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Resumo: A identificação do “medo do crime” como um problema tão grave 
quanto o próprio crime tem sido alvo de debates políticos e investigações 
científicas. Assim, o presente estudo investiga o medo do crime em três países, 
Brasil, Portugal e Estados Unidos, com base nas teorias da vulnerabilidade e 
do cultivo. Foram coletadas três amostras independentes (Brasil: n=226 respon-
dentes, idade média de 24,69 anos; DP = 6,86; 61,9% mulheres; Portugal: n=305 
respondentes, M=19,81 anos; DP = 2,44; 74,1% mulheres; EUA: n=325 respondentes, 
M=36,43 anos; DP=10,71; 54,2% homens), e aplicada uma escala de medo do cri-
me. Procedimentos estatísticos incluíram análises fatoriais confirmatórias para 
avaliação da estrutura da escala, testes de invariância entre países e análises 
de regressão múltipla para verificar os efeitos de variáveis como gênero, idade 
e consumo de mídia. Os principais resultados indicam a adequação de uma 
medida breve que pode ser utilizada em futuros estudos no Brasil, Portugal e 
Estados Unidos. Além disso, os achados sugerem que Portugal apoia a teoria 
do cultivo. Para a hipótese de vulnerabilidade, Brasil e Portugal apresentaram 
relações significativas com o sexo, mas não com a idade. Nos Estados Unidos, 
nenhuma das hipóteses foi confirmada.

Palavras-chave: medo do crime; teoria do cultivo; hipótese de vulnerabilidade; 
validação de medida.

Abstract: The identification of fear of crime as a problem as serious as crime itself 
has been the subject of political debate and scientific investigation. This study 
explores fear of crime in three countries, Brazil, Portugal, and the United States, 
drawing on the theories of vulnerability and cultivation. Three independent sam-
ples were collected (Brazil: n = 226 respondents, M = 24.69 years, SD = 6.86; 61.9% 
female; Portugal: n = 305 respondents, M = 19.81 years, SD = 2.44; 74.1% female; 
USA: n = 325 respondents, M = 36.43 years, SD = 10.71; 54.2% male), and a fear of 
crime scale was administered. Statistical procedures included confirmatory factor 
analyses to assess the scale’s structure, measurement invariance tests across 
countries, and multiple regression analyses to examine the effects of variables 
such as gender, age, and media consumption. The main findings support the 
adequacy of a brief measure that can be employed in future studies across Brazil, 
Portugal, and the United States. Furthermore, the results suggest that Portugal 
provides empirical support for the cultivation theory. Regarding the vulnerability 
hypothesis, both Brazil and Portugal showed significant associations with gender, 
but not with age. In the United States, neither hypothesis was confirmed.

Keywords: fear of crime; cultivation theory; vulnerability hypothesis; measu-
rement validation.

Resumen: La identificación del miedo al delito como un problema tan grave 
como el propio delito ha sido objeto de debates políticos e investigaciones cien-
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tíficas. El presente estudio analiza el miedo al delito 
en tres países —Brasil, Portugal y Estados Unidos—, 
basándose en las teorías de la vulnerabilidad y del 
cultivo. Se recolectaron tres muestras independien-
tes (Brasil: n = 226 participantes, M = 24,69 años, DE = 
6,86; 61,9% mujeres; Portugal: n = 305 participantes, 
M = 19,81 años, DE = 2,44; 74,1% mujeres; EE. UU.: n = 
325 participantes, M = 36,43 años, DE = 10,71; 54,2% 
hombres) y se aplicó una escala de miedo al delito. 
Los procedimientos estadísticos incluyeron análisis 
factoriales confirmatorios para evaluar la estructura de 
la escala, pruebas de invarianza entre países y análisis 
de regresión múltiple para examinar los efectos de 
variables como género, edad y consumo de medios. 
Los principales resultados respaldan la adecuación de 
una medida breve que puede ser utilizada en futuros 
estudios en Brasil, Portugal y Estados Unidos. Además, 
los hallazgos sugieren que Portugal ofrece evidencia 
empírica a favor de la teoría del cultivo. En relación 
con la hipótesis de vulnerabilidad, Brasil y Portugal 
presentaron asociaciones significativas con el sexo, 
pero no con la edad. En Estados Unidos, ninguna de 
las hipótesis fue confirmada.

Palabras clave: miedo al delito; teoría del cultivo; 
hipótesis de vulnerabilidad; validación de la medición.

Introduction

Routinely, individuals are exposed to and con-

sume information from the media about the most 

different crimes, from homicides and violent cri-

mes to car theft and other misdemeanors. This 

news bombardment and the resulting feeling 

of insecurity are more significant in large cities, 

where people increasingly report being more and 

more suspicious and afraid. The identification of 

fear of crime as a problem potentially as serious 

as crime itself has been the target of political 

debates and public policies for over a decade 

(Greer & Reiner, 2012). Fear of crime has been 

an issue not only in the political scenario. Also, 

interest on fear of crime has motivated quite a 

few scientific studies; our review points out that 

in the United States this has been a very frequent 

topic of investigation (e.g., Daigle et al., 2017; 

Kohm, et al., 2012; Truman, 2007). 

However, such scientific interest is not reci-

procated in Portugal, where investigations are 

scarce (e.g., Silva & Guedes, 2022), and even 

less so in Brazil (Costa & Durante, 2019; 2021; 

2022; Natal & Oliveira, 2021). Studies on fear of 

crime began to appear in the 1970s, especially in 

the United States, dissociating itself from other 

phenomena such as victimization (Clement & 

Kleinman, 1977; Baumer, 1979; Garofalo, 1979). 

A decade later the first studies were published 

in Portugal (Andrade, 1980), with an increasing 

interest since then (e.g, Kuhn & Agra, 2010). Yet, 

in Brazil the study of fear of crime is still incipient, 

with just a handful publications about the topic 

(e.g., Costa & Durante, 2021).

In Portugal, fear of crime was progressively 

considered a similar construct to the ‘feeling of 

insecurity’ (Lourenço & Lisboa, 1992), identified as 

a diffuse psychological construction, determined 

by different aspects of contemporary urban life. 

In Brazil, the first studies associated ‘fear’ with 

‘crime’ with the former being a direct consequen-

ce of the latter (Costa & Durante, 2021). In these 

countries, only belatedly did the studies followed 

the previously presented American evidence 

that ‘fear of crime’ and ‘risk perception’ are not 

necessarily linked to criminal victimization (Hale, 

1996), being two different concepts. As defined 

by Hale (1996), fear of crime reflects the fear of 

being a victim of a crime rather than the actual 

probability of becoming a victim. In this study, 

we focus specifically on dispositional fear of 

crime, understood as a relatively stable emotio-

nal response pattern, which affects individuals’ 

perception of safety regardless of situational or 

environmental conditions (Gabriel & Greve, 2003). 

This construct differs from situational fear, which 

is transient and context-dependent. 

Since then, empirical investigations are jus-

tified by the growing awareness that the con-

sequences of fear can go beyond feelings of 

personal anxiety, with the notion of fear of crime 

being understood as a major social problem 

(Gainey et al., 2011). Fear of crime interferes 

negatively with the individual’s quality of life by 

making people avoid public spaces considered 

by them to be dangerous, or by encouraging 

public policies that favor punishments and in-

tensified unnecessary surveillance (Mueller & 

Roeder, 2014). Empirical investigations on the 

topic may also stimulate a political debate based 

on evidence. Existing literature already allowed 

us to assume that it can produce harmful so-

cial consequences (Kohm et al., 2012), reducing 
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collective protection behaviors, and increasing 

the levels of actual criminal activity due to the 

removal of fearful people from certain areas or 

public spaces. This detrimental effect of fear of 

crime is responsible for restricting socialization 

and social exchanges, hence reducing the pre-

vention of informal social control (Dobbs et al. 

2009; Gainey et al., 2011; War, 2000). 

Further, with the preponderant role and ubi-

quity of mass media in contemporary societies 

might be responsible for proliferating a mis-

communication about crime (Costa & Durante, 

2021) increasing individual’s experience of fear of 

crime, simply guided by audience and compe-

tition criteria. In addition to problems related to 

a damage to self-confidence or deterious social 

relationships, fear of crime encourages preven-

tion strategies developed upon information that 

was not scientifically assessed (Greer & Reiner, 

2012). Fear of crime does not represent the real 

danger, nor does it reflect the actual frequency 

of crime occurrence (Frevel, 1998). 

Based on this context, the present study aims 

to: (1) test the factorial structure of a brief scale 

to measure fear of crime; (2) assess the mea-

surement invariance of the instrument across 

samples from Brazil, Portugal, and the United 

States; and (3) investigate the effects of demo-

graphic variables, namely gender, age, and media 

exposure, on dispositional fear of crime. These 

hypotheses are grounded in the theoretical fra-

meworks of the vulnerability hypothesis and the 

cultivation theory. 

Fear of Crime, Cultivation Theory, and 
Vulnerability Hypothesis

Fear of crime (FoC) has diverse definitions. 

Some scholars argue it refers only to emotions 

tied to crime objects (Hale, 1996), while others 

broaden it to include cognitive risk assessments 

and protective behaviors like avoiding walking 

alone at night (Gabriel & Greve, 2003). In Portugal, 

FoC is conceptualized as feelings of insecurity, 

encompassing emotional (fear), cognitive (risk 

perception), and behavioral (security measures) 

dimensions (Agra, 2007). This framework aligns 

with the notion of distinguishing between pro-

ductive and counterproductive fears to unders-

tand protective behaviors better (Gray et al., 2011).

The literature, building on the foundational 

work of Gabriel and Greve (2003), reinforces the 

conceptualization of fear of crime as an attitudi-

nal construct composed of cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral dimensions (Farrall et al., 2019; 

Jackson & Kuha, 2015). The cognitive component 

reflects perceptions of risk or threat, the affective 

dimension refers to emotional responses such 

as anxiety or fear, and the behavioral aspect 

includes avoidance strategies and preventive 

measures. These facets are not merely theoreti-

cal but have direct implications for measurement: 

the cognitive dimension guides risk appraisal, 

the affective captures subjective distress, and 

the behavioral maps coping actions in daily 

routines (Natal & Oliveira, 2021). The scale em-

ployed in the present study reflects this tripartite 

model by incorporating items that assess fear in 

specific contexts (e.g., alone at night, at home, 

in public) and behavioral adaptations (e.g., limi-

ting movements, acquiring protective devices). 

This structure allows for a more comprehensive 

assessment of dispositional fear of crime across 

diverse sociocultural environments. 

FoC also entails significant economic and 

social consequences, influencing public security 

budgets and employment opportunities (Costa 

& Dutra, 2019). Methodologically, it is dynamic, 

shaped by temporal, spatial, and contextual 

factors. Environmental cues such as social di-

sorder and a lack of control further amplify fear, 

although these factors are often underexplored 

in FoC measurement (Taylor & Covington, 1993). 

In light of this, we hypothesize the following 

regarding the factorial structure of the scale. 

H1: The factorial structure of the fear of crime sca-

le will be confirmed in the total sample and will 

demonstrate adequate psychometric properties. 

Mass media play a central role in shaping FoC, 

particularly through the indirect victimization 

model, which suggests that exposure to crime 

stories creates fear even among non-victimized 

individuals (Lane & Meeker, 2003; Kohm et al., 
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2012). Cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1970) extends 

this perspective, linking sustained exposure to 

violent media with heightened perceptions of 

danger. Gerbner and Gross (1976) demonstra-

ted that heavy TV viewers believed they were 

at higher risk of victimization compared to light 

viewers, fostering generalized mistrust and fear. 

Subsequent studies confirmed that prolonged 

TV consumption correlates with increased FoC, 

regardless of content specificity (Doob & McDo-

nald, 1979; Holbert et al., 2004). These findings 

support our next hypothesis, grounded in cul-

tivation theory. H2: Greater exposure to mass 

media will be positively associated with higher 

levels of dispositional fear of crime, in line with 

the cultivation theory. 

Gender differences in FoC are well-documen-

ted. Women consistently report higher levels of 

fear, often attributed to perceived vulnerability 

to physical threats (Catalano, 2005). Sexual cri-

mes, in particular, evoke heightened fear among 

women, whereas property crimes show no sig-

nificant gender-based differences (Dobbs et 

al., 2009). Studies in Portugal align with these 

findings, indicating that women exhibit greater 

FoC, especially toward violent crimes, despite 

their low prevalence (Machado & Manita, 2009). 

Intersectional analyses further reveal that the 

media-FoC relationship varies across racial and 

gender subgroups, with women showing the 

most consistent fear increases due to media ex-

posure (Rosenberger et al., 2023). Based on these 

observations, we propose the following hypo-

thesis. H3: Women will report significantly higher 

levels of dispositional fear of crime compared 

to men, supporting the vulnerability hypothesis. 

Age as a predictor of FoC presents mixed 

findings. Early research suggested older adults 

were more fearful (Warr, 1984). However, more 

recent studies indicate younger individuals may 

experience higher fear levels, potentially due to 

riskier lifestyles rather than physical vulnerability 

(Rountree, 1998). In Brazil, the highest FoC levels 

are reported among individuals aged 40–59, even 

though younger people face greater victimiza-

tion risks (Costa & Durante, 2022). Therefore, we 

advance the following hypothesis related to age. 

H4: Older individuals will exhibit higher levels of 

dispositional fear of crime, consistent with the 

vulnerability hypothesis. 

Emerging research explores FoC among sexu-

al minorities. Doudes and Cook (2023) analyzed 

how FoC varies between sexual minorities and 

heterosexuals, revealing nuanced fear dynamics. 

Although their findings did not strongly support 

a “shadow hypothesis” for sexual minorities, they 

highlighted critical differences in fear experien-

ces across these groups. This body of work em-

phasizes the need for nuanced investigations into 

FoC across diverse contexts and social groups, 

enabling a deeper understanding of how fear 

operates and affects individuals and societies.

FoC Measurement

The quantitative assessment of fear of crime 

has garnered substantial scholarly attention, 

primarily because it constitutes a complex and 

multidimensional construct. A while back, Hale 

(1996) already suggested that there are several 

issues associated with these measures. One of 

the basic issues is the use of global measures 

or more specific measures (McCrea et al., 2005). 

Several studies have used general measures 

(Cates et al., 2003; Romer et al., 2003; Van Dijk 

et al., 2008), that is, measures that present an 

unique indicator of FoC, without referring to a 

specific crime. Other studies include several in-

dicators of Foc with specific questions and crime 

types to verify the possibility of victimization in 

specific situations (Kohm et al., 2012; Tulloch, 

2000; Truman, 2007). These measures are used 

for purposes or are combined to form composite 

measures (McCrea et al., 2005).

The problems reported about global measures 

refer to their imprecision of measurement and 

point out the disadvantage of overestimating an 

overall prevalence of FoC (Farrall et al., 1997). 

On the other hand, specific measures make it 

possible to distinguish between the different di-

mensions of FoC (such as cognitive or emotional 

judgments; crimes of different natures: against 

the person, against property, and hypothetical 
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or real situations), in addition to exploring time, 

space and contexts when measuring FoC (Farrall 

et al., 1997). It is worth noting, however, that to 

date most studies use global measures (Hale, 

1996), as their application cost is lower. Conside-

ring these results, we seek to present a specific 

measure of FoC which can be used to, at least, 

three samples of different countries. 

The scale used in this study was originally 

developed by Gorman-Smith et al. (2000) and 

later refined by Dahlberg et al. (2005) to assess 

fear of violent crime in urban youth populations. 

It comprises 10 items grouped into two distinct 

factors: (1) Fear of Crime and (2) Cope with Crime. 

The Fear of Crime factor includes four items that 

assess subjective fear of being attacked or ro-

bbed in specific contexts (e.g., at home, during the 

day or night, alone or accompanied). Responses 

are recorded on a 4-point Likert scale ranging 

from 0 (No fear) to 3 (Very fearful). The second 

factor, Cope with Crime, includes six dichotomous 

(yes/no) items that capture behavioral responses 

aimed at avoiding victimization, such as limiting 

daily activities, purchasing weapons, reinforcing 

home security, or relocating. Accordingly, we 

propose the following hypothesis concerning 

cross-national validity. H4: The scale will de-

monstrate measurement invariance across the 

Brazilian, Portuguese, and American samples, 

allowing for valid cross-national comparisons. 

Method

Participants

Three independent samples responded to the 

questionnaires: Brazil (n=226), Portugal (n=305) 

and the United States of America (n=325). In each 

of the countries, data collection was online and 

with probabilistic samples. The Brazilian sample 

included the participation of 226 college stu-

dents from the Brazilian Federal District region, 

with a preponderance of females (61.9%), being 

composed of people with an average age of 

26.67 years (SD=6.86), and with ages ranging 

from 18 to 55 years old. Of these, the majority 

were taking Business Administration courses 

(66.4%), followed by Public Management (13.7%) 

and Pedagogy (11.5%). The majority was single 

(79%), with 19.6% being married or living together, 

who considered themselves to be moderately 

religious (30.1%) or very religious (30.1%). Parti-

cipants reported to watch an average of 8.78 

hours of TV (SD = 8.16) per week. In Portugal, 

305 college students responded to the survey. 

They were predominantly female (74.1%), aged 

17 to 23 (M=19.81; SD=2.44), 41% of them were 

on Social Assistance course, 44.6% from Public 

Administration and 14.4% from Communication. 

Most of these students was single (98.7%), with 

only 1.3% married or living together. They identify 

themselves as moderately religious (27.2%) and, 

on average, watched 11.88 hours/week of TV (SD 

= 8.97). 65% of participants live in Lisbon and 35% 

in other Portuguese cities. Finally, the American 

sample consisted of 325 individuals from the 

general population. Most respondents were male 

(54.2%), with a mean age of 36.43 years (SD=10.71) 

and age ranging from 20 to 71 years. Participants 

are distributed throughout the American ter-

ritory, the majority was single (58.2%), and not 

at all religious (52.6%). On average, participants 

watched 13.87 hours of TV (SD = 12.78) per week. 

This was the only sample recruited through the 

MTurk platform, while in other collections the 

invitation was made in person by the researcher 

in the classroom.

Instruments

All scales used were self-administered; in 

Brazil and Portugal data were collected in clas-

sroom, guaranteeing conditions of respondent’s 

privacy and anonymity. Questionnaires were non-

-identifiable. For all scales, brief measures were 

sought to have a simplified response format, so 

as to not discourage respondents’ participants 

(Dillman, 2008). The following measures were 

included in the questionnaire.

Fear of Crime Scale. The measure originally 

presented by Gorman-Smith et al. (2000) and 

refined by Dahlberg, et al. (2005) for American 

samples. For adaptation to Portuguese, Brislin et 

al.’s (1970) method of translation and back-trans-
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lation was used, composed of teams of bilingual 

translators. Its semantic validity was verified with 

6 Portuguese and 6 Brazilian college students, 

who checked for intelligibility, clarity, and com-

prehensibility of the items. The scale aims to 

quantify the subjective fear of being a victim of 

a violent crime at home or in the neighborhood, 

having 10 items divided into two factors: 1 – Fear 

of Crime (items 1, 2, 3 and 4) with the question: 

How afraid are you of being attacked or stolen 

(1. in your house or apartment? 2. on the streets 

of your neighborhood during the day?; 3. when 

you go out alone at night in your neighborhood? 

4. when you go out with other people at night 

in your neighborhood?) anchored on a 4-point 

response scale (0 = No Fear; to 3 = Very Fearful). 

Factor 2 – refer to measures taken to Cope with 

Crime (items 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10). These items are 

answered on a dichotomous scale (No = 0 and Yes 

= 1), with the instruction: Does having FoC make 

you (1. limit the places or times you go shopping? 

2. limit the places or times you go shopping? do 

you go to work? 3. limit the places you go on your 

own? 4. buy a gun for self-protection? /or doors 

etc.?; 6. move to live elsewhere?) 

First used by Gorman-Smith et al. (2000), the 

scale was applied to young people from public 

schools in Chicago, showing good internal con-

sistency coefficients for 1 – Fear of Crime factor (α 

= 0.86) and 2 – Cope with Crime factor (α = 0.77). In 

the Brazilian context, Pimentel et al. (2012) also 

found adequate reliability indexes for FoC (α = 

0.82) and Cope with Crime (K-R 20 = 0.62). 

Sociodemographic questionnaire

The sociodemographic variables used refer to: 

age, sex, college course, socioeconomic class, 

marital status and degree of religiosity. The 

questionnaire variables that allow for testing the 

cultivation theory were: how many hours/week 

of TV the participant watches, favorite television 

program, the main problem in the participant’s 

city and what city it is. Informed Consent Form 

submitted to the Institutional Ethics Review Bo-

ard (IRB) was presented in the first page of the 

questionnaire, with the purpose of informing 

participants of the ethical procedures for con-

ducting the research and asking participants to 

register their consent.

Procedure

Instruments were administered to students in 

the classroom, in person, by a research assistant, 

both in Brazil and Portugal, duly trained for the 

study’s purpose. The instruments were self-ad-

ministered, with respondents marking their own 

answers individually, and ensuring anonymity and 

the voluntary participation. Approximately five 

minutes were required to complete participation. 

In the case of collection in the United States, 

the MTurk platform was used, whose criteria for 

participant’s recruitment were persons over 18 

years old, of American nationality, resident in the 

country and who watched TV.

Data Analysis

To probe for the structure of the FoC Scale, 

AMOS (version 18) was used. The covariance 

matrix was considered as input, and the Maxi-

mum Likelihood - ML estimator was assumed. 

This type of statistical analysis presents greater 

rigor and criteria compared to Principal Com-

ponents Analysis, making it possible to directly 

test a theoretical structure. In the present study, 

using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), two 

models were tested. The first consisted of the 

Harman test (single factor model), according to 

Malhotra et al. (2006) and the second tested the 

bi-factor structure, taking the theoretical model 

as a reference. With regard to the Chi-square 

test, responsible for examining the probability 

of adjustment of the theoretical model to the 

data due to its sensitivity to sample size, it was 

observed its ratio in relation to the degrees of 

freedom (χ²/d.f.), whose values satisfactory are 

considered in the range between 1 and 3. For 

the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), which deals 

with the proportion of variance-covariance in 

the data, making it similar to R² in multiple re-

gression analyzes, the values range from 0 to 1. 

Values around 0.90 or higher are indicative of 

adequate adjustment (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 
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To verify an additional comparative index of fit to 

the model, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was 

used (in which values closer to 1 indicate better 

fit, recommending values of 0.90 or higher) and 

the Root-Mean- Square Error of Approximation 

(RMSEA) (adopting the 90% confidence interval 

(IC:90%); analyzed for values below 0.08. The 

Standardized Root Mean was analyzed Square 

Residual (SRMR). The SRMR is an absolute me-

asure of fit, defined as the normalized differen-

ce between the observed correlation and the 

predicted correlation, where a value less than 

0.08 is generally considered a good fit (Hu & 

Bentler, 1999). 

Reliability was assessed using composite 

reliability and Jöreskog’s Rho (Jöreskog, 1971), 

which are recommended due to their reduced 

sensitivity to the number of items compared 

to Cronbach’s alpha. These indices are derived 

from the standardized factor loadings rather 

than inter-item correlations. Values above 0.70 

are considered indicative of good internal con-

sistency.

Validity was examined through convergent 

and discriminant validity. Convergent validity 

was assessed by the Average Variance Extracted 

(AVE), or Rhocv (ρcv), according to Fornell and 

Larcker (1981), with values above 0.50 considered 

satisfactory. Discriminant validity was verified 

by comparing the AVE of each factor with the 

squared correlation between factors. Discrimi-

nant validity is confirmed when the AVE of each 

construct is greater than the squared correlations 

with other constructs (Marôco, 2010; Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981). These procedures ensured that 

the scale accurately captures distinct constructs 

related to fear and coping behaviors, and that the 

items exhibit appropriate convergent coherence.

Finally, to evaluate the cultivation theory and 

the vulnerability hypothesis statistical analyzes 

were carried out, considering descriptive statisti-

cs (mean [M], standard deviation [SD], frequencies 

[f] and percentage [%]) and inferential statistics 

(Pearson, and Spearman correlations, partial 

correlation, simple and multiple regression). 

Graphical analyzes were also carried out using 

scatter plots. All data were analyzed using the 

statistical program SPSS Statistics (Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences) version 29.

Results

Evidence for the Confirmatory Validity 
of the FoC scale

As a way of checking the quality of the ad-

justment of data from Brazil, Portugal and the 

United States, jointly, two specifications were 

assessed. The first evaluated a unidimensional 

model (Harman test, according to Malhotra et 

al., 2006), on an exploratory basis, and then 

the bifactor model, theoretically hypothesized. 

Model 1 (one-dimensional) did not show satis-

factory fits [χ2 (35) = 959.73, p < 0.000; χ2 / d.f. = 

27.42; GFI = 0.89; CFI = 0.68; RMSEA = 0.174 (90% 

CI=0.164-0.183) and SRMR = 0.129], which led to its 

rejection. Model 2 showed promising indices: χ2 

(26) 324.86, p < 0.000; χ2 / d.f. = 12.49; GFI = 0.92; 

CFI = 0.89; RMSEA = 0.115 (90% CI=0.104-0.126) 

and SRMR = 0.094. However, it was decided to 

respecify the model by eliminating the items that 

revealed standardized residual covariance, higher 

than the limit of |2.58|, according to MacCallum 

(1986) and whose modification indices proved 

to be inadequate when saturating in more than 

one item with high values (>11, according to Ma-

rôco, 2010). Error terms 1 and 2 were correlated. 

From this, 3 items from Factor 2 were removed 

(strategies taken to avoid crime – CM 4: buy a 

gun for self-protection, CM5: install a security 

system at home or protective devices, such as 

bars on windows, bells on windows and/or do-

ors, etc., CM6: moving to live somewhere else). 

With these modifications, and correlating error 

Terms 1 and 2, better fit indices were obtained: 

χ2 (12) = 51.98, p < 0.000; χ2 / d.f. = 4.33; GFI = 0.98; 

CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.062 (90% CI=0.045-0.079) 

and SRMR = 0.0316. The confirmatory structure 

is shown in Figure 1.

Composite reliability indicated strong internal 

consistency for the FoC factor (0.86) and for the 

Cope with Crime factor (0.75). Likewise, Jöreskog’s 

Rho value revealed good internal consistency, 
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being 0.86 for Factor 1 and 0.75 for Factor 2. Next, 

convergent validity was assessed, according 

to the criteria of Fornell and Larcker (1981). In 

this case, for the FoC factor, the Rhocv value 

= 0.637 and for the Cope with Crime factor, the 

Rhocv value = 0.506. This criterion was satisfied 

by all dimensions of the scale studied in Figure 

1. Similarly, the factor weights were all signifi-

cant and strong (λi > 0.5; p < 0.001). The squared 

multiple correlations are also greater than 0.5, 

which provides additional proof of convergent 

validity (Bagozzi; YI, 1988). Discriminant validity 

was tested between dimensions (Rhovc > r2), 

being fully confirmed. 

Figure 1 - Confirmatory Model for the FoC Scale.

The figure illustrates the two-factor confirmatory model tested across Brazil, Portugal, and the 
United States. The first factor (“Fear of Crime”) includes four items related to perceived fear in 

different everyday contexts. The second factor (“Cope with Crime”) captures behavioral responses 
to fear. After model respecification, three items were removed from the original Cope with Crime 

factor due to high residual covariances. The final model shows strong factor loadings (λ > 0.5), good 
composite reliability (FoC = 0.86; Cope = 0.75), and acceptable fit indices (CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.062). 

Measurement invariance was confirmed across the three national samples.

Invariance of the FoC measure in Brazil, Portu-

gal and the USA was evaluated using the AMOS 

software. In a first stage, the model was adjusted 

individually, based on the adjusted global model 

in Figure 1, for each of the groups (Brazil, Portugal 

and USA) and then the items that did not contri-

bute to the quality of the model were eliminated. 

The adjustment indices for Brazil were: χ2 (12) = 

14.59, p < 0.265; χ2 / d.f. = 1.216; GFI = 0.96; CFI = 

0.99; RMSEA = 0.031 (90% CI=0.000-0.078) and 

SRMR = 0.047. Jöreskog’s Rho value revealed 

good internal consistency, being 0.83 for Factor 1 

and 0.61 for Factor 2. For Portugal: χ2 (12) = 15.70, 

p < 0.206; χ2 / d.f. = 1.308; GFI = 0.99; CFI = 0.99; 

RMSEA = 0.031 (90% CI=0.000-0.068) and SRMR 

= 0.043. Jöreskog’s Rho value revealed good  

 

internal consistency, being 0.79 for Factor 1 and 

0.73 for Factor 2. Finally, for the United States: χ2 

(7) = 29.92, p < 0.000; χ2 / d.f. = 4.27; GFI = 0.97; 

CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.10 (90% CI=0.065-0.136) and 

SRMR = 0.044. For this adjustment it was neces-

sary to remove the item (CM3: limit the places you 

go on your own). Jöreskog’s Rho value revealed 

good internal consistency, being 0.85 for Factor 

1 and 0.94 for Factor 2. These results confirm H1, 

indicating that the factorial structure of the Fear 

of Crime scale was validated in the total sample, 

demonstrating robust psychometric properties. 

The invariance of the measurement model was 

assessed in the three groups by comparing the 

free model (with factor weights and variances/

covariances of free factors) with a constrained 
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model in which the factor weights and variances/

covariances fixed. The statistical significance of 

the difference between the three models was 

determined using the Chi-square test (Marôco, 

2014). The conscript model with factor weights, 

intercepts and variance/covariance fixed in cou-

ntries did not present a significantly worse fit 

than the model with free parameters (ΔΧ2i(14) 

= 49.63; p = 0.000; ΔΧ2λ(14) = 530.39; p = 0.000; 

ΔΧ2cov(6) = 629.57; This demonstrates the me-

asurement invariance of the FoC between the 

three countries. The result of the multigroup 

analysis obtained acceptable fit indices χ2 (39) 

= 319.23, p < 0.000; χ2 / d.f. = 8.18; GFI = 0.92; CFI 

= 0.88; RMSEA = 0.091 (90% CI=0.082-0.100) and 

SRMR = 0.056. The composite reliability and the 

Jöreskog Rho showed good internal consistency 

for the data from Brazil, both for the FoC Factor 

(0.84) and the Measures taken to combat crime 

factor (0.61). For Portugal, the composite relia-

bility and the Jöreskog Rho value also showed 

good consistency, FoC (0.80) and Measures 

taken to combat crime (0.61). Finally, for the USA, 

composite reliability and the value of Jöreskog’s 

Rho showed the best consistency for the FoC 

Factor (0.84) and the Measures taken to combat 

crime Factor (0.87).

Fear of Crime and Coping Strategies: 
Descriptive Patterns and Cross-National 
Comparisons

To assess dispositional fear of crime (FoC) 

and coping strategies, descriptive analyses were 

conducted with participants from Brazil, Portugal, 

and the United States. Across all items related 

to the Fear of Crime factor, Brazil consistently 

showed the highest levels of fear, followed by 

Portugal, while the United States reported mi-

nimal fear.

Specifically, when considering fear of being 

attacked at home, 84% of Americans reported no 

fear, compared to 44.2% in Portugal and 24.6% 

in Brazil. Notably, 24.6% of Brazilians reported “a 

lot of fear” in this situation. A similar pattern was 

found regarding fear of being attacked on the 

streets during the day, with 89.2% of Americans 

reporting no fear, versus 50.8% of Portuguese 

and only 22.3% of Brazilians. Again, a considera-

ble portion of Brazilians (20.1%) expressed “a lot 

of fear,” compared to 4% in Portugal and none 

in the U.S.

Fear intensified notably in night-time situations, 

especially when participants considered going 

out alone. In this context, 39.6% of Brazilians 

reported “a lot of fear,” followed by 16% of Portu-

guese and just 5.5% of Americans. Only 10.2% of 

Brazilians stated they felt “no fear” in this scenario. 

The pattern persisted, though slightly reduced, 

when participants were accompanied at night: 

73.2% of Americans reported no fear, compared 

to 43.3% of Portuguese and 22.3% of Brazilians. 

Still, 12.1% of Brazilians expressed “a lot of fear,” 

much higher than Portugal (2.1%) and the U.S. (0%).

Considering now the measures taken to cope 

with FoC, it was found that most respondents 

indicated that having FoC does not make them 

limit the places they go to shop. Similarly, parti-

cipants from the three countries do not limit the 

places or times they go to work. Finally, Brazil is 

the place where participants report that the FoC 

limits the places they go to on their own. These 

results were corroborated by the mean diffe-

rence analysis, one way ANOVA, which showed 

significant differences between countries (Brazil, 

Portugal and USA) for the FoC factor (F = 207.8, 

p = 0.00), with Brazil being the one that reported 

the greatest fear (M = 1.53, SD = 0.84), followed 

by Portugal (M = 0.96, SD = 0.69) and the USA (M 

= 0.36, SD = 0.48) . Tukey’s post-test also showed 

significant mean differences in comparisons 

among the countries. Regarding the Cope with 

Crime factor, results also showed significant 

differences between countries (F = 20.406, p = 

0.00), with higher means for Brazil (M = 0.42, SD 

= 0.35), followed by the USA (M = 0.33, SD = 0.40) 

and Portugal (M = 0.23, SD = 0.28).

Relationships between FoC, hours 
watching TV, gender and age

To test the cultivation theory (H2) in the coun-

tries, Pearson’s correlation analysis was carried 

out between the number of hours of TV and the 
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FoC factor. H2 was partially confirmed, as the 

results supported the cultivation theory only 

for Portugal, where a positive and significant 

correlation was found (r = 0.132, p = 0.017). This 

correlation indicates that the greater the number 

of hours of TV watched weekly, the higher the 

FoC. However, no significant correlation was 

found when relating the Cope with Crime factor 

with the number of hours watched TV per week, 

for any of the countries. Even so, the factors, FoC 

and Cope with Crime, were positively correlated 

in Brazil (r = 0.249, p = 0.000), in Portugal (r = 0.119, 

p = 0.032) and in the USA (r = 0.313, p = 0.000).

Regarding the vulnerability hypothesis related 

to gender (H3), the hypothesis was confirmed 

for Brazil and Portugal but not confirmed for 

the United States. The Student’s t-test further 

reinforced this pattern. In Brazil, women (M = 1.82, 

SD = 0.77) reported significantly higher FoC than 

men (M = 1.02, SD = 0.71; t = -7.787, p < 0.000). The 

same was observed in Portugal, where women 

(M = 1.11, SD = 0.66) reported higher FoC than men 

(M = 0.55, SD = 0.59; t = -7.047, p < 0.000). In the 

United States, however, there was no significant 

difference between men and women regarding 

FoC (t = 0.261, p = 0.794).

For the Cope with Crime factor, gender diffe-

rences were also significant in Brazil and Portugal, 

with women adopting more coping strategies 

than men. In Brazil, women (M = 0.47, SD = 0.36) 

reported more coping behaviors than men (M = 

0.33, SD = 0.33; t = -2.958, p = 0.003). Similarly, in 

Portugal, women (M = 0.25, SD = 0.29) adopted 

more coping strategies than men (M = 0.18, SD = 

0.25; t = -1.960, p = 0.050). No significant gender 

differences were found in the U.S. for coping 

behaviors (t = -0.605, p = 0.546).

Regarding the vulnerability hypothesis as-

sociated with age (H4), the hypothesis was not 

confirmed in any of the three countries. Corre-

lation analysis showed no significant association 

between age and FoC in Brazil (r = -0.041; p = 

0.547), Portugal (r = -0.033; p = 0.562), or the United 

States (r = 0.013; p = 0.817).

Regression analyses further corroborated 

these findings. In Portugal, the number of hours 

of television watched per week predicted FoC, 

although the explanatory power was modest (R² 

= 0.02; F = 5.71; p = 0.05), aligning with the partial 

confirmation of H2. Regarding gender, sex was a 

significant predictor of FoC in Brazil (R² = 0.07; F = 

8.44; p = 0.00) and Portugal (R² = 0.13; F = 24.89; p 

= 0.00), explaining 6.4% and 12.9% of the variance, 

respectively, confirming H3 for both countries. 

In the U.S., neither gender nor age significantly 

predicted FoC. Across all countries, age did not 

emerge as a significant predictor of FoC, leading 

to the rejection of H4.

Discussion

The study sought, as a first objective, to gather 

evidence of construct validity (confirmatory fac-

torial validity and composite reliability) of a brief 

measure of FoC (Gorman-Smith et al., 2000) in 

the Brazilian, Portuguese and American context. 

The study used a simple and self-administered 

instrument, which only required pencil and pa-

per, in which the items, individually or, exhibited 

satisfactory psychometric qualities, which allows 

their use in future research. 

With samples composed of Brazilian and 

Portuguese university students and a gene-

ral population sample from the United States, 

the factorial structure of the instrument, tested 

via confirmatory factor analysis (ML), exhibited 

adjustment indices within the parameters re-

commended in the literature (Marôco, 2010). 

The internal consistency of both factors, mea-

sured by Jöreskog’s Rho, was satisfactory (Hair 

et al., 2009; Marôco, 2011) and similar to those 

found in previous validations (Pimentel et al., 

2012; Gorman-Smith et al., 2000). Furthermore, 

the scale demonstrated strong convergent and 

discriminant validity, as well as measurement 

invariance between countries — an aspect not 

previously tested in the literature. These results 

confirm H1, validating the factorial structure and 

psychometric robustness of the FoC scale in the 

total sample. 

Regarding cross-national differences, results 

indicated that Brazil presented the highest levels 

of FoC, followed by Portugal, with the United Sta-
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tes reporting the lowest levels. A similar pattern 

was observed for the adoption of coping stra-

tegies, with Brazil reporting the highest usage, 

followed by the U.S. and then Portugal. 

As part of the second objective, the study 

tested the cultivation hypothesis (H2), which 

predicts that higher television consumption is 

associated with higher levels of FoC. H2 was 

partially confirmed, as this relationship was sig-

nificant only in Portugal, corroborating seminal 

studies (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Gerbner et al., 

1980a, 1980b) and subsequent research (Bulck, 

2004; Holbert et al., 2004; Romer et al., 2003; 

Pimentel et al., 2012). In contrast, the hypothesis 

was not confirmed for Brazil or the United States. 

A plausible explanation may lie in the types of 

media consumed. While traditional television re-

mains relatively more relevant in Portugal, media 

consumption in Brazil and the U.S. has diversified 

toward streaming services and social media, whi-

ch may not produce the same cultivation effects 

(Costa & Durante, 2022). According to the theory, 

more frequent viewers, i.e. those with prolonged 

exposure, adopt a more homogeneous percep-

tion of social reality among themselves. This is if 

we consider the exposure to the same content 

and the fact that the interpretation of the reality 

presented on television is tendentially carried out 

by experts. Furthermore, the theory also holds 

that messages must be consistent, even when 

presented by different experts and/or on different 

channels or programs. In this way, the variations 

between the three contexts compared can be 

explained. In Portugal, the number of experts 

and most-watched channels (with the largest 

audience) is lower compared to Brazil and the 

USA. This topic deserves further study in future 

research, but this study highlights its relevance.

It is particularly relevant to highlight that, al-

though the cultivation hypothesis was confirmed 

for Portugal, the absolute levels of fear repor-

ted were relatively low. Respondents reported 

watching an average of 12.13 hours of television 

per week, a figure consistent with moderate 

viewing, but the literature indicates that stronger 

cultivation effects tend to occur among heavy 

viewers, those watching more than 21 hours per 

week (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Holbert et al., 2004; 

Morgan & Shanahan, 1996). This suggests that 

even moderate levels of television exposure in 

Portugal are sufficient to produce measurable 

effects on dispositional fear of crime, which 

may be influenced by the content or framing of 

crime-related news in that media context.

In terms of the vulnerability hypothesis rela-

ted to gender (H3) (Barnett et al., 2007; McCrea 

et al., 2005), this was confirmed for Brazil and 

Portugal, but not for the U.S. Women in Brazil 

and Portugal reported significantly higher levels 

of FoC compared to men, aligning with findings 

from Pimentel et al. (2012) and Costa and Durante 

(2022) for Brazil, and Silva and Guedes (2022) 

for Portugal. This result reinforces a consistent 

pattern observed in the literature, where gen-

der differences in fear of crime are attributed to 

perceived physical vulnerability and socialized 

gender roles (Dobbs et al., 2009; Barnett et al., 

2007). However, the absence of this relationship 

in the U.S. is noteworthy and suggests that other 

contextual factors, such as cultural norms or 

crime perception, may mediate gender diffe-

rences in fear.

Conversely, the vulnerability hypothesis rela-

ted to age (H4) was not confirmed in any of the 

countries studied, which partially replicates the 

findings of Pimentel et al. (2012) in the Brazilian 

context. A likely explanation relates to the age 

profile of the sample: while Brazil and Portu-

gal samples consisted predominantly of young 

university students, the U.S. sample, although 

drawn from the general population, exhibited 

overall lower FoC levels. The lack of variability 

in age, particularly in Brazil and Portugal, may 

have limited the ability to detect age-related 

effects on fear. This suggests that future research 

should incorporate more age-diverse samples 

to adequately test the role of age in the vulne-

rability hypothesis. 

It is particularly relevant to highlight that, al-

though the cultivation hypothesis was confirmed 

for Portugal, the absolute levels of fear repor-

ted were relatively low. Respondents reported 



12/17 Psico, Porto Alegre, v. 56, n. 1, p. 1-17, jan.-dez. 2025 | e-47308

watching an average of 12.13 hours of television 

per week, a figure consistent with moderate 

viewing, but the literature indicates that stronger 

cultivation effects tend to occur among heavy 

viewers, those watching more than 21 hours per 

week (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Holbert et al., 2004; 

Morgan & Shanahan, 1996). This suggests that 

even moderate levels of television exposure in 

Portugal are sufficient to produce measurable 

effects on dispositional fear of crime, which 

may be influenced by the content or framing of 

crime-related news in that media context. 

Interestingly, in Brazil, the results diverged 

from those of Pimentel et al. (2012), where the 

cultivation hypothesis had been supported. Si-

milar to that earlier study, however, the present 

research found no correlation between televi-

sion exposure and the Cope with Crime factor, 

suggesting that media influence operates pri-

marily on affective fear rather than behavioral 

responses.

Overall, the findings offer a nuanced unders-

tanding of the psychological and social factors 

shaping dispositional fear of crime across dis-

tinct cultural contexts. They underscore the 

importance of considering media ecosystems, 

gender dynamics, and sample characteristics 

when testing theoretical models such as the 

cultivation and vulnerability hypotheses. Future 

research should extend these analyses with more 

diversified samples, particularly in terms of age 

and media consumption patterns, and consider 

the role of digital media, which may now serve 

as an alternative or complementary vector to 

traditional television in cultivating fear of crime.

Limitations and Conclusion

Despite the strengths of this cross-national 

study, several limitations should be acknowled-

ged. First, the use of non-probabilistic samples, 

particularly among university students and online 

respondents, limits the generalizability of the 

findings to the broader population. The diffe-

rences in data collection procedures—online 

in the United States and in-person in Brazil and 

Portugal, may also introduce response biases. 

Online surveys tend to attract participants who 

are younger, more educated, and more techno-

logically literate, potentially skewing the sample 

toward a specific socioeconomic profile. They are 

also more susceptible to inattentive responding 

and satisficing behaviors. Conversely, in-person 

surveys, while potentially generating more de-

liberate responses, may introduce interviewer 

effects and greater social desirability bias, espe-

cially on emotionally sensitive topics such as fear 

and safety. These methodological differences 

may have contributed to some of the variations 

observed between the national samples.

Second, although the instrument demons-

trated acceptable psychometric properties, fu-

ture studies should further validate its factorial 

structure using longitudinal and representative 

samples, particularly in non-Western or underre-

presented populations. The present analysis also 

did not consider potential moderating variables 

such as prior victimization, neighborhood disor-

der, or psychological traits like trait anxiety, all of 

which could further elucidate the mechanisms 

underlying dispositional fear of crime. Further-

more, while the theoretical frameworks of the 

cultivation theory and vulnerability hypothesis 

were integrated, their interplay deserves deeper 

exploration in both theoretical and empirical 

terms.

This study provides robust evidence for the 

cross-cultural validity of a brief scale measuring 

dispositional fear of crime in Brazil, Portugal, 

and the United States. The findings confirm the 

existence of two key dimensions, affective fear 

and behavioral coping, and demonstrate mea-

surement invariance across the three contexts.

From a theoretical standpoint, the study rein-

forces the conceptual utility of distinguishing 

dispositional fear from situational fear and contri-

butes to the integration of attitudinal dimensions 

(cognitive, affective, behavioral) in criminological 

measurement. It also confirms the relevance of 

media exposure and sociodemographic charac-

teristics in shaping fear, supporting both the cul-

tivation theory and the vulnerability hypothesis.

Methodologically, the study demonstrates the 
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viability of using a brief, psychometrically sound 

instrument for cross-national research. The use of 

confirmatory factor analysis, composite reliability, 

and invariance testing ensures a high degree of 

measurement precision and allows for future 

comparative studies in other cultural contexts. 

Practically, the validated scale can inform public 

safety assessments and community-based in-

terventions. Policymakers and law enforcement 

agencies may use the instrument to identify 

fear hotspots, tailor communication strategies, 

and design evidence-based policies aimed at 

reducing fear independently of crime rates. This 

approach may help restore public trust, mitigate 

unnecessary behavioral restrictions, and promote 

more inclusive urban security strategies. Future 

research should seek to expand the sample sco-

pe, explore psychological mediators, and further 

investigate the sociopolitical consequences of 

fear of crime in different national contexts.

The cultivation theory has proven to remain 

relevant today, although it is not to be hidden that 

one of the main challenges it faces is exposure, 

consumption and activity in other media, parti-

cularly the internet. In addition to this challenge, 

it is known that the same theory maintains that 

the impact of a media message tends to be 

greater when it is aligned with an individual’s life 

experiences (concept of resonance). As explai-

ned, victimization experiences are not directly 

related to fear of crime. It can be concluded from 

this that cultivation theory remains relevant to 

understanding fear of crime; more than to explain 

experiences with the occurrence of crime.
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