used as a
mental shortcut for quickly assessing which types of spaces could be categorized as safe or
unsafe. For example, all participants who photographed or described a church during this study
noted it as safe. And while there were some people who stated that it was their individual place
of worship which increased their own feelings of safety, many people mentioned churches
offhandedly, with no further comments except that they were safe places. Churches are not
inherently safe from crime as individual sites, yet participants had emotionally categorized
churches as safe and thus used the presence of a church as a proxy for quickly assessing that
space as safe. The use of the church as a proxy for safety is not a vast departure from some
aspects of urban planning and criminal justice. Churches also function as community-level
social organizations, where the interaction of individuals as well as the behavioral expectations
associated with the individual belief systems generate a means of community social control
through their institutional presence and context (Johnson et al. 2000a; Johnson et al. 2000b). In
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this context, the presence of active churches in a community can reduce crime levels (Johnson et
al. 200a; Johnson et al. 2000b). Therefore, as individuals were categorizing a church in a
landscape, they may have been drawing upon the expectation of social control, guardianship, and
surveillance that comes from a church in the community. These concepts of guardianship and
surveillance are associated with overall CPTED concepts, further solidifying the perception of
the church as an indicator of safety, even though as a site it is no different than any other.
Interestingly, both groups mentioned two places repeatedly as being unsafe: gas stations
and Walmart. Data for our study came from participants living throughout the United States, so
distrust of gas stations and Walmart was generalized across geographic regions, rather than
identifying one locally known unsafe gas station or Walmart. Little other data was provided
about why these places were perceived to be unsafe, other than multiple mentions of “shady”
characters and “sketchy” surroundings. Numerous participants noted that they would not go to
these places alone and in most cases would prefer to only visit during the day. Because
participants provided only brief justifications for categorizing gas stations and Walmart as
unsafe, it appears there is a commonly shared cultural perception of these places. This is not an
unexpected finding, as Day (1994) noted that societal myths can influence the perceived risk of
victimization. Therefore, the life experience of the individual, in conjunction with these
societally driven myths, beliefs, and social structures (Koskela & Pain 2000), creates a multilayered perceptual process when an individual determines whether a surrounding is safe or not.
Although speculation, it is plausible that news reports about gas station and convenience store
robberies or stereotypes associated with Walmart shoppers, the shopping experience, or Walmart
itself may help to create negative emotional responses to these places.

106
These effects from media or experience would not be unexpected. Gas stations, for
example, are well known to be some of the higher crime-specific locations in a community
(Kennedy et al. 2016; Schiebler et al. 1996). Therefore, as opposed to churches where the
individual was extrapolating how a church may make a location safer, the gas station is known to
be an unsafe site. So, while both the gas station and church have a similar ability to influence the
perception of safety, they may come from a very different process. Adding to the complexity,
Walmart may be squarely in the middle of known and extrapolated influences on perception of
safety. On one hand, there is a body of literature that suggests that the presence of a Walmart
has a negative effect on crime rates and can hamper efforts in crime reduction (for example, see
Wolfe & Pyrooz, 2014) due to the economic damage they cause. More directly, Walmart is
known to be in communities where crime rates are higher (Wolfe & Pyrooz, 2014), so
individuals may simply associate Walmart with unsafe surroundings based upon previous
experiences in Walmart stores that were in unsafe locations. Alternatively, Walmart has
historically offered truckers (Kozak 2012) and those experiencing homelessness and living in
cars (Macias 2015) to park in their dimmed lots to sleep. Therefore, a space that was open and lit
now becomes an enclosed, dim space, which would produce a distinct difference in safety
between the daylight hours and the nighttime ones.
A third example of how participants categorized places to assess their own feelings of
safety in these places is reflected in their views on college campuses and college students. For
those who had experienced criminal victimization, college campuses and students on those
campuses were considered unsafe. This perception was true across five separate college
campuses, described by study participants who attributed the lack of safety to a high influx of
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people at any given time, an increase in traffic, and “loud and boisterous” behavior, which
seemed to be paired with parties more often than not. What is interesting about this is that many
of these activities are associated with a potential loss of social control, which may equate to a
lack of security for those who have experienced victimization, as indeed, criminal activity
represents social disorder by definition (Perkins et al. 1992). On the other hand, those who had
no criminal victimization experiences generally described college campuses as safe places,
perhaps due to their lack of personal experience with social disorder.

5.5.3 Categorizing People to Assess Safety
In addition to categorizing places to quickly assess safety, we found that study
participants also tended to draw on categories of people to make these assessments. The
presence of people is an important concept from CPTED, as it can indicate a degree of
territoriality, surveillance, and in turn, safety. The presence of people makes it more difficult for
outsiders to enter an area to commit a crime, and their surveillance provides a larger set of
potential witnesses (Roman & Chalfin 2008). While this should deter crime by making the
location less appealing, it is theorized that, by proxy, it should also increase feelings of safety in
a location because users would recognize that crime is less likely to occur. In the story mapping
exercise, we found that words like “people,” “individuals” and “students” were regularly used in
photographs that participants categorized as safe. However, participants did not consistently
associate the presence of people with safety, as suggested by CPTED principles. Rather, many
participants noted that “people” could cause nervousness and anxiety. For example, one
interviewee responded when asked if “people” was good or bad by saying, “I mean, people are
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mostly bad because I just don’t want to interact with them…which might sound horrible, but I
just don’t want to deal with people.”
This research identified several factors related to people that participants consciously or
subconsciously used to assess the safety of a location. Gender and race/ethnicity of people in an
area were both important categories of considerations for study participants, regardless of
whether they had been victims of crime. Men and individuals who appear Black or Hispanic
were associated with feelings of being unsafe. In some cases, these noted categories of people
were not actively engaging in the space in the photographs, but rather seen in close proximity.
For example, the oldest interviewee in this project noted that she will feel unease, especially at
night, if she sees men, particularly non-White men, within close proximity. When asked about
indicators of being unsafe, she noted, “Funny though, if I am there…and there might be a car
there, or people hanging around outside, particularly men, or Black men, I might start thinking
that something bad is going to happen.” Three other interviewees noted that they would feel
uneasy around groups of men or men who appeared non-White in a variety of surroundings and
circumstances. White men were mentioned by interviewees as well, but only if they appeared
“creepy,” “sketchy,” or out of place. As 71% of interview participants and 59% of story mapping
respondents were female, this connection between men and unsafe surroundings may reflect the
feminist perspective on women’s safety. Within this perspective, women’s lack of safety is
associated with patriarchal sociopolitical structures (Koskela & Pain 2000), both within the
public sphere, such as male-dominated public safety positions (i.e. police), and the private
sphere, such as male-dominated corporate leadership. As women are socialized to be highly
sensitive to their physical and social vulnerabilities, they may feel less capable of defending
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themselves, and therefore the structure in which a majority of the respondents live is one in
which men are indeed a risk factor (Schafer et al. 2006). The increase in awareness of men and
the associated surroundings, therefore, is to be expected. The postmodern feminist perspective
further argues that life experience needs to be included in understanding women’s fear of crime.
These results lend credence to both traditional and postmodern feminist perspectives, wherein
both life experience and the sociopolitical structures in which women live influence the
perception of safety (Koskela & Pain 2000).
As for race/ethnicity, the factors that could influence perception and association with safe
and unsafe surroundings are complex due to the complex history of race and racial relations in
the United States. Further, as Black/African American men were noted to decrease feelings of
safety, these could also be in response to broader social influence. While it is well known that
young, African-American men are at a greater risk for incarceration, this contributes to a
dominant stereotype that young, African American men are unsafe. However, it could also be
argued that the fear of African-American men is what has led to their greater incarceration rates.
For example, Welch (2007) has noted this stereotype to be so prominent in society that “criminal
predator” has become code language for “young African-American male,” while Hurwitz and
Peffley (1997) found a strong perception among White people that African Americans posed a
greater risk and that they tended to suggest stronger punitive punishments for African-American
criminals than criminals of other races/ethnicities. So, with this culturally embedded belief of
relationship between race and crime, and the further relationship between race and class, it is not
surprising to see this result, disheartening as it is.
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In addition to gender and race, body language was mentioned by 57% of interviewees as
an important factor in assessing the safety of a space during the story mapping exercise. During
the semi-structured interviews, two participants were quick to point out that body language, more
than anything else, was what they assessed. They would ask, “Do they look nervous?” or “Do
they look out of place?” or “Are they trying to hide their face?” When one participant was asked
why she thought that she focused on body language when looking at people in her immediate
surroundings, she replied, “…you have to be very conscious of what you are doing to hide body
language. Most people can’t hide that. It’s the biggest tell, I think.”
Body language can be associated with the CPTED concept “appropriate use of an area.”
CPTED argues that when people use a space in “proper” fashion (i.e. for what it was designed
for), it reduces the likelihood of crime because it reinforces what type of use is permitted through
example and social cues. People are known to create a “street etiquette” where there are expected
mannerisms and behaviors in public spaces, and should those expectations and behaviors deviate
from the norm, anxiety and distrust can increase, as this is a cue that things are not right
(Anderson 1995). One interview respondent noted that observing and responding to how others
engage in a space helps them to assess the safety of the location. Thus, in observing how people
are acting in a particular space, the study participants were able to make a value judgment about
their surroundings with regards to their own safety. These observations started as broad
observations of the physical environment (e.g. What do I know about the area? Are gas stations
safe?) and then narrowed down to observations of how people used that space (e.g. “Does that
individual look safe? How do I know?).
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While gender, race, and body language were all used by study participants to identify
unsafe environments, we found that study participants regularly used children as a way of
identifying places that were safe. During the story mapping exercise, children were only
mentioned in pictures categorized as safe when they were actively participating in the space.
This contrasts with other groups of individuals who were mentioned even if they were on the
periphery of the photograph. Participants tended to categorize photos of a child walking alone or
playing or who seemed happy as being safe. Children are often considered to be a vulnerable
population (Palmer et al. 2005) and people may subconsciously be using children as the “canary
in the coal mine,” where their presence indicates that a location is safe, as their vulnerability
would make them the first to be threatened if a location were not safe. When study participants
categorized pictures as unsafe, they often noted that they would not bring their own children
there, even if they were not currently parents. In these instances, “children” are a euphemism for
unsafe environments that people call upon to mask their own vulnerability and fear about their
surroundings. Invoking the idea of keeping children safe seemed to allow individuals to have the
freedom to feel afraid or unsafe, even if at that moment they were unsure as to what was leading
to those feelings or were unable to verbalize their concerns.

5.5.4 Risk Avoidance
Another important concept to emerge from this research was the idea that people adopt
risk avoidance behaviors with regards to their perceptions of space. In the first of these risk
avoidance behaviors, study participants used hypothetical scenarios that they imagined could
play out in that space to determine whether they believed a space was actually safe. This was true
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regardless of whether the study participant had experienced criminal victimization. During the
story mapping exercise, participants often contextualized their photos of safe and unsafe spaces
using hypothetical language such as “If it was dark outside, I might get robbed.” Another
participant noted, “I don’t have a reason to think that I would experience a crime, but I know I do
it anyway.” When asked to explain further, the participant noted that sometimes a place or a
person brings forth certain feelings, and it is from there that a decision is made about the safety
of a place. For some of the participants, these hypothetical scenarios were driven by the way in
which the media portrays particular kinds of spaces (Chiricos et al. 2000; Romer et al. 2003).
For example, the use of poorly lit alleys in movies as crime scenes is a known cinematic tactic
and may influence the perception of those areas as unsafe spaces among the populace. One
interviewee added insight when describing specific movies and television shows that she had
watched and how they influenced the decisions that she makes when choosing where to travel.
She mentioned incidences of kidnappings with models and the high incidence of Caucasian serial
killers that are hiding out in middle- and upper-class White neighborhoods. She further noted
that she gets a lot of information from other people, and sometimes the news, but it all makes her
anxious and nervous. For this interviewee, her fears about how a space could be used strongly
shaped her perceptions of the safety of space.
A second risk avoidance behavior that appears to influence the way people make
decisions about the safety of a space has to do with the degree to which a space makes them feel
personally uncomfortable, even if that discomfort does not directly endanger them. In both the
story mapping exercise and interviews, participants stated that they tried to stay away from
places that made them uncomfortable and would even modify the way they moved through
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spaces to accommodate their discomfort. For example, one man noted that he has multiple
planned routes to places that he frequents, just in case a road is closed or has heavy traffic, to
keep from having to travel into areas he feels to be unsafe. Another interviewee, a woman in her
mid-fifties, explained, “You know, I feel safe most of the time. I think I am rarely afraid. But
there are some places where I feel that I would be unsafe most of the time. For example, a place
that is called [redacted]. The people that live there are mostly Black, poor, and there is a very
high crime rate. It’s probably one of the reason’s that I don’t go there. I have lived here for a
long time and I have not gone there hardly at all.” Another interviewee noted, “I just don’t go to
places that make me uncomfortable or scared.” One male interviewee noted that while he
doesn’t often feel physically unsafe, his introverted tendencies mean he would prefer not to be
around people. He notes, “I don’t ever really feel afraid of danger, but I do feel wary when I
have to engage people…but there are certain things that can force me to interact with people.”
These examples suggest that individuals seek to construct their daily routines around feelings of
comfort and safety when they have that option. Rather than prioritizing time or shortest distance,
people navigate space guided by personal experience, emotions, and interactions.
These concepts of risk avoidance help to inform an ongoing debate regarding the role of
fear of crime in behavior modification. Rader (2004) and Rader et al. (2007) argued that fear of
crime, perceived risk, constrained behaviors, and victimization experience all intersect to
influence individual behavior to avoid victimization. May et al. (2010) found a degree of
support for this, though it was more nuanced. In the results of this research, the reputation of an
area led people to modify their behaviors in order to avoid it. This runs counter to the results of
May et al. (2010), who noted perceived risk does not significantly influence avoidance behavior.
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However, there were instances when the presence of crime may have influenced avoidance
behavior, but those results were inconsistent. When contextualized by the framework proposed
by Rader (2004) and Rader et al. (2007) and May and colleagues’ (2010) finding of inconsistent
effects of avoidance behavior, the avoidance behaviors in this study help to present a more
detailed understanding. While providing a stronger degree of support that perceived risk does
influence avoidance behaviors, particularly in the construction of everyday routines, our findings
also emphasize the importance of the individual. As other results in this paper recognize the
importance of life experience in the perception of safe surroundings, it would not be
unreasonable to extend that to the avoidance behaviors. In short, in constructing an everyday set
of surroundings to maximize safety, avoidance behavior occurs. While fear of victimization may
play a role, reinforcing the Rader et al. (2007) framework, people’s perceptions are shaped and
influenced by their life experiences, thereby indicating this avoidance behavior to be more
complex than originally theorized.

5.6 Conclusion
Routines are daily occurrences that aid in the movement from one place to another and
likely involve repetitive day-to-day actions, such as travel to work or school. Experiences also
occur daily, and it is these daily experiences that influence the way that we perceive, use, and
navigate space. In some cases, there are experiences, like criminal victimization, that may occur
only once but continue to have an influence on the way that we choose to engage in space. The
strength or weakness of these associations may depend on the victimization that was experienced
or other experiences since that time that may have increased or tempered our responses.

115
Experiences are different for all persons, based on the layering of experiences over the life
course, and as such, the experience and associated perceptions of one person will not be exactly
like another. To understand how one type of experience (criminal victimization) influences the
perception of safety on a day-to-day basis and how that influences day-to-day activities and
routines, this paper focused on the noted differences in safe and unsafe surroundings. Using
criminal victimization as a life experience that may influence perception of safety, the following
research questions were answered: How do people construct safe and unsafe surroundings in
their daily lives, and what is the role of personal experience and emotion in shaping this
construction?
Through participant story mapping of their daily activities and interviews with
individuals about their ways of assessing the safety of a place, data was collected that allowed
for exploration of how victimization experience influences how people see space, how those
perceptions can influence the places they go, the spaces they use, and the people they encounter.
Results indicate that, based on prior experiences, people perceive safety differently in level of
detail of factors considered. While all groups were cognizant of feelings when assessing
surroundings, those who had experienced crime victimization had stronger associations with
unsafe surroundings, whereas those with no experience were more likely to have stronger noted
feelings with safe surroundings. While the presence of people mattered, those with victimization
experience focused more on those who were actively engaging in the space and were more apt to
feel uncomfortable when in the presence of people who seemed to not be using the space as
intended. In many cases, people noted that they would prefer to just not interact with people. On
the other hand, the presence of children seemed to temper the fear of certain areas or certain
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people. A final key finding in this research was the scenarios created of “what might happen.”
Further, it was shown that individuals construct their daily surroundings in an effort to minimize
their engagement in those spaces deemed unsafe.
These results make key contributions to a number of literatures. First of all, for
perception and cognition, it can be understood how specific life experiences influence how
people perceive their surroundings. Connecting perception to ideas of CPTED, while built
environmental factors do influence feelings of safety, people and how they engage space are
equally, if not more, important than the simple built environment. Simply, it is not just the built
environment, it is the people in it and how individuals are reading those people and interpreting
their motives that influence feelings of safety. Next, in connecting this to the construction of
daily lives, we see that there is an alternative decision process that individuals utilize to select
where they go and how they get there. Traditional economic and transportation geography
suggests that people choose the least cost way in which to move between places, traditionally
understood to mean travel time. This research, however, suggests that individuals construct daily
routines to maximize their feelings of safety. In other words, a significant factor outside of travel
time is utilized to make spatial decisions. It is this finding that presents a key direction for future
research, as it marks a significant departure from a commonly held tenet in geography. Finally,
in relation to the fear of crime literature, these results further extend the frameworks related to
avoidance behavior. Here, it is shown that avoidance behavior occurs based upon the perception
of safety in neighborhoods and surroundings and that those perceptions further influence how an
individual constructs daily routines and surroundings.

117
5.7 References
Anderson, E. (1995). Street etiquette and street wisdom. Metropolis: Center and symbol of our
times, 331-54. New York. New York University Press.
Bondi, L. (2005). Making connections and thinking through emotions: between geography and
psychotherapy. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30(4), 433-448.
Bunting, T., and Guelke, L. (1979). Behavioral and perception geography: A critical appraisal.
Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 69(3), 448-462.
Chiricos, T., Padgett, K., & Gertz, M. (2000). Fear, TV news, and the reality of crime.
Criminology, 38(3), 755-786.
Cox, K. R., & Golledge, R. (Eds.) (2015). Behavioral problems in geography revisited.
Routledge.
Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches. Sage.
Davidson, J., & Milligan, C. (2004). Embodying emotion sensing space: introducing emotional
geographies. Social & Cultural Geography, 5(4), 523-532.
Day, K. (1994). Conceptualizing women’s fear of sexual assault on campus: A review of causes
and recommendations for change. Environment and Behavior, 26(6), 742-765.
Garofalo, J. (1981). The fear of crime: Causes and consequences. The Journal of Criminal Law
and Criminology, 72(2), 839-857.
Gibson, V., & Johnson, D. (2016). CPTED, but not as we know it: Investigating the conflict of
frameworks and terminology in crime prevention through environmental design. Security
Journal, 29(2), 256-275.
Golledge, R.G. (2002). The nature of geographic knowledge. Annals of the Association of
American Geographers, 92(1), 1–14.
Golledge, R.G. (2008). Behavioral geography and the theoretical/quantitative revolution.
Geographical Analysis, 40, 239-257.
Golledge, R.G. & Stimson, R.J. (1997) Spatial Behavior: A Geographic Perspective. New York.
The Guilford Press.
Hanson, S., & Schwab, M. (1987). Accessibility and intraurban travel. Environment and Planning
A, 19(6), 735-748.

118
Hassler, U., & Kohler, N. (2014). Resilience in the built environment. Building Research and
Information, 42(2), 119-129.
Hurwitz, J., & Peffley, M. (1997). Public perceptions of race and crime: The role of racial
stereotypes. American Journal of Political Science, 375-401.
Jacobs, J. (1961). The Death and Life of Great American cities. New York. Vintage.
Jeffery, C. R. (1971). Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design. Beverly Hills. Sage.
Johnson, B. R., Jang, S. J., De Li, S., & Larson, D. (2000b). The ‘invisible institution’ and Black
youth crime: The church as an agency of local social control. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 29(4), 479-498.
Johnson, B. R., Larson, D. B., De Li, S., & Jang, S. J. (2000a). Escaping from the crime of inner
cities: Church attendance and religious salience among disadvantaged youth. Justice
Quarterly, 17(2), 377-391.
Kennedy, L. W., Caplan, J. M., Piza, E. L., & Buccine-Schraeder, H. (2016). Vulnerability and
exposure to crime: Applying risk terrain modeling to the study of assault in Chicago.
Applied Spatial Analysis and Policy, 9(4), 529-548.
Knox, P. (1994). Urbanization: an introduction to urban geography. Prentice Hall. Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.
Koskela, H., & Pain, R. (2000). Revisiting fear and place: women's fear of attack and the built
environment. Geoforum, 31(2), 269-280.
Kozak, S. (2012). Home away from home: meanings of the American truck stop. Journal of
Cultural Geography, 29(3), 293-313.
Kwan M.P. (2000). Gender differences in space-time constraints. Area, 32(2), 145-156.
Macias, G. (2015). Joining the 'discretionary homeless': a reporter's decision to live in a Walmart
parking lot and what he found (Doctoral dissertation). http://hdl.handle.net/2152/32386
Manzo, L. C. (2003). Beyond house and haven: Toward a revisioning of emotional relationships
with places. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 23(1), 47-61.
May, D. C., Rader, N. E., & Goodrum, S. (2010). A gendered assessment of the ‘‘threat of
victimization’’: Examining gender differences in fear of crime, perceived risk, avoidance,
and defensive behaviors. Criminal Justice Review, 35(2), 159-182.

119
Moore, G.T. & Golledge, R.G., Eds. (1976). Environmental knowing: Concepts and theories.
Stroudsburg, PA: Dowden, Hutchinson, & Ross.
Newman, O. (1972). Defensible Space. New York: Macmillan.
Palmer, C., Ziersch, A., Arthurson, K., & Baum, F. (2005). “Danger lurks around every corner”:
fear of crime and its impact on opportunities for social interaction in stigmatised Australian
suburbs. Urban Policy and Research, 23(4), 393-411.
Perkins, D. D., Meeks, J. W., & Taylor, R. B. (1992). The physical environment of street blocks
and resident perceptions of crime and disorder: Implications for theory and measurement.
Journal of environmental psychology, 12(1), 21-34.
Pile, S. (2010). Emotions and affect in recent human geography. Transactions of the Institute of
British Geographers, 35(1), 5-20.
Rader, N. E. (2004). The threat of victimization: A theoretical reconceptualization of fear of
crime. Sociological Spectrum, 24(6), 689-704.
Rader, N. E., May, D. C., & Goodrum, S. (2007). An empirical assessment of the “threat of
victimization:” Considering fear of crime, perceived risk, avoidance, and defensive
behaviors. Sociological Spectrum, 27(5), 475-505.
Reynald, D. M. (2015). Environmental design and crime events. Journal of Contemporary
Criminal Justice, 31(1), 71-89.
Roman, C. G., & Chalfin, A. (2008). Fear of walking outdoors: a multilevel ecologic analysis of
crime and disorder. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 34(4), 306-312.
Romer, D., Jamieson, K. H., & Aday, S. (2003). Television news and the cultivation of fear of
crime. Journal of Communication, 53(1), 88-104.
Sakip, S. R. M., Johari, N., & Salleh, M. N. M. (2012). The relationship between crime
prevention through environmental design and fear of crime. Procedia-Social and
Behavioral Sciences, 68, 628-636.
Sauer, C. O. (1947). Early relations of man to plants. Geographical Review, 37(1), 1-25.
Schafer, J.A., Huebner, B.M., and Bynum, T.S. (2006). Fear of crime and criminal victimization:
Gender-based contrasts. Journal of Criminal Justice, 34, 285-301.
Schiebler, S. A., Crotts, J. C., & Hollinger, R. C. (1996). Florida tourists’ vulnerability to crime.
Tourism, crime and International Security Issues, 37-50.

120
Sohn, D. W. (2016). Residential crimes and neighbourhood built environment: Assessing the
effectiveness of crime prevention through environmental design (CPTED). Cities, 52, 8693.
Sorensen, S., Hayes, J. G., & Atlas, R. (2008). Understanding CPTED and situational crime
prevention. 21st Century Security and CPTED, 53-78.
Stidham, M., McCaffrey, S., Toman, E., & Shindler, B. (2014). Policy tools to encourage
community-level defensible space in the United States: A tale of six communities.
Journal of Rural Studies, 35, 59-69.
Taaffe, E. J. (1974). The spatial view in context. Annals of the Association of American
Geographers, 64(1), 1-16.
Tijerino, R. (1998). Civil spaces: A critical perspective of defensible space. Journal of
Architectural and Planning Research, 321-337.
Tuan, Y. (2003). Perceptual and cultural geography: A commentary. Annals of the Association of
American Geographers, 93(4), 878-881.
Van Acker, V., Van Wee, B., & Witlox, F. (2010). When transport geography meets social
psychology: toward a conceptual model of travel behaviour. Transport Reviews, 30(2),
219-240.
von Thünen, J. H., & Hall, P. G. (1966). Isolated state: an English edition of Der isolierte Staat.
Pergamon.
Welch, K. (2007). Black criminal stereotypes and racial profiling. Journal of Contemporary
Criminal Justice, 23(3), 276-288.
Wolfe, S. E., & Pyrooz, D. C. (2014). Rolling back prices and raising crime rates? The Walmart
effect on crime in the United States. British Journal of Criminology, 54(2), 199-221.
Ziersch, A., Putland, C., Palmer, C., MacDougall, C., & Baum, F. (2007). Neighbourhood life,
social capital and perceptions of safety in the western suburbs of Adelaide. Australian
Journal of Social Issues, 42(4), 549-562.

121

CHAPTER 6
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

6.1 Introduction
This dissertation has examined how individual experiences shape the construction of safe
and unsafe surroundings through the exploration of differences in perception of safety based on
criminal victimization experience. The research questions each address a specific part of the
larger purpose, which is an understanding of how one type of life experience (criminal
victimization) influences the way individuals perceive safety in their surroundings. Through this
dissertation I explored 1) factors associated with safe surroundings and how these factors vary
based on specific types of criminal victimization experience, 2) how experiential differences
influence an individual’s perception of space and the influence of criminal victimization
experience on these perceptions, and 3) how people mentally construct safe and unsafe
surroundings in their daily lives and the role of personal experience and emotion in shaping that
construction. As the research focus was on the individual, behavioral geography was utilized as
the overarching theoretical framework, with contributions from geographic perception,
environmental cognition, and urban design completing the theoretical base of the research.
In this concluding chapter, I summarize key findings from the previous chapters and
discuss the implications of these findings contextualized in the theoretical frameworks used for
this study. While this research is based on a relatively small study, with most participants in the
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Midwest, I further connect the findings of my research to broader issues related to perception of
space, place-making, and navigational choices. I also provide recommendations for future
research that build upon the findings from this research project.

6.2 Summary of Key Findings by Research Question
This research on the impact of criminal victimization experience on perception of safety was
conducted across the United States, with most individuals living in the midwestern states. I
combined surveys, photo interpretation, and story mapping exercises with semi-structured,
qualitative interviews to answer the following research questions:

1. What factors are associated with safe surroundings and how do these factors vary based
on specific types of criminal victimization experiences?
2. How do experiential differences influence an individual’s perception of space? Which
broad themes are present in the description of spaces and how does criminal
victimization experience influence these descriptions?
3. How do people construct safe and unsafe surroundings in their daily lives and what is the
role of personal experience and emotion in shaping this construction?
Comparisons were made between those individuals who had experienced criminal victimization
during adulthood and those who had not such an experience to explore differences in the factors
associated with safe surroundings, the perception of safety, and differences in the construction of
safe surroundings. Answers to the research questions are outlined below.

RQ1: What factors are associated with safe surroundings and how do these factors vary based
on specific types of criminal victimization experiences?
The aim of Chapter 3 was to explore the aggregate feelings of being safe and unsafe
while developing an understanding of how individual perceptions and feelings of safety vary
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within smaller experiential groups. Through understanding the factors consistently associated
with safe or unsafe surroundings across individuals with differing experiences, better approaches
of people-oriented urban design for safety can be utilized. Factors associated with safe
surroundings were explored using an online survey instrument designed to develop a broad
understanding of the mental construction of safe spaces.
This portion of the study demonstrated that criminal victimization experiences do
influence how spaces are mentally constructed and whether they are perceived as safe or unsafe.
In the examination of the groups who had experienced criminal victimization and those who had
not, no clear pattern of significant environmental influences emerged. While some variables
were significant across different groups, they were inconsistent across types of victimization. Of
the environmental factors examined, police presence was the only one that was deemed
important with most respondents. However, even with the overall inconsistency in response,
when an environmental variable returned significant for one group, it tended not to for the other,
indicating that there is a difference in how individuals with criminal victimization experience
perceive safety in their surroundings compared to those without victimization experience.
Experience, therefore, is a key factor in understanding how individuals experience and perceive
their surroundings.

RQ2: How do experiential differences influence an individual’s perception of space? Which
broad themes are present in the description of spaces and how does criminal victimization
experience influence these descriptions?
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The aim of Chapter 4 was to examine the role of individual experience in shaping the
perception of space. Further it developed a more comprehensive understanding of how criminal
victimization influences one type of environmental perception (safe vs. unsafe).
Chapter 4 reinforced the role of personal experience in shaping how individuals perceive
and engage in their surroundings. This research further found that individual perception of space
is different in those who have had a criminal victimization experience and those who have not.
More factors are considered and there is a greater emphasis placed on achieving feelings of
safety among those with victimization experience. Those who had experienced a criminal
victimization were more descriptive of the surroundings presented, possibly indicating that the
response to the victimization experience has led to a greater ability to observe and describe
surroundings while also increasing the ability to assign meaning to what is perceived. Further,
environmental design principles also impact the way that spaces are perceived by potential
victims, even when not explicitly stated, as the emotive words such as “feels like” were utilized
to describe and assign meaning to aspects in surroundings that individuals were unable to fully
explain. A part of this uncertainty may be grounded in the implicit biases of the respondent
group. This may in fact reflect the ways in which popular stereotypes and cultural perceptions
influence individual perception.

RQ3: How do people construct safe and unsafe surroundings in their daily lives and what is the
role of personal experience and emotion in shaping this construction?
The aim of Chapter 5 was to explore how individuals who have experienced criminal
victimization perceive safety and construct safe surroundings in their daily lives. By examining
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how individuals with varying criminal victimization experience perceived safe or unsafe
surroundings and how individuals select surroundings in their daily lives, one can explore how
decision variables are constructed and considered when individuals can control the spaces they
enter and engage.
This portion of the research shows that individuals typically do not navigate space in a
manner that economizes time and space; rather, their decisions are based on emotional responses
depending on feelings of safety within their surroundings. The prospect of interacting with
certain spaces or groups of people that are considered unsafe may result in an individual finding
ways to entirely avoid those spaces, even if doing so creates in increase in time or distance cost.
All groups associated feelings with their surroundings, and those who had experienced crime
victimization had stronger associations with unsafe surroundings while those with no
victimization experience were more likely to have stronger feelings associated surroundings they
perceived to be safe. While the presence of people mattered, those who had experienced criminal
victimization focused on persons actively engaging in space and felt more uncomfortable with
people who seemed to not be using the space as intended. Further, two key types of
classification arose. The first type tended to place African American and Hispanic men into an
“unsafe” category, whereas children where used as indicators of safe surroundings. These broad
associations may be the result of several factors, including the implicit biases associated with
certain populations or children utilized as a proxy indicator of safety, given their known
vulnerability. It appears that individuals were utilizing people as a cue to the safety of an area
and making broad generalizations based upon those people. Those generalizations allow for
implicit biases and stereotypes to influence perception of safe surroundings. In many cases,
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people noted that they would prefer to just not interact with people. Further, this research found
that many people used hypothetical scenarios and considered “what might happen” when
deciding on the safety of their surroundings.

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research
Going forward, this research serves as a foundation for several paths of ongoing study
into the perception of safety. As this dissertation only examined a few areas of victimization and
did not account for the compounded effect of multiple victimizations, a more focused analysis on
a broader set of victimizations and their interaction is needed to fully understand the impact of
criminal victimization on perception, engagement, and navigation of space. Similarly, this
research only looked at the life experience of criminal victimization. As perception is ultimately
influenced by the sum of an individual’s experiences, an inquiry into the intersectionality of
experiences such as victimization, race/ethnicity, age, gender, and social class will add depth to
the specific roles that each of these experiences play in perception, engagement, and navigation
of space.

6.4 Theoretical Implications of This Dissertation
The overarching framework for this dissertation research is grounded in behavioral
geography, with the goal of understanding how individuals perceive safety in their surroundings,
constructing daily routines around those perceptions, and the role of criminal victimization in
influencing those. In behavioral geography, emphasis is placed upon understanding individual
spatial decisions. However, this dissertation also relates concepts from behavioral geography to
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theories in perception and cognition, Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(CPTED), and economic geography.
For perception and cognition, while it is known that individuals recall events, places, and
people in their lives to perceive the space they engage, little work has focused on understanding
how individual experience influences perception and, ultimately, navigation of spaces. By
focusing on the experience of criminal victimization, this dissertation helps to address that
deficiency. Second, by understanding how the experience is recalled, utilized to perceive safety
in a space, and further utilized to make spatial choice decisions, the perception and cognition
process is then connected to the spatial decision processes studied in behavioral geography.
Next, while perception and cognition have historically been viewed as individualized processes,
these results suggest that media influences are creating a shared experience (perhaps even a
moral panic) which individuals draw upon in their cognition processes. These were evidenced
by the persistent “what if” responses where the safety of a place could simply change if one
hypothetical variable were to be inserted within the scenario. This, then, extends cognition from
purely an individual process to one in which an individual’s experience is melded with those of
the society and culture in which they operate to shape cognition. Finally, while overall crime
rates have decreased (National Criminal Justice Reference Service 2016), the increase in media
and social media presence may make individuals more aware of criminal activity. Therefore,
this increased awareness may be one of the “moral panics” (Garland 2008), some evil that
threatens society’s well-being (Goode & Ben-Yehuda 1994), which one draws upon when
processing an environment.

128
CPTED, as a design concept, proposes that crime can be reduced and perception of safety
can be increased though the application of simple design principles. These principles include
improvement of sense of place, improvement of lighting and surveillance, “hardening” of targets,
and limiting access. While this dissertation indicated that while all individuals considered some
of these aspects, those with criminal victimization experience considered them differently than
those without. Therefore, from a behavioral geography perspective, CPTED impacts the
individual quite differently, is not as universal as proposed, and should only be utilized as a part
of a suite of efforts to improve perception of safety. Second, while CPTED posits that design
factors can increase the perception of safety, this dissertation uncovered that it is not the design
factors themselves, but rather the way other people are engaging that space that is the most
important aspect in the decision process regarding perception of safety. As such, while CPTED
may reduce crime, to improve the perception of safety, other mechanisms must be utilized to
increase the level of trust of individuals in the community.
From an economic and transportation geography perspective, it has long been argued that
individuals make navigational choices from a travel cost minimization framework. This has
traditionally been understood to be a minimization of travel time or overall distance. However,
the results of this dissertation challenge that assumption. In construction of daily activities,
individuals interviewed in this dissertation noted that they simply avoid or circumnavigate areas
perceived to be unsafe. Therefore, this indicates t an additional decision variable utilized when
making navigational decision: feelings of safety. Moving forward, this would suggest that route
selection modeling must consider a greater set of decision variables utilized by their target
populations.
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An unexpected result of this research was the emergence of themes indicating implicit
bias. As noted, these biases were strongest when applied to racial and social class factors being
categorized and indicative of unsafe surroundings. Specifically, people of color and poorly
maintained areas were noted to be dangerous and violent, respectively. As the implicit bias
literature is relatively light in relation to geography, this research makes a strong connection
between these areas of research. With this research indicating that movement was strongly
influenced by the perception of other people, with that perception being strongly influenced by
the skin color of the person observed, it appears that implicit biases (and in some cases, explicit
biases) connected to race and ethnicity influence how individuals navigate space. Simply,
individuals may change the way in which they move from one place to another purely based on
the skin color of another. As implicit bias emerged as a key factor influencing how individuals
perceive spaces, it therefore is connected to how individuals organize and utilize spaces. This
connection warrants much further research moving forward.

6.5 Methodological Considerations
This dissertation research used a mixed-method approach to understand the way
individual life experiences shape an individual’s perception of safety in one’s surroundings,
combining quantitative surveys, story mapping, photo interpretation exercises, and semistructured interviews. The integration of quantitative and qualitative data proved useful, as the
combination of both allowed for a more complete picture of the behavioral process and the
factors that influence perceptions of safety. However, there were noted obstacles in completing
this research project.
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The first major obstacle was getting participants who wanted to be involved in this
research. While the survey yielded just shy of 400 participants, all other aspects of the research
saw difficulty with participation. Part of this issue, I believe, was lack of incentivization. While
the survey was rather quick, the photo interpretation, story mapping, and interviews all required
participants to provide a bit more time and effort. There were several people who agreed to
participate and then decided against it, after seeing what would be involved. I worked to temper
this with online options for both the photo interpretation and story mapping. Further, I worked to
provide alternatives to face-to-face interviews by providing options via Skype, telephone, or
email. Even with these efforts to expand participation, as each phase drew from previous
participants, the potential for self-selection bias should be noted. Those who participated did so
because they chose to, perhaps as a result of viewing the research as important or simply for the
incentives. Moving forward, a broader sampling methodology should be explored to increase
participation and diversity.
Another obstacle for this research project was getting a diverse sample population. While
the aim of the research was to look at the spatial decision-making processes from participants
with a variety of genders, ages, race/ethnicities, etc., the actual sample in this study was
relatively homogeneous. Most participants identified on the gender binary, were mostly young
adults, and mostly White. Part of this issue, I believe, was the lack of trust with the researcher.
When asking people about life experiences, especially when they may be difficult to talk about,
or when you are asking people to describe the things that make them feel safe or unsafe, people
may be hesitant to share those details with a stranger, even if those talks will be confidential. As
I continue this research trajectory, finding ways to build trust with participants will be integral.
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A different methodological implication relates to CPTED. Here, the themes of CPTED
were utilized to explain and contextualize the spatial features which individuals considered when
assessing safe and unsafe surroundings. However, some responses could not be placed into a
CPTED category, and the behavior of individuals could only be loosely tied to a CPTED
concept. Additionally, it would be beneficial to explore the nuances of the things that are not
mentioned about space. While some variables and comments are noted repeatedly, what
information is being omitted? This indicates that CPTED is only of partial use in exploring the
perception of safety, thereby potentially neglecting some factors considered. In future work,
more theoretical frameworks and open-ended interviews should be utilized to capture the effects
that were not captured in the present study.

6.6 Broader Impacts
This research drew from theoretical perspectives in geography, urban planning, and
criminal justice. While three related fields, this dissertation combined these concepts in a truly
interdisciplinary approach. Following this approach, it sets a model with potential for future
cross-disciplinary collaboration and scientific communication among scholars in these fields.
While the contributions of this study lend themselves very nicely to pure scholarship,
there are broader impacts that should be addressed as well. First and foremost, the key
contribution here relates to the way individuals perceive safety in their surroundings. Following
CPTED as a planning and public policy principle, the governmental motivation to improve safety
and feelings of safety among residents is a well-known objective. However, the results of this
dissertation suggest that a focus built solely on built environmental factors will fail to fully
achieve those goals. Rather, these results suggest that a more people-oriented approach, where
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sense of community and safety is built through engagement, would be key. If individuals have a
sense of trust and no need to question those they encounter in spaces, then they should feel safer
when engaging them. Therefore, these dissertation results squarely present a policy challenge to
local governments: to improve sense of safety, and in turn quality of life of their residents,
improvements in community building and engagement of diversified populations must be a key
objective.
Finally, understanding that behavior of persons and their interaction with space are
complex, a collaboration between the scholarly community and the professional community is
needed. Since no single perspective can adequately explain how individuals perceive, engage,
and behave in space, these cross-disciplinary academic insights are necessary inputs to design
and planning processes. The need for research and contributions from academic researchers is
important as the professional community has evolved into specialist subsets. Similarly,
collaboration between the scholarly community and law enforcement could initiate conversation
about the way that biases add to how space is perceived, engaged, navigated, and eventually
surveilled. Exposing the community and community partners to the biases that are present, both
at the implicit and explicit levels, may lead to changes in how to address interactions between
people in the community, law enforcement, and those on the periphery of the community. By
helping develop a better understanding of how individuals in diverse groups view one another
and how that influences perception of safety, a more inclusive approach to policing and capacity
building could be implemented within all members of a community, keeping implicit biases from
becoming explicit actions.
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Approval Notice
Initial Review
13-Oct-2016
TO: Autumn James
Geography
RE: Protocol # HS16-0320 “Individual experience(s) and the effect on perception and
navigation of space”
Your Initial Review submission was reviewed and approved under Expedited procedures by
Institutional Review Board #1 on 13-Oct-2016. Please note the following information about your
approved research protocol:
Protocol Approval period: 13-Oct-2016 - 12-Oct-2017
If your project will continue beyond that date, or if you intend to make modifications to the
study, you will need additional approval and should contact the Office of Research Compliance
and Integrity for assistance. Continuing review of the project, conducted at least annually, will be
necessary until you no longer retain any identifiers that could link the subjects to the data
collected. Please remember to use your protocol number (HS16-0320) on any documents or
correspondence with the IRB concerning your research protocol.
Please note that the IRB has the prerogative and authority to ask further questions, seek
additional information, require further modifications, or monitor the conduct of your
research and the consent process.
Unless you have been approved for a waiver of the written signature of informed consent, this
notice includes a date-stamped copy of the approved consent form for your use. NIU policy
requires that informed consent documents given to subjects participating in non-exempt research
bear the approval stamp of the NIU IRB. This stamped document is the only consent form that
may be photocopied for distribution to study participants.
It is important for you to note that as a research investigator involved with human subjects, you
are responsible for ensuring that this project has current IRB approval at all times, and for
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retaining the signed consent forms obtained from your subjects for a minimum of three years
after the study is concluded. If consent for the study is being given by proxy (guardian, etc.), it is
your responsibility to document the authority of that person to consent for the subject. Also, the
committee recommends that you include an acknowledgment by the subject, or the subject's
representative, that he or she has received a copy of the consent form. In addition, you are
required to promptly report to the IRB any injuries or other unanticipated problems or risks to
subjects and others. The IRB extends best wishes for success in your research endeavors.
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Approval Notice
Protocol Amendment
27-Jan-2017
Autumn James
Geography
RE: Protocol # HS16-0320 “Individual experience(s) and the effect on perception and
navigation of space”
Dear Autumn James,
Your Protocol Amendment submission was reviewed and approved under Expedited
procedures by Institutional Review Board #1 on 26-Jan-2017.
Please note the following information about your approved research protocol:
Protocol Approval period: 13-Oct-2016 - 12-Oct-2017
If your project will continue beyond that date, or if you intend to make modifications to the
study, you will need additional approval and should contact the Office of Research Compliance
and Integrity for assistance. Annual review of the project will be necessary until you no longer
retain any identifiers that could link the subjects to the data collected.
It is important for you to note that as a research investigator involved with human subjects, you
are responsible for ensuring that the project has current IRB approval at all times, and for
retaining any signed consent forms obtained from your subjects in a secure place for a minimum
of three years after the study is concluded. The committee also recommends that the informed
consent include an acknowledgement that the subject, or the subject's representative, that he or
she has received a copy of the consent form. In addition, you are required to promptly report to
the IRB any injuries or other unanticipated problems involving risks to subjects or others.
Please remember to use your protocol number (HS16-0320) on any documents or
correspondence with the IRB concerning your research protocol.
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We wish you the best as you conduct your research. If you have any questions or need
further help, please contact the Office of Research Compliance and Integrity at (815) 7538588.
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This research on perception and navigation as it relates to personal experience(s) is being
conducted by Autumn James, a doctoral candidate in the Department of Geography, at
Northern Illinois University. I appreciate your willingness to speak with me about your
experiences. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before
agreeing to take part in the study.
What the study is about: I am conducting research that will explore how individual experience
may affect the way in which space is perceived and navigated. After speaking with individuals
across the country, this data will be used to help address how individual experience changes
perception of space and the way in which individuals move about that space, which in turn, will
support safety initiatives and programming at multiple scales.
What we will ask you to do: This survey will last approximately 10-15 minutes. You will be
asked to answer questions regarding demographics, personal experience(s), and the way you
go about a normal day. You may also be asked questions regarding space(s) where you feel
comfortable, or spaces that may make you uncomfortable or uneasy.
Risks and benefits: There is a risk that asking you about your feelings, attitudes, experiences
and behavior may cause you to feel upset. I cannot and do not assume or promise that you will
receive any benefits from this study.
Compensation: All persons completing this survey will be entered into a drawing to receive
$100 cash for your participation.
Your answers will be confidential. Your survey responses will be recorded via Qualtrics
survey software provided by Northern Illinois University. Any identifying information will be kept
confidential, unless otherwise stated. Pseudonyms will be used to label associated files to
ensure confidentiality. Survey answers will be stored on a computer in the Geography
Department at Northern Illinois University until analysis on these data has been
completed. Your individual privacy will be maintained in all published and written data resulting
from the study. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researcher will have
access to the records.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any
questions that you do not want to answer. If you decide not to take part or to skip some of the
questions, it will not affect your current or future relationship with Northern Illinois University. If
you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty or prejudice.
If you have questions: If you have any questions or concerns that come up after the interview
is over, you can contact me, Autumn James, at ajames11@niu.edu. I am happy to talk with you
confidentially at any time. You may also contact Dr. Courtney Gallaher in Geography and
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Women, Gender and Sexuality Studies at cgallaher@niu.edu. Last, you may contact the Office
of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588 for any further
information regarding your rights as a research participant. I understand that any information
gathered during this research study is intended to be used for research purposes only and I
understand that the researcher does not, for the purposes of this research, have authority to
address, or duty to report, sexual violence, misconduct or harassment. If I wish to report an
instance of sexual violence, misconduct or harassment, I understand that I need to contact the
University's Title IX Coordinator, Karen L. Baker, at 815-763-6017 or kbaker@niu.edu, or visit
the University's Title IX website at http://www.niu.edu/sexualmisconduct/help/report.shtml for
other reporting options.
By checking the Yes button below you confirm that you have read the above statement,
are informed about the research, and consent to be a part of this research study. If you
do not wish to take part in this study, please select No.
I identify my gender as
Male
Female
Agender
Gender fluid
Gender non-conforming
Gender Questioning
Genderqueer
Non-binary
Transgender
Trans Female
Trans Male
Not listed (Please Note) ____________________
I Choose Not to Answer
Age
Ethnicity Origin (or Race):
Asian/Pacific Islander
Native American/American Indian
Hispanic or Latino
Black or African American
White
Not Listed (Please Note) ____________________
Please select the highest grade that you have completed or the highest degree that you have
received:
High School or less
High School graduate
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Some college
Associate's Degree (A.A., A.S)
Bachelor's Degree (B.A., B.S.)
Master's Degrees (M.A., M.S.)
Doctorate (Ph.D)
Professional Degree (M.D., J.D.)
Hometown Zipcode
Current Zipcode
Are you a parent?
Yes, I am a parent
No, I am not a parent
I choose not to answer
If you answered yes to the previous question, please answer this question. If you do not have
children, please skip. (Please Select All That Apply)
I have a child/children under the age of 5
I have a child/children between the ages of 6 and 12
I have a child/children between the ages of 13 and 18
I have an adult child/children ages 18+
Are you a current or former member of the military? (Please Select One)
Yes, I am a current member of the military
Yes, I am a former member of the military
No, I have never been a member of the military
I choose not to answer
Would you consider your hometown to be urban, rural, or suburban?
Urban
Rural
Suburban
I choose not to answer
Would you consider your current city/town urban, rural, or suburban?
Urban
Rural
Suburban
I choose not to answer
Have you ever experienced (Please Select All that Apply)
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Property crime (Property crime includes the offenses of burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle
theft, and arson. The object of the theft-type offenses is the taking of money or property, but
there is no force or threat of force against the victims.)
Violent crime (Violent crime is composed of four offenses: murder and non-negligent
manslaughter, robbery, and aggravated assault. Violent crimes are defined as those
offenses which involve force or threat of force.)
Identity theft
Domestic violence (Domestic violence includes abusive behavior in any relationship that is
used by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over another intimate partner.
Domestic violence can be physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological actions or
threats of actions that influence another person. This includes any behaviors that intimidate,
manipulate, humiliate, isolate, frighten, terrorize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or
wound someone.)
Rape (Penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object,
or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without consent of the victim)
Sexual assault (Any type of sexual contact or behavior that occurs without the explicit
consent of the recipient. Falling under the definition of sexual assault are sexual activities as
forced sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child molestation, incest, fondling, and
attempted rape)
Sexual harassment (Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitutes sexual harassment when
submission to or rejection of this conduct explicitly or implicitly affects an individual's
employment, unreasonably interferes with an individual's work performance or creates an
intimidating, hostile or offensive work environment)
Physical assault (not sexual in nature)
Gun violence
Have you ever experienced any other crimes not listed here? If so, please note them in this
space
Are you from the United States?
Yes
No
I choose not to answer
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If you answered no to the previous question, please type where you are from in this space. City
and Country, please
Please use the sliding bar to note on a scale on 1 to 10, how often you take these variables into
consideration when deciding whether or not a place is unsafe
______ Lighting (Street lamps, house lights, etc.)
______ Natural light (i.e. sunlight)
______ Crime Reputation
______ Residential v. commercial areas
______ Maintenance of surrounding areas
______ Presence of certain populations (ex. homeless, teenagers) v. absence of certain
populations
______ Police Presence
______ Surveillance (ex. cameras)
______ Visibility of Population (do you see a lot of people)
______ Traffic
Please use the sliding bar to note on a scale on 1 to 10, how often you take these variables into
consideration when deciding whether or not a place is safe
______ Lighting (Street lamps, house lights, etc.)
______ Natural light (i.e. sunlight)
______ Crime Reputation
______ Residential v. Commercial areas
______ Maintenance of surrounding areas
______ Presence of certain populations (ex. homeless, teenagers) v. absence of certain
populations
______ Police presence
______ Surveillance (ex. cameras)
______ Visibility of Population
______ Traffic
If you are entering an unfamiliar area, what variables do you use to decide whether an area is
safe or unsafe? Please use your mouse to "drag" the terms in the left column to one of the three
boxes on the right. You should place each term in the box that you believe is most appropriate
based on what you look for when deciding if a place is safe and/or unsafe. For example, if you
believe that safe areas are those with a low crime reputation, you would place the term "low
crime reputation" in the "safe" box. You do not have to use all terms, just those that you
consider MOST often, or not at all
Safe
Unsafe
I do not take this into
consideration
______ High light
______ High light
______ High light
______ low light
______ low light
______ low light
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______ high crime reputation
______ low crime reputation
______ residential areas
______ commercial areas
______ High maintenance of
surrounding areas
______ Low maintenance of
surrounding areas
______ Presence of certain
populations (homeless,
teenagers)
______ Absence of certain
populations (homeless,
teenagers)
______ Visible police
presence
______ Limited police
presence
______ visible surveillance
(cameras)
______ limited surveillance
______ visible population
(many people)
______ limited population
(few people)
______ heavy traffic
______ limited traffic

______ high crime reputation
______ low crime reputation
______ residential areas
______ commercial areas
______ High maintenance of
surrounding areas
______ Low maintenance of
surrounding areas
______ Presence of certain
populations (homeless,
teenagers)
______ Absence of certain
populations (homeless,
teenagers)
______ Visible police
presence
______ Limited police
presence
______ visible surveillance
(cameras)
______ limited surveillance
______ visible population
(many people)
______ limited population
(few people)
______ heavy traffic
______ limited traffic

______ high crime reputation
______ low crime reputation
______ residential areas
______ commercial areas
______ High maintenance of
surrounding areas
______ Low maintenance of
surrounding areas
______ Presence of certain
populations (homeless,
teenagers)
______ Absence of certain
populations (homeless,
teenagers)
______ Visible police
presence
______ Limited police
presence
______ visible surveillance
(cameras)
______ limited surveillance
______ visible population
(many people)
______ limited population
(few people)
______ heavy traffic
______ limited traffic

Please use the sliding bar to note on a scale of 1 to 10 how much you agree with the following
statements:
______ Banning firearms would reduce crime
______ We should increase the diversity (culture, ethnicity) of our population.
______ Global warming is real and needs to be addressed
______ Current undocumented immigrants should have a path to citizenship
______ The government should do more to solve problems
______ Certain religious groups should be more scrutinized than others
______ The government is responsible to make sure all citizens have healthcare
______ Business corporations make too much profit
______ College education should be free for all students
______ Gun control and regulation should be increased
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Would you be willing to participate further in a research study that examines individual how
individual experience(s) may influence the way in which space(s) is/are perceived and
navigated? Incentives will be available to participants for different phases of the study.
Yes
No

If you answered yes to the above question, please select which additional opportunities you
might have interest in. You may select one, two, or all of the opportunities.
Story Mapping: Story mapping will be used as a way to document, and visualize the
environment that participants consider safe, or unsafe. Participants will be asked to upload
photos with descriptions on why they believe the spaces are safe or unsafe. Compensation
for this portion of the research study is $20.00 and will take approximately 1-2 hours to
complete (at your convenience).
Photo Interpretation and Analysis: For this portion, participants will be invited to browse
through a number of photos from varying places, time of day, with varying physical
characteristics. From these photos, participants will be asked to describe the scenes before
them, noting those things that they perceive as being safe, and/or unsafe. Compensation for
this portion of the research study is $10.00 and will take approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour
to complete.
In-Depth Interviews will be conducted on a sub-set of individuals from varying backgrounds
who are willing to share their personal experiences, and what they believe influences their
engagement and participation in space. The interviews will be in-depth, enabling the
researcher to look at how different individual’s experiences may be unique, and how they
may also be generalized to the larger population. There are three parts to this part of the
research (1) an initial interview, approximately 1-2 hours (2) a in-depth story mapping
exercise that will require the participant to take a minimum of 12 pictures with accompanying
detailed descriptions, approximately 4 hours over a period of days and/or weeks, and (3) a
follow-up interview to clarify and expand upon the initial interview and story mapping
exercise, approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour. Compensation for this portion of the research
study is up to $100.00.

If you are interested in any of these additional opportunities, please provide a name and email
address where you may be reached. Participants will not be contacted by the researcher unless
they have indicated that they want to be.
Please provide any additional information that you wish to share with the researcher
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An Invitation to Participate in a Research Study
Photo Interpretation and Analysis
Individual Experience(s) and the Effect on Perception and Navigation of Space

Autumn James, Department of Geography, Northern Illinois University

You are invited to participate in a study that will explore how individual experience(s)
may affect the way in which space is perceived and navigated. After speaking with
individuals across the country, this data will be used to help address how individual
experience changes perception of space and the way in which individuals move about
that space, which in turn, will support safety initiatives and programming at multiple
scales.
Participation in this research will ask participants to browse through a number of photos
from varying places, time of day, with varying physical characteristics. From these
photos, participants will be asked to describe the scenes before them, noting those
things that they perceive as being safe, and/or unsafe. These will be done in person for
local participants, and can be completed online for participants unable to make it to
campus. The online portion will be password protected in order to ensure
confidentiality of information disseminated. Participation in this research will take
approximately 30 minutes.

If you are an individual, 18 years of age or older, and are interested in
participating in a research study about how people see and use space and the
environment around them, please contact us.
You will receive $10.00 for participating in this data collection.
If you have any questions or concerns you can contact Autumn James at
ajames11@niu.edu. I am happy to talk with you confidentially at any time. You may
also contact Dr. Courtney Gallaher in Geography and Women, Gender, and Sexuality
Studies at cgallaher@niu.edu.
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I identify my gender as
Male
Female
Agender
Gender fluid
Gender non-conforming
Gender Questioning
Genderqueer
Non-binary
Transgender
Trans Female
Trans Male
Not listed (Please Note) ____________________
I Choose Not to Answer
Age
Ethnicity Origin (or Race):
Asian/Pacific Islander
Native American/American Indian
Hispanic or Latino
Black or African American
White
Not Listed (Please Note) ____________________
Please select the highest grade that you have completed or the highest degree that you have
received:
High School or less
High School graduate
Some college
Associate's Degree (A.A., A.S)
Bachelor's Degree (B.A., B.S.)
Master's Degrees (M.A., M.S.)
Doctorate (Ph.D)
Professional Degree (M.D., J.D.)
Hometown Zipcode
Current Zipcode
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Are you a parent?
Yes, I am a parent
No, I am not a parent
I choose not to answer
If you answered yes to the previous question, please answer this question. If you do not have
children, please skip. (Please Select All That Apply)
I have a child/children under the age of 5
I have a child/children between the ages of 6 and 12
I have a child/children between the ages of 13 and 18
I have an adult child/children ages 18+
Are you a current or former member of the military? (Please Select One)
Yes, I am a current member of the military
Yes, I am a former member of the military
No, I have never been a member of the military
I choose not to answer
Would you consider your hometown to be urban, rural, or suburban?
Urban
Rural
Suburban
I choose not to answer
Would you consider your current city/town urban, rural, or suburban?
Urban
Rural
Suburban
I choose not to answer
Have you ever experienced (Please Select All that Apply)
Property crime (Property crime includes the offenses of burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle
theft, and arson. The object of the theft-type offenses is the taking of money or property, but
there is no force or threat of force against the victims. )
Violent crime (Violent crime is composed of four offenses: murder and non-negligent
manslaughter, robbery, and aggravated assault. Violent crimes are defined as those offenses
which involve force or threat of force.)
Identity theft
Domestic violence (Domestic violence includes abusive behavior in any relationship that is used
by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over another intimate partner. Domestic
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violence can be physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological actions or threats of
actions that influence another person. This includes any behaviors that intimidate, manipulate,
humiliate, isolate, frighten, terrorize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone.)
Rape (Penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object, or
oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without consent of the victim)
Sexual assault (Any type of sexual contact or behavior that occurs without the explicit consent
of the recipient. Falling under the definition of sexual assault are sexual activities as forced
sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted rape)
Sexual harassment (Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal
or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitutes sexual harassment when submission to or
rejection of this conduct explicitly or implicitly affects an individual's employment, unreasonably
interferes with an individual's work performance or creates an intimidating, hostile or offensive
work environment)
Physical assault (not sexual in nature)
Gun violence
Have you ever experienced any other crimes not listed here? If so, please note them in this
space
Are you from the United States?
Yes
No
I choose not to answer
If you answered no to the previous question, please type where you are from in this space. City
and Country, please
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Photo Interpretation Example: Noted as being unsafe among the majority of participants

Notations of Safe:
“police officer present”
“pedestrian crossing sign, police patrolled, grass has no garbage”
“street lights”
“suburban; police presence”
“daylight; police patrolling; road signs”
“well designed pedestrian paths; good landscaping”
Notations of Unsafe:
“people on the median; it is not safe”
“cop car could be bad; what are those guys doing in the median”
“busy road; no sidewalks; no crosswalks; no traffic lights”
“two black people pose a threat”
“unsafe activities; no pedestrian crossings”
“black people in the middle of the street would make me lock my doors and get in the further
lane”
“two black guys hanging out with hoodies, look suspicious; not a lot of cars; lots of dark/shaded
areas with trees”
“This is a situation where I often find myself questioning my prejudices. If I were to need to stop
near these two men, I would feel panicked. I can’t know whether they are simply trying to cross
the road or if they have more nefarious intentions but I always chastise myself for my gut
reaction of fear when I encounter a situation like this.”
“low income housing where most crime happens and a high violence rate”
“maybe a bit too open and urban; potentially shady people hanging around”
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Photo Interpretation Example: Noted as being safe among the majority of participants

Notations of Safe:
“this seems like a small town kind of place where people say hi no matter who you are and there
are many cars/people around”
“this is safe because the neighborhood looks nice; the roads are modern; paved well”
“it looks like a cute, small little town which makes it seems safe”
“stereotypical suburban road; groomed roads; picturesque”
“daylight, busy street, people walking around, well-kept neighborhood”
“reminds me of a residential neighborhood I have walked/driven through”
older residential area, not much traffic, people walking. I don't see anything that would make me feel
unsafe.”

“cars driving at a safe speed, clean area, houses well kept; I think this would be a safe road to
walk or drive down”
“This seems like a quiet, clean, and safe neighborhood. Everyone seems to be going about their
business with no threat feeling for me.”
“I like the area; seems peaceful; nostalgic”
“looks peaceful/safe”
“this place looks like a typical neighborhood where children play outside and families have
family outings; speed limit it too low”
Notations of Unsafe:
“creepy van coming opposite way”
“no street lights, busy road”
“dusk (time of day is very important, night time is the time when I feel most unsafe in areas that
are unfamiliar”
“sun going down”
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I identify my gender as
Male
Female
Agender
Gender fluid
Gender non-conforming
Gender Questioning
Genderqueer
Non-binary
Transgender
Trans Female
Trans Male
Not listed (Please Note) ____________________
I Choose Not to Answer
Age
Ethnicity Origin (or Race):
Asian/Pacific Islander
Native American/American Indian
Hispanic or Latino
Black or African American
White
Not Listed (Please Note) ____________________
Please select the highest grade that you have completed or the highest degree that you have
received:
High School or less
High School graduate
Some college
Associate's Degree (A.A., A.S)
Bachelor's Degree (B.A., B.S.)
Master's Degrees (M.A., M.S.)
Doctorate (Ph.D)
Professional Degree (M.D., J.D.)
Hometown Zipcode
Current Zipcode
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Are you a parent?
Yes, I am a parent
No, I am not a parent
I choose not to answer
If you answered yes to the previous question, please answer this question. If you do not have
children, please skip. (Please Select All That Apply)
I have a child/children under the age of 5
I have a child/children between the ages of 6 and 12
I have a child/children between the ages of 13 and 18
I have an adult child/children ages 18+
Are you a current or former member of the military? (Please Select One)
Yes, I am a current member of the military
Yes, I am a former member of the military
No, I have never been a member of the military
I choose not to answer
Would you consider your hometown to be urban, rural, or suburban?
Urban
Rural
Suburban
I choose not to answer
Would you consider your current city/town urban, rural, or suburban?
Urban
Rural
Suburban
I choose not to answer
Have you ever experienced (Please Select All that Apply)
Property crime (Property crime includes the offenses of burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle
theft, and arson. The object of the theft-type offenses is the taking of money or property, but
there is no force or threat of force against the victims.)
Violent crime (Violent crime is composed of four offenses: murder and non-negligent
manslaughter, robbery, and aggravated assault. Violent crimes are defined as those offenses
which involve force or threat of force.)
Identity theft
Domestic violence (Domestic violence includes abusive behavior in any relationship that is used
by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over another intimate partner. Domestic
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violence can be physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological actions or threats of
actions that influence another person. This includes any behaviors that intimidate, manipulate,
humiliate, isolate, frighten, terrorize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone.)
Rape (Penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body part or object, or
oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without consent of the victim)
Sexual assault (Any type of sexual contact or behavior that occurs without the explicit consent
of the recipient. Falling under the definition of sexual assault are sexual activities as forced
sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted rape)
Sexual harassment (Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal
or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitutes sexual harassment when submission to or
rejection of this conduct explicitly or implicitly affects an individual's employment, unreasonably
interferes with an individual's work performance or creates an intimidating, hostile or offensive
work environment)
Physical assault (not sexual in nature)
Gun violence
Have you ever experienced any other crimes not listed here? If so, please note them in this
space
Are you from the United States?
Yes
No
I choose not to answer
If you answered no to the previous question, please type where you are from in this space. City
and Country, please
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Gender, Age, Race, Hometown Zip Code, Current Zip Code
Would you consider yourself and introvert or an extrovert?
Why?
What experience(s), if any, have you had that you feel have adjusted the way in which you go about
your daily life, moving from one place to another? For example, if you have had a negative
experience in a large city, have you adjusted how you interact within those types of areas?
Probe for experience, background
How do you know/feel that the way that you perceive, participate in, and navigate the environment
around you has changed (since above mentioned events)?
Probe for what they mean when talking about all of these terms – ask for specific examples
What characteristics do you examine when you are walking around a particular space to determine
whether a place is safe or unsafe.
Probe for physical characteristics, but pay attention to mentions of non-physical
characteristics
Do you tend to participate in activities with other people, or alone? Does it depend on the situation?
Explain when you would choose to be alone v. when you would choose to be with friends?
Do you travel alone (domestically or internationally)? How often?
What is your idea/definition of safe? What is your definition of unsafe?
Probe for how they came to define safe/unsafe in their particular way.
Do you rely on rumors/word of mouth when making decisions on whether or not a place is safe?
Probe for source…friends, news reports, parents, etc
Do you prepare (research, etc) before traveling to a new place to ensure that you are in a safe
environment or do you wait until you arrive before making decisions?
Probe for how they research an area prior to travel
Do you believe physical characteristics make a place safe/unsafe, or do you think that it depends on
the population of the area (people, traffic, amenities, etc)
Do you think that there were factors in your upbringing that influence the way you see and react to
the environment around you?
What factors do you think influence other people when they are making decisions about whether or
not a space is safe/unsafe.
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