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Abstract 

As a means of improving our understanding of the significance of the residential 

neighbourhood, we have examined exposure to property crime, studying the extent to which 

differences in the risk of exposure to crime are related on the one hand to individual and 

household characteristics and on the other to neighbourhood conditions and differences in 

where people live. The data are drawn from interview surveys of living conditions, which also 

include a number of questions relating to criminal victimisation. These survey data have been 

combined with register data relating to residential neighbourhoods. The focus is directed at 

different districts in urban areas, grouped on the basis of accumulated resource deficiencies. 

 

 

Introduction 

Over recent years, there appears to have been a trend both in Sweden and elsewhere in the EU 

towards an increased divergence between residential neighbourhoods as regards the ethnic 

composition and socio-economic resources of the residents (see e.g. Buck 2001; Bråmå 2006). 

Living conditions in the poorest and most socially disadvantaged residential areas, often 

described in terms of social exclusion, also constitute one of the central political issues of the 

day (Hope 2001). Descriptions of such neighbourhoods often emphasise the importance of 

security and exposure to crime. This article examines how exposure to theft and vandalism 

differs between areas categorised on the basis of levels of social and economic resources. It 

asks to what extent differences in the risk of exposure to crime are related on the one hand to 

individual and household characteristics and on the other to neighbourhood conditions and 

differences in where people live.  
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We know that exposure to and fear of crime are unevenly distributed within the population at 

large, and also across different neighbourhoods. Victim surveys show that young men, single 

mothers, persons born abroad and persons with financial problems become the victims of 

crime more often than others (see e.g. Hindelang, Gottfredson & Garofalo 1978; Nilsson & 

Estrada 2003, 2006). In addition to this knowledge it has long been established in the field of 

criminology that there are geographical variations in the distribution of crime (Shaw & 

McKay 1942; for more recent work, see e.g. Sampson & Groves 1989; Wikström 1991; 

Trickett et al 1992; Hope 1996; Wikström & Dolmén 2001). The patterning of this 

distribution corresponds to that noted in individual-level surveys, i.e. both exposure to and 

fear of crime are greater in more poorly resourced residential neighbourhoods with larger 

proportions of immigrants and young people. This rather begs the question, what is it that is 

responsible for this unequal distribution of exposure to crime? Why do we find such clear 

differences in the risk for exposure between poor households and rich ones, and between 

poorly resourced and better resourced neighbourhoods?  

 

Social disorganisation theory holds that these differences are the result of structural conditions 

that affect neighbourhood levels of formal and informal social control (Shaw & McKay 1942; 

see also Wikström 1998; Triplett, Gainey & Sun 2003). In their classic study of youth crime 

in Chicago, Shaw & McKay (1942) emphasise poverty, ethnic heterogeneity, and high levels 

of in- and out-migration as particularly important factors. These conditions are assumed to 

lead to a weakening of neighbourhood social control and thereby to increased crime. In more 

recent research, the presence of single parents has also been regarded as a risk factor 

(Sampson & Groves 1989). The tradition has also undergone important theoretical 

developments, with social capital emerging as a central concept (Sampson, Raudenbush & 

Earls 1997; Wikström 1998; Putnam 2000; Triplett et al. 2003). The lack of social networks 

and trust among residents, along with various forms of dysfunction in the social institutions 

through which people can act, are assumed to produce adverse conditions in which 

individuals’ levels of engagement within their own neighbourhood is diminished. In turn this 

has negative consequences for the maintenance of informal social control. Poverty and 

selective residential mobility are both assigned explanatory power, together with a number of 

intervening processes which relate to the social relations that act via individuals and 

institutions within the neighbourhood (see also Wilson 1987).  
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Together with social disorganisation theory, lifestyle and routine activity theories constitute 

the dominant perspectives in relation to the explanation of exposure to crime. The latter two 

proceed first and foremost from individual- and household-related factors and from people’s 

activity patterns (Hindelang et al. 1978; Cohen & Felson 1978). Crimes are assumed to occur 

in situations in which suitable objects and motivated offenders coincide in time and space 

with an absence of capable guardians. Wealth may be regarded as an indicator of the 

attractiveness of a given household for a potential offender. At the same time, at the 

neighbourhood level, the poorer an area, and the higher the level of problems, the greater the 

risk for exposure to theft crime as a result of the proximity of potential offenders and fewer 

opportunities to protect oneself. Given that those on high incomes (who are at greater 

individual risk as a result of this fact) often live in high income areas (where the risks for 

exposure to crime are lower), the relationship between income and exposure to crime will be 

difficult to interpret in studies that cannot separate the risks associated with individual-level 

and neighbourhood conditions respectively (Hope 2001). One problem faced by the lifestyle 

model is therefore that differences between different demographic groups may to some extent 

be a manifestation of structural conditions that determine where and how different groups live 

their lives rather than of the activity patterns chosen by the members of these groups.  

 

Objectives and research questions 

By linking neighbourhood-level information to data collected in victim surveys we have been 

able to study not only individual and household characteristics, but also neighbourhood 

factors underlying exposure to crime. Focusing on theft and vandalism offences, and 

particularly on those incidents that can be linked to the respondent’s dwelling, offers the 

advantage that these offences are demonstrably tied to a given residential neighbourhood, 

which is often less clearly the case with violent crime.  

 

The objective of this article is that of studying the social factors that determine exposure to 

theft and vandalism offences at the individual and neighbourhood levels. In what ways does 

the neighbourhood in which people live have a positive or negative effect on their situation? 

To what extent can the differences in exposure to crime noted in earlier individual-level 

studies be attributed to individual and household characteristics, and neighbourhood 

conditions respectively? Firstly, however, the article first presents a number of 

methodological points of departure and a review of previous research. The data are then 

described in brief, along with the operationalisations employed in the study. The presentation 
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of findings begins with a descriptive section focusing on the distribution of exposure to crime 

by economic and social resources at the neighbourhood level. There then follows a more 

detailed analysis of individuals’ exposure to crime on the basis of both individual and 

neighbourhood characteristics.  

 

 

The significance of neighbourhood conditions 

There has been a marked increase over recent years in the interest shown by the research 

community in the consequences of residential segregation for various welfare outcomes. The 

majority of studies that have focused on the significance of both individual and 

neighbourhood factors for individuals’/households’ exposure to crime have been based on 

data from North America or the UK (Sampson et al 2002). We have chosen to focus on 

European studies that have analysed the ways in which the risk of exposure to theft and 

vandalism, as experienced by different groups, is affected by neighbourhood conditions. We 

begin however with a short discussion of the problems the research literature has identified in 

relation to attempts to study neighbourhood effects.  

 

One of the fundamental questions in neighbourhood research is that of what is to be regarded 

as comprising a neighbourhood. Dolmén (2002:71ff.) emphasises two important factors – that 

the neighbourhood comprise a natural geographical unit, and that this unit be homogeneous. 

In her critique of quantitative neighbourhood research, Lupton (2003) notes that 

neighbourhoods are not fixed but are instead created in relation to other areas. In practice the 

neighbourhood divisions employed often constitute a compromise between what one is 

looking for on the basis of one’s theoretical assumptions, and what is available; this is also the 

case in the current study. Buck (2001) notes that research which focuses on differences in 

living conditions between different neighbourhoods does not necessarily describe 

neighbourhood effects. Inequalities at the level of the neighbourhood may constitute a direct 

reflection of residential segregation among individuals. Where people live is not randomly 

determined, but is rather governed by choices made against a background of social and 

economic conditions. Some have more options open to them than others. Buck argues 

therefore that the fundamental issue of neighbourhood effects is focused on the extent to 

which it can be shown that people are affected by their environment irrespective of their own 

resources, i.e. whether segregation in itself contributes to and intensifies differences between 

different groups in society (see also Wikström 1998: 273).  
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Researchers working with data from the British Crime Survey (BCS) have been able to 

demonstrate in a number of studies that the distribution of levels of exposure to theft crime 

across different residential neighbourhoods is highly skewed. Trickett et al. (1992) show that 

the proportion of victimised individuals was four times as high in the neighbourhoods with 

the highest levels of exposure, by comparison with those with the lowest. The high risk 

neighbourhoods were more often located in the low-status districts of metropolitan areas, had 

young residential populations and many single-adult households with and without children 

(see also Hope & Hough 1988; Trickett at al. 1995). Utilising information on both household 

and neighbourhood demographic and socio-economic conditions, Hope (2001) created a 

deprivation index for each level of analysis. At the household level, the correlations between 

resource levels and exposure to crime are unclear. By contrast, the correlation at the 

neighbourhood level is clear – the poorer the neighbourhood, and the higher the level of 

problems, the higher the level of property crime. Since different patterns emerge at the 

household and neighbourhood levels respectively, Hope argues that consideration should be 

paid to the interaction between neighbourhood and household conditions. Poor households 

suffer lower levels of victimisation than rich households when they are located in rich 

neighbourhoods. As neighbourhoods become poorer, however, the victimisation of poor 

households relative to that of their rich counterparts increases. Hope argues that this pattern 

indicates that it is not only, or even primarily, the individual’s or the household’s own socio-

economic situation that determines the level of exposure to theft crime. The level of 

victimisation is instead dependant on the social context in which one is rich or poor 

respectively (Hope 2001:210).  

 

Tseloni (2006) has also studied the significance of neighbourhood conditions for theft crime 

on the basis of BCS data. Using hierarchical regression models, she shows that household and 

neighbourhood conditions constitute important explanatory factors in relation to variations in 

exposure to theft crime. In Tseloni’s analysis, however, which takes more factors into 

consideration than the model employed by Hope (2001), neighbourhood effects tend to be 

weaker than those of individual and household characteristics. It is the household variables 

that produce the strongest correlations with victimisation. Single parents constitute the group 

that stands out most clearly as being characterised by high levels of risk. This is interpreted by 

Tseloni in terms of social vulnerability, since single parents on low incomes present 

particularly high levels of victimisation (see also Estrada & Nilsson 2004). Ownership form is 
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the next most important risk factor, i.e. whether the household owns or rents its dwelling. The 

presence of financial problems also constitutes a risk factor, irrespective of where the 

individual lives. As regards income, the pattern is such that high-income individuals in poorly 

resourced areas are at particularly high risk of exposure to crime, but at the same time high-

income individuals tend to live in neighbourhoods that reduce the risk of victimisation. At the 

neighbourhood level, population size and density constitute the most powerful predictor. The 

ethnic composition of the neighbourhood, residential stability and the proportion of young 

adults (“potential offenders”) have no effect, however. This may seem somewhat surprising, 

amongst other things against the background of social disorganisation theory. Tseloni 

concludes that there are neighbourhood effects, but that these are small. It is above all 

individual and household characteristics that are important. 

 

Swedish criminological studies by Wikström (1991) and Dolmén’s (2002; see also Wikström 

& Dolmén 2001) focuses on the situation in Stockholm. As was the case in the British studies, 

differences were noted between different residential neighbourhoods. The highest levels of 

victimisation were found in suburbs characterised by multiple-unit dwellings (Dolmén 2002). 

Wikström (1991:61) notes that exposure to crime is greatest in those areas with the largest 

proportions of residents with weak social and economic resources, where levels of residential 

stability and social integration are low. In regression models that included controls for 

individual-level variables a weak neighbourhood effect did remain in relation to the risk for 

exposure to theft and vandalism. 

 

The overall picture found in the existing research is that there are substantial differences in 

levels of exposure to crime between different residential neighbourhoods and that there are 

neighbourhood effects that increase the risk for victimisation at the individual level. At the 

same time, there is some uncertainty as to the size of this effect, both in general and for 

different social groups. Given that Sweden, like other European countries, has witnessed a 

trend towards more pronounced socio-economic inequalities at the level of both the individual 

and the neighbourhood (Gottschalk & Smeeding 2000), it is important to clarify how people’s 

exposure to crime differs across residential neighbourhoods with varying levels of resources, 

and how it is affected by neighbourhood conditions.  

 

Material and Method 
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Individual level data: ULF 

The description and analysis of the victimisation and levels of fear experienced by different 

population segments is based on Statistics Sweden’s (SCB) interview surveys of living 

conditions (ULF). We have described this material in some detail in previous articles (Nilsson 

& Estrada 2003, 2006; Estrada & Nilsson 2004). In brief, the ULF-material is collected by 

means of personal interviews with a representative sample of the population aged between 16 

and 84 years. The current study employs ULF-data for the years 2000/2001. Approximately 

6,000 persons are interviewed annually, and the non-response level lies at around 20 percent. 

Given the objective of studying neighbourhood effects, we have chosen to limit our analyses 

to those persons included in the ULF-data who live in urban areas, in neighbourhoods with 

over 100 residents. This restriction leaves us with a sample of 7,947 individuals (out of a total 

of 11,484).  

 

The outcome variable employed in the analyses is exposure to property crime. The available 

data on theft and vandalism relate not only to the individual but also to his/her household. The 

question reads as follows: Have you (or has someone in your household) suffered one or more 

of the following over the past twelve months? Given the study’s focus on neighbourhood 

conditions, we have restricted ourselves to those questionnaire items relating to theft or 

vandalism linked to the dwelling, thefts of bicycle/moped/motorbikes, and thefts of or from 

cars. We also utilise an item reading: “Is it common here in this neighbourhood for communal 

areas, play areas, parks or similar to get damaged or vandalised?”. Those who have 

answered that it is “very” or “quite common” have been distinguished from those answering  

that this is “quite” or “very uncommon”. Those with no opinion (5%) have been included in 

the category that does not perceive vandalism to be a common occurrence. 

 

The demographic background variables employed in the study comprise age, sex, country of 

birth and family type. We have shown in previous studies that problems in different areas of 

welfare are clearly related to one another and that the lack of financial resources assumes a 

central position in this context (Estrada & Nilsson 2004). The item employed to indicate a 

lack of financial resources reads: “Have you over the course of the past year experienced 

difficulties in keeping up with recurrent expenses for food, rent, bills etc.?” The ULF 

interviews also include questions on the respondents’ housing conditions and residential 
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neighbourhood. The type of dwelling variable distinguishes between those living in detached 

or terraced houses and those living in apartment blocks. For the most part answers to this 

question correspond to the dominant housing type in a given neighbourhood since the areas 

we study are relatively homogeneous in this respect (see below). The ownership form variable 

differentiates between those who own and those who rent their dwelling. Ownership 

represents a resource and is often an indication that an individual has reached a later stage of 

what might be termed a housing career (Bråmå 2006:49).  

 

ULF also includes questions “on what it’s like in the neighbourhood in which you live. When 

we ask questions about your residential neighbourhood we mean that which you yourself 

regard as your immediate environment. (It may be a block, a city district, a suburb, a small 

community, or something else)”. We have created an index of “Neighbourhood contact” on 

the basis of the following items; a) Do you protect your dwelling by asking neighbours or 

others to keep an eye on it or drop by if you go away for a few days? b) Is there anyone in the 

neighbourhood that you commonly trade small favours with, e.g. watering plants or 

borrowing small articles? c) Is it common here in this neighbourhood for neighbours to talk to 

one another when they meet? These have items been coded 0-2 according to the level of 

contact between neighbours and have been combined to form a summative index with values 

ranging from 0-6 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.62) which was subsequently divided into three 

categories (high, mid-range, low). A similar index was employed by Wikström & Dolmén 

(2001) as an indicator of “social integration”, which are assumed to be important for social 

capital formation (Putnam 2000; Sampson, Morenoff & Gannon-Rowley 2002). The 

interview items on housing conditions cannot strictly speaking be employed to describe 

independent neighbourhood conditions – and to this end we have instead employed SAMS-

data.  

 

 

Neighbourhood data: SAMS 

The neighbourhood-level data that we have been able to link to the ULF material build on the 

Small Areas for Market Statistics (SAMS) categorisation, which constitutes a comprehensive 

national division of neighbourhoods. In the country as a whole there are a total of 9,208 

SAMS areas. These SAMS areas correspond well to residential neighbourhoods, i.e. to 

neighbourhoods that can be clearly demarcated in geographical terms, and that can be 

categorised on the basis of housing type.  
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For every individual in the ULF sample, SAMS data for the year 2001 have been added to the 

material. The areas for which we have data are therefore those that are represented within the 

nationally representative sample of individuals included in the ULF survey. The sample of 

persons included in ULF in 2000 and 2001 represents 5,076 such areas. On average, there are 

2.3 individuals per SAMS area. This figure varies between 1 and 29. SAMS data are 

independent of ULF and relate to the areas’ population as a whole. Since our sample of 

neighbourhoods is based on a population sample of individuals, neighbourhoods with a small 

population are under-represented. The smaller the neighbourhood population, the lower the 

probability that the neighbourhood will be represented in a population-based sample. The 

average population size in our sample of 3,391 SAMS areas, i.e. those that are located in 

urban regions, is 1,500 individuals.  

 

The neighbourhood variables that we have been able to link to the ULF material relate to the 

demographic characteristics of the residential neighbourhood (number of residents per square 

kilometre, age structure and family type), residential stability and mobility (migration into and 

out of the neighbourhood and the proportion of recent immigrants to Sweden), socio-

economic conditions (proportion in employment, persons on low incomes, and families in 

receipt of welfare benefit payments), the educational level of the population (proportion with 

no more than a compulsory education) and political resources (electoral participation). A 

more detailed description of the variables we view as indicators of a neighbourhood’s level of 

resources is presented in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for SAMS areas. Proportions in percent. N=3391.  

ABOUT HERE 

 

A comparison of maximum and minimum values shows major differences between different 

neighbourhoods. In all essentials these differences are no less substantial than those found in 

studies of different neighbourhoods in the USA (see e.g. Wikström & Loeber 2000:1120). It 

should also be noted that in the majority of cases, there are only a small number of 

neighbourhoods at these extremes. We have therefore chosen, in the final column, to present 

the threshold values for the tails of the distribution of each variable, i.e. the values that 

separate lowest and highest five per cent of neighbourhoods, from the remainder. Even within 

these extreme groups, however, the range of values is substantial. In combination, the broad 

range of these neighbourhood characteristics, together with the knowledge that virtually all of 
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Sweden’s larger residential neighbourhoods are represented in the sample, means that the 

study data include a good representation of different types of neighbourhood. 

 

Index of resource deficiencies at the neighbourhood level  

There is clear evidence of social segregation between different neighbourhoods. As a result 

we would also expect to find a correlation among variables measuring neighbourhood socio-

economic and ethnic composition, the proportion of persons receiving welfare payments, 

levels of residential stability and so forth. We also find clear correlations among the different 

indicators of resource levels included in the study (Estrada & Nilsson 2006). Blakely & 

Woodward (2000:373), for example, argue that as a result of substantial intercorrelations 

between neighbourhood variables, it is difficult to calculate the specific effects associated 

with individual neighbourhood-level variables. In order to produce a measure that better 

summarises and utilises the available neighbourhood-level information. This is also a 

reasonable approach given the study’s theoretical points of departure. In the context of a 

resource perspective, it is not individual neighbourhood conditions in isolation that should be 

viewed as affecting individual welfare outcomes, but rather the accumulation of different 

resource deficiencies. According to social disorganisation theory, as we have seen above, it is 

demographic factors such as a high proportion of recent immigrants and single parents that 

are central. Both these variables are included in our index. Neighbourhood economic 

resources are measured by reference to the proportions of persons in paid employment, of 

poor and of persons in receipt of welfare benefits. Finally, neighbourhood social resources 

also play an important role, and in this area we utilise information as to the neighbourhood 

levels of educational achievement, political participation and residential instability.  

 

For the analysis of correlations between neighbourhood conditions and victimisation we have 

divided the neighbourhood variables into deciles. The ten percent of neighbourhoods with the 

smallest proportions of families receiving welfare benefit, the lowest levels of electoral 

participation etc., have been assigned the value 0, the next decile have been assigned the value 

1, and so on. When we then created the index of resource deficiencies we reversed the 

direction of the variable coding where this was necessary (e.g. electoral participation) so that 

high values reflect an accumulation of resource deficiencies (e.g. low electoral participation, 

low employment frequency, high proportion of welfare recipients). These were then combined 

into a summative index (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83). The higher the value on the index the 
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greater the neighbourhood level of resource deficiencies. The index was then divided into five 

categories corresponding to the two highest and lowest deciles and the 60 per cent of 

neighbourhoods lying closest to the mean. 

  

Analytical methods 

In traditional regression models, there is a risk of underestimating the standard errors 

associated with the ecological variables, which may thereby erroneously appear to produce 

significant effects (Blakely & Woodward 2000; Leyland & Groenewegen 2003). In the 

present study, we have nonetheless chosen not to utilise hierarchical models that take this 

factor into consideration. This is due to the fact that our data, being based on a sample of 

individuals drawn from the general population, include very few individuals from the 

neighbourhoods included in the analysis. In turn, this means that the problems associated with 

clustered observations become less pressing. We begin our analyses with simple bivariate 

descriptions. Given the binary outcomes of the dependant variables, we have chosen in the 

concluding multivariate analyses to employ logistic regression models.  

 

Findings 

 

Exposure to crime by neighbourhood composition 

Of the respondents living in urban regions, approximately two percent have been exposed to 

residential burglary over the past year, five percent to a break-in in a garage, cellar or other 

storage space, ten percent to bicycle theft, twelve percent to some form of car-related crime 

and fifteen percent report that vandalism is either quite common or very common in their 

neighbourhood. How large then are the differences between neighbourhoods characterised by 

an accumulation of resource deficiencies and the others? Figure 1 presents victimisation 

levels across different types of neighbourhood by levels of social and economic resource 

deficiencies. The differences are most marked in relation to thefts from garages/cellar storage 

places and for vandalism in the neighbourhood. The proportion exposed to break-ins in 

storage spaces, for examples, in the ten percent of neighbourhoods with the largest 

accumulation of resource deficiencies, is four times as high as that of those with the lowest 

levels of resource deficiencies. Whereas one in three persons in the most poorly resourced 

neighbourhoods perceive the neighbourhood to have a vandalism problem, only one in ten do 

so in the most well-resourced neighbourhoods. Differences in exposure to bicycle and car 
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theft (those without access to a car are excluded from the calculations) are not as great but 

follow the same pattern. Residential burglaries are rare and lie at more or less the same level 

across the different neighbourhood categories. 

 

Figure 1. Proportions exposed to dwelling- and vehicle-related property crime and to 

neighbourhood vandalism by resource deficiencies index for neighbourhoods. N=6226-7937. 

ABOUT HERE 
 

These differences also reflect differences between the neighbourhoods as regards the 

respondents’ household type, country of birth, economic resources etc., all of which are   

related to the victimisation risk at the individual level. There is thus a selection effect whereby 

poorly resourced individuals are clearly over-represented in poorly resourced 

neighbourhoods, and similarly clearly under-represented in the most well-resourced 

neighbourhoods, and this effect should be taken into consideration (Estrada & Nilsson 2006). 

One question that arises is therefore whether the excess risk associated with neighbourhoods 

that have large proportions of poor, unemployed, recently arrived immigrants etc. means that 

individuals who are themselves poor, born abroad etc. are subject to higher levels of 

victimisation irrespective of where they live. Is the high level of victimisation linked to 

individual-level conditions, or will we find that individuals characterised by higher levels of 

resources also suffer higher levels of victimisation when they live in poorly resourced 

neighbourhoods?  

 

The indicators that we have examined to date have the advantage of being independent of the 

persons being studied. At the same time, there are several interesting neighbourhood factors 

that are not captured by means of these variables. These relate in part to other objective 

conditions, such as the neighbourhood’s geographical location, population density and the 

proportion of the population comprised of youths, but also to rather more subjective 

conditions that constitute a manifestation of how people perceive their neighbourhood. In the 

literature, social capital and trust have been viewed as important explanatory factors in 

relation to inter-neighbourhood differences in crime (Putnam 2000; Sampson et al 2002). The 

surveys of living conditions provide some information of this kind, since they include items 

on the extent of the contacts neighbourhood residents have with one another, and whether  

they receive help from neighbours in relation to various matters (Wikström & Dolmén 2001). 

We therefore proceed with the analysis by studying individual exposure to property crime on 
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the basis of regression models that allow us to take both neighbourhood and individual level 

conditions into consideration at the same time.  

 

Victimisation and neighbourhood conditions – a more detailed analysis 

Table 2 presents the risk (expressed as odds ratios) for exposure to dwelling-related property 

crime and for reporting vandalism in the neighbourhood. Model 1 presents differences in risk 

without controls for individual and housing-related variables. For both dwelling-related 

property offences and vandalism, there are substantial differences in the risk for exposure. By 

comparison with the decile living in the most well-resourced neighbourhoods, the 

victimisation risk is approximately twice as large (OR=2.09) for those living in mid-range 

areas (deciles 3-8), and is slightly over three times as large for those living in the most poorly 

resourced decile of neighbourhoods. Among the demographic factors, it is of little surprise 

that population density plays a significant role, with the victimisation risk being higher the 

larger the number of residents per square kilometre. The proportion of youths in the 

neighbourhood population produces no significant effect however.  

 

In Model 2, individual and housing variables are also included in the analysis. When this is 

done, the differences in victimisation risk by categories of the neighbourhood resources index 

are substantially reduced. At the same time, it is notable how little effect the individual-level 

variables have on exposure to dwelling-related theft offences and neighbourhood vandalism. 

The only individual-level variable to have a significant effect on both these outcome variables 

is the presence of financial problems. As regards the housing-related variables, the 

victimisation risk is greater for those living in apartment blocks. This is to be expected given 

the importance of the physical environment for the opportunity structure (Dolmén 2002). 

Further, non-owner occupiers are at significantly higher risk of victimisation (irrespective of 

the type of building in which they live). No significant effects were associated with the 

variable measuring “social integration” on the other hand.  

 

If we return to the neighbourhood conditions that are independent of the individual, we can 

see from Model 2 that significant effects remain once controls have been introduced for 

individual and housing variables. In relation to the resource deficiencies index, this manifests 

itself in a victimisation risk that is approximately twice as high for those living in the most 

poorly resourced neighbourhoods as compared with those living in neighbourhoods 

characterised by the highest levels of resources. 
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As regards vehicle-related crimes, neighbourhood resources are of no significance in relation 

to bicycle thefts (Table 4 in the appendix). We can see from Model 2 that the individual-level 

variables play an important role in relation to bicycle thefts, with both youths and families 

with children having markedly high risk levels for this form of victimisation (which is only 

natural since they are more likely to own bicycles). When it comes to theft of or vandalism to 

cars, neither the accumulation of neighbourhood resource deficiencies nor any of the 

neighbourhood variables produce a higher victimisation risk once individual and housing 

variables have been taken into consideration. Higher risk levels are instead associated with 

housing conditions (renting one’s home and living in a flat) and age. Once again, households 

with experience of financial difficulties are at greater risk of exposure to vehicle-related 

crime.  

 

Table 2. Exposure to dwelling-related theft and vandalism offences, and to neighbourhood 

vandalism. Relative differences (odds ratios) by neighbourhood and individual conditions. 

ABOUT HERE 
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We have also investigated whether there are any interaction effects between the individual 

and neighbourhood level variables. We have examined the interaction between the resource 

deficiencies index and financial difficulties, i.e. the combination of these variables, for 

dwelling-related offences and neighbourhood vandalism. We have conducted similar analyses 

examining the interaction between the resource deficiency index and type of dwelling and 

ownership form respectively. The inclusion of the interaction term produced a significant 

improvement to the model only in the case of the interaction between the resource deficiency 

index and ownership form in the context of a model with neighbourhood vandalism as the 

dependant variable. For this reason, we have chosen only to present this one model (Table 3).1 

The results show that neighbourhood resources play a significant role for those living in 

rented dwellings: there are clearly elevated risk levels for neighbourhood vandalism only for 

those who rent their dwelling and live in poorly resourced areas. 

 

Table 3. Neighbourhood vandalism. Interaction effect between the index of neighbourhood 

resources and ownership form. Odds ratios based on house owners living in decile 1 

neighbourhoods as reference category. 

ABOUT HERE 

 

 

Summary of main findings and discussion 

One of the objectives of the current study has been to contribute to increasing our knowledge 

of neighbourhood effects, i.e. of effects on individual welfare that are associated not with 

individual characteristics but with the neighbourhood in which an individual lives. In this 

study we have categorised neighbourhoods in urban areas on the basis of their level of 

accumulated resource deficiencies. It is well established that significant differences in levels 

of exposure to crime exist between different social groups and between neighbourhoods. The 

question examined in the current study, however, is that of whether the reasons for these 

group-level differences – between Swedes and persons born abroad, for example, or between 

those experiencing financial difficulties and others – are to be found in the neighbourhood. 

                                                 
1 The interaction has been tested utilising the log-likelihood ratio test, with the results from Table 2 being 

compared with the results from the same model but with the interaction term as a predictor variable. The test 

itself takes the form of a chi2 test of the difference between the two models’ -2LLs. Thus Model 2 in table 2 has 

been compared with a model that also includes the interaction term from table 3: -2LL=5816.34, chi2=13.70, 

df=4, p<0.01. 
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Does residential segregation contribute to and intensify differences in the levels of 

victimisation risk experienced by different segments of society?  

 

Our analysis shows that different factors exert an influence in relation to different types of 

property crime. As regards dwelling-related property crime and perceptions of vandalism in 

one’s neighbourhood individual-level variables appear to be relatively unimportant, with the 

exception of experience of financial problems. As regards accumulated resource deficiencies 

at the neighbourhood level, we find these to be associated with significant risk differences 

only when the most well resourced areas are compared with those with the lowest levels of 

resources. This difference remains even given controls for housing-related factors. It is no 

surprise to find that type of dwelling and ownership play an important role, since dwelling-

related  property crimes are dominated by burglaries of unmonitored storage spaces, and 

vandalism is associated with the physical environment (see also Wikström 1991, 1997). What 

may be somewhat surprising as regards the new development in social disorganisation theory 

with social capital emerging as a central concept, however, is that our measure of “social 

integration” was not found to exert an independent effect. This is to say that the individuals 

who report living in neighbourhoods with good contacts among residents and who in addition 

themselves socialise with and get help from their neighbours, are exposed to neither higher 

nor lower levels of victimisation than those with lower levels of neighbourhood contact.  

 

The combination of living in rented accommodation and in a poorly resourced neighbourhood 

involves a substantially heightened risk for vandalism. Neighbourhood resource deficiencies 

have however no significant effect on the risk of exposure to vehicle related property crimes 

given controls for other factors. Differences in exposure to these kinds of crimes are instead 

associated to individual-level variables. Bicycle thefts are for example primarily associated 

with the individual’s age and family type, factors which are in turn related to household 

access to attractive objects. The risk of experiencing bicycle theft is thus higher among youths 

and families with children.  

 

The findings provide partial support for both social disorganisation theory, which focuses on 

neighbourhood conditions, and routine activities theory, whose focus is directed at the 

opportunity structure and at individual-level factors. Perspectives that emphasise the 

importance of individual-level resources and opportunity structures may be viewed as 

providing a necessary complement to both social disorganisation and lifestyle theories (Hope 
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2001; see also Nilsson & Estrada 2003; Estrada & Nilsson 2004). The fact that ownership 

form is significant, and that it is so specifically in poorly resourced neighbourhoods, may be 

associated with both social control and household access to resources. The owner-occupation 

of dwellings may facilitate a greater level of control over the immediate environment in which 

one lives. Ownership form may also be viewed as an indicator of resources. The most poorly 

resourced households are also those who rent their homes. Financial difficulties appear to be 

of significance for the risk of exposure to all of the forms of property crime analysed in the 

study. Individuals experiencing financial difficulties tend to have higher levels of 

victimisation irrespective of where they live or the social group to which they belong. This is 

very much in line with the findings presented in British studies (Hope 2001; Tseloni 2006). 

The link between individuals’ financial difficulties and higher levels of victimisation might in 

part be explained on the basis of differences in the ability to protect one’s property. Access to 

protection and security in the form of locks, alarms and new technology require financial 

resources (Hope 2001).2 Furthermore, since both buying insurance and the payment of any 

excess are also a question of resources, the consequences of property crime are more 

noticeable for those groups living within limited financial margins. Thus a lack of financial 

resources produces an intensification of the consequences of victimisation for the individual.  

 

Is crime the driving force underlying segregation? 

Once controls are introduced for individual-level and household factors, then, we find that the 

risk for exposure to vehicle crime is more or less the same for everyone, irrespective of the 

level of neighbourhood resources, and that the differences between neighbourhoods in levels 

of exposure to dwelling-related property crime become clear only when we compare the two 

extremes of the neighbourhood resources index. Given the connection that is made in the 

wider social debate between poorly resourced neighbourhoods, ethnicity and crime, we would 

argue that this is a finding that raises a number of interesting questions. Descriptions of a 

spiralling downward trend are common in the international research literature (see e.g. Wilson 

1987; Hope 2001), and there is of course good reason to draw attention to negative trends of 

this kind. One question that should be posed, however, is that of whether crime should be 

singled out as the mechanism that is leading to increased segregation. An individual moving 

                                                 
2 One example of this is found in the distribution of car thefts in Sweden. Over 90 percent of the cars stolen in 

Sweden were manufactured prior to 1998, despite the fact that these older cars comprise only slightly more than 

half of the country’s stock of cars. The reason is quite simply that all cars sold in the EU from October 1998 

were required to be fitted with an electronic anti-theft device. It seems likely that these older cars are first and 

foremost owned by more poorly resourced households. 
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from a block of flats in one of Sweden’s poorest neighbourhoods to a flat in a more average 

area will not experience any major decrease in the risk for exposure to dwelling- or car-related 

property crime. In another study we have shown that this is also the case for exposure to 

violence in the neighbourhood (Nilsson & Estrada 2007). Where this individual will probably 

be better off, however, is in that the area to which he or she moves will have less vandalism 

and will not be associated with crime to the same extent. Bråmå (2006) makes special note of 

the significance of a neighbourhood’s “reputation” as a segregation producing mechanism. A 

bad reputation produces a situation where well-resourced individuals avoid the area, and 

migration into the neighbourhood becomes concentrated to the more poorly resourced 

segments of the population that lack the means necessary to be able to choose. In another 

interesting study, Sampson & Raudenbush (2004) also show that people’s perceptions of how 

much crime and vandalism occurs in a given neighbourhood are in part determined by which 

people live in the neighbourhood in question. On the basis of questionnaires, police data and 

systematic observations, the authors are able to show that high concentrations of minority and 

poor residents lead to certain areas being perceived as having higher levels of crime than is 

actually the case. One important conclusion, then, is that the stigmatisation of poor 

neighbourhoods may in actual fact constitute an important explanatory factor in relation to 

intensified segregation, or in the words of Sampson & Raudenbush (2004:29): 

“Neighborhoods with high concentrations of minority and poor residents are stigmatized by 

historically correlated and structurally induced problems of crime and disorder…Perceptions of 

disorder thus appear to create a self-confirming structural prophecy whereby all actors are likely 

to disinvest in or move away from black areas viewed as having high risk for disorder.”  

 

Final remarks 

Statistics Sweden’s annual welfare surveys constitute an important data set in relation to 

descriptions of the distribution of, and trends in, criminal victimisation in Sweden. The 

present study has for the first time been able to combine this data set with information on the 

neighbourhoods in which the persons included in the survey reside. Our findings show that 

the differences we have noted in previous studies between different social groups and 

population segments can be linked to differences in housing type and the accumulation of 

resource deficiencies at the neighbourhood level. One important question that we have not 

been able to examine is that of whether the differences between neighbourhoods have 

increased over time. Over the past twenty years, there has been a trend towards an 

intensification in the differences in levels of criminal victimisation between well-resourced 
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and poorly-resourced groups respectively (Nilsson & Estrada 2006). Could this trend be 

explained by an increase in the level of residential segregation? At the present time, we know 

little about whether increased residential segregation has also produced intensified differences 

between better and more poorly-resourced areas in relation to levels of exposure to crime, and 

the same is true with regard to the question of whether neighbourhood effects, as a result of an 

increased segregation, have changed.  
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Diagrams and tables 

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for SAMS areas. Proportions in percent. N=3391.  

 Min Max Mean Standard 

deviation 

Threshold 

values 

-5% - +5% 

Indicators of neighbourhood resources      

Persons in paid employment (20-64 years)  13.3 95.6 76.6 9.8 57.0-86.8 

Families receiving welfare over the year 0 73.4 4.0 5.8 0-14.1 

Persons on low income (income decile 1) a 0 65.1 9.2 5.8 3.2-20.0 

Low education (no more than compulsory education, 

25-64 years)  

0.4 55.4 19.8 8.2 7.7-33.9 

Electoral participation 2002  40.0 93.0 77.4 7.4 63.0-87.0 

Residential stability; in- and out-migration 

   during year divided by number of residents 

0 67.2 9.7 6.0 2.8-19.8 

Recent immigrants, residents 16 years or older who 

   migrated to Sweden less than 5 years previously 

0 39.2 2.5 2.8 0.3-7.4 

Single parents  0 22.9 5.7 3.1 1.9-11.8 
a No information is available on the residents’ income levels, only on the number (proportion) of families in 

different income deciles. Based on disposable income per individual within the household.  
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Figure 1. Proportions exposed to dwelling- and vehicle-related property crime and to 

neighbourhood vandalism by resource deficiencies index for neighbourhoods. N=6226-7937. 

 



 23 

Table 2. Exposure to dwelling-related theft and vandalism offences, and to neighbourhood 

vandalism. Relative differences (odds ratios) by neighbourhood and individual conditions.  
 Dwelling-related property crime Neighbourhood vandalism 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Neighbourhood variables (SAMS)     

Resource deficiency index (ref: decile 1) *** † *** *** 

Decile 2 1.11 1.05 0.89 0.86 

Decile 3-8 2.09** 1.55† 1.16 0.92 

Decile 9 2.54*** 1.65† 1.84*** 1.27 

Decile 10 3.34*** 2.01** 2.95*** 1.94*** 

Prop. 16-24 year olds (ref: quintile 1)A Ns Ns Ns Ns 

Quintile 2 1.07 1.02 1.28† 1.26† 

Quintile 3 1.14 1.13 1.29* 1.31* 

Quintile 4 0.98 0.91 1.38** 1.34* 

Quintile 5 1.01 0.88 1.39** 1.31† 

No. residents per km2 (ref: quintile 1) A *** Ns *** *** 

Quintile 2 1.56* 1.36 2.76*** 2.52*** 

Quintile 3 1.91** 1.57* 2.54*** 2.19*** 

Quintile 4 2.24*** 1.54† 3.24*** 2.47*** 

Quintile 5 2.76*** 1.60* 4.00*** 2.63*** 

Housing variables (ULF)     

Region (ref: Stockholm) Ns Ns *** *** 

Göteborg 1.32† 1.28 1.19 1.15 

Malmö 1.05 1.07 0.79† 0.79† 

Other towns/cities 1.05 1.03 0.76*** 0.73*** 

House type (ref: detached/terrace)  **  ** 

Apartment  1.49**  1.36** 

Ownership form (ref: owner/occupier)  ***  *** 

Rental  1.78***  1.65*** 

Neighbourhood contact (ref: high)  Ns  Ns 

Mid-range  0.85  1.04 

Low  0.95  1.10 

Individual-level variables (ULF)     

Sex (ref: female)  Ns  Ns 

Male  1.14  0.96 

Age (ref: 45-64 years)  †  Ns 

16-29 years  1.12  1.06 

30-44 years  1.13  1.10 

65-84 years  0.74†  1.11 

Country of birth (ref: Sweden)  Ns  Ns 

Other country  1.03  1.04 

Family type (ref: cohabiting with 

children) 

 Ns  Ns 

Single   0.83  0.90 

Single parent   0.88  1.03 

Cohabiting  0.94  1.02 

Financial difficulties (ref: no)  †  *** 

Yes  1.25†  1.36*** 

Constant 0.026 0.020 0.038 0.039 

-2Log Likelihood 3666.045 3580.023 5928.717 5830.048 

N 7487 7487 7485 7485 

*** p<.001 ** p<.01 *p<.05 † p<.10 

A The variables proportion 16-24 year-olds and no. of residents per km2 are both 5-category ordinal variables based on a division of 

neighbourhoods into the 20% with the smallest proportion/no., the 20% with the next smallest proportion/no. etc.  
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Table 3. Neighbourhood vandalism. Interaction effect between the index of neighbourhood 

resources and ownership form. Odds ratios based on house owners living in decile 1 

neighbourhoods as reference category.  
 Decile 1 Decile 2 Decile 3-8 Decile 9 Decile 10 

Ownership form     Owner-occupier 1 0.95 0.98 0.99 1.37 

Rental 1.69 0.72 1.38† 2.25*** 3.44*** 

*** p<.001 † p<.10 
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Appendix of Tables 
 

Table 4. Exposure to bicycle and car theft. Relative differences (odds ratios) by neighbourhood and individual-

level conditions (car theft relates only to those with access to a car).  

 Bicycle theft Car theft 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Neighbourhood variables (SAMS)     

Resource deficiency index (ref: decile 1) Ns Ns Ns Ns 

Decile 2 1.26 1.26 1.13 1.10 

Decile 3-8 1.05 0.98 1.37* 1.18 

Decile 9 1.16 1.07 1.40†  1.15 

Decile 10 1.04 0.86 1.46† 1.09 

Prop. 16-24 year-olds (ref: quintile 1) *** Ns Ns Ns 

Quintile 2 1.14 1.06 1.14 1.09 

Quintile 3 1.31† 1.22 1.02 1.01 

Quintile 4 1.27 1.10 0.96 0.88 

Quintile 5 1.80*** 1.44* 1.06 0.90 

No. of residents per km2 (ref: quintile 1) *** *** ** Ns 

Quintile 2 2.14*** 2.02*** 1.39** 1.32* 

Quintile 3 2.33*** 2.33*** 1.42** 1.33*  

Quintile 4 2.67*** 2.67*** 1.55** 1.33† 

Quintile 5 2.97*** 2.89*** 1.80*** 1.29 

Housing variables (ULF)     

Region (ref: Stockholm) *** *** ** ** 

Göteborg 1.44** 1.38* 1.28** 1.25†  

Malmö 2.70*** 2.69*** 0.87 0.89 

Other cities 2.03*** 2.14*** 0.88 0.88 

Type of dwelling (ref: detached/terrace)  Ns  † 

Apartment block (at least 5 floors)  1.22  1.24† 

Ownership form (ref: owner-occupier)  Ns  ** 

Rental  1.12  1.31** 

Neighbourhood contact (ref: high)  Ns  Ns 

Mid-range  1.15  0.80* 

Low  0.97  0.88 

Individual-level variables (ULF)     

Sex (ref: female)  Ns  Ns 

Male  1.10  1.13 

Age (ref: 45-64 years)  ***  *** 

16-29 years  2.02***  1.50*** 

30-44 years  1.17  1.29** 

65-84 years  0.26***  0.43*** 

Country of birth (ref: Sweden)  Ns  Ns 

Other country  1.01  0.99 

Family type (ref: cohabiting with 

children) 

 ***  * 

Single   0.56***  0.95 

Single parent  0.98  0.54* 

Cohabiting  0.58***  1.12 

Financial difficulties (ref: no)  ***  *** 

Yes  1.49***  1.48*** 

Constant 0.018 0.021 0.090 0.098 

-2Log Likelihood 4510.389 4257.625 4836.234 4691.611 

N 7486 7486 5912 5912 

*** p<.001 ** p<.01 *p<.05 † p<.10 

  


