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Introduction

Dirk Baier, Christian Pfeiffer

Representative research on crime rates and their trends in Germany is
sparse. To date there have been no regularly repeated victim surveys of the
kind that exist in the US and the UK. Anyone with interest in nationwide
crime data for Germany has to refer to the German Police Crime Statistics.
As it is known, these statistics only give a small picture of overall crime.
Not only do they fail to permit reliable estimates about the prevalence of
victimisation in the German population, it is also difficult or impossible to
make inferences from the Police Crime Statistics about questions such as
what population groups face heightened victimisation risk, what other fac-
tors are determinants of victimisation, and what are the consequences of
criminal victimisation.

A major research focus at the Criminological Research Institute of
Lower Saxony (CRLS), which is where all papers compiled in this volume
came from, is to address the shortcomings of the Police Crime Statistics,
among other things using representative surveys. The institute was found-
ed in 1979 as an independent research institute in the form of a registered
association. For three decades now, CRLS has practiced what is the rule in
the English-speaking world but remains the exception in Germany, where
criminology is less well established in the university research landscape,
namely interdisciplinary research. CRLS brings together legal scientists,
social scientists/sociologists, psychologists and in some cases researchers
from other disciplines on a project basis. This not only addresses a need in
research related to victimisation. Other focuses of CRLS’s work – includ-
ing research on offenders, research on prevention, intervention and evalua-
tion, and research on institutions – likewise benefit from interdisciplinary
collaboration. CRLS is well equipped to foster such research, for one thing
because it has a fixed state-funded budget enabling long-term appoint-
ments, and for another because it annually raises third-party funding, for
example from ministries, foundations and other organisations, that makes
it possible to employ other staff (such as doctoral students) for shorter pe-
riods to carry out research on specific issues.

1.
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One of CRLS’s objectives is to perform applied research, i.e. research
of use to practitioners. This is achieved, firstly, by selecting and address-
ing current topics of public interest. Secondly, CRLS aims to make project
findings available to a broad public, using both the media and direct con-
tact with interested citizens through lectures and podium discussions.
Thirdly, based on project findings effort is made to infer ideas for the pre-
vention of crime. This can lead to the development of specific prevention
programmes and evaluation of their effectiveness. CRLS thus also serves
as an intermediary organisation between criminological research, practi-
tioners and policymakers, and contributes in this way to a crime policy
along rational and science-based lines.

Alongside this applied research, CRLS also aims to undertake more ba-
sic research. This requires the presentation of research findings to the aca-
demic public. Suitable channels for this purpose include congresses and
publication in academic journals. In the past, however, success in reaching
an international audience has sometimes been limited. One aim of this
book is to present findings of different research projects of the CRLS to an
international audience.

This compilation is divided into four sections, each containing at least
one paper. The primary aim of each paper is to provide a descriptive
overview of a victimisation-related topic. All papers centre on the presen-
tation of findings from empirical research projects. These include both
large-scale standardised surveys and qualitative interview studies with
small numbers of interviewees. A distinctive feature of the projects carried
out at CRLS in recent years is the increasing use of both quantitative and
qualitative methods to investigate a phenomenon. Where underlying
project data allow, the papers supplement the descriptive findings with
correlational analysis. This relates both to potential determinants of vic-
timisation and to potential consequences. Nearly all analyses presented in
this volume use cross-sectional data. A few studies recently begun at
CRLS are at least long-term in nature but were not yet able to be included
here. But a number of papers in this compilation are able to draw compar-
isons with predecessor studies. This allows trend analysis, enabling con-
clusions to be drawn on trends based on self-report data for selected vic-
tim groups and forms of victimisation.

In the first section, in a sense by way of background for all subsequent
papers, which largely relate to self-report survey data, Dirk Baier and
Michal Hanslmaier present a key, reported-data-based statistical resource,
the German Police Crime Statistics. Among other things, the authors look

Dirk Baier, Christian Pfeiffer
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at the composition of crime in Germany in term of offences and trends
over time, which in some cases can be traced back as far as the 1950s.

The three papers that make up the second section are papers aiming to
present information that is representative of the German population. Dirk
Baier, Michael Hanslmaier and Stefanie Kemme first report what people
think concerning crime prevalence and trends. For nearly all offences in-
cluded in the analysis people estimate the number of offences to be larger
and trends to be more negative than they really are. A key factor in peo-
ple’s (mis)judgement proves to be media use. People who frequently ob-
tain their information from tabloid media and commercial television tend
to be especially far from reality.

Dirk Baier and Susann Prätor examine violent victimisation in adoles-
cence, using a very large sample of nearly 45,000 ninth-grade respondents.
Among other things, adolescents are confirmed to face a very high victimi-
sation risk: Almost one in every six adolescents have been a victim of a
violent act in the past year. This risk has fallen, however, since 1998.
Crime in Germany drops not only in terms of reported crime, but also on
the basis of self-report data. This is also confirmed in the analysis by Lena
Stadler and Steffen Bieneck. The authors concentrate here on sexual abuse
against children and adolescents, using a sample of over 9,000 surveyed
individuals aged 16 to 40. In total, one in every 25 respondents reported
having experienced sexual violence with physical contact before the age
of 16. Alongside the prevalence of the various offences, the authors also
look at the trend in reporting behaviour and at the perpetrators of sexual
violence.

The third section of this volume comprises studies dedicated to investi-
gating the victimisation of various subgroups. Karoline Ellrich and Dirk
Baier look at victimisation experienced by police officers, as does Bettina
Zietlow. Ellrich and Baier relate their analysis to a survey of over 20,000
police officers in ten German federal states, while Zietlow bases hers on
an interview study of 35 officers. Police officers are shown to be confront-
ed very frequently in their work with verbal and physical violence. At the
same time, between 2005 and 2009 there was a rise in violent assaults that
left police officers unfit for duty. Both the analysis of the standardised sur-
vey and the in-depth interviews show that such assaults inflict a severe
psychological toll and that greater support in coping with the aftermath of
assaults would be desirable.

In their paper for this section of the volume, Steffen Bieneck and Dirk
Baier investigate physical victimisation among prison inmates. The analy-

1. Introduction
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sis is based on a standardised survey of inmates in northern and eastern
German prisons. Almost one in every sixth respondents reports having ex-
perienced physical assault in the preceding month; every ninth inmate re-
ports having experienced extortions, one out of 50 inmates at least one in-
cident of sexual violence. The authors additionally analyse violent perpe-
tration in prison. Regarding this, one finding is that perpetration is not on-
ly caused by individual factors but in part also by factors of the prison.

A further victim group is analysed by Theresia Höynck and Ulrike
Zähringer in their paper on homicide of children. The research project is
based on an analysis of files for almost all child homicide offences in Ger-
many from 1997 to 2006. The findings show the greatest risk to be in the
first year of a child’s life, and over a third of the children killed died the
day they were born. Major differences are found between the 508 cases ul-
timately analysed with regard to perpetrators, circumstances, etc., and an
analysis is therefore performed with reference to a number of specific case
groups. In-depth analysis is provided for cases of neonaticide, maltreat-
ment, extended suicide, mental illness, purposeful homicide and neglect.

Sandra Fernau writes about another special group of victims: people
who were sexual victimised by Catholic clergy. She did biographical, se-
mi-structured interviews with 13 victims. Using these interviews she can
demonstrate the interplay between sexual abuse in Catholic institution and
religious socialisation. Among other things it is pointed out that victims
suffer on fear of stigmatisation and negative reactions by their family or
community; that is why the majority of them did not talk about their expe-
riences until 2010. Additionally, the interviews prove that the perpetrators
had special religious ways to legitimate their doing, and these legitimisa-
tions are often taken over by the victims. As one conclusion Fernau points
out that religion has an ambivalent status: For some victims religion helps
coping with the traumatic experiences, for others it impeded any coping
with the abuse.

Although consequences of victimisation already dealt with in part in pa-
pers in the second and third section of this volume, the fourth section in-
cludes two further papers that deal exclusively with the consequences.
Their focus is on topics that have attracted scarcely any notice in research
to date. Michael Hanslmaier, Stefanie Kemme and Dirk Baier go into the
question of whether experience of victimisation heightens fear of crime
and lessens life satisfaction. Research into life satisfaction has attracted in-
creasing attention in the social and economic sciences in recent years, but
not yet in criminology. The authors show among other things that most of
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all, experience of violent victimisation reduces life satisfaction; additional-
ly, individuals with greater fear of crime show lower levels of satisfaction.

Finally, Bettina Doering and Dirk Baier investigate whether victimisa-
tion affects individual morality. There are sufficient indications in research
that experience of intrafamilial violence in particular can reduce self-con-
trol capabilities and enhance aggressiveness. Scarcely any research has
been conducted, on the other hand, into whether such experience also in-
hibits the development of positive characteristics. The authors explore
such relationships using a survey of adolescents. The main finding is that
morality is not compromised by experience of violent victimisation, but at
the same time it is an important factor in protecting against violent be-
haviour. It is concluded that the socialisation conditions for resilience fac-
tors are to be seen as distinct from the socialisation conditions for risk fac-
tors; in future, greater effort should be dedicated to investigate the factors
determining positive personality traits.

The findings presented in the various papers relate to research projects
carried out at CRLS in recent years. Victimisation research will remain a
research focus at CRLS. For example, current projects include for instance
victims of domestic burglary or human trafficking. The mental stress after
incidents of domestic burglary is particularly severe because they involve
strangers encroaching upon the victims’ personal domain. Another re-
search project is planned for victims of severe violent assault. Respon-
dents for this project should be recruited in hospital casualty units. One of
the objectives is to improve institutional assistance for victims of violence.
In a similar way, the aim of future projects of the CRLS will be to investi-
gate experiences of victimisation and their consequences as fully and com-
prehensively as possible.

1. Introduction
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Part I:
Official Crime Statistics





Crime in Germany as Reflected in the Police Crime Statistics

Dirk Baier, Michael Hanslmaier

Public crime statistics

This paper uses the German official Police Crime Statistics to draw con-
clusions on the prevalence of crime in Germany, the age dependency of
crime, and crime trends in the last few decades. The Police Crime Statis-
tics allow an analysis of crime that is finely divided by types of offence
and in some cases reaches far back into the past. This advantage comes
with a major handicap: The statistics cover reported crime, meaning that
offences, victims and perpetrators are only included if a crime is reported
or is discovered in police investigations. The statistics thus only reflect a
fraction of all criminal activity. The size of that fraction varies from of-
fence to offence: Offences with high reporting rates (such as robbery and
murder) contrast with others with very low reporting rates (such as
shoplifting or sexual assaults; cf. Schwind 2010, Schwind et al. 2001, p.
347). The ratio of reported to unreported crime also shifts over time: The
proportion of crime that is reported is affected by rising or falling report-
ing rates, increasing or decreasing police density, changes in policing
strategies and other factors. This paper cannot therefore aim to paint a full
picture of crime in Germany. An analysis of the Police Crime Statistics is
nonetheless provided ahead of the remaining papers in this volume for
three reasons. Firstly, it makes it possible to analyse offences like murder
and manslaughter that are not covered by self-report studies. Secondly, as
yet there is not a self-report study in Germany that is repeated at regular
intervals and provides information on victimhood and offending. The sur-
veys that exist are repeated only sporadically in specific domains or for
specific year. Thus the Police Crime Statistics are the only source that is
able to give information on trends in crime and victimization. Thirdly,
comprehensive analysis of the Police Crime Statistics allows a compara-
tive discussion with findings from self-report studies and so makes it pos-
sible to identify strengths and weaknesses of the statistics.

Alongside the Police Crime Statistics, Germany also has other public
statistics that record crime and formal social control. This paper, however,

2.
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focuses on the Police Crime Statistics, as these in a sense form the basis
for other statistics in that police investigations are usually the first step in
criminal prosecution.1 Besides the types and numbers of offences reported
or recorded, the Police Crime Statistics also include sociodemographic in-
formation on identified suspects and victims (Rat für Sozial- und
Wirtschaftsdaten 2009). The findings in this regard are discussed in the
ensuing sections of this paper. Other criminal and judicial statistics pub-
lished in Germany are as follows:

• Public prosecution service statistics (Staatsanwaltschaftsstatistik),
which record the activities of public prosecution services at upper re-
gional and regional courts. The statistics count the highest outcome for
each court case. They also include the number of individuals affected
by investigations (Heinz 2012).

• Criminal prosecution statistics (Strafverfolgungsstatistik), which pro-
vide information on criminal court decisions, i.e. sentencing and con-
victions of individuals and where applicable the nature and severity of
sentences handed down. These statistics cover all accused individuals
in respect of whom final sentences are imposed or main criminal pro-
ceedings terminated by judgement or dismissal of a case. The statistics
thus provide an overview of trends in court-registered crime and enable
an evaluation of sentencing (cf. Brings 2005, Heinz 2012, Rat für
Sozial- und Wirtschaftsdaten 2009).

• Prison statistics (Strafvollzugsstatistik), which provide demographic
and criminological data, as of a specific reporting date, on sentenced
prisoners and individuals in preventive custody. These statistics also
contain information on crimes committed and expected duration of
custody. On a quarterly basis, they additionally record prison occupan-
cy, intake and releases in the reporting month, and prison capacity
(Heinz 2012, Rat für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsdaten 2009).

• Probation statistics (Bewährungshilfestatistik), recording all individu-
als assigned to a full-time probation officer in a given year. The statis-

1 The public prosecution service itself, however, initiates 17 percent of public prose-
cution investigations (Federal Ministerium of the Interior/Federal Ministry of Jus-
tice 2006, p. 536). Such cases are only included in the Police Crime Statistics if the
public prosecution service involves the police in investigations (Kemme et al. 2011,
p. 20).
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tics include suspended sentences imposed and revoked (cf. Heinz
2012, Rat für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsdaten 2009).

A central point of criticism regarding the above statistical sources is their
incompatibility. The Police Crime Statistics, for example, classify offences
by a different system (a criminological classification) than the criminal
prosecution and prison statistics, which follow the arrangement of sections
in the German Criminal Code. Incompatibility between the different statis-
tical sources also means individual offenders cannot be traced through the
entire process of formal social control (cf. Entorf/Spengler 2005, Heinz
2012).

In the following, crime trends are analysed on the basis of the Police
Crime Statistics. These provide the most detailed and comprehensive pic-
ture compared with the other justice statistics as no filtering is involved.
The Police Crime Statistics report crime in three ways: Number of of-
fences, number of victims, and number of perpetrators. The analysis in the
following mainly focuses on the reported number of offences. This is jus-
tified in victimological terms in that most offences have victims. ‘Victim-
less’ crime (such as economic and drug crime) only accounts for a small
fraction of offences. An analysis based on offences also has the merit of
including cases where the perpetrator goes unidentified. The data on vic-
tims and perpetrators provided in the Police Crime Statistics are used in
the demographic part of the analysis.

Crime prevalence and trends

A total of 5,933,278 criminal offences were recorded by the police in Ger-
many in 2010. At a population of 81.8 million, this corresponds to a crime
rate of 7,253.2 criminal offences per 100,000 inhabitants. Thefts make up
the biggest share of criminal offences (38.8 percent, see Figure 2.1). This
includes vehicle theft (mostly bicycle theft), shoplifting and theft from ve-
hicles. Domestic burglary and car stealing only account for a small propor-
tion of theft but are often a focus of public debate. The public consequent-
ly tend to significantly overestimate the prevalence of such crimes. A fur-
ther 16.3 percent of criminal offences are fraud-related. This includes of-
fences such as fare evasion as well as fraudulent failure to supply goods as
agreed (merchandise fraud) and fraud using unlawfully obtained non-cash

2.2

2. Crime in Germany as Reflected in the Police Crime Statistics

17



means of payment (credit card fraud). About one in eight police-recorded
offences consist of damage to property (11.8 percent).

Far less common are offences involving physical assault of the victim.
Assaults here entails offences by individuals where no weapon or other
object is involved and no severe injury results. A total of 6.3 percent of
offences come under this category. Aggravated assault is less than half as
common (2.4 percent). This consists of assault with a weapon/object or by
groups of perpetrators or with serious consequences. In the Police Crime
Statistics, bodily injury offences of this kind are grouped with various oth-
er offences in the violent crime category.2 All in all, 3.4 percent of of-
fences recorded in Germany fall into this category. Offences involving se-
vere violence are exceptionally rare. In 2010, for example, 293 cases of
murder were recorded, four cases of sexual murder and 7,724 rapes.

Another major category of offences consists of drug offences, which
made up 3.9 percent of offences recorded in 2010. Relatively frequently
these are offences under the Narcotics Act (Betäubungsmittelgesetz)
(mostly relating to heroin and cannabis) and drug dealing. A total of 19.5
percent of criminal offences do not come under any of the categories men-
tioned and are labelled other offences in Figure 2.1. These include a wide
range of offences; relatively frequent among them are insults and offences
against the Aliens Act (Aufenthaltsgesetz) and Asylum Procedures Act
(Asylverfahrensgesetz).

Figure 2.2 shows the long term development of crime rates (offences
per 100,000 population) in Germany. So far, the analysis has covered the
whole of Germany, however this figure is limited to Western Germany
plus Berlin, because crime has not been reliably recorded before 1990, the
year of German reunification, in the eastern part. It is necessary to state
the number of offences relative to the population because the population
grew in the analysis period from 53.5 to 68.9 million. It is also important
to note that there were at least four major changes in the way offences are
included in the Police Crime Statistics over time, as indicated by the gaps
in Figure 2.2: From 1963, the statistics ceased to include road traffic of-
fences, producing a drop in the total number of offences. From 1971, the

2 The violent crime category comprises the offences of murder, manslaughter and
killing another at his own request, rape and sexual coercion, robbery, extortion ac-
companied by violence, and assault on motorists with intent to rob, bodily injury
resulting in death, aggravated assault, extortionate kidnapping, hostage taking, and
attacks on air and sea traffic (Bundeskriminalamt 2011, p. 16-17).
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data began to be uniformly compiled on the basis of case outcomes, i.e.
not included in the statistics until police investigations were concluded.
Since 1984, perpetrators are counted once only no matter how many of-
fences they are suspected of. In 2009, the counting method changed again
to prevent double counting of perpetrators who came to the attention of
the police in more than one of the Federal States. From 1991, the statistics
for western Germany include Berlin as a whole and not just West Berlin;
two years later, Police Crime Statistics were published for the whole of
united Germany for the first time.

As Figure 2.2 clearly shows, the period between 1955 and 1993 saw
continuous growth in crime within the German population. The crime rate
for all criminal offences increased 2.7 times. Since then, the prevalence
rate has stayed broadly constant or has slightly fallen. Whereas in 1995,
6.7 million criminal offences were recorded throughout Germany (includ-
ing Eastern Germany), by 2010 the total was down to 5.9 million, as has
already been mentioned; the size of the German population remained near-
ly constant during this period (81.5 million in 1995 and 81.1 million in

Share of offences by type of offence in 2010 (in percent)
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2010). The trend in theft is similar, with the prevalence rate rising 4.5
times between 1955 and 1992 but then dropping back again. Between
1995 and 2020, recorded cases of theft in Germany fell from 3.8 million to
2.3 million.

The remaining offences in the analysis show a rising trend that also
continued beyond the early 1990s. The lowest prevalence rate for fraud-
related offences was in 1966; by 2009, such offences had quadrupled. The
upward trend is also visible in a comparison of the years 1995 and 2010:
For Germany as a whole, the number of cases rose from 623,192 to
968,162. Damage to property has only been included in the crime statistics
since 1963. That year also marked the lowest recorded prevalence rate,
and 2008 the highest (6.2 times higher). 607,909 cases of damage to prop-
erty were recorded by the police throughout Germany in 1995, compared
with 700,801 in 2010. Finally, Figure 2.2 shows the trend in violent crime.
While remaining at a low level overall, this offence category saw a four-
fold increase in the prevalence rate between 1995 and 2007. There has
been a sharp rise in case numbers since 1995: Whereas 170,170 violent of-
fences were recorded in that year, in 2010 the number was 201,243.

The rise in crime cannot be solely interpreted as a rise in criminal incli-
nation of German population. Certainly, changes came about during the
period under analysis that may have resulted in an increase in crime. So-
ciocultural and economic changes are among the factors that can be point-

Trends in selected criminal offences since 1955, per 100,000
population (Western Germany plus Berlin)
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ed to in this regard. The emergence of new lifestyles and routines, like the
shift of leisure activities into the public arena, is not without consequence
for crime trends in society (cf. Cohen/Felson 1979). The loosening of tra-
ditional ties (‘individualisation’), as reflected among other things in rising
divorce and mobility rates, likewise alters the prior conditions for crime
(cf. Sampson/Groves 1989, Shaw/McKay 1969). Similarly, by the logic of
strain theory, rising poverty and unemployment may be reflected in the
crime statistics (cf. Durkheim 1966, Merton 1968). Finally, the demo-
graphic changes since the end of the Second World War will not have
gone without effect (South/Messner 2000). Such changes, however, are
not enough to explain the marked rise in police-recorded crime. Other
changes must also be taken into account: For instance, the period saw an
increase in police density and thus formal social control. In 1964, West
Germany had 210 police officers per 100,000 population; in 2005, the fig-
ure was 325 (Gesis-ZUMA 2007, p. 180). Crime reporting behaviour is
also unlikely to have remained unchanged over the period. Unfortunately
there are no comprehensive longitudinal data on this for Germany. Some
empirical data, however, show a rising trend, for example with the report-
ing of assaults to police in the city of Bochum comparing the survey years
1975, 1986 and 1998 (Schwind et al. 2001, p.140-141). There is addition-
ally a certain amount of change in what the law considers an offence, with
some forms of behaviour being decriminalised and others criminalised.3

Figure 2.2 shows the trend for the main offence categories. Analysing
individual offences separately yields the picture presented in Figures 2.3a
and 2.3b, which show absolute numbers of offences for the whole of Ger-
many since 1995. Case numbers are seen to increase for both forms of as-
sault and for rape. As these are offences with low reporting rates, the rise
is likely to be attributable to an increase in reporting to the police.

This does not reflect a general growing inclination towards violence in
the German population, as the number of cases for other violent crimes
demonstrate: Robbery has decreased by a quarter since 1995 and murder
by more than half. The number of cases of sexual murder was 69.2 percent
lower in 2010 than in 1995. Decreases in the number of cases are also seen
for domestic burglary (down 42.5 percent) and car theft (down 79.2 per-
cent).

3 Since the Federal Republic of Germany came into being, adultery and pornography
have been decriminalised, for example, while various economic, environmental and
drug crimes have been added to the statute books (Schwind 2010, p. 4).

2. Crime in Germany as Reflected in the Police Crime Statistics
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Trends in the numbers of selected criminal offences since 1995
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Looking at the last 15 years, crime in general is declining in Germany.
Various developments can be pointed at to explain this (Baier et al. 2011,
p. 21ff; Kemme et al. 2011):

• Germany is ageing: Between 1995 and 2010, the percentage of the
population aged 60 or older increased from 20.7 percent to 25.9 per-
cent. The share of older people in the population is thus increasing, and
older people generally commit fewer crimes, while the share of
younger people with greater affinity to commit crime is gradually
shrinking.

• Immigration is falling: In 1993, 1.3 million individuals immigrated to
Germany; in 2008, the total was down to 0.7 million. The large influx
in the early 1990s was mainly related to ‘Aussiedler’ – people from
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former Eastern Bloc countries claiming German nationality on account
of German descent – and to asylum seekers, for example from war
zones such as the former Yugoslavia. The immigrant population has
since changed not just in number, but also in composition, with the
great majority of recent immigrants coming from countries of the
European Union. As analyses both of the Police Crime Statistics and of
self-report studies show, immigrants on average have a stronger crimi-
nal inclination (cf. e.g. Baier/Pfeiffer 2007), so a decrease in immigra-
tion goes hand in hand with falling crime rates.

• Higher crime clear-up rates deter: One of the basic facts in criminology
is that not only sentences or sentencing severity acts as a deterrent, but
also the risk of being caught. This risk has grown in recent years, with
the number of crimes cleared up rising from 46.0 percent (1995) to
56.0 percent (2010). A rise in clear-up rates of this kind can be seen for
various categories of offence. The clear-up rate for murder, for exam-
ple, has risen from 89.7 percent to 96.1 percent and that for theft (over-
all) from 27.7 percent to 30.0 percent.

• Technical precautions prevent crime: The trend in theft especially, and
most of all burglary and vehicle theft, gives reason to assume that a
range of technical systems are making it increasingly hard to steal. In
the case of shoplifting this relates to merchandise security systems, in
the case of domestic burglary to various door, window and patio door
locking systems, and in the case of car theft to technology such as im-
mobilisers.

• There is a spreading culture of nonviolence: Repeated surveys of
school pupils support the conclusion that less use is made of violence
today in child-rearing, that parents, teachers and others in the immedi-
ate social surroundings of adolescents increasingly disapprove of vio-
lence, and that adolescents themselves more frequently distance them-
selves from the use of violence (cf. Baier et al. 2009, p. 94ff). These
cultural changes are likely to be important with regard to people’s in-
clination to engage in criminal behaviour. They lead to a higher degree
of informal social control; there is growing pressure to behave in ac-
cordance with the norm. And they lead to higher reporting behaviour,
so that it is no contradiction that Official statistics on assaults increase
whereas a culture of nonviolence spreads.

One distinguishing feature of crime as reported in the Police Crime Statis-
tics is that there is apparently both an urban-rural and a north-south divide.
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This is visible in a comparison of Germany’s 16 Federal States (Figure
2.4). The prevalence rate for all criminal offences in 2010 is highest in the
three city states. It is also higher in the northern States of Schleswig-Hol-
stein and Lower Saxony than in the southern States of Bavaria and Baden-
Württemberg. Even the five eastern German States show a north-south di-
vide. To date there are few empirical findings from self-report surveys to
confirm these differences found in reported crime rates. The findings
available show the north-south divide to be largely accounted for by re-
porting rates, meaning that victims in the north more frequently report
crimes to the police than those in the south (Pfeiffer/Wetzels 1994, Baier
et al. 2011, p. 90f). Reporting rates are also found to be higher in urban
than in rural areas (Baier et al. 2009, p. 42). Additionally, there are differ-
ences to be found with regard to other factors (such as unemployment,
poverty, and composition of the population) between urban and rural and
between northern German and southern German regions, and it cannot be
ruled out that these also account for part of the statistical divides.

Number of criminal offences per 100,000 population in the 16
German States, 2010
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International comparison of crime figures

Comparing official crime statistics between countries is a difficult task.
There are differences between the countries regarding the legal and crimal
justice system. These differences include definitions of crimes, the prac-
tice of reporting, recording and counting crimes as well as differences in
the reporting behaviour (Spark 2013, p. 2). Nevertheless scholars have at-
tempted to assemble statistics on crime that are suitable for cross-national
comparisons. In this chapter we give an overview on crime in the Euro-
pean Union; the data presented are based on Eurostat figures by Spark
(2013). The interpretation must, however, bear in mind the difficulties
arising from a cross-national comparison (e.g. Aebi et al. 2010).

Assessing the trend of total recorded crime from 2005 to 2010 we see a
steady decline from almost 23.5 million offences to about 21 million4.
Taking a closer look on the single Member States we see an increase in the
number of recorded offences for twelve states. Germany and 15 other
countries5 show a decreasing number of total offences. These trends, how-
ever, are not the same for all types of crime. From 2007 to 2010 the num-
ber of recorded offences for domestic burglary increased by more than
7%6. For drug trafficking, violent crime and robbery the number of record-
ed cases dropped by 3 to 6%. By contrast motor vehicle theft decreased by
23% (Clarke 2013).

Figure 2.5 shows the total crime rates for the members of the European
Union (EU-27) in the year 2010. Keeping in mind all the obstacles that
come along with a cross-national comparison, we see quite a big range.
The lowest crime rates are reported for the Baltic states, Cyprus, Bulgaria
and Romania. The German rate is located in the upper third and similar to
the United Kingdom and the Netherlands. The highest rates are shown for
Scandinavia and Belgium. This results pin points at one difficulty arising
from cross national comparisons of official crime statistics. Are the Baltic
States really much safer than Scandinavia or does figure 2.5 merely reflect

2.3

4 These EU figures do not include Estonia, Ireland, Sapin, France, Latvia and Finland
due to data problems (see Clarke 2013, p. 2.).

5 Scotland, England/Wales and Northern Ireland are treated separately as the have
different jurisdictions.

6 These EU figures exclude Spain and Finland and additonally Estonia (violent
crime), Cyprus (violent crime), Ireland (robbery) and Hungary (drug trafficking)
due to data problems (see Clarke 2013, p. 1).
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differences in reporting behaviour and recording practice? The problems
typically associated with official crime statistics become crucially, when
we compare different jurisdiction. Trust in police and national traditions
for solving conflicts may affect the propensity to report offences to the po-
lice. Additionally the ways in which national police authorities register
and count offences have an impact on the amount of registered crime.

Number of criminal offences per 100,000 population in 27 EU
member states in 2010
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Source: Crime data from Clarke (2013); Population data at 1st of January 2010 from
Eurostat; own calculations.

When we compare the crime rates for different offences, we see a similar
picture (Table 2.1). The Baltic states and the new Member States in East-
ern Europe seem to be relatively safe, compared to Western and Northern
Europe. Disaggregated crime figures for Germany show that the rates for
violent crime, domestic burglary and motor vehicle theft are in the mid-
field of the EU-27 rates.

However, one should not overrate those differences. Cross-national
comparisons of crime figures should be based on data that is collected us-
ing the same methodology (e.g. data from cross-national victim surveys).
Comparisons based on official crime statistics can only be meaningful in-
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terpreted, when the relevant circumstances are similar between countries
or when we look at differences/ similarities in trends and not in the levels.

Number of criminal offences per 100,000 population in 27 EU
member states in 2010 for total, crime, violent crime, domestic
burglary and motor vehicle theft

Total Crime Violent Crime Domestic Burglary Motor vehicle theft

 rate rank rate rank rate rank rate rank

Austria 6397 8 533 8 188 17 61 22
Belgium 9689 2 1130 3 630 3 183 11
Bulgaria 1944 24 120 21 317 8 6 27
Cyprus 1024 27 57* 26 395 7 295 5
Czech Republic 2983 19 178 17 96 25 125 13
Denmark 8511 3 478 9 809 1 375 1
Estonia 3607 16 399 10 238 14 65 19
Finland 8066 4 741 4 121 23 208 8
France 5472* 10 543 7 288 10 302 4
Germany 7253 6 246 13 148 20 102 14
Greece 2954 20 109 23 715 2 244 7
Hungary 4465 12 384 11 198 16 86 17
Ireland 2452* 21 272 12 569 5 255 6
Italy 4344 14 212 16 284 11 327 3
Latvia 2273 22 63 25 187 18 56 23
Lithuania 2121 23 111 22 147 21 62 20
Luxembourg 6081 9 661 6 296 9 71 18
Malta 3209 17 90 24 170 19 90 16
Netherlands 7195 7 680 5 620 4 100 15
Poland 3016 18 129 20 99 24 43 24
Portugal 3973 15 228 15 250 12 191 9
Romania 1364 26 26 27 66 26 12 26
Slovakia 1756 25 149 18 35 27 62 21
Slovenia 4372 13 136 19 125 22 26 25
Spain 4996 11 232 14 243 13 143 12
Sweden 14671 1 1213 2 212 15 375 2
UK total 7381 5 1624 1 456 6 190 10

Source: Crime data from Clarke (2013); Population data at 1st of January 2010 from
Eurostat; own calculations.
* The values for France (total crime) and Cyprus (violent crime) refer to 2009 and the
value for Ireland (total crime) refers to 2006.

Table 2.1
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Crime by age group

The age structure of crime in Germany follows the same pattern as else-
where, with adolescents and older youths featuring disproportionately in
the crime statistics. Figure 2.6 shows this by the example of violent crime.
Victim statistics are published in Germany only in relation to selected of-
fences and not for crime as a whole, hence the analysis is restricted at this
point to the violent crime offence category; the perpetrator statistics, on
the other hand, allow analysis for all criminal offences (see below). Of all
victims of violent crime in 2010, 13.0 percent were aged between 14 and
17, and 15.1 percent between 18 and 20. Offenders account for an even
larger proportion of these two age groups. Yet these same age groups re-
spectively made up only 4.0 percent and 3.5 percent of the resident Ger-
man population in 2010. In other words, these two age groups show at
least three times as much involvement in violent crime as would be ex-
pected from their share of the population as a whole. The opposite is the
case for the two age groups comprising the under-14s and the over-60s:
These groups are significantly less frequently victims or perpetrators of vi-
olent crime than their share of the population would lead to expect. As the
example of violent crime shows, victims and perpetrators differ little in
age structure.

Selected age groups as a proportion of all victims and perpetra-
tors of violent crime in 2010 and of the population as a whole (in
percent)
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As the data on perpetrators are more finely divided by age and also allow
more offences and categories of offences to be analysed, the focus in the
following is on the offender statistics. Figure 2.7 shows crime levels in the
various age groups for all offences using the number of police-recorded
suspects per 100,000 in each age group. Comparing the male and female
population, it is evident that women in Germany are increasingly rarely
recorded as suspects, regardless of age group. The number of suspects per
100,000 men is on average three times higher than the number per
100,000 women, with the exception of the 12 to 13 and the 14 to 15 age
groups where the discrepancy is only two times. The figure also shows
that the age group with the highest crime level among men is the 18 to 20
age group, whereas for women the highest crime level is found at a
younger age in the 14 to 15 age group. The difference can be explained by
the fact that female offenders tend to commit theft-related offences such as
shoplifting (Schwind 2010, p. 84) and such offences tend to be committed
earlier in an individual’s biography than other offences, in which men are
significantly overrepresented. In 2010, for example, the number of sus-
pects per 100,000 was only 2.3 times as high for men than for women
when it came to theft, whereas the differential for violent crime was 6.4
times. The gender gap is particularly large for sexual offences (92.8 times
for rape), whereas the difference is smaller for fraud-related offences (2.2
times).

The separate analysis by age group also shows that from age 21 up-
wards, crime levels fall off not rapidly but gradually. The number of sus-
pects per 100,000 is of the same order for the 21 to 24 age group (and for
men even up to age 29) as for the 14 to 15 age group. The 14 to 24 age
group should therefore merit special attention on the basis of the police-
reported statistics.

This assessment does not apply equally for all types of offence, how-
ever, as Figure 2.8 shows. For theft and damage to property, the largest
number of suspects per 100,000 relates to the 14 to 17 age group. For vio-
lent crime, the 14 to 20 age group stands out with an especially large num-
ber of suspects per 100,000. For fraud, suspects are on average somewhat
older again, with the largest number of suspects per 100,000 being found
for individuals aged 18 to 29.
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Suspects per 100,000 for various age groups, all offences, by
gender, 2010
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Younger age groups are disproportionally involved in crime. At the same
time, crime levels in these age groups are not constant, as shown by a
comparison of the numbers of suspects per 100,000 for 1995 and 2010 for
the age groups between 14 and 25 in Table 2.2. Across all offences, the
number of suspects per 100,000 decreased for adolescents (ages 14 to 17)
and older youths (ages 18 to 20), but increased for young adults (ages 21
to 24). All three age groups show a decrease in the number of suspects per
100,000 for theft, and sharp increases in fraud and violent crime.

Fig. 2.7

Fig. 2.8

Dirk Baier, Michael Hanslmaier

30



Number of suspects per 100,000 population for various age
groups and various offences, 1995 and 2010 in comparison

14 to 17 18 to 20 21 to 24

1995 2010 Change
(%) 1995 2010 Change

(%) 1995 2010 Change
(%)

All offences 7286.0 7149.7 –1.9 8155.5 7652.8 –6.2 6111.0 6569.8 7.5

Total theft 4347.3 2964.5 –31.8 3333.0 1834.1 –45.0 1923.8 1264.6 –34.3

Fraud 481.4 893.0 85.5 1119.3 1820.3 62.6 1041.1 1791.2 72.0

Damage to
property 999.5 1124.2 12.5 731.0 868.2 18.8 372.4 528.0 41.8

Violent crime 798.6 1097.4 37.4 848.3 1155.4 36.2 498.1 770.3 54.6

Since with the exception of the ‘all offences’ omnibus category the three
age groups under analysis and ultimately also the age groups not included
in Table 2.2 show similar changes in the number of suspects per 100,000,
the characteristic picture of crime where younger age groups account for a
disproportionate share of criminal activity is maintained over time (Figure
2.9). Adolescents, for example, accounted for 12 percent of all offences in
1995 and still no less than 11 percent in 2010. Adolescents were responsi-
ble for 19 percent of all violent crime in 1995 and 18 percent in 2010.
Based on the stability in the age distribution, which ultimately implies sta-
bility in the age-crime rate curve, it is possible to project a specific crime
trend under different demographic conditions in the future, a point which
will be briefly addressed in the last section of this paper.

Percentage of perpetrators from various age groups for various
offences, 1995 and 2010
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Crime in times of demographic change

Germany’s population is rapidly ageing. Whereas only 20.7 percent of
German residents were 60 or older in 1995, according to the 12th Coordi-
nated Population Projection by the Federal Statistical Office this figure
will rise to 36.4 percent by as soon as 2030 (Figure 2.10). The percentage
of children and adolescents will shrink from 27.7 percent to 21.3 percent.
Additional immigration will not be enough to halt this trend.

Composition of the German population by age group in various
years (in percent)
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This population trend can be taken as the starting point for a projection.
The size and structure of the population in 2030 are known from the pro-
jected population figures. In 2030, the German population will be down
from 81.8 million to 77.7 million – a decrease of 5.1 percent. It remains to
make an assumption about the trend in the number of suspects per
100,000. The simplest assumption is for this statistic to show no change
and remain at the same level as in 2010. Based on the numbers for the dif-
ferent age groups in Figure 9, that would mean a fall in the number of po-
lice-recorded suspects from 2.2 million to only 1.8 million in 2030, repre-
senting a decrease of 16.5 percent – far more than the decline in the popu-
lation. There would be a particularly large fall in the number of suspects in
the 14 to 24 age group (a decrease of 23.8 percent), while the number of
suspects aged 60-plus would rise (an increase of 33.3 percent). As this in-
crease would be from a low base (because of the small number of suspects
per 100,000 among the over-60s), the decrease in the younger age cohort
would be the main determinant of the overall crime trend. Similar changes

2.5
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would be seen in specific offences and offence categories, although vio-
lent crime would go down more than fraud in line with the differing preva-
lence in different age cohorts.

This sort of modelling, however, only gives a first indication of actual
future crime trends. A major point of criticism is the assumption of a con-
stant number of suspects per 100,000 population. Experience shows that
this number cannot be expected to stay constant. Retrograde extrapola-
tions for specific offences for the period 1995 to 2008 have shown that the
actual trend in suspect numbers can diverge significantly from that expect-
ed from the population age structure with a constant number of suspects
per 100,000 (Kemme et al. 2011). To assume that suspects per 100,000 re-
main constant for each age group is to presuppose that the relevant deter-
minants stay unchanged or at least that any change in them cancels out.
This applies both for factors like unemployment, poverty, social cohesion,
etc., and for factors like police density, investigation strategies, reporting
behaviour and laws. An assumption of zero net change in these factors is
likely to be unrealistic.

By the same token, changes in age structure remain an important deter-
minant of future crime rates. Analyses at the level of individual German
Federal States, for example, show change in the number of recorded sus-
pects to be partly explained by change in the size of the different age
groups (Kemme/Hanslmaier 2011). Other studies find that the percentage
of young men has an effect on crime rates, young men being a group with
greater crime affinity, (cf. e.g. Carrington 2001, Cohen/Land 1987, Entorf/
Spengler 2000, LKA-NRW 2006, Lee 1984). Demographic change must
therefore be a component in any projection of crime rates in a situation
where the future age structure of a population is subject to major change.

All told, a projection of crime rates needs a more elaborate approach
that takes in more than just the demographic component. For this reason, a
research project in progress at the Criminological Research Institute of
Lower Saxony uses panel analyses to make projections. The analyses pool
time series of crime statistics and relevant economic, demographic and so-
cial variables for the years 1995 to 2010. Analysis is conducted both at the
level of the Federal States and of administrative districts.7 The aim of the
analyses is to develop a model explaining crime for the years 1995 to

7 The analysis at administrative district level was performed for the States of Bavaria,
Brandenburg, Lower Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt.

2. Crime in Germany as Reflected in the Police Crime Statistics

33



2010. The model quantifies the influence of demographic change and can
be used as the basis for projections into the future.

Two problems arise with this approach, however. Firstly, little or no da-
ta are available for a number of important factors such as reporting be-
haviour and police density. This rules out such factors for use in a multi-
variate model. Secondly, ex-ante projection using a multivariate model re-
quires the values of the independent variables to be known. Except for the
population projections, there are no nationwide long-term projections for
figures such as unemployment rates and socio-structural variables.

Generally speaking it is far harder to make reliable projections for
crime rates than it is for population size, the determinants of which are
well understood and largely known. It nonetheless appears important to
work at projecting crime rates so that security policy can be placed on an
empirical basis and is no longer reliant on public opinion alone.
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Part II:
What People Think about Crime

and What They Really Experience





Public Perceptions of Crime

Dirk Baier, Michael Hanslmaier, Stefanie Kemme

Theoretical considerations and past research findings

Crime can be measured objectively using a range of crime statistics.1
These have various disadvantages, the most important being that they only
relate to reported crime. In addition crime also has a subjective side. At
least two areas must be considered in this respect: fear of crime, and opin-
ions on crime prevalence and past crime trends. In the following, such
opinions are looked at more closely under the heading of ‘perceptions of
crime’.2

Unlike fear of crime, perceptions of crime are rarely the focus of empir-
ical research about the subjective side of crime. This can perhaps be ex-
plained by the idea that perceptions may have fewer consequences and are
thus less burdensome to the individual. On the other side, fear of crime
may have more serious impact on behaviour (such as by triggering avoid-
ance) and thus have greater impact on individual wellbeing. Whether the
actual prevalence of or real trends in crime are over-estimated or under-
estimated could be seen as of far little relevance. However, this paper will
go on to contradict this view.

Based on the findings of Windzio et al. (2007), it can be assumed that
over-estimation of crime prevalence and trends goes hand in hand with in-
creased punitivity. Those who believe there is a constant rise in crime tend
to call more frequently for policymakers to tackle the problem with stricter
sentencing. If, at the same time, it is assumed that policy in general, and
especially crime policy, is increasingly shaped according to the results of
opinion surveys (cf. Albrecht 2004), then an over-estimation of crime
shared by the majority would provide the basis for more punitive policies
(including stricter sentencing, and criminalisation of certain behaviours
and social groups). This in turn would be negative on two counts: On the

3.

3.1

1 See Baier and Hanslmaier in this volume.
2 Fear of crime is addressed in the contribution by Hanslmaier, Kemme and Baier in

this volume.
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one hand, funding would be concentrated on one area (such as prosecu-
tion) and withdrawn from others (such as social and education policy); on
the other it would support stricter sentencing whose crime-reducing effect
is questionable. Looking to the example of juvenile crime, it has been re-
peatedly shown that rather than reducing crime, stricter sentencing actual-
ly promotes it (Heinz 2006).

The relationship between perceptions of crime and crime policy is not
always a one-way street where policy responds to perception. Many na-
tional and international examples show that policymakers repeatedly push
the issue of crime into the spotlight during election campaigns in order to
win votes. In most cases, individual offences are used to establish general
diagnoses for negative social trends that must be countered with harsh and
determined action.3 Crime perception within society can thus be shaped in
this way, especially in the absence of prior realistic perceptions. Prevent-
ing this form of manipulation is another reason to give greater attention to
the subjective side of crime.

As with other crime-related attitudes and assumptions, perceptions of
crime are likely to be influenced not only by individual events of social
relevance, but also by a range of other influencing factors. Baier et al.
(2011, p. 9f) differentiate here between two key factors. The first of these
is knowledge of the subject of crime, while the second involves character
traits that match specific standpoints (and thus also standpoints on crime).
The knowledge is shaped in turn by at least three factors. Of primary im-
portance among these is personal experience as a victim of crime. People
who have personally been a victim of crime have physical experience of
the existence of crime and of what it means for those involved. Assump-
tions on how widespread crime is and on trends in crime are then co-
shaped by such personal experience (cf. Lüdemann 2006) so that people
exposed to crime tend to believe that crime is very wide-spread and con-
stantly on the rise. Secondly, educational level is also likely to play a role
in crime-related knowledge. A high level of education can be assumed to
go hand in hand with a greater need to be well informed about social phe-
nomena. This can lead to more realistic perceptions of crime. Windzio et
al. (2007, p. 53 ff) confirmed this in their study. They also cite age (older
respondents perceive a greater rise in crime) and gender (women perceive

3 For an example, see the 2008 election campaign in the German State of Hesse
(Pfeiffer/Baier 2008).
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a stronger rise in crime) as influencing factors. One explanation for both
of these findings can be sought in the vulnerability hypothesis (cf. Kreuter
2002, Pantazis 2000). Certain social groups have greater vulnerability,
meaning they are less able to defend themselves, incur more serious in-
juries when assaulted, and are less able to recover. Anticipation of this
vulnerability results in a more negative standpoint.

Thirdly, knowledge of the subject of crime is largely tied to the media
people use to obtain information. Communication of crime-related knowl-
edge via the media can be both explicit and implicit. Explicit means that,
for example, news programmes and other formats report precise numbers
of crimes, the objective trends revealed in crime statistics, and also scien-
tific findings on causes of crime. Implicit means that certain fictional for-
mats allow conclusions to be drawn on crime trends, causes, prevention
and intervention. In all of this, it can be assumed that in different ways,
commercial and public service media and the tabloid and broadsheet press
use explicit and implicit methods to report on crime, thus communicating
different types of knowledge which in turn leads to differing perceptions,
emotions and attitudes.

The media are the main channel through which people receive informa-
tion about crime. However, this information, especially when it does not
involve explicit information, is filtered in a special way or pre-prepared. In
media logic, crime is a key issue that promises rare and exciting content.
Crime is thus given wide media coverage. A small slice of reality is placed
under the magnifying glass. Both in non-fictional and fictional formats,
crime is frequently presented in a dramatic, emotive form, among other
things by focusing on victims of crime or by demonising offenders (cf.
Hestermann 2010, p. 198ff). As Pfeiffer et al. (2005) show, the establish-
ment of commercial television in Germany, which largely targets public
taste (meaning audience share), brought an increase in the number of pro-
grammes that focus on crime. Lehnert (2010) also reported that the vol-
ume of daily programming with crime-related content rose from 15.4
hours in 1985 to 239.2 hours in 2009. The share of crime-related program-
ming in television as a whole increased across all television broadcasters
analysed by Lehnert (2010). The increase is less prominent among public
service broadcasters than with commercial broadcasters, and the share of
such programming in public service television overall is significantly low-
er.

Explicit analysis of news programmes reveals significant differences
between commercial and public service broadcasters, as seen in the find-
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ings of Krüger (2010). Crime-related topics take up more airtime in major
news programmes on commercial television than they do in Germany’s
two public service broadcasters, ARD and ZDF. The commercial broad-
casters “focus more on criteria such as emotionalisation, personal involve-
ment and the entertainment value of news” (Krüger 2010, p. 55). When it
comes to the different types of newspaper, Schwacker (1983) and Schnei-
der (1991) report that tabloids tend towards sensation and drama, while
the broadsheets write incidental, short, objective pieces about crime (cf.
Hanslmaier and Kemme 2011).

These analyses are confirmed by findings on how media consumption
influences perceptions of crime. For example, Pfeiffer et al. (2005) and
Windzio et al. (2007) show that frequent consumption of news pro-
grammes broadcast by commercial television results in people perceiving
a sharp increase in crime that has not in fact taken place in Germany.
Reading supra-regional newspapers (the broadsheet press) has the oppo-
site effect. However, watching public service news along with early-
evening magazine shows and documentaries, which are mostly shown on
commercial television, has no link whatsoever with perceptions of crime.

Aside from the factors already cited as influencing knowledge of crime
(victimhood, education and other demographics, the media), it can also be
assumed that differing personality traits shape perceptions of crime. Anx-
ious people, for example, are more likely to perceive crime rates (along
with with other fear-inducing phenomena) as being on the rise than are
less anxious people. General anxiety is likely to result in the specific anxi-
ety involved in the fear of crime. People who demonstrate heightened fear
of crime can thus be expected to perceive crime as being on the rise.

One particularly noteworthy trait is authoritarianism (cf. Adorno et al.
1950, Altemeyer 1981). Authoritarian individuals tend to stick to estab-
lished norms and place social conformity above personal autonomy (Feld-
man 2003). Butler (2009) assumes that authoritarians are especially sensi-
tive to threats to social order and to the status quo. Such a threat can occur
through criminal behaviour. Authoritarians are thus likely to be more con-
cerned about trends in crime and have a heightened perception of crime
than less authoritarian individuals. Other personality traits are, of course,
also likely to be relevant. Nonetheless, given the available data, the empir-
ical section of this paper focuses on the traits of fear of crime and authori-
tarianism.

The aim of this paper is firstly to use representative survey studies con-
ducted throughout Germany to provide an insight into how people in Ger-
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many perceive the frequency of and trends in crime, and whether they tend
to under-estimate or over-estimate frequency and trends. Secondly, in line
with the findings presented, it focuses on the influencing factors of per-
ceptions of crime. Thirdly and finally, the relationship between percep-
tions and punitivity is central to the analysis. In looking at that relation-
ship, the authors draw on a longitudinal study which allows analysis of
cause and effect relationships.

Samples

The Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony (CRLS) conduct-
ed similar surveys of representative groups of the German population in
2004, 2006 and 2010. Respondents were asked about their perceptions of
crime, the influencing factors and possible consequences (Table 3.1). In
each of the selected years, a postal survey was conducted, i.e. respondents
received a personally addressed questionnaire which they were asked to
complete and return. Sampling was based on an access panel. This in-
volves a pool of households and individuals whose addresses and key so-
cio-demographic data are stored by an opinion research institute and who
have declared their willingness to participate in such surveys at regular in-
tervals. Because access panel members are generally willing to take part in
surveys and attention is paid to ensure that the panel reflects the overall
population in Germany, these panels guarantee both a high response rate
(over 60 percent in all three years) and a high level of reliability concern-
ing the survey results.

The surveys in 2004 and 2010 were cross-sectional surveys. This was
only partly the case for the 2006 survey: One half consisted of people sur-
veyed for the first time, while the other half had been surveyed before.
This was done in attempt to reach respondents from 2004. This approach
has the advantage to draw causal conclusions because the causes are docu-
mented before the consequences. The basis of the longitudinal sub-study
thus consisted of respondents from the 2004 survey. Unfortunately, it was
only possible to write to around three-quarters of those respondents be-
cause some had left the access panel (cf. Windzio et al. 2007).

The cross-sectional surveys targeted people aged 16 and above who live
in Germany. They were conducted at the beginning of the years in
question, with most people being questioned in January. This period was
chosen to prevent respondents checking the Police Crime Statistics in or-

3.2
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der to inform themselves about the number of crimes committed in the
year prior to the survey. These statistics are published every spring to re-
port the figures for the previous year.

Survey and sampling (weighted data)

2004
2006

2010
 Cross Section Longitudinal

Targeted age group 16 and over 16 and over 18 and over 16 and over

Survey period 8.1.-6.2.2004 5.1.-2.2.2006 7.1.-1.2.2010

Response rate (%) 64 70 81 86

Respondents for analyses 2,017 1,110 1,206 3,245

Male respondents (%) 48.0 48.1 42.0a 48.6

Education: low (%) 53.1 46.5 35.7a 44.8

Education: medium (%) 27.8 29.6 33.1a 27.9

Education: high (%) 19.1 23.9 31.2a 27.4

Average age 47.91 48.91 51.84a 49.25

a Figures based on non-weighted data.

A total of 2,017 people were questioned in the cross-sectional survey in
2004, 1,110 in 2006 and 3,245 in 2010. However, respondents were, at
least in part, a selective group (cf. Baier et al. 2011, p. 26ff). In all three
survey years, too few low educated people (no school leaving qualification
or Hauptschule leaving qualification) took part in the survey compared
with the overall population (Germany), as did too many high educated
people (Fachabitur, Abitur, degree). This discrepancy was corrected with
weightings. In the case of educational qualifications, this means that low
educated respondents were weighted not with one but with a value greater
than one, while high-educated respondents were weighted less than one.
By using these weightings, the samples are adjusted to match the known
distribution within the overall population. A large portion of the results
presented in the following sections are based on weighted data. Only in
the analysis of the longitudinal survey data were not weighted because the
focus here was on the direction of the causal relationship.

At the time of all the surveys, around half the respondents were male
(also Table 3.1). The average age was 48, although a comparison of the
three surveys shows a slight increase in average age over time. This is not
surprising given demographic trends in Germany. There is also a rise in
the average education level: In 2004, only 19.1 percent of respondents had
a high education level, while in 2010 this figure had risen to 27.4 percent.

Table 3.1
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Compared with the cross-sectional and longitudinal surveys conducted in
2006, noticeably fewer male, low educated, younger respondents were
questioned. Because the longitudinal analysis was only used to verify the
direction of the relationship between crime perception and punitivity, the
discrepancies relative to the overall population appear unproblematic.

Perceptions of prevalence of and trends in crime

To ascertain how widespread people in Germany perceive crime to be, re-
spondents were asked to look at a list of offences and then enter the num-
ber of offences recorded by the police in the year prior to the survey. In the
2010 survey, for example, respondents were asked to estimate the number
of offences recorded by the police for 2009. Because such estimation
questions are difficult to answer, respondents were given guidance in the
form of the number of offences recorded eleven years prior to the survey –
meaning they were given the data for 1999 with the 2010 survey. Thus,
2010 respondents could see that 6,302,000 crimes were committed in Ger-
many in 1999. They were asked to enter their estimate for 2009 alongside
the figures for 1999. The questionnaires cited the offences listed in Table
3.2. In contrast with the chapter on the Police Crime Statistics,4 respon-
dents were not asked about total theft, damage to property, violent crime
(including robbery and rape), or drug-related crime. In the case of assaults,
no distinction was made between assault and aggravated assault because,
at least in terms of the trends, no differences exist between the two types
of crime.

Because the respondents were able to freely estimate the number of
crimes, some of the input produced very high figures. These would have a
large impact when calculating means. Where such a distribution is en-
countered, two analysis approaches are available: Either outliers can be
excluded from the analysis or the median can be used rather than the
mean. Because the median is a value whose informational content is limi-
ted, it is wise to keep to presenting the mean. For this reason, the strategy
of excluding outliers was applied. Outliers were defined as data in the up-
per and lower one percent of the distribution. Respondents with values in

3.3

4 Baier and Hanslmaier in this volume.
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the upper and lower one percent of the distribution were not included in
the analysis of mean values.

Table 3.2 shows that in all three years and for almost all types of of-
fences listed, respondents’ average estimates are higher, in some cases
significantly higher, than the figures in the Police Crime Statistics. Re-
spondents who took part in the 2010 survey estimated the number of
crimes committed in Germany at over eight million – one third more than
the actual figure. In 2006, the estimate (for 2005) was one quarter higher
than the actual figure. The discrepancies are particularly big in respect of
sexual murder, car theft, murder and domestic burglary. For sexual mur-
der, for example, respondents in 2010 cited five-times as many crimes as
actually occurred. Only in the case of fraud and assault did people’s per-
ceptions largely match actual trends. Where assault was concerned, esti-
mates even assumed a slightly lower rise than shown in the Police Crime
Statistics. Two findings can be construed from the data: Firstly, people in
Germany appear to be inadequately informed about crimes whose frequen-
cy is on the decline; crimes that increase over the years are, however, cor-
rectly estimated. Secondly, compared with the three survey years, it ap-
pears that perceptions become more realistic over time. The relative devia-
tions decrease in relation to domestic burglary, car theft and murder. Peo-
ple appear to be more realistically informed about these crimes as time
goes by.

Crime rates according to the Police Crime Statistics, survey re-
sponses and relative deviations (weighted data)

Police Crime
Statistics 2009

2010 survey
estimates

Relative
deviation
2010 (%)

Relative
deviation
2006 (%)

Relative
deviation
2004 (%)

total crimes committed 6,054,330 8,128,624 34.3 23.1 -a

fraud 735,058 752,768 2.4 2.9 -2.6

assault 544,853 518,613 -4.8 -10.2 1.9

domestic burglary 113,800 212,483 86.7 184.4 174.6

car theft 40,375 125,626 211.1 474.0 423.8

murder 299 572 91.2 104.7 136.6

sexual murder 8 41 408.9 239.2 549.1

a No difference is shown for 2004 because an erroneous comparison value was cited in
the questionnaire.

Table 3.2
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What is interesting is not only the comparison with the year prior to the
survey, because the number of crimes committed was unknown at the time
of the survey; comparison with same time eleven years earlier, which re-
spondents used as a reference in the questionnaire, clearly brings out the
same misconception (Table 3.3). While the number of crimes is generally
on the decline (down 3.9 percent between 1999 and 2009), respondents
perceive a strong increase: They perceive a 29.0 percent rise in the number
of crimes committed. By way of contrast, in the case of fraud and assault,
trends in the Police Crime Statistics and perceived crime are close togeth-
er, while with all other crimes the differences are very large. Although
sexual murder dropped by 55.6 percent, respondents assume a rise of
126.2 percent. If the differences between the Police Crime Statistics and
respondents’ estimates are analysed, it becomes even more evident that the
figures from both sources tend to converge over time. There is also evi-
dence of ongoing decline in the difference as regards sexual murder.

Trends in crime according to the Police Crime Statistics and re-
spondents’ replies (weighted data)

Police Crime
Statistics:

Change 1999
to 2009 (%)

2010
Survey:
Change
1999 to

2009 (%)

Difference be-
tween survey

and Police
Crime Statis-

tics 2010

Difference be-
tween survey

and Police
Crime Statis-

tics 2006

Difference be-
tween survey

and Police
Crime Statis-

tics 2004

total crimes committed -3.9 29.0 32.9 22.1 -a

fraud 28.7 31.8 3.1 4.2 -4.3

assault 40.3 33.5 -6.8 -16.7 3.0

domestic burglary -23.6 42.6 66.2 95.8 94.8

car theft -56.9 34.0 90.9 118.5 124.8

murder -38.0 18.6 56.6 67.0 80.8

sexual murder -55.6 126.2 181.7 257.6 343.2

a No difference is shown for 2004 because an erroneous comparison value was cited in
the questionnaire.

Using an open-ended answer format to ask for perceptions of crime has
the disadvantage that people who have difficulty in estimating large num-
bers shy away from giving an answer. This can be seen in the data in that
(not adjusting for outliers) between 6.3 and 9.0 percent of respondents en-
tered no figures for the individual items. For this reason, estimated crime
trends are surveyed again using a closed-ended answer format. Respon-
dents are asked to state whether they believe that over the past ten years,

Table 3.3
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various crimes have ‘1 – become much rarer’ to ‘7 – become far more fre-
quent’ (‘4 – remained unchanged’). A detailed comparison with the Police
Crime Statistics is then no longer possible. Instead, the trend analysis
shown in Figure 3.1 for the years 2004 to 2010 is of interest.5 Here it be-
comes evident that in the case of fraud and assault, once again the means
are higher than for other types of crime; this means that respondents often
perceive a rise in such crimes. Over time, the mean for both types of crime
show the least decline. The lowest mean can be seen for murder, meaning
that few respondents perceive an increase. Looking at crime overall, and
four specific types of crime (car theft, domestic burglary, murder and sex-
ual murder), the averages drop significantly over the years. Thus, the find-
ings of the analysis of open-ended answers are confirmed: While respon-
dents tend to perceive most crimes far differently to the actual trends, the
positive trends shown in the Police Crime Statistics appear to be gradually
taken into account by the general public.

Estimated trends in various types of crime (means shown;
weighted data; * differences significant at p < .05)
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In the 2006 and 2010 surveys, respondents were also asked about the trend
in acts of robbery performed by juveniles. The mean for these item
changed only marginally over the period in question. In 2006, 70.1 percent
of respondents said that juvenile robbery had become more frequent or
much more frequent (answer categories 6 and 7). In 2010, 66.5 percent

Fig. 3.1

5 The share of missing values varies for the associated items between 0.4 and 7.2 per-
cent.
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still thought so. In actual fact, robbery in Germany overall and that com-
mitted by juveniles has seen an ongoing decline since 1997 (cf. Baier
2011, p. 39). This positive trend appears to go unnoticed by the general
public. It is possible that a particular pessimism exists when it comes to
criminal behaviour among juveniles, who are viewed with great scepti-
cism by the adult population. Interestingly in 2010, 92.3 percent of all re-
spondents said that juvenile robbery was slightly on the increase or strong-
ly on the increase. In respect of murder, for instance, only just over half
the respondents (51.7 percent) in 2010 said there had been a rise over the
past ten years.

The estimates for individual crimes correlate relatively closely in both
the open-ended and closed-ended answers, allowing for them to be com-
bined into a single scale.6 For a six-item scale (omitting ‘total crimes com-
mitted’ and ‘juvenile robbery and theft’), the open-ended answers produce
Cronbach’s alpha values of at least 0.65, while the closed-ended answer
format produces at least 0.83 for all three survey years. However, the cor-
relations between the scale values for the open-ended and closed-ended
answers are only mid-scale, varying between 0.27 (2004) and 0.34 (2006;
Pearson’s r). Because the portion of missing values for the closed-ended
answers is smaller, this six-item scale is used when analysing the influenc-
ing factors.

Influencing factors of perceived trends in crime

Only the 2010 survey is used for the analysis of influencing factors, be-
cause this is the most comprehensive survey of all with regard to such fac-
tors. In addition, as already mentioned, focus is placed on explaining per-
ceived trends in crime using the closed-ended answer format. The mean of
the six-item scale thus provides the variable to be explained.

As independent variables, demographic factors such as gender, age and
education are used. These have already been shown in Table 3.1 above.
Education is not, however, presented in grouped form, but as a continuous

3.4

6 Given the differing answer formats, the items were z-standardised prior to calculat-
ing reliabilities and correlations.
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variable, meaning that educational qualifications were translated into years
of education.7

Experience of victimisation was surveyed in respect of two types of
crime: theft and assault. Respondents were asked about the frequency of
experience in the past five years; a delineation was only made, however,
between individuals with and without experience of victimisation. Some
10 percent of respondents said they had experienced at least one episode
of theft, at least three percent had experienced assault (Table 3.4).

Media consumption was surveyed in slightly more detail. Traditional
media consumption via daily newspapers and television was asked about
separately from online media use. Answers were combined based on the
maximum value. This is illustrated in the example of tabloid newspapers:
If a respondent said they read a printed tabloid daily ‘once a month or
less’, but read an online version of a tabloid ‘several times a week’, the
value for the online media goes in the index value ‘daily tabloid newspa-
pers’. Because this involves an index, which theoretically combines differ-
ent items (in this case genre), a strong correlation between items is not a
precondition for combining them. However, the proven correlations and
reliabilities for the media consumption variables show a positive relation-
ship between use of traditional media and use of online media. Because
the answer choices are identical for all four media variables, it was possi-
ble to compare the means. This showed that public service news pro-
grammes are the most frequently consumed format both on television and
online; national daily newspapers, by way of contrast, are read least fre-
quently.

Authoritarian attitudes were surveyed using four statements which bor-
row from Hübner et al. (2008). Two of the three dimensions of the authori-
tarianism construct were covered (authoritarian submissiveness and au-
thoritarian aggression), as operationalised by Altemeyer (1981). Given the
high level of reliability, all four items were combined into a mean scale.
The answers provided with the individual statements ranged from ‘1 –
does not apply’ to ‘6 – fully applies’. At 3.22, the empirical mean lies
slightly below the theoretical mean of 3.5: Most respondents can thus be
classified as marginally authoritarian.

7 No qualifications translated into eight years of education, Hauptschule in nine
years, and so on (Abitur: 13 years, University: 18 years).
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To document personal fear of crime, respondents were first asked to es-
timate how often they feared becoming victim of six different types of of-
fences. Secondly, they were asked how likely they thought they might fall
victim to such offences in the next twelve months. In respect of the fol-
lowing types of offences, the fear of and the likelihood of their occurring
were estimated: domestic burglary, being stolen from in some other way,
being hit or injured, being attacked and robbed, being sexually abused, co-
erced or raped, or being killed in a violent assault. The answer categories
regarding fear ranged from ‘1 – never’, to ‘5 – very often’, and those for
the likelihood of occurrence from ‘1 – highly unlikely’ to ‘5 – very likely’.
In the survey, there was a correlation of at least .53 (Pearson’s r) between
the scores for fear and for likelihood in regard to specific offences. A high
level of fear in relation to domestic burglary thus goes hand in hand with
high expectations of the likelihood of them occurring. To establish a mea-
sure for fear of crime, the two estimates (fear and likelihood) were multi-
plied together for each type of offence. As a result, the estimated fear for
each offence can vary between 1 and 25. The mean is very low, at 4.88,
allowing the assumption that strong fear of crime is only characteristic of
a small percentage of respondents.

Items and descriptive statistics for the model variables (weight-
ed data; 2010 survey)

items answer
categories mean standard

deviations

perceived trends
in crime 6 items (Cronbach’s alpha = .83)

1 – far less
frequent, 7 –
far more fre-
quent

5.21 0.85

victim of theft in
the past five years

‘Items, money or other forms of
payment or other important docu-
ments stolen’

0 – not experi-
enced, 1 – ex-
perienced

0.10 0.30

victim of assault in
the past five years

‘Intentionally hit, beaten, pushed,
strangled or injured with a
weapons’

0 – not experi-
enced, 1 – ex-
perienced

0.03 0.17

daily tabloid
newspapers

2 items; Bild/other tabloid news-
papers as daily newspapers or on-
line (r = .19)

1 – never, 6 –
(almost) daily 2.29 1.72

national
newspapers

2 items; nationwide newspapers as
daily newspapers or online (r = .
34)

1 – never, 6 –
(almost) daily 2.03 1.49

Table 3.4
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items answer
categories mean standard

deviations

commercial
television

4 items; RTL Aktuell, 18.30/Sat 1
news or Pro 7 news as television
news programme or online (Cron-
bach’s alpha = .73)

1 – never, 6 –
(almost) daily 3.44 1.87

public service
television

3 items; Tagesschau or heute as
television news programme or on-
line (Cronbach’s alpha = .58)

1 – never, 6 –
(almost) daily 4.76 1.66

authoritarian
attitudes

4 items; among others – ‘We
should be grateful for leaders who
can tell us what we shall do’
(Cronbach’s alpha = .78)

1 – does not
apply, 6 – ful-
ly applies

3.22 1.11

fear of crime

6 items; fear of crime multiplied
by likelihood estimate (victim in
next 12 months) for six offences
(Cronbach’s alpha = .89)

1 – never and
highly unlike-
ly, 25 – very
often and
highly proba-
ble

4.88 2.98

subjective status
2 items; among others – ‘How
much of what you want can you
afford to buy’ (r = .54)

1 – severely
disadvan-
taged, 4 –
privileged

2.57 0.69

The last variable used in the analysis is subjective status. This can serve
both as a demographic status variable and as a personal evaluation of that
status. Subjective status proved to correlate with objective status, which is
reflected among other things in people’s income (Baier et al. 2001, p. 81).
People with low incomes tend to feel more disadvantaged. At the same
time, prejudice and right-wing extremism research shows that it is less the
objective factors themselves and more people’s subjective estimates of the
factors that are of importance in the development of prejudices and stereo-
types. Focus is thus placed on relative deprivation (cf. Rippl/Baier 2005,
Wagern/Zick 1998). These findings have not previously been applied in
the explanation of crime perceptions. It is possible that people who subjec-
tively feel disadvantaged are also more sceptical regarding social trends.
To a certain extent, they make negative social trends responsible for their
own negative situation.

The findings of the OLS regressions confirm a significant relationship
between subjective status and perceived trends in crime (Table 3.5): Peo-
ple of higher status assume a lower rise in crime rates. Other demographic
factors, however, show a stronger relationship. In particular, the influence
of the subjective status lessens considerably if personality factors used in
Model IV are applied, meaning that it is less people’s estimated status and
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more the personal character traits determining that status influence percep-
tions of crime.

A similarly somewhat stronger mediation process can be seen in regard
to education: Low educated respondents more frequently state that crime
is on the rise. This is, however, partly a result of their media consumption
and personality: Because these individuals tend to watch more news on
commercial television, read few national daily newspapers and are more
authoritarian by nature, they perceive crime trends in a more negative
light.8 Nevertheless, when controlled for these factors, the level of educa-
tion (like subjective status) continues to exert an influence, indicating that
these variables do also operate independently.

The mediation processes just mentioned can be made visible by inte-
grating the variables stepwise in the Models. Most important, however, is
Model IV, which includes all factors at once. Firstly, this allows the con-
clusion that experience as a victim of crime is irrelevant when it comes to
perceptions of crime. Thus, victims are neither more frequently (nor less
frequently) of the opinion that crime is on the increase in Germany. Expe-
riences of crime may be too far in the past to still have an effect. It might
be necessary to consider the frequency of victimisation, given that Skogan
(1987) has already shown that the fear of crime rises with repeated experi-
ence as a victim of crime. Also, other forms of victimisation may be stud-
ied. According to Quann and Hung (2002), domestic burglary has, for ex-
ample, a stronger influence on fear compared with personal assaults.

A second finding is that perceptions of crime are most strongly influ-
enced by fear of crime. Those who fear becoming a victim of crime tend
to believe that crime is on the increase. A question is whether the relation-
ship only runs in this direction or also in reverse. No longitudinal studies
exist on this topic to date.

Apart from fear of crime, perceptions of crime also appear to be influ-
enced by authoritarianism. However, authoritarianism ranks behind the in-
fluence of the media and demographic factors. This shows that media con-
sumption plays an important role. Of great importance is consumption of
news programmes broadcast by commercial television. These appear to
present crime in such a way that viewers often conclude that crime is con-

8 The years-of-education variable correlates (Pearson r) .32 with reading national
newspapers, ‑.09 with watching news on commercial television channels, and ‑.15
with authoritarianism. With the exception of fear of crime (‑.08), no notable rela-
tionships exist with other variables in the model.
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stantly on the increase. Balanced, subjective reporting of crime would thus
be desirable.

Regarding the demographic factors, there is evidence that gender is a
key influencing factor in perceptions of crime. Women are more frequent-
ly of the opinion that crime is on the increase. Older respondents share the
same view. This confirms the assumptions of the vulnerability theory.

In sum, it can be concluded that perceptions of crime are influenced by
multiple factors. The factors used in the survey, however, can only
marginally explain the variance in perceptions. The knowledge and per-
sonality factors must thus be supplemented with further influencing fac-
tors. It would be interesting to analyse how social and political discourse
on specific crime cases influence people’s perceptions. This discourse is
likely to vary at both local and regional level, and could thus serve as an
explanatory factor for individually different perceptions.

Influencing factors on perceptions of trends in crime; beta coef-
ficients from OLS regressions shown (weighted data; number of
cases = 3,123)

Model I Model II Model III Model IV

gender: female .15 *** .15 *** .14 *** .12 ***

years of education -.14 *** -.14 *** -.11 *** -.09 ***

age in years .10 *** .11 *** .12 *** .08 ***

subjective status -.09 *** -.09 *** -.08 *** -.05 **

victim of crime in past five years: theft   -.01  -.01  -.03  
victim of crime in past five years: assault   .03  .03  .01  
daily tabloid newspapers     .07 *** .05 **

national newspapers     -.06 ** -.06 **

commercial television     .13 *** .12 ***

public service television     .02  .02  
authoritarian attitudes       .08 ***

fear of crime       .19 ***

Corr. R² .073  .073  .098  .142  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 3.5
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Perceived trends in crime and punitivity

In the introduction, it was mentioned that Windzio et al. (2007) and others
see a relationship between perceptions of crime and punitivity. A study by
Streng (2000, p. 429) also links an increased need for punishment with a
“significantly greater sense of threat of bodily injury, and in particular
greater uncertainty due to the general crime situation”. Here, the survey
data are used to analyse whether such a link is reconfirmed empirically
and to identify the type of causal relationship that exists between percep-
tions and punitivity.

Attitudes towards punishment were measured in two ways in the sur-
vey. Firstly, a scale with four items was used whose reliability can be clas-
sified as satisfactory in all three survey years (Cronbach’s alpha at least .
80). The wording used in the four items is as follows: ‘For many offend-
ers, stricter sentencing is the only way to stop them repeating offences’,
‘Many offences should receive stricter sentences than has been the case to
date’, ‘Stricter sentences are necessary to prevent others from committing
crime,’ and ‘Prisons should treat prisoners more harshly.’ (Answer cat-
egories: ‘1 – does not apply’, to ‘6 – fully applies’). The mean was calcu-
lated from the answers to the four items; for better analysis, respondents
were divided into three groups.9 The second measure for punitivity illus-
trates attitudes towards the death penalty. Here, respondents were asked
whether they were generally in favour of or against the death penalty, with
the answer choices ‘for’, ‘against’ and ‘undecided’.

Different findings resulted for both the level of and the trends in puni-
tivity depending on the method of measurement punitivity (Figure 3.2).
Based on the answers to the four items, around two-thirds of respondents
have to be classified as being in favour of very strict sentencing, with this
number remaining more or less constant across all three surveys.10 Less
than a third are explicitly in favour of the death penalty in 2006; this is
significantly lower than in 2010. A comparison with 2004 is not possible
because attitudes to the death penalty were not part of that survey.
Nonetheless, there is a positive correlation between the two punitivity

3.5

9 Respondents scoring a mean of 1.0 to 2.67 are classified as least punitive, those
ranging from 2.67 to 4.34 as moderately punitive, and those scoring between 4.34
and 6.00 as highly punitive.

10 Looking at the averages rather than the percentages, no decline in punitivity is evi-
dent (2004; 4.77; 2006: 4.62; 2010: 4.74).
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scores, with the ‘undecided’ and ‘against’ groups combined when calcu-
lating the correlation. The correlation (Pearson’s r) was .33 in 2006 and .
31 in 2010.

Punitivity over time (in percent; weighted data)
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The correlations with the six items on the scale for perceived crime trends
(closed answer format) are very similar, as shown in Table 3.6. This ap-
plies both when comparing the two attitude scores and when comparing
the estimated trends in the different offences. The correlations with atti-
tudes to the death penalty are somewhat lower than those for the punitivity
scale; they are, however, all in the same direction as on the scale and are
also significant. Assumed trends in fraud correlate slightly less well with
punitivity levels than for other offences; the differences are not significant,
however.

Correlations (Pearson’s r) between perceived trends in crime
and punitivity (2010 survey; weighted data; all correlations sig-
nificant at p < .05)

punitivity scale attitudes towards death penalty

fraud .19 .10

assault .25 .16

domestic burglary .24 .12

car theft .21 .13

murder .25 .15

sexual murder .23 .16

Fig. 3.2

Table 3.6
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Given the observed correlations, it can be assumed that a significant rela-
tionship exists between perceived trends in crime and punitivity. Those
who believe that crime is on the rise (regardless of which type of crime is
involved), would like to see harsher treatment of offenders. Because the
type of crime appears to be largely irrelevant, the relationship can be veri-
fied using the overall scale (see Table 3.7). The correlation is then .31,
meaning that almost 10 percent of the variance in punitivity can be ex-
plained by perceived trends in crime. Controlling for other factors, this re-
lationship is hardly weakened at all.11 That a relationship exists cannot,
therefore, be apportioned to personality traits or experiences as a victim of
crime. Model II in Table 3.7 also shows that authoritarian attitudes are al-
most an equally strong predictor of punitive attitudes as perceived trends
in crime. Media consumption continues to play an important role: People
who frequently read tabloid newspapers or watch news programmes on
commercial television call for stricter sentencing than those who inform
themselves by reading national newspapers. Experience as a victim of
crime has again no significant influence. Experience of assault actually re-
duces punitivity slightly. Higher education levels protect against punitive
attitudes, while age and subjective status are irrelevant. Of particular inter-
est is that women are less punitive. When it comes to gender, contradicto-
ry relationships are evident: Women tend to perceive a higher rate of
crime, which leads to greater punitivity; at the same time, women are gen-
erally less punitive. Women’s perceptions and attitudes are thus less bal-
anced.

The findings underline that there is a stable relationship between per-
ceived crime trends and punitivity which is not mediated by other factors.
Nonetheless, the cause-effect relationship in the previous analyses remains
unexplained because it was based on a cross-sectional survey conducted in
2010. The causal relationship between the two factors can additionally be
investigated using the longitudinal studies from 2004 and 2006. For this
purpose, a cross-lagged panel model is calculated for the 1,206 longitudi-
nal cases in the two years using the Mplus 6.11 program as shown in Fig-
ure 3.3.

11 Looking at attitudes to the death penalty rather than the punitivity scale, the results
do not change: The beta coefficient is .18 in Model I and .17 in Model II.
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Influencing factors for punitivity (scale); beta coefficients from
OLS regressions shown (2010 survey; weighted data; number of
cases = 3,114)

Model I Model II

perceived trends in crime .31 *** .24 ***

gender: female   -.05 **

years of education   -.08 ***

age in years   -.03  
subjective status   -.02  
victim of crime in past five years: theft   -.00  
victim of crime in past five years: assault   -.03 *

daily tabloid newspapers   .09 ***

national newspapers   -.07 ***

commercial television   .06 *

public service television   -.03  
authoritarian attitudes   .23 ***

fear of crime   .05 **

Corr. R² .098  .193  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

The models incorporate the constructs of perceived crime trends (closed-
ended answer format) and punitivity (scale) for the two survey periods as
latent variables. The factor loadings for the individual items can be classi-
fied as satisfactory across the board (λ ≥ .59). Between the same items, er-
ror correlations are permitted over the years when they were significant
(cf. Geiser 2010, p. 99ff). Also, for both survey periods a further signifi-
cant error correlation was accepted per construct (between murder and
sexual murder, and between the items ‘For many offenders, stricter sen-
tencing is the only way to stop them repeating offences’ and ‘Many of-
fences should receive stricter sentences than has been the case to date.’
The cause of the error correlation in the first instance may be that on both
occasions, the issue is murder and when answering, respondents cognitive-
ly activate certain concepts of murder that has no relation to trends in
crime.

Table 3.7
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Cross-lagged panel model for estimated trends in crime and
punitivity (number of cases = 1206; all paths/correlations sig-
nificant at p < .01)

Percieved trend 

2004

fraud assault burglary car t. murder sex. mur.

.63 .72 .61 .65 .73 .71

Percieved trend 

2006

fraud assault car t. murder

.64 .72 .62 .66 .74 .71

Punitivity 

2004

stop stricter s. prisoners prevent

.69 .72 .60 .75

Punitivity 

2006

stop stricter s. prisoners prevent

.70 .72 .59 .74

.32 .16

.61

.67

.11

.19

.26 .40.21 .36 .10 .19

.36 .44

.29 .31

.38 .15

Chi² = 452.632, df = 152
RMSEA = .040

CFI = .970, TLI = .963
SRMR = .033

burglary sex. mur.

Both the perceived trends in crime and punitivity are stable over time. The
coefficients (γ) varying between 0 and 1 or -1 attain a value of .61 or .67.
More important, however, are the cross paths. It can be shown that at .19,
the path from punitivity in 2004 to perceived trends in crime in 2006 is
stronger than the reverse path (.11). Punitivity therefore appears to deter-
mine perceptions more than the other way around. A significance test
shows, however, that the two paths do not significantly differ.12 There is
thus no reason to assume a clear causal relationship. The two factors deter-
mine each other to a rather same extent: Perceived trends in crime lead to
greater punitivity and people who are more punitive perceive stronger
trends in crime. Such perceptions can thus indeed be influential in the way
proposed by Windzio et al. (2007), underscoring the need to focus on
those perceptions and their influencing factors in social science research.

Fig. 3.3

12 The significance test is performed by comparing two models. In the original mod-
el, the parameters are freely estimated, while in the restrictive model it is assumed
that paths which cross adopt the same value. Because the more restrictive model
shows no worser fit (Chi² = 453.482, df = 153), it can be assumed that the cross
paths do not differ significantly.
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Conclusion and discussion

The findings presented in this paper can be consolidated into three key re-
sults. Firstly, people over-estimate both the prevalence of and trends in
crime. Negative perceptions dominate with regard to this topic, and they
are particularly negative when it comes to estimate violent offences com-
mitted by juveniles.

Secondly, that such negative perceptions of crime are sustained is partly
due to the media. News reporting in commercial television is especially
worthy of criticism. Personal experience as a victim on the other side does
not influence crime perceptions. Instead of direct experience of crime, it is
indirect experience gained from the media that shapes people’s percep-
tions of crime.

These perceptions have consequences. To an extent, the media create a
reality that forms the basis for their reporting. If a rise in crime is per-
ceived, this can lead to calls for stricter sentencing. If this becomes realty,
then rather than a decline, a rise in crime may well be expected, which is
then suitably reported in the media. The achieved results show, however,
that it would seem not appropriate to demonise the media (cf. Pfeiffer
2004). Media consumption is only one influencing factor in perceptions of
crime; and perceptions of crime are only one influencing factor in punitiv-
ity. Punitivity in turn influences perceptions of crime, as shown in the lon-
gitudinal studies.

Some findings from the analyses presented here have been insufficient-
ly discussed to date. The evaluations of perceptions of crime have shown
that, when it comes to the most observed offences, since 2004 perceptions
have gradually adjusted to match actual trends in crime –especially for of-
fences that are on the decline in Germany. The question which factors are
responsible for that that trend is addressed by Baier at al. (2011 p. 147ff),
who show that the percentage of people who were a victim of crime of-
fences is dropping significantly. But because experience as a victim of
crime has no relevance as an influencing factor of perceptions of crime,
this trend fails to provide an adequate explanation. The situation is differ-
ent regarding the findings on media consumption: The number of people
who watch news programmes on commercial television or who read
tabloid newspapers has almost halved over the six-year period. Also, there
has been a rise in average education levels and a drop in the fear of crime.
These trends provide an – albeit non-exhaustive – explanation for the
changes in perceptions of crime.

3.6
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One contradiction remains: The factors cited also influence punitivity
which, at least as measured using the four-item scale, has remained high in
recent years. Trends in punitivity have thus become decoupled from trends
in other crime-related perceptions and attitudes. One possible hypothesis
is that these trends reflect changes in media reporting. It is now the norm
for certain criminal cases to be covered in all newspapers and programmes
– even quality programmes and the broadsheet press are unable to ignore
such cases. In such reporting, the public is told that the case in question is
an isolated event, yet the focus on both the victims’ suffering and that of
their families helps keep punitivity levels high because people conclude
that harsh sentencing is the only way to deal with the offenders. Victims
are idealised as “likeable, weak and innocent”, and “children make ideal
victims” (Hestermann 2010, p. 199). When the media are 43 times more
likely to report about children becoming victims of violence compared
with older victims of violence, and when sexual murder (especially in-
volving children) is ten times more likely to be reported than other types
of murder (Hestermann 2010, p. 196 ff), it should be clear to the general
public that such offences occur only rarely. But the offences are so mon-
strous that those who have committed them are not permitted a second
chance – or any opportunity for resocialisation. Isolated cases thus heavily
influence perceptions of offenders in general, and thus of how they should
be punished.
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Adolescents as Victims of Violence

Dirk Baier, Susann Prätor

Introduction and purpose of the study

According to the German Police Crime Statistics, adolescents and older
youths – individuals aged 14 to 20 – have the greatest prevalence of vio-
lent crime both as victims and perpetrators. Therefore various studies in
Germany have addressed violence in this age group with special focus on
prevalence and determinants of perpetratorship. These studies on violent
behaviour as well as on victimisation have one limitation in common:
They are not representative1 for Germany, but only for specific regions
(mostly cities or federal states) or types of school. In 2007 and 2008, the
Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony conducted the first na-
tionally representative self-report study among juveniles. Presenting the
results of that study is the purpose of this paper.

The focus in the present study is on forms of physical violence that are
prosecuted under criminal law and can therefore be compared with Police
Crime Statistics. These violent acts are robbery, extortion, sexual violence
and (aggravated) assault. In the survey we asked for committing such vio-
lent acts as perpetrator as well experiencing these acts as victims. Experi-
ence of victimisation in school context, which was already a subject of
earlier studies (cf. e.g. Fuchs et al. 2005, Holtappels et al. 1997) is like-
wise included; assaults of this kind mostly take place in largely controlled
surroundings, however, and are therefore likely to be of minor severity.

Three past studies shed initial light on violent behaviour of adolesencts
in Germany. In 1998, Wetzels et al. (2001) surveyed over 16,000 mostly
ninth-grade adolescents in nine cities about their experience of violence.
At least a fifth of adolescents reported that they experienced at least one of
the above-mentioned forms of violence in the preceding year, but only a

4.

4.1

1 Representative means that elements of a population (here: pupils in Germany) have
been randomly selected (cf. Schnell et al. 2005, p. 304). With regard to past self-
report studies, pupils were randomly selected only on the level of cities, regions or
federal states but not for Germany in total.
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small proportion of those offences were reported to the police. The risk of
an offence being reported to the police was especially high for non-Ger-
man perpetrators whose victims were of German origin. As this is a rela-
tively common perpetrator-victim combination, rising crime rates in the
Police Crime Statistics may be “seen as a phenomenon of violent delin-
quency becoming more visible because of an increase in the one perpetra-
tor-victim combination that has the greatest likelihood of being reported”
(Wetzels et al. 2001, p. 169).

Baier et al. (2006) confirmed this finding in a survey among over
14,000 adolescents carried out in nine cities and administrative districts. In
this survey, victim rates in these areas ranged from 16.4 to 21.9 percent.
About one in 25 adolescents also said they had experienced at least five
violent acts. The most common form of violence was assault; the lowest
rate was found for extortion. With the exception of sexual offences, vic-
timization rates of boys are significantly higher in comparison to girls.

In 2006, Enzmann (2010) conducted a survey among 3,400 seventh to
ninth grades adolescents (i.e. pupils aged 13 to 15) in seven German cities
as part of the Second International Self-Report Delinquency Study
(Junger-Tas et al. 2010). Enzmann (2010) reports that a third of all adoles-
cents experienced at least one victimisation in the year before the survey,
with theft being included in the survey alongside violence. Victimisation
rates in cities were much higher than in towns. Once again, incidents were
rarely reported to the police (robbery: 15.4 percent, assault: 10.4 percent).

The findings from these studies, which are relatively similar with re-
gard to prevalence rates of victimisation and violent behaviour, support
the assumption that a nationally representative survey would produce sim-
ilar results. The present study, however, extends the focus of previous
studies in several ways and, by taking various aspects into account, pro-
vides a more comprehensive picture of victimisation experienced by ado-
lescents in Germany. The central research issues addressed in this paper
can be summarised in four points:

1. Based on extensive data, the paper starts with a detailed description of
different kinds of violence experienced. The analysis is more detailed
because it combines different groups (for example by gender and eth-
nic origin), covers different types of violent offence and also looks at
various contexts in which victimisation takes place (victimisation at
home, in school, etc.). With regard to criminal forms of victimisation,
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the paper also aims to provide a comparison with the Police Crime
Statistics.

2. The paper also addresses the question how violence has developed in
the last decade on the basis of self-report survey data. This develop-
ment shall be compared with Police Crime Statistics in order to investi-
gate if violence has actually increased or has merely become more visi-
ble (in Police Crime Statistics). This can be answered by looking at a
small number of cities where repeated surveys have been conducted.
Although these repeated surveys are not sufficient to draw conclusions
at national level, they allow inferring certain trends.

3. Due to the meaning of reporting behaviour for the ratio between re-
ported and unreported crime, we further analyse the willingness to re-
port violent acts to the police. The paper aims to determine the report-
ing propensity for various types of offence and trends in reporting be-
haviour in the four cities in which repeat surveys have been carried
out. Additionally, we try to explain reporting behaviour by offence,
perpetrator and victim variables.

4. In order to identify factors influencing violent offending, cross-section-
al data is often used. This approach is legitimated by well-developed
theories and numerous sets of empirical findings that provide longitu-
dinal or experimental evidence of a directional relationship. With re-
gard to violent victimisation theoretical explanatory approaches or em-
pirically supported findings are almost completely missing. Nonethe-
less, this paper subjects a number of potential influencing factors relat-
ed to violent victimisation to bivariate and multivariate analysis. Fur-
thermore we will also investigate consequences of violent victimisa-
tion; this includes both short-term consequences (injury and material
loss) and long-term consequences (well-being).

The samples

The empirical analysis in this paper is based on written standardised sur-
veys among ninth grade pupils2 conducted by the Criminological Research
Institute of Lower Saxony in various regions of Germany at irregular in-
tervals since 1998. Questionnaires were completed in the classroom in the

4.2

2 In Germany ninth-grade pupils are ususally aged between 14 and 16 years.
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presence of a test leader and usually the teacher. Ninth-grade pupils are
chosen because a representative survey can be achieved with lower effort
and this is an age group with particularly high exposure to violence both
as perpetrators and victims. After ninth grade, educational careers diverge
rapidly: Some leave school and enter vocational training, others leave
school without a training place, and some stay at school to achieve a high-
er secondary school leaving qualification. With some exceptions (i.e. tru-
ants, those who are ill at the day of the survey), nearly all adolescents can
be achieved in such a survey. Ninth-grade surveys are designed to be rep-
resentative for the survey region – usually towns and cities or administra-
tive districts. Representativeness is achieved either by including all ninth-
grade classes in the survey or selecting classes to survey at random from a
list of all classes. The survey always aims to cover a large number of
pupils to produce reliable findings about offences that occur rather sel-
dom. As entire classes are included in the survey, very high response rates
are achieved of at least 50-60 percent.

Two samples are selected for the analysis (Table 4.1): A nationally rep-
resentative survey of school students in Germany and a repeated survey in
four German towns and cities. With regard to the repeated survey the same
age cohort (ninth grade pupils) but not the same pupils were interviewed
twice, i.e. this is a trend and not a longitudinal sample. The national
schools survey took place in 2007 and 2008 in a total of 61 randomly se-
lected administrative districts, towns and cities in Germany (cf. Baier et al.
2009 for further details on the study). The survey reached 44,610 adoles-
cents. The trend study was conducted in 1998 and 2005/2006 in three ma-
jor cities and one town.3 The first survey covered 7,205 pupils and the sec-
ond survey 8,490 pupils (cf. Baier 2008).The composition of both samples
does not perfectly match that of the statistical population in terms of
school type. Thus a weighting factor was constructed to correct any imbal-
ance (i.e. if too many grammar schools were surveyed in a given area). If
not explicitly mentioned the following analyses are based on weighted da-
ta.

3 Only in Hannover the repeated survey was conducted in 2006.
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Sample description
Schools survey

2007/2008
Trend survey

1998 2005/2006

Representativeness Nationwide 4 towns and cities (Munich, Stuttgart,
Hannover, Schwäbisch Gmünd)

Number of respondents 44,610 7,205 8,490

Percentage male 51.3 51.9 51.2

Average age 15.28 15.07 15.16

Percentage with migrant
background 27.4 32.2 31.7

Percentage from major city 13.5 96.1 95.8

Percentage attending grammar
school (Gymnasium) 29.8 38.9 41.0

In the various samples, about half of respondents were male and the aver-
age age is slightly more than 15. The samples differ substantially in some
cases with regard to other socio-demographic characteristics. The trend
survey almost exclusively comprises pupils from major cities with a popu-
lation of at least 500,000; in the representative survey, only 13.5 percent of
the pupils come from such cities. Grammar schools account for 29.8 per-
cent of schools nationwide but approximately 40 percent of schools in the
trend survey. In the representative survey, 27.4 percent of pupils have a
migration background, i.e. at least one biological parent does not have
German citizenship or was not born in Germany. The percentage reported
for the trend survey is somewhat higher but is comparable to that for the
nationwide survey as nationality is determined solely by reference to the
respondent’s current nationality or nationality at birth. This solution had to
be taken out of necessity on account of migrant background being record-
ed differently in different years. In other surveys among pupils in major
German cities, migrant background was recorded the same as in the repre-
sentative survey, resulting in proportions of migrants around 40 percent or
more (e.g. Baier/Pfeiffer 2011 for Berlin, Rabold et al. 2008 for Han-
nover).

Table 4.1
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Findings

Prevalence of violent victimisation

Violent victimisation was measured by three different questions: First,
pupils were asked about criminal victimisation, second about victimisation
in school and third about parental violence. The focus always was on
physical assault; verbal or relational forms of aggression4 were only asked
with regard to the school context. The findings on criminal violent victim-
isation will be presented first; this form of victimisation can be compared
with Police Crime Statistics. The following analyses are based on the na-
tional representative survey.

Adolescents were asked about their experience of victimisation with the
question “Has anyone ever been violent towards you, have you ever been
a victim of violence?” and, by way of explanation, “We do not mean situa-
tions where you have fought with others for fun.” This was followed by
questions on five offences:

• Robbery: “Something was violently snatched from you or taken from
you with the threat of violence such as your bag or money.”

• Extortion: “Someone demanded that you hand over money or things
(such as a jacket or a watch) and threatened you with violence if you
did not hand them over.”

• Sexual assault: “You were forced with violence or under threat of vio-
lence to perform sexual acts or to tolerate sexual acts.”

• Aggravated assault: “You were intentionally injured with a weapon or
an object or several others intentionally hit you so hard that you were
injured.”

• Assault: “A single person intentionally hit you so hard that you were
injured (e.g. with a bleeding wound or a black eye). No weapon or ob-
ject was used.”

With regard to these offences, respondents were asked about lifetime
prevalence (whether or not they had ever experienced these offences), the
number of attacks in the last twelve months (twelve-month prevalence/
twelve-month incidence) and the age in years at which they first experi-

4.3

4.3.1

4 Relational aggression means behaviour intended to harm others through damage of
their peer relationships, for example by spreading rumours or exclusion from com-
mon activities (cf. Crick 1995).
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enced the offences. The results are presented in Table 4.2. In addition to
the individual offences, a catch-all ‘violence’ category is also reported.
This indicates whether someone experienced at least one of the five of-
fences and at what age any one of the offences was experienced for the
first time.

With regard to sexual assault, 2.2 percent of students said they had ex-
perienced at least one act in their life; assault was significantly more fre-
quent (20.1 percent). Almost a third of respondents experienced criminal
victimisation at least once (30.5 percent) in their life so far. The twelve-
month prevalence is about half of these figures. No less than 16.8 percent
of pupils experienced at least one violent offence in the past year. Pupils
victimised in the past twelve months were assaulted on average between
2.60 times (robbery) and 4.59 times (sexual assault). This does not mean
that a majority experienced repeated victimisation; between 49.2 and 61.0
percent of victims (according to the offence) were victimised only once in
the preceding year; the higher means are due to respondents who were vic-
timised on a large number of occasions.5 The fact that it is mostly sexual
assaults that tend to be repeated is shown by the percentage of pupils who
were victims of offences on at least five occasions: For sexual assault this
figure is 26.5 percent, while for robbery and extortion it is only 12.6 per-
cent; i.e. one in four respondents who experienced sexual assault did so at
least five times in the past year. Such victims only account for 0.3 percent
of all students, however, sexual assaults are the least common form of of-
fence. Of all respondents, 3.9 percent stated that they had experienced vio-
lent assaults five times or more in the past twelve months.

On average, violent victimisation is first experienced around the age of
twelve. Notably, the stated ages at first victimisation are somewhat lower
than in surveys that are representative of the entire population and include
older age groups. The adolescents surveyed have an average age of 15;
those who have had no experience of violence so far may yet do so at
some point in the future, which would increase the average age at first vic-
timisation. The age at first victimisation is lowest for robbery (11.53
years) and highest for aggravated asault (12.76 years). The survey also
records the average age at which the various crimes are perpetrated. Per-
petration was recorded elsewhere on the questionnaire analogously to vic-

5 The reported incidence figures are an underestimate because respondents were only
able to state up to 20 incidents of victimisation. Answer categories were 0, 1, 2,…
to ‘20 or more times’.
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timisation. The prevalence rates for perpetration are somewhat lower (cf.
Baier et al. 2009, p. 64); for example, only 13.5 percent of respondents
have perpetrated at least one violent offence. The average ages at first of-
fence are significantly higher; only for assault the difference is about six
months. This does not necessarily mean that victimisation is a causal fac-
tor of later offending. Firstly, any such relationship would have to be ex-
amined with longitudinal data. A number of studies are able to confirm a
directional relationship of this kind (cf. Baier 2013, Schwartz et al. 1998).
Secondly, the victims and perpetrators group in cross-sectional surveys are
not usually identical. The comparison of age at first victimisation and first
offence would at least have to be restricted to respondents who are both
victims and perpetrators. Applying this to the sample used here shows that
for the various forms of offences, victimisation preceded perpetration in at
least 40 percent of cases; it is rarer for the two to come in the opposite or-
der or at the same age. Thus, experience of victimisation seems to precede
offending rather than the other way round.

Prevalence rates and age at first victimisation for various of-
fences (percent or means)

Lifetime
prevalence

12-
month
preva-
lence

Incidence
in past 12
months

Victims:
at least 5
offences

in past 12
months

Overall:
at least 5
offences

in past 12
months

Age at
first vic-

timis-
ation

Age at
first of-
fence

robbery 10.6 4.8 2.60 12.6 0.6 11.53 13.30

extortion 5.9 2.6 3.46 21.5 0.6 11.68 13.57

sexual assault 2.2 1.0 4.59 26.2 0.3 11.98 13.55

aggravated assault 5.4 3.2 3.31 19.3 0.6 12.76 13.71

assault 20.1 11.1 3.08 18.1 2.0 12.23 12.85

violence 30.5 16.8 4.21 23.3 3.9 11.74 12.81

There is a marked gender gap with regard to both prevalence rates and the
age at first victimisation, as shown in Figure 4.1. With the exception of
sexual assault, male respondents experienced the various forms of violent
offences significantly more frequently than girls in the past twelve
months. At least one violent offence in the past twelve months was report-
ed by 20.2 percent of boys compared with 13.0 percent of girls. However,
the first experience of violence tends to come at a somewhat earlier age
for girls than for boys, at least with regard to extortion, aggravated assault
and assault. This could be a milieu effect: Girls who experience violence

Table 4.2
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may grow up more frequently in social milieus where physical violence is
more widespread. Confrontation with violence then tends to come at an
earlier age. With boys, in contrast, experience of violence is not concen-
trated on such milieus, but is an experience that belongs to the world of
male children and adolescents across all groups. Where boys and girls be-
come victims of violence, there is scarcely any difference with regard to
frequency: 23.8 percent of male victims and 22.4 percent of female vic-
tims reported having experienced five or more violent offences. An excep-
tion is experience of sexual assault, where substantially more male victims
than female victims stated they had been assaulted on repeated occasions
(65.0 percent versus 17.8 percent). Boys are thus significantly less fre-
quently exposed to sexual assault; when they are, however, in most cases
it is on multiple occasions.

Prevalence rates and age at first victimisation for various of-
fences, by gender (percent or means; *differences significant at p
< .05)
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The differences in victimisation rates between the various ethnic groups
are not as pronounced as the gender differences (Figure 4.2). Comparing
German respondents against respondents with a migrant background, the
percentages who have experienced at least one violent offence are 16.2
percent versus 17.6 percent. The rates are also similar if sexual assault is
looked at separately (1.0 percent versus 1.1 percent). Looking at the data
for specific ethnic groups, more differences in violence rates can be found.
Migrants from Asian countries have the lowest prevalence rate for assault

Fig. 4.1
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(including sexual assault) in the past year, and migrants from countries of
the former Yugoslavia the highest; sexual assault is experienced most fre-
quently by African adolescents. Prevalence rates for the two largest mi-
grant groups living in Germany – Turkish students and students from
countries of the former Soviet Union (SU) – are equal to those for their
German schoolmates. Figure 4.2 additionally shows the percentage of mi-
grants who have experienced racially motivated assaults (hate crimes) at
least once in their life.6 This type of offence was included in a question-
naire module addressed solely to migrants (cf. Baier et al. 2010, p. 41ff).
Of all migrants, 2.2 percent said they had been injured this way in their
lifetime to date. Once again adolescents from countries of the former Yu-
goslavia have the highest prevalence rates while Polish adolescents rarely
experienced this kind of violent behaviour.

Prevalence rates of various offences by migrant background (in
percent)
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The offences were described in the questionnaire in such a way that com-
parison is possible with data on offences in the Police Crime Statistics.
Among other information, the Police Crime Statistics state the number of
adolescent (age 14 to 17) victims of criminal offences and in particular vi-
olent offences. The way the data are collected is nonetheless not fully
compatible: In self-report studies, respondents ultimately decide how they

Fig. 4.2

6 The question in the questionnaire was “I was hit and injured because I am not a na-
tive German.”.
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classify a given experience; the classification of criminal acts in the Police
Crime Statistics is the responsibility of police officers largely working to
objective criteria. The Police Crime Statistics do not have a standardised
classification for extortion; hence no comparison is made with regard to
this form of offence.7 Comparison of reported crime and self-report data
shows that prevalence rates are at least four times higher in self-report da-
ta. Aggravated assault is reported to police by only 0.77 percent of adoles-
cents, whereas in the survey, 3.2 percent said they had experienced such
an injury. The discrepancy is particularly large for rape, which is stated 20
times as often in the self-report survey as it is reported to the police. For
robbery, too, there is a considerable difference between the two sources.
The key factor in the discrepancy between reported and unreported crime
is reporting behaviour. Not all offences committed are reported to or dis-
covered by the police. People appear to be least inclined to report offences
in the case of violent sexual offences. As victims’ reporting behaviour was
asked about in the survey, these assumptions can be empirically investigat-
ed (see below).

Prevalence rates for various offences in the Police Crime Statis-
tics and in the 2007/2008 schools survey (in percent)8
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Fig. 4.3

7 Extortion is recorded in the Police Crime Statistics under both category 6100 (ex-
tortion) and category 2100 (robbery, extortion accompanied by violence, and as-
sault on motorists with intent to rob).

8 As respondents were asked in the questionnaire to state victimisation experienced in
the past twelve months (i.e. in 2006 and 2007), the figures were taken from the Po-
lice Crime Statistics for 2006 and 2007.
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Spotlight 1: School violence

The school is a special social space for adolescents. They spend a substan-
tial part of their day there, are mostly together with others of their own age
but are almost constantly under adult supervision. On the one hand it
should therefore come as no surprise that when peers of the same age are
frequently together, conflicts can arise that may be played out with vio-
lence. On the other hand, the adult supervision ought to prevent such con-
flicts from taking a serious course. Physical assault represents only one
part of the potential forms of escalation. Damage to property, theft and
more subtle types of aggression (such as relational aggression) also play a
part. To take in the full range of aggressive acts, five school-related forms
of victimisation were asked about, including victimisation by teachers as
well as by schoolmates:

• Physical violence: This was covered by answers relating to two items:
“I was intentionally hit or kicked by schoolmates” and “Schoolmates
blackmailed me or forced me to hand over money or things.”

• Damage to property: Pupils were asked here to answer how frequently
“schoolmates deliberately damaged their things.”

• Relational aggression: Three items in the questionnaire relate to this
form of aggression (“Schoolmates teased me or said bad things about
me”, “I was excluded from common activities because schoolmates
wanted it that way” and “Schoolmates acted as if I was not there and
deliberately ignored me”).

• Mental violence by teachers: Pupils were asked if they were made a
laughing stock in front of schoolmates or if a teacher had been really
mean to them.

• Physical violence by teachers: Pupils were asked here if they had been
“hit by a teacher”.

The answers were intended to relate to the past half school year and could
be given on a scale from ‘never’ to ‘more than once a week’. If a form of
aggression was measured across several items, the maximum was record-
ed.9 Figure 4.4 shows the proportion of adolescents who experienced the
various forms of violence at most several times a month and the propor-
tion of adolescents who experienced that at least once a week. An overall

9 For example, if a pupil was teased but not excluded, the answer for teasing was
recorded in the relational aggression index.
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bullying index is also shown, stating how many adolescents experienced at
least one form of violence (from peers, not from teachers).

A total of 21.3 percent of respondents said that they were exposed to
physical violence, with about one in 80 pupils (1.2 percent) saying that
they had such experiences more frequently (at least once a week). Damage
to property was less frequently and relational forms of aggression were
significantly more frequent. Over half of all pupils were subjected to at
least one form of violence in the past half school year, with 5.8 percent
exposed to frequent bullying. At an average class size of 20, this means
that on average there is one bullying victim per class. Attacks by teachers
are likewise no exception, although they mostly take verbal form: 37.6
percent of pupils said they had experienced verbal denigration (mental vi-
olence), while 2.4 percent reported physical violence.

Prevalence rates for school violence (in percent)
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Physical forms of violence occur more frequently at lower school types
(Hauptschule) than higher school types (grammar school/Gymnasium).
However, pupils at higher school types more frequently reported having
been victims of relational aggression (by schoolmates or teachers). A simi-
lar effect can be observed for gender: Girls experience physical violence
significantly less frequently than boys but show a higher prevalence of re-
lational aggression by schoolmates.

 
Spotlight 2: Parental violence

In addition to victimisation in school, the survey also provides information
on experiences of violence in the family, dealt out by the parents. Pupils

Fig. 4.4
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were asked to say if their father or mother showed any of the behaviours
in Figure 4.5 before they reached the age of twelve; the items are based on
the conflict-tactic scale according to Strauss (1979). The various forms of
violence are asked about separately for the father and the mother; in the
following, however, the two items are combined by taking the maximum
response, i.e. if a pupil experienced violence from the father but not from
the mother, the answer for the father is included.10 The frequency was
scored on a scale from 1 (never) to 6 (several times a week). As choices
upwards of 4 (several times a month) were selected very rarely, Figure 4.5
only distinguishes between sporadic (once or twice) and recurring (three
times or more) experience of violence. The various forms of violence are
compiled into two index values. The ‘minor violence’ index comprises the
first three items and the ‘severe violence’ index the remaining three. Once
again, the maximum value was coded in each case. In other words, if a
pupil only received a clip around the ear but not rough grappling or throw-
ing of an object, the value for the clip around the ear was included in the
index.

Childhood experience of various forms of parental violence (in
percent)
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Fig. 4.5

10 The correlations between the answers in relation to respondents’ mothers and
those in relation to their fathers are at least .40 (Person’s r). Separate analysis by
parent gender also show that mothers and fathers display violence towards chil-
dren in almost identical ways (Baier et al. 2009, p. 53).
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As Figure 4.5 shows, the majority of respondents reported at least minor
violence in childrearing, with 56.9 percent of adolescents saying they had
experienced such violence, mostly in the form of a clip around the ear or
being roughly handled. Somewhat more adolescents reported one or two
acts than more frequent incidents. No less than one in seven adolescents
(15.3 percent) experienced severe violence in childhood, with 6.4 percent
experiencing such violence at least three times.

Male and female respondents do not differ concerning intrafamilial ex-
perience of violence. Both sexes reported both minor and severe parental
violence with equal frequency. There are pronounced differences, how-
ever, between ethnic groups: While only 11.4 percent of native Germans
reported having experienced severe parental violence at least once, the
equivalent figure for students with migrant backgrounds is more than
twice as high at 25.2 percent. The lowest rates can be found for Northern
and Western European adolescents (15.9 percent) while Asiatic, African
and Turkish adolescents have particularly frequent experience of such vio-
lence (above 27 percent).

There is a close correspondence between being a victim of violence in
the family and being subject to violent victimisation elsewhere. This con-
nection is even stronger for female respondents than for male respondents,
confirming findings that the experience of parental violence generally ap-
pears to have more serious consequences for girls (for example with re-
gard to the risk of becoming perpetrators of violence themselves; cf. Baier
2011). Girls with more frequent (at least 3 times) experience of severe
parental violence in childhood have a higher violent victimisation rate in
terms of criminal offences than boys (38.6 versus 34.2 percent); these
rates are also at least twice as high as for respondents without experience
of parental violence (10.2 percent for girls, 18.4 percent for boys). The
connection is likewise confirmed for school violence, although in this case
girls subjected to intrafamilial violence do not attain the same level as
boys. Various reasons can be put forward why victims of violence tend to
become repeat victims. One possible explanation is that adolescents who
experience violence at home seek out friends and free time activities with
a certain affinity to violence. It is also possible that the experience of vio-
lence shapes the personality in such a way (with low self-esteem and
timidity) that perpetrators preferentially seek out such individuals as vic-
tims.
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Trends in violent victimisation

According to the Police Crime Statistics, the number of adolescents who
became victims of violent crime increased significantly between 1997 and
2005, from 32,423 to 39,432, but then decreased again to 30,953 in
2010.11 As the number of adolescents in Germany decreased between
2005 and 2010, it is not accurate to compare absolute victim numbers. In-
stead, these must be placed in relation to the number of adolescents, which
is done by stating the number of victims per 100,000 population – in this
case the number of adolescents becoming victims of a criminal offence per
100,000 of the same age group. The number of victims per 100,000 rose
from 886.5 (1997) to 1,019.3 (2005) and then decreased only slightly up
to 2010 (955.8). Victimisation risk thus increased between 1997 and 2005
for adolescents in Germany regardless of how the figures are looked at.
These two years have been chosen for analysis because the trend sample
surveys were carried out in 1998 and 2005/2006 to collate twelve-month
prevalence figures that consequently related to the years 1997 and
2004/2005. Looking at individual violent offences, however, the conclu-
sion that there has been a general rise in victimisation risk cannot be main-
tained: For robbery-related offences, the number of victims per 100,000
decreased over the period in question (from 381.8 to 291.0); there has only
been an increase in the number of victims per 100,000 for rape (from 41.5
to 51.9) and aggravated assault (from 457.3 to 673.2).12

The self-report survey findings (which only relate to four towns and
cities) contradict the trends in the Police Crime Statistics in several ways
(Figure 4.6). Firstly, the percentage of adolescents who have experienced
at least one violent offence in the past year has decreased from 21.4 per-
cent to 19.1 percent. Secondly, both for sexual assault and aggravated as-
sault, victimisation rates prove to be broadly constant with no perceptible
increase. Thirdly, prevalence rate for assaults shows only a slight increase
from 11.8 percent to 12.9 percent. Fourthly, prevalence rates for robbery
fell even more steeply on the basis of the self-report survey data than in
the reported statistics (from 6.5 percent to 4.1 percent). Generally speak-

4.3.2

11 In the Police Crime Statistics, the violent crime category covers murder and
manslaughter, rape, robbery, and aggravated assault; this only partly corresponds
with the violent offences covered in the survey of students.

12 Assaults, which are not classified as violent crime in the Police Crime Statistics,
likewise shows an increase (from 811.0 to 1,275.7).
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ing, the self-report survey findings allow a less dramatic picture to be
painted than do the Police Crime Statistics. Youth violence remains broad-
ly constant or is on a slight decreasing trend; there is no sign of any sharp
increases. These discrepancies between official crime statistics and self-re-
port survey data can largely be explained by trends in reporting behaviour
(see below).

Prevalence rates for various offences, by survey year in percent;
LP: lifetime prevalence; 12-MP: 12-month prevalence; * differ-
ences significant at p < .05)
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With regard to school violence, comparison of the survey years shows on-
ly a slight decrease in relational forms of aggression (cf. Baier 2008, p.
29ff). Experience of parental violence, on the other hand, shows a signifi-
cant decrease: In 1998, 59.1 percent of adolescents said they had experi-
enced minor or severe parental violence in childhood, in 2005/2006 the
figure was down to 48.2 percent (Baier 2008, p. 50). Both German and mi-
grant families display declining trends. The improvement is largely re-
stricted to minor forms of violence, however; there are only small (in-
significantly) differences between severe forms of violence reported in
2005/2006 and in 1998 respectively. The finding that there has been a de-
crease in parental violence (and especially minor forms of violence) is in
line with surveys among other age groups. For example, comparison of
two victim surveys representative of the German population (age 16 to 40)
in 1992 and 2011 shows nonviolent childrearing to have increased from
26.4 percent to 52.1 percent (minor violence down from 58.4 percent to

Fig. 4.6
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36.0 percent; severe violence from 15.2 percent to 11.9 percent).13 A de-
crease in the experience of parental violence also emerges on analysis of
the various age groups from the 2011 victimisation survey (Pfeiffer 2012).

Analysis of the trend sample can also rebut two further assumptions
about changes in youth violence: Firstly, there are no indications that ado-
lescents are showing greater brutality today when they exercise violence.
In fact, the opposite trend applies. In cases of assault, the number of vic-
tims who have to seek medical attention for their injuries is decreasing (cf.
Baier 2008, p. 24). The second assumption is that girls are now more fre-
quently involved in violence, not only as victims but also as perpetrators.
The data show on this point that both the victimisation and offense rates
are falling both for boys and for girls, with the gender gap remaining
largely constant (see Baier 2008, p. 22 and 29).

Phenomenological description of assaults and of reporting
behaviour

In order to describe characteristics and circumstances of youth violence in
detail, adolescents who had become victims of violence were asked to re-
port various details on the most recent victimisation. This was done solely
with regard to violent criminal offences.

As Table 4.3 shows, only up to a quarter of such violent crime takes
place at school or on the way to school; with sexual assault this is very
rare indeed. Almost half of all sexual assault takes place at home/at rela-
tives and at friends, i.e. in places which should actually be sheltered sur-
roundings. This is in line with findings of a victimisation survey on sexual
abuse among children and adolescents conducted by the Criminological
Research Institute of Lower Saxony in 2011: Of all victims of sexual
abuse with physical contact, over three quarters of respondents reported
the perpetrator to be a (male) relative or acquaintance (Stadler et al. 2012,
p. 36).

A relatively large proportion of youth violence takes place elsewhere. It
is not possible to give detailed information on where such violence took
place because respondents were not given an opportunity to provide this
information. It can be inferred from another survey that the locations in-

4.3.3

13 Identical items were used for parental violence in the two survey years.
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volved include public spaces such as roads, squares, playgrounds and
parks (see Baier et al. 2010a, p. 44).

Selected characteristics of the most recently experienced of-
fence (in percent)

robbery
(N=957)

extortion
(N=438)

sexual
assault
(N=211)

aggravat-
ed assauls
(N=527)

assault
(N=3579)

Location of assault

School/on way to school 21.8 24.9 7.5 14.3 25.4

At home/relatives 8.1 5.6 21.0 3.8 9.5

Friends 3.3 2.8 24.5 1.8 3.9

Public transport 14.3 18.4 4.0 15.9 9.5

Elsewhere 52.5 48.2 43.0 64.1 51.7

Male perpetrator(s)  90.6 88.1 94.7 90.3 85.0

Individual perpetra-
tor  44.1 41.2 76.8 20.3 59.8

Age of perpetra-
tor(s) between 14
and 18

 70.6 66.3 41.3 61.1 70.6

Familiarity of
perpetrator(s)

Unknown 60.8 46.1 27.5 52.4 37.7

Known, first offence 31.9 43.5 52.7 36.3 46.4

Known, repeat offence 7.4 10.4 19.8 11.3 15.9

Origin of
perpetrator(s)

German 44.4 42.6 59.3 38.3 55.6

Turkey 26.3 27.8 14.9 30.4 20.4

Former SU 8.8 8.8 2.6 11.7 8.7

Other 20.6 20.8 23.2 19.6 15.4

Offence pho-
tographed/
videoed

 2.9 1.1 9.1 9.1 4.1

Monetary loss

No loss 16.2 44.7 92.3 83.1 92.2

Small loss (up to €25) 29.2 35.5 2.9 6.2 4.1

Medium loss (up to €100) 26.4 11.4 3.3 6.6 2.6

Large loss (€100 or more) 28.2 8.4 1.4 4.1 1.2

Bodily injury

No injury 76.5 77.4 45.6 5.3 6.3

Slight injury (no medical
attention) 18.4 15.6 40.3 32.8 66.6

Medium injury (medical at-
tention) 4.4 5.6 11.2 43.7 23.5

Severe injury (hospitalised) 0.7 1.4 2.9 18.2 3.6

Told someone else

Yes 91.2 82.8 84.8 90.2 88.3

Of which: parents 73.8 56.0 34.1 57.6 56.5

Of which: friends 75.7 76.2 88.8 82.8 81.4

Of which: teachers 15.5 10.6 17.3 18.4 17.6

Reported to police  40.2 18.8 18.0 36.8 18.9

Table 4.3
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The majority of perpetrators are male. Regardless of the form of violence,
about nine out of ten perpetrators were of male gender. Individual perpe-
trators are most frequent in the case of violent sexual offences and least
frequent in the case of aggravated assault. A majority of perpetrators were
in the adolescent age group (between the ages of 14 and 18) at the time of
the offence; a higher proportion of older perpetrators is only seen for vio-
lent sexual offences.

There are likewise major differences between the different forms of of-
fence with regard to the familiarity and origin of perpetrators. With the
majority of sexual assaults the perpetrator is known and in a particularly
large number of cases will already have assaulted the victim in the past.
The majority of robberies, on the other hand, are carried out by unknown
perpetrators. Compared with the percentage of the sample accounted for
by migrants (27.4 percent), the responses on the presumed origin of perpe-
trators indicate disproportionate involvement by migrants, with the pro-
portion of perpetrators with a presumed migrant background ranging from
40.7 percent to 61.7 percent. Analysing the self-report data on violence,
the offender rates are consistently higher for almost all migrant groups,
and in some cases substantially higher than for native Germans (cf. Baier
et al. 2009, p. 70), hence it can be inferred from victims’ responses that
migrants in Germany are more readily inclined to violence than Germans;
at the same time, however, this greater inclination is not in evidence for all
offences (cf. Baier/Pfeiffer 2009, Rabold/Baier 2011).

There are major differences between the various forms of offence with
regard to their direct financial and physical consequences. In the case of
assaults the monetary loss tends to be small, whereas with robberies more
than one in four offences results in a loss of at least €100. At the same
time, robbery or extortion tend more rarely to have major physical conse-
quences. It is mostly assaults involving that necessitate hospitalisation.
The impacts of assaults on well-being were not asked about; such impacts
can be explored indirectly in the section of this paper addressing further
consequences of victimisation. One possible consequence is that victims
become re-victimised when pictures or videos of the assault are distribut-
ed. However, this appears to be relatively rare. Only sexual assault and ag-
gravated assault, a substantial fraction of victims (9.1 percent) reported the
assault being photographed or videoed.

A majority of victims subsequently turn to trusted individuals; almost
nine out of ten report having done this, regardless of the type of offence.
Reasons for not doing so were not asked in the survey. Findings from an-
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other schools survey show that adolescents who do not speak to someone
often do not consider the victimisation to have been serious (Baier et al.
2009a, p. 89). The first port of call for victims comprises friends, especial-
ly where experience of sexual assault is involved. Victims turn to parents
especially infrequently when it comes to sexual assault and especially fre-
quently in cases of robbery. Teachers can be rated as trusted individuals
only for a small fraction of adolescents. On average, one in six or one in
seven victims of violence turn to teachers in order to tell someone what
they have experienced.

The last topic covered in Table 4.3 is reporting behaviour. Adolescents
who were victims of a violent assault were asked to say if the most recent
offence was reported to the police. The purpose of choosing the most re-
cent offence is because details are likely to be relatively fresh in the vic-
tim’s memory. For all types of offence, the number of unreported incidents
is higher than the number of reported incidents. Reporting rates are espe-
cially high for robbery (40.2 percent) and aggravated assault (36.8 per-
cent) and only half as high for sexual assault (18.0 percent), extortion
(18.8 percent) and assault (18.9 percent). Discrepancies between reported
and self-report victimisation rates in Figure 4.3 can be partly explained by
these findings on reporting behaviour. The discrepancy between the two
sources is only disproportionate for robbery. It is possible that there is a
heightened tendency for incidents to be classified as robbery in the school
pupils survey that would not be so classified on legal examination, for ex-
ample because of the minor nature of the incident. Interestingly, sexual as-
sault has the largest discrepancy between the two data sources but the low-
est reporting rate. The opposite is true for aggravated assault.

Based on the repeated survey it is also possible to draw conclusions on
trends in reporting behaviour. Four of the five offences show an increase
in reporting rates (not: extortion), with the strongest rise for violent sexual
offences (from 9.8 to 17.3 percent) and robberies (from 34.3 to 49.4 per-
cent; aggravated assault: from 21.6 to 23.5 percent, assault: from 14.8 to
19.7 percent). Across all violent offences, no less than nearly 12 percent
more offences were brought to the attention of the police in 2005/2006 (an
increase from 19.4 percent to 21.7 percent). From a constant or decreasing
number of unreported offences, then, an increasing proportion of offences
is being reported, and by definition this means a rise in reported crime in
the official statistics. The increases in violent crime identified in the Police
Crime Statistics thus at least partly reflect previously unreported crime be-
ing reported (as a result of a greater inclination to go to the police). The
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schools survey data thus provide an important example of how changes in
reported crime statistics may relate to reporting rates and conceal true
trends.

As reporting behaviour is central to the assessment of the Police Crime
Statistics, determinants of reporting were additionally subjected to multi-
variate logistic regression analysis (cf. Backhaus et al. 2003). Results of
this analysis are presented in Table 4.4. The coefficients indicate whether
a factor is associated with enhanced (values greater than 1) or reduced in-
clination to report an incident to the police (values less than 1). The first
model includes only the type of offence and confirms that extortion, sexu-
al assault and assault are reported significantly less frequently than rob-
beries. These differences do not disappear in Model II, where other char-
acteristics of an offence are controlled for; i.e. the greater inclination to re-
port robbery is not solely a result of the greater monetary loss. Why rob-
bery is more frequently reported cannot therefore ultimately be answered
from the data; the reporting rates for the remaining types of offence, on
the other hand, are bunched together, as can be seen from the similar coef-
ficients in Model II. The greater inclination to report aggravated assault is
thus attributable to the more severe harm inflicted.

Incidents at home or at relatives or friends are significantly less fre-
quently reported than assaults at school, on public transport or elsewhere.
Male and known offenders run a lesser risk of being reported, as do indi-
vidual offenders and adolescent offenders. Offenders with a migrant back-
ground are more frequently reported, and most of all those with an ‘other’
origin. Additional analyses shows that the combination of ethnicities in-
volved is also crucial: The highest reporting rate is seen where non-Ger-
man offenders come up against a German victim (cf. Baier et al. 2009, p.
45f). Reasons for the greater risk of being reported faced by non-German
offenders could be that victims see less opportunities for reaching agree-
ment on informal terms; possibly, they desire that individuals who are
‘guests’ in Germany be sanctioned for their delinquent behaviour.

Assaults resulting in greater material loss or physical injury are signifi-
cantly more frequently reported. Incidents that are photographed or
videoed are likewise more likely to be reported. It is possible that victims
do not want pictures to be circulated.

The final model (Model III) additionally included socio-demographic
variables of the victim. The coefficients show that different groups of
pupils differ significantly in their reporting behaviour. Male victims and
victims with migrant backgrounds less frequently report incidents to the
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police. This could be because these groups have less confidence in the po-
lice (cf. Baier et al. 2010, p. 141) and expect to achieve little by pressing
charges, or that their victimisation occurred in the context of violence in
which they were also involved as perpetrators, causing them to refrain
from reporting the incident to the police. It also emerges that reporting
rates are lower in southern Germany and in rural areas. The overall report-
ing rate for violent crime is about a fifth lower in southern Germany and
in rural administrative districts than in northern, western and eastern Ger-
many or in urban areas (Baier et al. 2009, p. 42). This puts a different per-
spective on the north-south and urban-rural differences seen in the Police
Crime Statistics.14

Factors determining whether an offence is reported to the po-
lice (logistic regression; coefficient: Exp(B))

   Model I Model II Model III

Violent assault

Robbery Reference Reference Reference
Extortion 0.343 *** 0.413 *** 0.413 ***

Sexual assault 0.330 *** 0.468 ** 0.419 ***

Aggravated assault 0.867  0.450 *** 0.473 ***

Assault 0.346 *** 0.366 *** 0.311 ***

Location of assault

At home/relatives   Reference Reference

School/on way to school   2.234 *** 2.260 ***

Friends   1.020  0.974  
Public transport   2.034 *** 2.020 ***

Elsewhere   1.703 ** 1.739 **

Male perpetrator(s)    0.641 *** 0.741 *

Individual perpetrator    0.851 * 0.859  

Age of perpetrator(s)

18 or older   Reference Reference

Between 14 and 18   0.653 *** 0.660 ***

Under 14   0.705  0.710  

Familiarity of perpetrator(s)

Unknown   Reference Reference

Known, first assault   0.593 *** 0.591 ***

Known, repeat assault   0.571 *** 0.550 ***

Table 4.4

14 See Baier and Hanslmaier in this volume.
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   Model I Model II Model III

Origin of perpetrator(s)

German   Reference Reference

Turkey   1.136  1.154  
Former SU   1.065  1.167  
Other   1.497 *** 1.545 ***

Offence photographed/
videoed    1.775 *** 1.761 **

Monetary loss

No loss   Reference Reference

Small loss (up to €25)   0.597 *** 0.616 **

Medium loss (up to €100)   1.285  1.308 *

Large loss (€100 or more)   3.322 *** 3.292 ***

Bodily injury

No injury   Reference Reference
Slight injury (no medical
attention)   0.841  0.852  
Medium injury (medical
attention)   3.506 *** 3.508 ***

Severe injury (hospi-
talised)   5.118 *** 5.198 ***

Gender: Male      0.792 *

Origin: Migrant      0.800 **

Home surroundings: Rural      0.795 **

Home region: Southern Ger-
many      0.841 *

Number of cases  5566  5566  5566  
Nagelkerk’s R²  .059  .226  .233  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Regional differences in violent victimisation

Analysis of the 2007/2008 schools survey not only reveals regional varia-
tion in reporting rates; victimisation rates in general likewise show a broad
range across the 61 areas included. The total violent victimisation rate was
only 9.6 percent in at least one area and 25.2 percent in at least one other
(Table 4.5). For sexual assault, there was at least one area where not one
respondent reported being a victim, whereas at least one other area
showed a rate of 2.3 percent. A very wide range also emerges for extor-
tion. The victimisation rates for the various offences correlate across the
61 areas. Where assault is more frequent, there are also more robberies,

4.3.4
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and so on. Only correlations with sexual assault are low, meaning this
form of violence is less dependent on the prevalence of other violent
crime.

Victimisation rates by area and correlation between victimisa-
tion rates across 61 areas (in percent resp. Pearson’s r)

Lowest
prevalence

area

Highest
prevalence

area

Extor-
tion

Sexual
assault

Aggravated
assault Assault

Robbery 1.3 9.4 .66*** .17 .45*** .66***

Extortion 0.3 6.2 - .28* .59*** .50***

Sexual assault 0.0 2.3 - - .33* .22

Aggravated assault 0.7 5.3 - - - .56***

Assault 7.5 16.6 - - - -

Violence 9.6 25.2 - - - -

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

It is not yet possible conclusively to identify the factors behind these area
to area differences due to insufficient data. It would doubtless be neces-
sary to systematically survey the work of the police, social workers and
others involved in violence prevention and to link the results to victimisa-
tion rates. Another point open to discussion is the suitability of analysis at
the level of administrative districts. Can administrative districts or towns
and cities really influence their citizens’ behaviour as regards violence?
This appears a legitimate question because administrative districts are un-
likely to be internally heterogeneous. Towns and communities within a
mixed urban-rural administrative division are likely to differ with regard
to violence rates just like districts and neighbourhoods within a city. It is
not without reason that the investigation of macrosocial units has focused
in recent years on urban districts and neighbourhoods (cf. e.g. Sampson et
al. 1997, Oberwittler 2004, Rabold/Baier 2009). Neighbourhoods are
places where children and adolescents spend their time and which can thus
have a socialising influence; the greater the regional unit, the weaker their
socialising influence is likely to be (cf. Nonnenmacher 2007).

Table 4.6 nonetheless shows the aggregate correlations between various
indicators describing the social and economic structure of the 61 areas and
the victimisation rates in those areas. Data relating to the economic envi-
ronment are seen to be only weakly related to violence: While a high un-
employment rate correlates with higher rates of robbery and extortion,

Table 4.5
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there are no further relationships to be found either for unemployment
rates or for average income. A large share of migrants15 is related with
higher rates of aggravated assault but, once again, further relationships are
not evident for this indicator. The largest number of relationships all point-
ing in the same direction is for the proportion of single parents and for so-
cial cohesion. Both of these indicators are aggregated out of the schools
survey data. The adolescents were asked if they currently live with one
parent (father alone, mother alone or alternately with the mother or father)
or with both parents together. With regard to cohesion, the pupils were
presented five statements such as ‘People in my neighbourhood help each
other’16; higher values stand for greater perceived social cohesion. It can
be seen that higher victimisation rates are observed where there is a large
proportion of single parents and low social cohesion. This speaks in
favour of control theory considerations: Where social control is weak on
account of structural constraints (less frequently two parents performing
childrearing and supervision) or sociocultural circumstances (little mutual
interest due to low cohesion), there are more opportunities for offenders to
be violent. Although these findings require confirmation from multivariate
analysis including other potential explanatory factors, they indicate that it
is possible for relationships with individual behaviour to be meaningfully
interpreted for larger units; somewhat greater attention should therefore be
paid in future to investigating the influence of regional characteristics both
on victimisation and offender rates.17

Correlations between victimisation rates and various area indi-
cators (Pearson’s r)

Unemploy-
ment rate

(2006/2007)

Average income
(2006)

Proportion
of single
parents

Proportion
of migrants Cohesion

Robbery .30* -.19 .40** -.01 -.37**

Extortion .37** -.15 .54*** .08 -.54***

Sexual assault -.03 .16 .19 .20 -.11

Table 4.6

15 The share of migrants relates to ninth-graders and is aggregated from the survey
data.

16 Cronbach’s alpha for the scale is .78 (cf. Baier 2011a, p. 56 for exact wording of
all items).

17 The same incidentally also applies to the influence of other contexts such as
school and school class. As school violence is not the focus of this paper, potential
school-related factors in violent victimisation are not presented here.
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Unemploy-
ment rate

(2006/2007)

Average income
(2006)

Proportion
of single
parents

Proportion
of migrants Cohesion

Aggravated assault .10 .04 .39** .43** -.39**

Assault .23 -.19 .34** -.03 -.23

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Determinants of violent victimisation

Investigation of the factors influencing violent victimisation using a cross-
sectional survey faces a central problem: Victimisation and offending are
reported in some cases by the same population. The investigation of the
factors influencing victimisation is thus simultaneously an investigation of
the factors influencing offending. Using data from the 2007/2008 schools
survey, the overlap between victims and offenders with regard to criminal
offences can be illustrated. In the twelve months before the survey, 24.7
percent of all students perpetrated or fell victim to some form of violent
offence. 11.2 percent of respondents were exclusively victims and 8.0 per-
cent were exclusively offenders; 5.5 percent of adolescents were both vic-
tims and offenders. The ratio between both groups varies from offence to
offence, but for all offences there is a group of adolescents, of varying size
(between 0.1 percent and 3.8 percent), who were both victims and offend-
ers. While it is not necessary to exclude this group when analysing the fac-
tors influencing victimisation, it does need to be analysed separately.

Including adolescents who were both victims and offenders adds a fur-
ther problem: To the extent that physical violence is a domain of male
adolescents, this group includes a disproportionate number of male re-
spondents. Looking at violent behaviour as a whole, the number of boys in
the group of school pupils who were neither victims nor offenders is 45.8
percent; in the victims only group it is 54.6 percent, whereas in the victims
and offenders group it is 76.5 percent. For sexual assault, on the other
hand, the victims only group contains scarcely any male adolescents (12.3
percent), while the victims and offenders group consists almost entirely of
boys (80.8 percent); at the same time, this group is so small in number (21
pupils) that detailed analysis does not appear meaningful. For this reason,
the focus in the descriptive analysis that follows is on boys when looking
at violent behaviour as a whole and on girls when dealing with sexual as-
sault (excluding those respondents who were both victims and offenders).

4.3.5.
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There is far less agreement among criminological researchers regarding
the factors relating to violent victimisation than regarding the factors relat-
ing to violent offending. One of the few criminological approaches to sup-
ply possible explanations for victimisation is routine activities theory (Co-
hen/Felson 1979). This directs attention simultaneously at offenders, vic-
tims and the situations in which they encounter each other. Three factors
are needed for an assault to be committed: Firstly, a motivated offender,
secondly, a suitable target or opportunity and, thirdly, the lack of a
guardian or preventing circumstances. Cohen and Felson (1979) set out
their thoughts in further detail by the example of violent offences: A com-
bination of greater prosperity and shorter working hours means that more
and more people go out in their free time (most of all in the evening). This
includes spending time in places such as bars and discos where potential
offenders are more likely to be encountered and there is less social control.
By going to such places, victims expose themselves to a greater risk of as-
sault and so take an ‘active’ part in the victimisation process. People for
whom it is less important to go to such places or do not frequent them for
other reasons have a lesser victimisation risk.

Engagement with a range of free time activities should therefore be
looked at when investigating influencing factors of victiimsation. In addi-
tion, as the analysis presented further above already indicated, earlier vic-
timisation influences later victimisation. For these reasons, the factors
shown in Table 4.7 are to be investigated with regard to their relationship
with victimisation.

Factors included with regard to family make-up consist of growing up
with only one parent (15 percent of respondents) and experience of severe
parental violence in childhood (likewise 15 percent of respondents). These
variables as well as cohesion have already been presented. It should be
noted that the cohesion variable is recoded for the analysis; as risk factors
for victimisation are under investigation here and it is assumed that a low
level of cohesion in the neighbourhood raises the risk of assault.

Responses are collected for four variables relating to leisure time activi-
ties and lifestyle. The adolescents were first asked if they spend time go-
ing to bars, discos, etc.; 73 percent said yes. Secondly, they were asked
about their affiliation with delinquent groups of friends; 65 percent of the
adolescents said they knew at least one such friend. Contact with such
groups of friends ought to increase the risk of involvement in violent en-
counters. Thirdly, respondents were asked if they had played truant for at
least one day in the last half school year (27 percent of respondents). As
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truants usually avoid home and spend their time instead at places where
there is less adult supervision, they are likely to face greater risk of violent
victimisation. Fourthly, the survey asked about binge drinking, which 54
percent of the school students said they had engaged in at least once in the
preceding 30 days. Excess alcohol intake releases inhibitions, which in
turn goes hand in hand with greater exposure to violence.

The effect of two personality factors also requires investigation. Ac-
cording to self-control theory (Gottfredson/Hirschi 1990), low self-control
ought to go with heightened risk not only of offending but also of victimi-
sation. Risk seeking was asked about as a dimension of low self-control.
People who advocate violence more than others are also likely to be more
frequently involved in violent encounters in the context of which they also
become subject to victimisation.

Items and descriptive statistics for influencing variables

Items Response categories Mean Standard
deviation

Growing up with
single parent Individuals currently lived with

0: With both biological par-
ents, with mother and partner
or with father and partner;
1:With mother alone, with
father alone or alternately
with mother and father

0.15 0.36

Childhood expe-
rience of severe
parental violence

Struck with object, punched/
kicked, thrashed/beaten up at
least once by mother or father
before age 12

0: No; 1: Yes 0.15 0.36

Low neighbour-
hood cohesion

Five items, e.g. “There is often
conflict between neighbours
where I live” (Cronbach’s al-
pha = .78)

1: Not true; 4: Exactly true 2.04 0.68

Time spent every
day going to bar,
disco etc.

Time spent on school day or at
weekend going to bar, disco,
cinema or other event

0: No; 1: Yes 0.73 0.44

Contact with at
least one delin-
quent friend

Number of friends who have
committed shoplifting, robbery,
assault, damage to property or
drugs dealing

0: No delinquent friends
1: At least one delinquent
friend

0.65 0.48

At least one day’s
truancy in last
half school year

Number of whole school days
truancy in last half school year

0: No days; 1: At least one
day 0.27 0.44

Binge drinking at
least once in last
month

Drunk five or more glasses of
alcohol in succession on at
least once occasion in past 30
days

0: No; 1: Yes 0.54 0.50

Table 4.7
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Items Response categories Mean Standard
deviation

High degree of
risk seeking

Four items, e.g. “I like to test
my limits by doing something
dangerous” (Cronbach’s alpha
= .85)

1: Not true; 4: Exactly true 2.11 0.80

High acceptance
of violence

Four items, e.g. “A bit of vio-
lence is part of having fun”
(Cronbach’s alpha = .87)

1: Not true; 4: Exactly true 1.54 0.72

Table 4.8 shows the various factors by group affiliation. The proportion of
male adolescents who have been neither victims nor perpetrators of vio-
lence in general and grow up with a single parent is 14.2 percent; signifi-
cantly higher percentages are found for male adolescents who have been
victims of violence (17.0 percent for victims only; 19.0 percent for victim-
offenders). For sexual assault, on the other hand, family composition ap-
pears to be irrelevant. For all other factors analysed, significant differ-
ences are found between the groups, and all in the direction that is to be
expected (greater prevalence among victim groups). One striking point is
that the victim-offender group has greater prevalence figures still than the
victim group, underscoring that the factors included can also affect the
likelihood of offending.

Influencing factors, by group affiliation (percent or means)

Violence: Male
respondents

Sexual assault:
Female

respondents

Neither
victim
nor of-
fender

Victim
only, not
offender

Both
victim
and of-
fender

Neither
victim
nor of-
fender

Victim
only, not
offender

Growing up with single parent 14.2 17.0 19.0 15.4 18.7

Childhood experience of severe parental violence 11.3 18.0 28.0 14.5 39.9

Low neighbourhood cohesion 1.95 2.03 2.16 2.07 2.30

Time spent every day going to bar, disco etc. 62.8 71.5 87.0 77.6 89.4

Contact with at least one delinquent friend 61.5 75.9 95.1 58.6 83.2

At least one day’s truancy in last half school year 19.2 29.0 52.6 26.2 51.8

Binge drinking at least once in last month 51.4 64.8 84.6 47.9 71.1

High degree of risk seeking 2.13 2.36 2.83 1.90 2.34

High acceptance of violence 1.56 1.66 2.33 1.32 1.73

Bold: Differences significant at p < .05

Table 4.8
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To assess which factors are especially closely related to victimisation with
the other factors taken into account, multivariate logistic regression mod-
els have been calculated, the results are presented in Table 4.9. Gender and
offending were controlled for. All independent variables were also z-stan-
dardised to make the coefficients directly comparable. The three most im-
portant factors influencing violent victimisation are seen to be violent
delinquency, contact with delinquent friends and childhood experience of
severe parental violence. The composition of the family and whether ado-
lescents frequent certain kinds of location in their free time (bars, discos,
etc.) are only weakly related to the risk of assault. The influence of accep-
tance of violence is ultimately reversed: Adolescents with strong affinity
to violence are less frequently victims. This could be connected with such
adolescents appearing particularly self-confident and thus deterring poten-
tial attackers. It also cannot be ruled out that being the target of an assault
contradicts their self-image, as a result they do not perceive assaults as
victimisation or fail to disclose them in surveys.

Factors influencing victimisation (binary logistic regression;
coefficient: Exp(B))

Model:
Violence

Model: Sexual
assault

Gender: Male 1.154 *** 0.311 ***

Offender 1.403 *** 1.142 ***

Growing up with single parent 1.047 * 1.015  
Childhood experience of severe parental violence 1.254 *** 1.370 ***

Low neighbourhood cohesion 1.075 *** 1.103  
Time spent every day going to bar, disco etc. 1.043 * 1.185 *

Contact with at least one delinquent friend 1.316 *** 1.259 **

At least one day’s truancy in last half school year 1.115 *** 1.245 ***

Binge drinking at least once in last month 1.203 *** 1.205 **

High degree of risk seeking 1.178 *** 1.301 ***

High acceptance of violence 0.948 ** 1.302 ***

Number of Cases 37416  36938  
Nagelkerke’s R² .146  .147  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

The findings on sexual assault differ in part from those on violent victimi-
sation in general. The three most important influencing factors are gender,

Table 4.9
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childhood experience of parental violence and personality traits such as
risk seeking and affinity to violence (this time in the expected direction).
Family composition and neighbourhood cohesion are not relevant. This
latter finding can be explained by the fact that sexual assault tends to take
place not in the public but in the private arena, where the controlling effect
of neighbourhood reaches its limits. The analysis speaks in favour of a
multi-causal explanation of victimisation, with particular importance be-
ing attached to intrafamilial violence. Victims within the family have a
certain likelihood of becoming victims of violent crime at a later date. At
the same time, the small size of the explained variances indicates that the
included variables only explain violent victimisation to a small degree.
Rather than speculate about further influencing factors here, it may be
more useful to highlight another point: It may not be possible to attain the
same levels of explained variance for victimisation as for delinquency for
the fundamental reason that victimisation is partly random and random
events cannot be predicted. Whereas delinquency requires a conscious act
and hence a decision by an individual to behave one way or another, vic-
timisation is something that is experienced. The victim experiences an as-
sault and is sought out by the offender possibly for the sole reason that he
or she is in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Consequences of violent victimisation

The direct financial and physical effects of victimisation have already
been addressed. The 2007/2008 schools survey also allows various other
consequences of victimisation to be investigated. Using a cross-sectional
survey, however, it cannot be said with finality that the proposed effects
are not also part of the cause. This can at least be ruled out for one aspect
because of the way the question is worded. That aspect is well-being. The
adolescents were asked to say how they felt in the last week. For the great
majority, the violent victimisation took place before the last week before
the survey (sometime in their lifetime or in the last twelve months), and to
this extent the cross-sectional data are open to causal analysis. For this
reason, the focus in the following is on mental state as a potential (longer-
term) effect of victimisation.

Well-being was measured using three sub-dimensions of the KINDL
scale for adolescents (cf. Ravens-Sieberer et al. 2007). The three dimen-
sions are physical distress, emotional distress and low self-esteem (Table

4.3.6
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4.10). Respondents were asked to make responses to various questions for
the last week on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time).18 The items in
the various scales correlate closely enough to be combined into a mean
scale. The highest mean is for low self-esteem. An overall measure for
poor well-being was also constructed from all three scales; the reliability
of this measure constructed from the three subscales can be considered ad-
equate (Cronbach’s alpha = .68).

Survey items for mental state

Items Answer
categories Mean Standard

deviation

Physical distress Four items, e.g. ‘During the past week I felt
ill’ (Cronbach’s alpha = .65)

1: Never;
5: All the
time

2.54 0.79

Emotional distress Four items, e.g. ‘During the past week I felt
alone’ (Cronbach’s alpha = .56)

1: Never;
5: All the
time

2.08 0.68

Low self-esteem
Four items, e.g. ‘During the past week I was
proud of myself’ (reverse item; Cronbach’s al-
pha = .62)

1: Never;
5: All the
time

2.78 0.78

Poor well-being
Three scales: Poor physical well-being, poor
emotional well-being and low self-esteem
(Cronbach’s alpha = .68)

1 to 5 2.47 0.59

There are significant gender differences for all three subscales and for the
aggregate scale, with girls reporting poorer well-being than boys. The con-
nection between victimisation and mental state should therefore be anal-
ysed separately for boys and girls as there are gender differences with re-
gard to the independent variable (victimisation).

Table 4.11 looks at four groups of victimised adolescents with regard to
overall experience of violence (i.e. without distinguishing separate of-
fences): Adolescents with no lifetime experience of victimisation; adoles-
cents with experience of victimisation, but more than twelve months in the
past; adolescents with infrequent experience of victimisation (a maximum
of four times) in the last twelve months; and adolescents with frequent ex-
perience of victimisation (four times or more) in the last twelve months.

Table 4.10

18 The exact wording of the questionnaire can be seen at kindl.org/cms/fragebogen.
An explorative factor analysis with all twelve items only partly confirms the theo-
retically expected factor structure. The scale is nonetheless used here as proposed
by Ravens-Sieberer et al. (2007), as this is replicated in various other studies.
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The findings are almost identical for the various subscales and for both
sexes. The poorest well-being is found for adolescents with multiple vic-
timisation experience. Significantly better well-being values are found for
the two middle groups, where no significant differences can be found. The
best well-being values are seen for adolescents without experience of vic-
timisation. Victimisation experience thus goes along with more negative
well-being on several counts (physical, emotional and in terms of self-es-
teem); adolescents subjected to repeat victimisation are particularly affect-
ed. The connection is also somewhat stronger for girls than for boys, as
shown by higher F-values across the board.
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The results for the various subscales are similar – with the low self-es-
teem dimension showing the smallest differences – the analysis in the fol-
lowing can concentrate on the overall scale. Two questions remain to be
addressed here: Do the effects of victimisation experience persist when
other factors affecting well-being are taken into account? And do the dif-
ferent types of offence have different effects on well-being?

The findings from Table 4.12 answer the first question with the help of
multivariate OLS regressions. As the coefficients shown are standardised,
they can be compared with each other and are to be interpreted as correla-
tion coefficients (ranges between 0 and 1 or –1). The first model confirms
that girls have significantly worse well-being values than boys. Experi-
ence of violence is also seen to have a significant effect.19 Interaction vari-
ables between gender and the victimisation groups were also specified.
The findings confirm that victimisation has a significantly stronger impact
on well-being for female than for male respondents; the differential effect
is relatively minor, however, and only partly persists after controlling for
other factors. This does not apply for the main effect of victimisation it-
self; i.e. victimisation can continue to be considered as significant factor in
well-being after controlling for other variables that affect well-being.
Model II includes various factors from the central socialisation domains of
family, friends and school. As the survey was not primarily designed as a
study dedicated to the explanation of well-being, no other factors are
available for analysis. Separation of parents, death of a parent or moving
home20 are associated with poorer well-being; here again, however, the ef-
fects are not very pronounced. Childhood experience of severe parental vi-
olence, lack of contact with friends and poor school grades, on the other
hand, have a significantly stronger impact on well-being.21 The impact of
victimisation is only slightly weaker than the impact of these variables.
Also, there is no longer any difference to be seen between the two groups
comprising adolescents subject to infrequent and frequent victimisation.22

19 The two middle groups were combined into one group for this analysis.
20 Respondents were asked only about moves in which they lost friends.
21 With regard to friends, respondents were asked if they have a group of friends

whom they spend time with outside school. The school performance variable com-
bined the most recent report grades in German, mathematics and history.

22 Model II once again included violent delinquency as a control variable. This
proves to have a negative effect: Offenders have slightly better well-being. Exer-
cising power over others may boost the individual’s own self-esteem, with adoles-
cents thus experiencing self-effectiveness.
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Factors influencing well-being (OLS regressions; coefficients:
beta coefficients)

Model I Model II

Gender: Female .26 *** .26 ***

No violence in lifetime to date Reference Reference

Violence in lifetime to date (maximum 4 incidents) (1) .08 *** .06 ***

Violence in last 12 months (at least 5 incidents) (2) .09 *** .07 ***

Interaction between gender and (1) .03 *** .01 *

Interaction between gender and (2) .03 *** .02 ***

Violent delinquency in lifetime to date   -.03 ***

Parental separation/divorce experienced   .04 ***

Death of parent experienced   .02 ***

Moving home experienced   .02 ***

Childhood experience of severe parental violence   .10 ***

No group of friends   .07 ***

Poor school performance   .11 ***

Number of cases 40624  40624  
R² .073  .105  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

The second question, regarding potential differences in the impact of indi-
vidual offences, is addressed by the OLS regressions shown in Table 4.13.
In models Ia to Ie the lifetime prevalence of each crime is analysed togeth-
er with gender. Lifetime prevalence figures are used because as the multi-
variate analysis in Table 4.12 confirmed, the crucial distinction is between
victims and non-victims and the number of victimisation experiences is
not ultimately the deciding factor. The coefficients for the various offences
are almost equal; a somewhat higher coefficient is only found for assault.
This is also confirmed when all forms of victimisation are included in
model II. That the strongest impact should be for assault appears some-
what surprising, this being per se the slightest form of offence compared
with all offences. An explanation may be that assault is the most
widespread form of victimisation. It is experienced across a range of pop-
ulation groups, including groups which generally have little experience of
violence. For these groups, any such experience will have a greater im-
pact. Other forms of violence may be more restricted to specific social mi-
lieus. Early experience of violence (e.g. in the family) in such milieus has

Table 4.12
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the effect that later experiences have a lesser impact on well-being, possi-
bly because the individual has become accustomed to adverse experiences
over time.

Victimisation as a factor influencing well-being (OLS regres-
sions; coefficients: beta)

Model Ia Model Ib Model Ic Model Id Model Ie Model II

Gender: Female .25 *** .25 *** .24 *** .25 *** .25 *** .25 ***

Robbery (over lifetime) .06 ***         .04 ***

Extortion (over lifetime)   .05 ***       .03 ***

Sexual assault (over lifetime)     .06 ***     .05 ***

Aggravated assault (over
lifetime)       .06 ***   .02 ***

Assault (over lifetime)         .08 *** .06 ***

Number of cases 42628 42628 42628 42628 42628 42628

R² .063 .062 .062 .062 .065 .072

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Summary and outlook

The analysis has shown that violent victimisation in adolescence is very
common. No less than one in six adolescents report falling victim to as-
sault, robbery or extortion. The majority of assaults are relatively slight;
only in cases of aggravated assault did nearly one in five victims have to
be hospitalised. It is important to reiterate that the respondents were ninth-
graders, i.e. individuals with an average age of 15. On the age-crime
curve, this is an age group with one of the highest levels of crime risk
(from both a victim and an offender perspective). Other age groups can be
expected to face lower risk of victimisation; however, representative self-
report studies that investigate violent victimisation at such a detail level
for other age groups are not yet available for Germany. A comparison of
findings from surveys carried out in different years in four towns and
cities clearly shows that the violent victimisation rate for adolescents is
slightly falling. The background to this trend has not yet been conclusively
investigated. Firstly, however, there is a demonstrable decline in intrafa-
milial violence. Secondly, an attitude of aversion to violence is becoming
increasingly widespread among adolescent groups of friends (cf. Baier

Table 4.13
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2008, p. 55ff). Thirdly, schools are also likely to have a hand in the posi-
tive trend. Most of all, the recently stepped up prevention programmes in
schools (cf. Baier et al. 2010, p. 228ff) may be one explanation for the de-
cline in violence.

The greater risk to offenders of charges being pressed and hence of po-
lice pursuit and apprehension is not to be ignored. Heightened risk of this
kind is a stronger deterrent than the level of sanctions that potential of-
fenders expect to face (cf. Hawkins/Zimring 1976). Change in reporting
rates also helps explain the trend discrepancy between reported and unre-
ported crime: Whereas the victim numbers rose in the analysis period ac-
cording to the Police Crime Statistics, victim numbers according to self-
report surveys declined or held constant. If there is a doubling of reporting
rates, as has happened in the case of sexual assault, then significantly
more offences will be reported in the official statistics while the self-report
figures stay the same. Reporting behaviour is consequently very important
in the interpretation of the Police Crime Statistics. The explanatory model
on reporting behaviour has shown that the inclination to report an offence
depends on the severity of loss or injury (the greater the severity, the more
likely an offence is to be reported), on the perpetrator (e.g., charges are
less frequently brought if the offender is of the same age as or is known to
the victim) and on the victim (e.g., male adolescents and migrants are less
likely to report an offence).

Of those violent offences investigated, sexual assault differs notably
from the other forms of violence. The proportion of offences that are unre-
ported is still expected to be largest for sexual assault despite the increased
reporting rate. The age at first victimisation is lowest for male adolescents,
while a very high proportion of boys are subject to repeat victimisation. In
many cases, this form of violence does not take place between individuals
of the same age, the majority of offenders being older individuals, in al-
most half of all cases relatives or acquaintances. It therefore comes as no
surprise that victims relatively rarely go to their parents for help. The de-
terminants and impacts of experience of sexual assault, on the other hand,
resemble those of other violent offences. A crucial influencing factor is
childhood experience of parental violence: Adolescents who report severe
violence from their parents are two to three times as likely to be victims of
violence in adolescence – in the form of sexual assault just as much as
other violent offences. Contact with delinquent peers and personality traits
such as low self-control likewise help explain violent victimisation.
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With regard to potential long-term consequences, well-being was se-
lected for analysis. It emerges very clearly that violence and victimisation
adversely affected physical and emotional well-being and, to a somewhat
lesser degree, self-esteem. The connection is closer for girls than for boys.
The recency of victimisation experience and its recurrence ultimately ap-
pear to have less of an impact on well-being. Merely the fact of experienc-
ing violence once in one’s lifetime so far is enough to significantly lower
well-being. The various types of offence show hardly any difference in
this regard: Assault reduces well-being somewhat more than other of-
fences, which may be due to assault being experienced by a larger number
of adolescents, including those with no prior experience of violence (and
for whom such an experience is then particularly salient).

Alongside these findings, the analysis also points to various issues that
should be given attention in future. Four research questions deserve brief
mention here. Firstly, a variance in victimisation rates is evident for the 61
survey areas. The rates vary with external factors that can be interpreted
with reference to control theory. It is questionable whether these findings
would hold up to multilevel analysis. This was found not to be the case
either for delinquency or right-wing extremism (cf. Baier et al. 2010, p.
190ff; Baier/Pfeiffer 2010). Therefore the question is which area-related
factors truly affect individual victimisation risk. This is also a key
question with regard to another context: The school classes and schools in-
cluded in the survey likewise differ significantly in victimisation rates; to
date, however, little attention has been paid to the potential influencing
variables at aggregate level.

A second future research topic is under what conditions crimes make
the transition from unreported to reported crime data. Various factors were
included in the present analysis, but the explained variance is remarkably
small. It may be necessary to look closer at whether victims are encour-
aged to press charges by people around them (friends, parents, etc.),
whether they had prior contact to the police, and what confidence they
have in the police. Indications that police contact and confidence in the
police can affect reporting behaviour are found by Baier et al. (2010, p.
135ff). The question of how crimes become reported can only be partly
answered by analysing reporting behaviour. It would be interesting, for ex-
ample, to carry out research on police work targeting adolescents. In what
urban districts and at what schools are the police present and can con-
tribute in catching violent offenders? How are suspects treated once
charges have been pressed? Are they actually recorded in the Police Crime
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Statistics or does some police diversion take place that results in victim
and offender not being included in the statistics?

A third research topic gone into at various points in this paper is the
double vicious circle of victimisation. Earlier victimisation experience (for
example in the family) is related to later violent victimisation; however it
also increases the risk of becoming a violent offender. Victims become
victims and victims become offenders. These vicious circles, which is on-
ly analysed on a cross-sectional basis here, needs to be subjected to more
longitudinal analysis, and especially the link between delinquency and
victimisation. Additionally, the specific mechanisms responsible for these
linkages are not yet conclusively understood. Learning theory, personality
theory, milieu-specific and other explanations are conceivable and would
have to be subjected to comparative testing. It is also particularly impor-
tant to include factors – known as resilience factors – that prevent such a
vicious circle from developing in the first place. While the findings show
that nearly twice as many (18.0 percent) of male victims of violence have
experienced violence from their parents than adolescents without experi-
ence of victimisation, the equivalent figure for the latter group is still 11.3
percent; i.e., there is a group of victims for whom intrafamilial experience
of violence is not reflected in further victimisation. It is possible that these
adolescents receive special encouragement and control in their surround-
ings (for example at school). Genetic characteristics could also provide an
possible explanation for such resilience. It will probably be revealing to
shift the focus away from cases who fail to escape the vicious circle and
towards those who do succeed in escaping it.

Fourthly, this paper focused on offences that involve physical violence.
A similarly detailed analysis of victimisation experience for other types of
offences is likely to be highly informative. This includes other types of
criminal offences such as theft and damage to property. Given the growing
public debate on cases of school bullying (and especially cyber-bullying),
investigation of these forms of aggression would also appear important for
Germany. As cyber-bullying especially represents an ongoing experience
of aggressive behaviour no longer restricted to the school context, it is
likely to have a particularly severe impact on well-being. There are as yet
no representative studies on this topic for Germany so far.
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Sexual Abuse of Children and Adolescents:
Prevalence and Trends

Lena Posch, Steffen Bieneck

Introduction

The widely debated cases of institutional sexual abuse that have come to
light in increasing numbers since early 2010 have once more brought the
issue to general notice and highlighted the need for up-to-date figures on
the prevalence and experience of abuse in childhood and adolescence.
Alongside absolute prevalence rates, a major focus of current debate is on
changes in prevalence over time.

Internationally, statistics from various institutions show decreasing rates
of reported child sexual abuse since the early 1990s (cf. Finkelhor et al.
2010). For Germany, too, the data for reported cases in the Police Crime
Statistics show a declining trend for child sexual abuse. The number of
victims in relation to the population of this age group for child sexual
abuse dropped by a total of 4.8 percent between 1994 and 2010 (children
and adolescents under the age of 14; offences under sections 176, 176a
and 176b of the German Criminal Code). Little is so far known, however,
about how the prevalence of child sexual abuse has developed in the last
two decades on the basis of self-report survey data. Also, there is a lack of
knowledge about whether any impact has been made by prevention and in-
tervention strategies implemented to an increased extent during the same
period or by public relations and awareness campaigns against child vic-
timisation in particular and intrafamilial violence in general.

Funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research, the
present study was carried out to obtain up-to-date, reliable figures on the
prevalence of child sexual abuse in Germany and on specific high-risk cir-
cumstances, perpetrator-victim relationships, forms of abuse and the be-
haviours leading up to it, and how abuse is dealt with. The study also fo-
cuses on other victimisation experiences (for example in the form of poly-
victimisation or revictimisation) in childhood, adolescence and adulthood
that may be associated with experiences of sexual abuse. In addition to
childhood sexual abuse, the study therefore also covers intrafamilial vio-
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lence and emotional and physical neglect in childhood and adolescence,
physical violence in relationships, rape (inside and outside of an intimate
relationship or marriage) and stalking.

The study replicates and expands on a much-cited German epidemio-
logical study on child sexual abuse (Wetzels 1997), which was likewise
carried out at the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony in
1992 based on a representative German national sample of 16-to-59-year-
olds (3,289 respondents); this was the only previous representative survey
for Germany and is now two decades old.

Because the study design and survey instrument are largely replicated,
it is possible to make comparisons, for example to show how the preva-
lence and severity of sexual abuse and various forms of intrafamilial vio-
lence have changed over the last years.

This paper presents up-to-date findings on the prevalence of and trends
in the experience of sexual abuse and various perpetrator-victim relation-
ships together with reporting rates from a sample of 16-to-40-year-old
men and women (9,175 respondents) of German descent. Both differences
between age-cohorts and comparisons with the prior 1992 survey will be
reported.

Object of investigation and epidemiology

Child sexual abuse is defined in social science research as a range of acts
and behaviours of varying scope. There is currently no standard or gener-
ally accepted definition. Instead, many attempts have been made at defin-
ing child sexual abuse, each including different aspects (such as physical
proximity [with/without physical contact], victim age, victim-perpetrator
age gap, intensity of abuse, possible consequences of abuse, and perpetra-
tor intent), in some cases with little overlap and each with different limita-
tions (cf. Wipplinger/Amann 2005). A central feature of child sexual
abuse is exploitation of power and control over the child or of a position
of authority/dependency (Barnett et al. 2011, Deegener 2005, Engfer
2005) independent of the infliction of physical violence on the child (Dee-
gener 2005).

One important factor in identifying sexual abuse is the age limit taken
as the age of consent. Epidemiological research usually uses age limits
based on legal definitions and hence relates to sexual contact with children
and adolescents under 14, 16 or 18 years of age (cf. Deegener 2006).

5.2
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Under German law, any (attempted or actual) sexual activity with a
child under 14 years is a punishable offence (section 176 of the German
Criminal Code). This includes exhibitionism/sexual activity in the pres-
ence of a child (section 176 (4) 1). Sexual activity with a 14 or 15-year-old
is a punishable offence in certain circumstances (such as when taking ad-
vantage of an exploitative situation or for financial reward – section 182
(1) and (2) – or if the adolescent is a minor entrusted to the adult for edu-
cation or care – section 174). Sexual activity with a 16 or 17-year-old is
likewise a punishable offence if it is in abuse of an exploitative situation
or for financial reward (section 182 (1) and (2)) or in abuse of dependence
on account of the minor being entrusted to the adult for education or care
or subordinate to the adult in a training or employment context (section
174).

A rough behavioural classification of sexual abuse distinguishes acts
with and without physical contact (Barnett et al. 2011). Sexual abuse with
physical contact includes acts such as anal, oral or vaginal penetration or
sexual/genital touching between the child/adolescent and an adult, while
non-contact abuse includes sexual acts in the presence of children, exhibit-
ing the genitals for sexual stimulation, and showing pornography (Dee-
gener/Koerner 2005).

Viewed overall, cultural factors also play an important part when it
comes to the perception and judgement of sexual behaviour and interac-
tions between children and adults. What is regarded as completely inap-
propriate sexualised behaviour in one culture may be considered a perfect-
ly normal everyday interaction in another (e.g., parental nudity in the pres-
ence of children; Barnett et al. 2011).

The different definitions and inclusion criteria and their differing
methodological implementation result in wide variation in reported preva-
lence rates in social science research. Retrospective identification of sexu-
al abuse experience also differs according to sample type and selection,
such as whether the sample is a selective group such as undergraduate stu-
dents (Elliger/Schoetensack 1991, Bange 1992), school students or voca-
tional school trainees (e.g., Raupp/Eggers 1993) or a representative popu-
lation sample (Wetzels 1997, Haeuser et al. 2011). The range of preva-
lence rates found thus varies between about 6 and 25 percent for women
and between about 2 and 8 percent for men (Engfer 2005). Finkelhor
(2005), in a comparison of epidemiological studies from 20 countries,
similarly reports large variation in prevalence rates, ranging between 7 and
36 percent for women and between 3 and 29 percent for men. He ascribes
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this heterogeneity primarily to methodological and definitional differences
and less to real country-to-country prevalence differences of the extent
suggested by the data. In his own studies, for example, Finkelhor uses his
own Juvenile Victimization Questionnaire (JVC; Finkelhor et al. 2011a),
in which sexual abuse is measured as lifetime prevalence using seven
screening questions (sexual touching, involvement in sexual acts, attempt-
ed or completed sexual intercourse, indecent exposure and verbal sexual
comments) and a number of follow-up-questions if applicable. Other stud-
ies are based on approaches in which sexual abuse is identified using a
number of interval-scaled items (such as the Childhood Trauma Question-
naire, Bernstein et al. 2003).

In a recent German study, Haeuser et al. (2011) investigated the preva-
lence of child sexual abuse (emotional and physical abuse alongside emo-
tional and physical neglect) using the German version of the Childhood
Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein et al. 2003) with a representative
German sample aged between 14 and 90 (2,504 respondents). Sexual
abuse is identified in the CTQ with five items on a five-point scale (1 =
never to 5 = very often). The CTQ is based on a very broad definition of
sexual abuse with very nonspecific wording (cf. Kappis/Hardt 2005) such
as “Someone threatened me unless I did something sexual”, “Somebody
molested me” or “I believe I was sexually abused”. The prevalence rates
found in this way were 1.9 percent for ‘severe to extreme’ sexual abuse
(scale values 13 to 25), 4.3 percent for ‘moderate to severe’ sexual abuse
(scale values 8 to 12), and 6.3 percent for ‘low to moderate’ sexual abuse
(scale values 6 to 7). In total, 12.5 percent of respondents experienced
some form of sexual abuse. Consistent with current international research,
the risk of becoming a victim of sexual abuse was significantly greater for
women than for men.

In another recent study (Bebbington et al. 2010) with a random English
national sample ranging in age from 16 to over 75, sexual abuse was iden-
tified with references to acts of varying degrees of severity from unpleas-
ant sexual language directed at the victim to sexual touching and sexual
intercourse. In total, 8.3 percent of respondents (11.1 percent of female
and 5.3 percent of male respondents) reported having experienced sexual
abuse with physical contact (sexual touching or sexual intercourse) before
the age of 16.

These findings are limited in comparability, however, due to the differ-
ing methodology for identifying sexual abuse. A recent meta-analysis
(Pereda et al. 2009) covering 65 publications (37 studies with male sam-

Lena Posch, Steffen Bieneck

112



ples and 63 studies with female samples) from 22 countries attempted to
control for the various definitional and methodological problems and
make generalisable conclusions on the prevalence of child sexual abuse.
The authors report an average prevalence rate of sexual abuse before the
age of 18 of 19.7percent for women and 7.9 percent for men (19.2 and 7.4
percent with outliers excluded). The studies reported very diverse preva-
lence rates, varying between 0.2 and 66.9 percent for women and between
0.1 and 87.1 percent for men. Once again, consistent with the research
findings to date (with the exception of one study), the prevalence rate for
women was greater than that for men by an average across all studies of
2.5:1. In an analysis of the potential influence of various moderator vari-
ables on the large identified differences in prevalence, however, the au-
thors were unable to find evidence for the explanations usually given
(such as differences in methodological access and sample type, or differ-
ent ages of consent) (cf. Wynkoop et al. 1995).

A direct comparison of the prevalence of sexual abuse at different
points in time (and thus a quasi-longitudinal analysis) is presented by
Finkelhor et al. (2010). The researchers compared the answers of two
groups of subjects questioned by telephone interview in 2003 and 2008 on
their individual sexual abuse experiences up to the age of 17. Both studies
used the items from the Juvenile Victimization Questionnaire (JVQ;
Finkelhor et al. 2011a) and are therefore directly comparable in method-
ological approach. Analysis of sexual victimisation prevalence rates
showed a significant decrease from 8.0 (2003) to 6.7 percent (2008),
which the authors attributed among other things to intensive violence-pre-
vention and intervention programmes (most of all in schools).

Methodology

Material

Taking into account the above-mentioned limitations regarding the compa-
rability of epidemiological studies, a proven survey instrument was select-
ed for the present study in order to trace changes in childhood and adoles-
cent abuse experience in Germany over the last 20 years. The survey ma-
terial is therefore largely based on the 1992 study by Wetzels (1997) sub-
ject only to modifications or additions to the wording in a few places. In
regards to child sexual abuse, a question complex was added among other
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things in which respondents are asked if any experiences stated in answer
to previous questions were recorded and reproduced/distributed (for exam-
ple by the perpetrator or someone else) and if so, which experiences, and
whether the respondent came to know the perpetrator via the Internet (for
example in a social network or chat). This was done to make allowance
for recent developments in the use of media for “child grooming” (i.e., ap-
proaching and befriending children by using social networks to prepare
them gradually for sexual activities).

The survey was carried out using a drop-off questionnaire in combina-
tion with a brief prior face-to-face interview. While the brief interview
merely covered sociodemographic data (age, gender, educational back-
ground, etc.) and two forms of victimisation outside of the family (assault
and burglary), the drop-off questionnaire, which respondents completed
independently and anonymously in the absence of the interviewer, con-
tained question complexes covering very personal topics relating to vic-
timisation with physical and sexual violence in childhood and adulthood.

It is not possible to tell whether a questionnaire was completed alone or
in presence of other people (and whether the fact may have affected the
answers) because this was not asked in the questionnaire. Only in the face-
to-face interview did the interviewer note if other individuals were present
or interrupted the interview.

Survey conduct and sample recruitment

While in the 1992 study a random-route sampling design (random selec-
tion of starting points of the surveying interviewers, e.g. each 3rd house-
hold) was used, for economic reasons the current study is based on a quota
sample as also used in other victimisation studies (e.g., Painter/Farrington
1998). The sample is a quota sample that is representative of the private-
household (i.e., non-institutionalised) population of Germany with regard
to the set of characteristics comprising population distribution among Ger-
man federal states, urban-rural distribution, age, gender, highest level of
education and size of household. The survey was conducted by a field re-
search institute in Nuremberg (Germany) with profound experience in
drawing national representative quota samples. Interviewees/study partici-
pants were selected and recruited by interviewers in accordance with quo-
ta distributions stipulated by the field research institute. Interviewers were
advised and trained to select potential participants randomly in order to
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ensure quality of data and representativity as much as possible in a quota
sample (Bechhofer/Paterson 2000). Interviewers were asked to send a list
with eligible study participants to the field research institute where a cen-
tral check of quota distributions was conducted and continuously updated.
After having obtained the feedback of the field research institute, inter-
viewers could start surveying the respective eligible participants. The sur-
vey was carried out between January and May 2011. Out of 12,357 inter-
views conducted in total, following initial quality control by the field re-
search institute, 11,667 questionnaires were sent to the Criminological Re-
search Institute of Lower Saxony for analysis. After internal checking and
elimination, a total of 11,428 data sets remained (taking together the sub-
samples for respondents of German descent and respondents of Turkish or
Russian migration background). A refusal rate cannot be stated as inter-
viewers did not note how many individuals declined to take part in the
study when asked.

Sample description

The full sample includes 11,428 individuals, of whom 48.1 percent are
male and 51.9 percent are female. This paper relates solely to the sub-sam-
ple of German descent (9,175 respondents). The age range for respondents
was set in advance at 16 to 40 years of age, the mean age of the sample
was 27.0 (SD = 7.7 years).

The 41-to-60-year-olds included in the 1992 study were left out of the
present study because a sample of this age group was already surveyed as
22-to-41-year-olds in 1992. The youngest, 16-to-20 age group was over-
sampled to allow the finest possible level of analysis for abuse experi-
enced most recently. With regard to the following analyses, this oversam-
pling is offset by weighting. Other key demographic data for the sample
are presented in Table 5.1.
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Key demographic data for the sample (in percent, unweighted
data)

Gender
Female 52.1

Male 47.9

Age (mean) 27.04

Age group

16 to 20 years 28.2

21 to 30 years 36.2

31 to 40 years 35.6

Marital status

Single 72.7

Married 21.4

Widowed/divorced 5.4

Level of
education

No qualification (or none yet) 11.7

Secondary modern school certificate (Hauptschule) 18.3

secondary school leaving certificate/O-level (Realschule) 34.1

A-Levels (higher education entrance qualification) or Advanced Vocational
Certificate of Education 22.5

University or University of Applied Sciences degree 11.0

Others 2.3

Occupational
status

At school/in training 35.1

Employed 50.0

Not employed 11.8

Other 2.5

Definition and measures of child sexual abuse (CSA)

To allow for the fact that child sexual abuse is not a clearly defined be-
haviour pattern and to identify the various forms of sexual abuse as accu-
rately as possible while reflecting different degrees of severity, child sexu-
al abuse was surveyed in the present study with six different specifically
described behaviours plus a catch-all ‘other sexual activities’ category.
The wording was taken over in full from the 1992 survey (Wetzels 1997).

The questions relating to each of the seven behaviours constituting sex-
ual abuse were followed by a question complex on the perpetrator-victim
relationship, the age of the victim and of the perpetrator on the first and
last occurrence, where the abuse took place, and if and when the victim
reported the abuse to the police, thus permitting these aspects to be distin-
guished in the analysis.

Table 5.1
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As the instructions (see Figure 5.1) on the question complex show,
child sexual abuse is identified in this study as follows:

• Occurrence of at least one of the seven sexual behaviours,
• between a child or adolescent under the age of 16,
• and a person at least five years older (in each case at the time of the

first incident).

Description of the scenarios used to measure child sexual abuse
(English translation of German original used for the study)

Many children experience, even at a very early age, adults performing sexual acts on them or demanding 

such acts from them. Such acts can include a broad range of behaviours. In the following you will see listed a 

range of sexual acts and experiences. Please state how often you experienced any such act in your childhood 

or adolescence (up to the age of 16) with a person at least five years older than yourself. 

 

How often did it occur in your childhood/adolescence (up to the age of 16) that: 

(1) … a man exposed his genitals in your presence for his own sexual stimulation? (CSA1) 

(2) … a person at least five years older than yourself asked you to touch their genitals or otherwise to 

sexually stimulate them manually or orally? (CSA2) 

(3) … a person at least five years older than yourself touched your genitals, your breasts or your anus for 

their own or for your sexual stimulation? (CSA3) 

(4) … a person at least five years older than yourself inserted their finger, their tongue or an object into your 

vagina or anus for their own or for your sexual stimulation? (CSA4) 

(5) … a man at least five years older than yourself inserted or attempted to insert his penis into your vagina 

or anus? (CSA5) 

(6) … a man at least five years older than yourself inserted or attempted to insert his penis into your mouth? 

(CSA6) 

(7) In your childhood/adolescence (up to the age of 16) did a person at least five years older than yourself 

perform other sexual acts (other than those already mentioned) with you or in your presence? (CSA7) 

To better take into account differences in the legal definition and judge-
ment of sexual acts by an adult towards a child/adolescent, a number of
analyses relate to different ages of consent (14 or 16). Responses are clas-
sified by age of consent based on the age of respondents at the first report-
ed incident.

In the presentation of the results in the following, the first form of be-
haviour (CSA1) is discussed as indecent exposure by the perpetrator (for
the purpose of sexual manipulation) or exhibitionism and represents one
form of child sexual abuse without physical contact. It is not possible to
tell in such cases whether the genital exposure took place in the context of
further sexual activities (such as touching or penetration) or as a singular
act (exhibitionism in the usual sense of the word). Responses to the second
to sixth behaviours (CSA2, CSA3, CSA4, CSA5 and CSA6) are collapsed
into the category of contact child sexual abuse (contact CSA). This cate-
gory thus comprises being asked to touch the perpetrator sexually, the per-

Fig. 5.1
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petrator touching the victim’s genitals, vaginal or anal penetration of the
victim by finger, tongue, object or penis, or oral penetration with the pe-
nis. Acts not otherwise specified come under the other sexual activities
category, which is shown in all cases as a separate category as it can in-
clude sexual acts both with and without physical contact.

Findings

Prevalence rates

To identify the prevalence of sexual abuse and the frequency of abuse per
victim, subjects were invited to state how frequently they experienced the
six specific sexual behaviours on a six-point scale (1 = Never to 6 = Sev-
eral times per week). Incidents taking place more than once (answer op-
tions ‘Twice’ to ‘Several times a week’) were classified as multiple occur-
rences of abuse. The question relating to experience of ‘other sexual acts’
had a dichotomous (Yes/No) answer choice; hence no frequency data are
available for this category.

Among female respondents, a total of 6.7 percent experienced contact
CSA before the age of 16. While for 2.1 percent of female respondents
this was a once-only occurrence, more than twice as many (4.7 percent)
were exposed to sexual abuse with physical contact on multiple occasions.
A further 5.6 percent of women (additionally1) experienced exhibitionistic
acts (with roughly equal frequencies for single and multiple occurrences)
by an adult male and 1.5 percent experienced ‘other’ sexual activities (see
Table 5.2). Among male respondents, 1.4 percent experienced sexual
abuse with physical contact before the age of 16. For male respondents
too, sexual abuse with physical contact tended to involve multiple occur-
rences rather than being a singular event (0.5 versus 0.9 percent). Among

5.4

5.4.1

1 The three abuse categories are not mutually exclusive and a single individual can
have experienced multiple types of abuse and come under more than one category
as a result. It is also impossible to tell whether reported experiences of individual
abuse scenarios relate to different incidents or a single incident. For example, it
cannot be ruled out that a reported experience of exposure by the perpetrator took
place in the context of or prior to other sexual abuse behaviours (such as penetra-
tion).
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men, 1.4 percent (additionally) experienced exhibitionistic acts before the
age of 16 and a further 0.4 percent experienced ‘other’ sexual activities.

Looking separately at each of the behaviours in the sexual abuse with
physical contact category, it becomes clear that the most frequent be-
haviour was sexual touching, most of all touching of the victim’s genitals
by the perpetrator (a total of 5.6 percent among women and 1.0 percent
among men) or the victim being asked to orally or manually stimulate the
perpetrator’s genitals (3.4 percent of women and 0.9 percent of men). The
least frequently experienced behaviour was oral penetration (0.9 percent
of women and 0.2 percent of men), but if experienced at all, this tended
not to be a once-only but a repeated occurrence, both for women and for
men. Overall, women significantly more frequently report being victim to
acts of penetration than men, by between 4.5 and 10 times (see Table 5.2).
In total, 0.5 percent of male respondents and 2.7 percent of female respon-
dents experienced at least one act of penetration (oral, anal or vaginal) be-
fore the age of 16.

Prevalence rates of sexual abuse before the age of 16, by single
and multiple incidents of abuse, for individual acts and the
composite category of abuse with physical contact (in percent,
weighted data)

 
 

Male
(N = 4391)

Female
(N = 4784)

Total
(N = 9175)

 Single Mult. Total Single Mult. Total Single Mult. Total

CSA 1
Indecent exposure by
the perpetrator/
exhibitionism

0.8 0.6 1.4 2.6 3.0 5.6 1.7 1.8 3.5

CSA 2 Touching of the
perpetrator 0.3 0.6 0.9 1.2 2.2 3.4 0.7 1.4 2.1

CSA 3 Touching of the
victim 0.4 0.6 1.0 2.2 3.4 5.6 1.3 2.0 3.3

CSA 4 Penetration with fin-
ger/tongue/object - 0.2 0.2 0.6 1.3 1.9 0.3 0.8 1.1

CSA 5 Anal/vaginal
penetration 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.4 1.0 1.4 0.3 0.5 0.8

CSA 6 Oral penetration - 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.7 0.9 0.1 0.5 0.6

CSA 7 Other sexual acts   0.4   1.5   0.9

Abuse with physical contact1

(CSA2-CSA6) 0.5 0.9 1.4 2.1 4.7 6.7 1.3 2.8 4.1

Mult. = multiple; totals may contain rounding differences; 1 The prevalence analysis
for abuse with physical contact includes all study participants who experienced at least
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one of the behaviours CSA2 to CSA6; the prevalence rates cannot therefore be taken
additively for the five individual behaviours.

The dependence of prevalence rates on underlying definition criteria (such
as ages of consent) is once again evident in this sample: Depending on the
form of abuse and the respective age of consent, prevalence rates range
between 4.6 and 9.4 percent for women and between 1.1 and 2.2 percent
for men (see Table 5.3). Taking the legal definition of child sexual abuse
in Germany (i.e., based on a consensual age of 14), 1.1 percent of men and
5.2 percent of women experience sexual abuse with physical contact. In-
cluding 14 and 15-year-old adolescents (taking an age of consent of 16),
1.4 percent of men and 6.7 percent of women experience sexual acts with
physical contact. Just 9.4 percent of women and 2.2 percent of men expe-
rienced sexual abuse at least once (including exhibitionism and ‘other’
sexual activities) before the age of 16. The gender differences in preva-
lence rates are statistically highly significant both for the individual be-
haviours and for the composite categories of sexual abuse with physical
contact and sexual abuse overall (at least one experience of abuse out of
all seven individual behaviours) (chi square test, p < .001).

Prevalence rates of child sexual abuse, by age of consent
(N resp. in percent; weighted data)

 Categories of sexual abuse Male
(N = 4391)

Female
(N = 4784)

Indecent exposure/exhibitionism     
Age of consent: under 16 68 (1.5%) 248 (5.5%)

  under 14 62 (1.3%) 206 (4.6%)

Contact CSA     
(excluding other sexual activities and indecent exposure/exhibition-
ism)     
Age of consent: under 16 67 (1.4%) 301 (6.7%)

  under 14 52 (1.1%) 234 (5.2%)
At least one experience of CSA (under 16) 104 (2.2%) 424 (9.4%)
(including indecent exposure/exhibitionism,
other sexual activities and contact CSA)     

Despite the diverging prevalence rates depending on definition criteria, the
gender ratio among respondents proves to be highly uniform across all
abuse categories. Women thus are four times more likely to fall victim to
sexual abuse before the age of 16 as men (proportion of female victims:

Table 5.3
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78.4 percent indecent exposure, 81.9 percent abuse with physical contact,
79.3 percent other sexual activities). Wetzels (1997) in his study reported a
ratio of about 1:3.

In just under two-fifths (38.4 percent) of cases of contact CSA before
the age of 16, the abuse consisted of acts involving penetration (anal, vagi-
nal or oral); i.e., the majority of cases of sexual abuse with physical con-
tact take the form of sexual touching without any kind of penetration of
the victim. There is no significant gender difference regarding penetrative
acts (anal, vaginal or oral penetration) as a percentage of all incidents of
sexual abuse with physical contact (women: 40.0 percent; men: 31.3 per-
cent; χ2 (1, N = 367) = 1.74, p =.19).

The age at first victimisation with child sexual abuse (under 16) is be-
tween 2 and 15 years (M = 10.4 years; SD = 3.2) and is relatively homo-
geneous across all individual categories with the average ranging from 9.6
to 10.7 years. There is no difference here between female (M = 10.4 years,
SD = 3.2) and male (M = 10.3 years, SD = 3.2) respondents.

Trends in prevalence rates of sexual abuse over the past two
decades

A first indication regarding the trend in the risk of sexual abuse in the past
two decades can be obtained by comparing the prevalence rates for the
different age groups.2 As can be seen from Figure 5.2, the prevalence rates
vary considerably between the three age groups. In all three abuse cat-
egories, the prevalence of sexual abuse is roughly three times as great in
the oldest age group comprising respondents aged 31 to 40 than in the
youngest age group comprising respondents aged 16 to 20. Among men,
this finding was limited to exhibitionism (indecent exposure) and sexual
abuse with physical contact. The ‘decline’ in the prevalence rates for men
is also somewhat less pronounced than for women, with prevalence rates
being in the oldest age group about twice as high as in the youngest age
group.

5.4.2

2 Because of the oversampling for this age group (before weighting), the youngest
age group covers a smaller age range (five years) than the two older age cohorts (10
years each).
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Prevalence rates of child and adolescent sexual abuse (before the
age of 16; in percent; weighted data)
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The differences in prevalence rates between age cohorts with regard to
contact CSA are significant for male respondents (χ2 (2, N = 4.663) =
9.32, p < .01) and highly significant for female respondents (χ2 (2, N =
4.475) = 32.11, p < .001). With regard to indecent exposure, the differ-
ences between age groups are likewise highly significant for female re-
spondents (χ2 (2, N = 4.470) = 18.44, p < .001) but not significant for male
respondents (χ2 (2, N = 4.660) = 4.16, p = .13). With regard to ‘other’ sex-
ual activities, statistically significant differences between age groups are
once again found only for women (χ2 (2, N = 4.464) = 7.23, p < .05).

To learn more about potential changes in the prevalence of child sexual
abuse, a comparison was made with the original study dating from 1992.3

Fig. 5.2

3 As the published prevalence rates from the 1992 survey (Wetzels 1997) relate to a
sample with a wider age range (16 to 59) than the present survey, the 1992 sample
was restricted to the 16-to-40 age range (N = 2,162) for better comparability. The
1992 data set was also restricted to German respondents (in 1992, origin was identi-
fied with nationality – German citizenship: yes/no – and not additionally by refer-
ence to migration background as in 2011). The very small group of respondents
with other nationalities in 1992 – 2.4 percent of the total – was excluded for the pre-
sented analysis. The comparisons presented here thus relate for the 1992 survey
solely to individuals aged 16 to 40 with German citizenship (N = 2,098, of which n
= 1,020 male and n = 1.078 female). Although migration background was not addi-
tionally recorded in the 1992 survey, it may be assumed that limiting the sample to
respondents with German citizenship for 1992 and to German respondents without
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Comparing the prevalence figures from the two studies for contact CSA
before the age of 16 supports the trend towards a decline in child sexual
abuse discussed above (see Figure 5.3), as the recent prevalence rates for
both sexes show a statistically significant difference from the 1992 figures
(χ 2

men (1, N = 5.669) = 10.39, p ≤ .001; χ2
women (1, N = 5.538) = 7.35, p

< .01). In 1992, 9.1 percent of female respondents and 2.9 percent of male
respondents were victims of child sexual abuse with physical contact be-
fore the age of 16; in the present study, the figures are 6.7 percent for fe-
male respondents and 1.4 percent for male respondents. The proportional
decrease in the prevalence of sexual abuse is therefore larger for boys than
for girls. With regard to indecent exposure, the prevalence rate fell from
9.1 (1992) to 5.5 percent (2011) for female respondents and from 3.3

migration background for 2011 yields the best possible degree of comparability in
view of the changes and developments in migration and naturalisation that have
taken place in the intervening years. As naturalisations have increased in the last 10
to 15 years (i.e., essentially since the 1992 survey; see Statistisches Bundesamt,
2011), the percentage of individuals with migration background left over after ex-
cluding individuals with non-German citizenship ought to be relatively small. It
may also be assumed that only a small percentage of respondents with German citi-
zenship will simultaneously have ‘Aussiedler’ status (individuals of German de-
scent, primarily from former Eastern Bloc countries, who have claimed German na-
tionality) as few of this group are likely to have been reached by the survey due to
language difficulties.

Prevalence of sexual abuse before the age of 16 – KFN survey
1992 and 2011 (excluding ‘other sexual activities’; in percent;
weighted data)
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(1992) to 1.5 percent (2011) for male respondents. This difference (de-
crease) is once again statistically significant, with χ 2

men (1, N = 5.665) =
15.62, p < .001; χ 2

women (1, N = 5.533) = 18.88, p < .001.
The statistically significant differences between the two studies (1992

and 2011) are spread equally across the different ages of consent (age <
14: male 2.2 vs. 1.1 percent, female 6.8 vs. 5.2 percent; age < 16: male 2.9
vs. 1.4 percent, female 9.1 vs. 6.7 percent). Statistical comparison by age
of consent (chi square test) yields significant differences between the gen-
ders (p ≤ .001 and p < .01 respectively).

Reporting rates

Victims were asked for each of the seven abuse behaviours whether the in-
cident(s) were reported to the police. Overall, victims showed relatively
little readiness to report occurrences of sexual abuse, for example with a
figure of 14.0 percent for sexual abuse with physical contact (Figure 5.4).4
The most frequently reported behaviour was exhibitionism (indecent ex-
posure) with 18.7 percent – as also reported by Wetzels (1997).

No significant gender differences with regard to reporting are found for
indecent exposure (χ2 (1, N = 315) = 1.72, p = .19), sexual abuse with
physical contact (χ2 (1, N = 365) = 0.68, p = .41) or for other sexual activi-
ties (χ2 (1, N = 77) = 0.5, p = .82). In all instances, however, female vic-
tims show a higher reporting rate than male victims (indecent exposure:
female 20.2 percent, male 13.2 percent; sexual abuse with physical con-
tact: female 14.7 percent, male 10.8 percent; other sexual activities: fe-
male 14.8 percent, male 12.5 percent).

5.4.3

4 Calculated for respondents who had experienced at least one of the five individual
behaviours in the contact CSA category and at least one valid value for the ‘Report-
ed’ item across all five grouped variables. To count towards the reporting rate for
the combined abuse with physical contact variable, a case must feature experience
of at least one of the five abuse behaviours with physical violence and having re-
ported at least one of them. No account is given here to how many of any multiple
number of sexual abuse behaviours were reported (i.e., for the purposes of the re-
porting rate, someone who has experienced a single act of abuse and reported it is
treated the same as someone who experienced four such acts and reported only two
of them).
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Reporting of indecent exposure, contact CSA and other sexual
activities, by gender (in percent; weighted data)
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For a closer look at the reporting rates for differing severities of abuse be-
haviour within the sexual abuse with physical contact variable, an ap-
proach similar to Engfer’s (2005) categorisation of sexual abuse by inten-
sity was applied, with cases assigned to subcategories separating acts in-
volving touching (‘intensive abuse’, Engfer 2005) from acts involving
oral, anal or vaginal penetration (classified as the most intensive form of
abuse, see Engfer 2005). The touching subcategory was strictly limited to
cases where no acts involving anal, vaginal or oral penetration were re-
ported. This was to make allowance for the inability to tell whether differ-
ent acts took place in combination (for example whether a reported of-
fence involving touching took place in combination with a penetration of-
fence such that it was not so much the touching as the penetration that was
reported). This could result in the reporting rate for more ‘minor’ acts of
abuse (sexual touching) being overstated. Cases in which at least one act
of anal, vaginal or oral penetration (if applicable in combination with
touching) are assigned to the penetration category.

If sexual abuse with physical contact is divided as described into acts
involving penetration and acts solely involving touching (without the vic-
tim additionally experiencing penetration), it emerges that penetration of-
fences are reported significantly more frequently, with a reporting rate of
15.7 percent, than acts solely involving touching of the victim or of the
perpetrator by the victim (10.9 percent). There are no significant gender
differences in the reporting rates (acts involving touching: female 11.3
percent, male 9.1 percent; acts involving penetration: female 15.1 percent,

Fig. 5.4
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male 19.0 percent); χ2
touching (1, N = 221) = 0.18, p = .67); χ2

penetration (1, N
= 140) = 0.21, p = .65.

An analysis of reporting rates by age group (see Figure 5.5) provides
indications of a change in the tendency to report child sexual abuse in re-
cent decades. Both indecent exposure (χ2 (2, N = 315) = 11.96, p = .001)
and sexual abuse with physical contact (χ2 (2, N = 366) = 14.86, p ≤ .001)
show (highly) significant differences in reporting rates between age
groups. This takes the form of increasing propensity to report, with report-
ing rates at their lowest in the oldest age groups and at their highest in the
youngest (e.g., abuse with physical contact: 16-to-20-year-olds 34.6 per-
cent versus 9.0 percent in 31-to-40-year-olds). No significant differences
emerge on the other hand for other sexual activities (χ2 (2, N = 78) = 1.11,
p = .57), for which there is also no identifiable trend across age groups.

Reporting rates for indecent exposure, sexual abuse with physi-
cal contact and other sexual activities, by age group (in percent;
weighted data)
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According to the Police Crime Statistics (Bundesministerium des Inneren,
2010; Figure 5.6), reported cases of child sexual abuse (offences under
sections 176, 176a and 176b of the German Criminal Code) declined by
27.4 percent among female and 24.4 percent among male victims between
1994 and 2010. In light of the increasing propensity to report just de-
scribed, this can be taken as further evidence of the declining trend in
child sexual abuse shown by the self-report survey data. The combination
of findings from reported cases and self-report surveys also shows the de-
cline in cases of child sexual abuse to be even more pronounced than is
evident from the Police Crime Statistics time series.

Fig. 5.5
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Trend in reported cases of child sexual abuse (offences under
sections 176, 176a and 176b of the German Criminal Code) as
shown in the Police Crime Statistics, 1994 to 20105
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The question concerning the perpetrators of sexual abuse contained an ex-
tensive list of items from which respondents were asked to select all that
applied. One fact that stands out with regard to the overall sample of 16-
to-40-year-olds is that for indecent exposure, in by far the largest number
of cases (39.9 percent) the perpetrator was identified as an unknown male
individual. These unknown perpetrators can probably be assumed to be
‘conventional’ exhibitionists who gain sexual simulation by displaying
their genitals to a male or female victim, usually in a public place, without
any further sexual act being involved (such as acts involving physical con-
tact with the victim). With other perpetrators – those known or related to
their victims – acts of exhibitionism are less likely to be singular acts and
more likely to be accompanied by or precede other forms of sexual abuse.
In the case of exhibitionism by unknown perpetrators, too, however, it

Fig. 5.6

5.4.4

5 The figures shown are the number of victims of child sexual abuse (children/adoles-
cents under 14; offences under sections 176, 176a and 176b of the German Criminal
Code) per 100,000 inhabitants adjusted for the size of each group as a percentage of
the population.
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cannot be ruled out that the indecent exposure may take place in conjunc-
tion with other acts of abuse (with physical contact). Female perpetrators
were not cited as a result of the question on this offence being asked solely
in relation to male perpetrators.

With regard to contact CSA (Figure 5.7), the perpetrators as cited by
both female and male respondents are predominantly male relatives6 (fe-
male respondents: 32.4 percent; male respondents: 27.0 percent) and male
acquaintances7 (female respondents: 29.8 percent; male respondents: 19.1
percent). Among female respondents, the perpetrator was identified in 9.2
percent of cases as the natural father and in 9.7 percent as the stepfather;
among male respondents, the equivalent figures were 7.4 percent and 12.3
percent. For both sexes, the perpetrator was thus identified in just under 20
percent of cases as the father or the stepfather. Uncles were cited most fre-
quently when it came to male relatives (female respondents: 9.1 percent;
male respondents: 15.4 percent). Taking male relatives and the separate
figures for fathers and stepfathers together, about half of all perpetrators
are identified by both sexes as members of the family.

Overall, female perpetrators are cited very rarely, but when they are it is
primarily by male victims (15.1 percent). The latter finding is most evi-
dent for other sexual activities. More male respondents than female re-
spondents cite female perpetrators in this category (38.5 versus 1.7 per-
cent). Female perpetrators of child and adolescent sexual abuse thus ap-
pear to display a clearer preference for victims of the opposite sex than do
male perpetrators, who account for a very large proportion of perpetrators
for male victims. It should be taken into account in this connection, how-
ever, that victim gender preference among perpetrators, who are predomi-
nantly male in any case, is already reflected in the roughly four-fold high-
er incidence of female victims. Engfer (2005) additionally notes that the
proportion of female perpetrators generally tends to be underestimated, as
physical contact with children is more a part of everyday life for women

6 The male relatives category does not include fathers and stepfathers. These are re-
ported separately. The male relatives category comprises relatives such as grandfa-
thers, uncles, brothers and male cousins.

7 With regard to the male acquaintances category, respondents were able to provide
specific information on the perpetrator in response to an open question. The catego-
ry includes acquaintances such as neighbours, friends and acquaintances of the vic-
tim or of his or her parents, brothers and sisters or friends, and perpetrators from the
school/leisure activities context.
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and is less readily perceived as overstepping a limit; plus, male victims of
sexual abuse by older women less frequently perceive themselves as vic-
tims.

Distribution of combined groups of perpetrators of sexual abuse
with physical contact before the age of 16, by gender (Multiple
responses possible; in percent; weighted data)
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An analysis of perpetrators by age cohort (Table 5.4) shows that the de-
scribed decrease in sexual abuse in the last three decades appears to relate
primarily to sexual abuse in the family. Thus, in parallel with the continu-
ous decline in cases, male relatives accounted for a significantly smaller
percentage of all perpetrators for 16-to-20-year-old respondents (26.7 per-
cent) than for 31-to-40-year-old respondents (51.7 percent). It should be
noted here that although there has indeed been a shift in the relative share
of unknown male perpetrators when it comes to abuse with physical con-
tact (from 15.8 percent for 31-to-40-year-old respondents to 33.6 percent
for 16-to-20-year-old respondents), this does not imply a heightened risk
of abuse from such perpetrators. With the prevalence of abuse declining
overall, the percentage increase merely means that the number of offences
committed by unknown perpetrators has tended to remain unchanged
(rather than decreasing with the number committed by perpetrators in the
family). The relative share of male acquaintances among perpetrators of
abuse with physical contact has held near-constant over the three decades.
When interpreting these figures, however, it is necessary to take into ac-
count the limitations imposed by the large difference in the number of per-
petrators cited by each age cohort (n = 27 for 16-to-20-year-olds versus n
= 255 for 31-to-40-year-olds).

Fig. 5.7
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Distribution of combined groups of perpetrators by age cohort
(in percent; weighted data)

Indecent exposure Abuse with physical
contact Other sexual activities

16-20 21-30 31-40 16-20 21-30 31-40 16-20 21-30 31-40

Perpetrators stated 28 142 186 27 168 255 9 26 51

Male relatives 24.3 42.2 44.5 26.7 51.4 51.7 32.4 46.2 51.6

Male acquaintances 15.5 19.1 17.7 37.2 26.7 27.8 8.5 14.6 31.2

Unknown males 60.2 38.7 37.8 33.6 18.4 15.8 30.4 33.5 10.1

Female perpetrators -- -- -- 2.5 2.5 4.7 28.7 5.7 7.1

Multiple responses possible

Discussion

The prevalence rates for sexual abuse determined in the present study –
6.7 percent among women and 1.4 percent among men for abuse with
physical contact before the age of 16 – are at the lower end of the spec-
trum compared with the range found across different studies (cf. Pereda et
al. 2009). The prevalence rates are also lower than the German study by
Haeuser et al. (2011) carried out in the same year. Given the large differ-
ences in definitions (the CTQ covers a broader and less specific range of
behaviours than the specific sexual behaviours surveyed in the present
study) and the substantially larger age range sampled in Haeuser et al.
(2011), it is scarcely possible to compare with the present study (or for
that matter with the study by Wetzels (1997), as Haeuser et al. (2011)
themselves note). It is conceivable for example – looking at the lower
prevalence rates in younger age groups – that the lower prevalence rates
partly reflect the young age structure of the sample in the present study
relative to that used by Haeuser et al. (2011).

The indications of declining prevalence rates of sexual abuse with re-
gard to the forms of abuse surveyed here are also supported by findings
from international studies (cf. Bebbington et al. 2010, Finkelhor et al.
2010, Laaksonen et al. 2011). Bringing together various US studies, for
example, Finkelhor et al. (2010) likewise report decreases in sexual abuse
between 1993 or 1995 and 2005. The authors additionally report from
studies of their own (telephone surveys of 2-to-17-year-old children and
adolescents or their closest caregivers) significantly lower prevalence rates
for sexual abuse in 2008 compared with 2003.

Table 5.4

5.5
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Bebbington et al. (2010), in their study based on a random sample of
English households (7,353 respondents) featuring an age-group-specific
analysis of three age cohorts between the ages of 16 and 44, similarly
identified a decline in prevalence rates through the age groups from 35-
to-44-year-olds down to 16-to-24-year-olds (with prevalence rates of 10.7,
8.0 and 6.6 percent). Interestingly, although the prevalence rates held
broadly constant around 10 percent for the three age groups between the
ages of 35 and 64, prevalence rates were significantly lower again in the
two oldest age groups (ages 65 to 74 and over 75, at 6.1 and 2.7 percent).
This effect can be interpreted by drawing on cognitive psychology, as
events tend to be recalled less readily (i.e., less frequently) the further re-
moved they are from the present (cf. Solso 2005), hence if the incidence
rate stays constant, retrospective recall of events from childhood or ado-
lescence would be expected to result in the lowest prevalence rate in the
oldest age group. The differences between cohorts in the study presented
in this paper, on the other hand, run contrary to these expectations and
may therefore speak in favour of a real decrease. This conclusion is also
supported when comparing the present data with findings from Wetzels
(1997), where for three age cohorts closely equivalent to the present study
– ages 16 to 20, 21 to 29 and 30 to 39 – only minor differences were found
regarding sexual abuse with physical contact (male respondents: 2.9, 2.8
and 2.9 percent; female respondents: 9, 9.6 and 10 percent). With regard to
the lower prevalence rates found for each of the oldest age cohorts in his
study, Wetzels (1997) notes as additional factors to be taken into account
when interpreting age cohort comparisons the possibly lesser readiness of
older age groups to talk about sexual topics (cf. Casey/Nurius 2006) and
the greater sensitisation of younger age groups to sexuality-related topics
that has largely come about through increased public airing of such topics.
In light of the young age structure of the sample in the present study, such
factors may be assumed to play a lesser part here; if that is the case, how-
ever, it would speak even more strongly in favour of the decrease in preva-
lence rates being real.

It must also be noted at this point, however, that mechanisms such as
memory repression or suppression in connection with traumatic experi-
ences may continue to operate with effects whose persistence is hard to es-
timate. For example, it is conceivable that repression of traumatic abuse
experiences might be more pronounced in the youngest age group (for
whom the abuse is most recent) than in older age groups, with the result of
the abuse not (yet) being accessible to conscious memory, thus providing
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one explanation for the lower prevalence rates in younger age groups. In a
prospective study Williams (1994) was able to show that of 129 women
with documented experiences of sexual abuse between the age of 10
months and 12 years, 38 percent were unable to recall the experience
when surveyed about their childhood 17 years later. This applied most of
all for those whose abuse took place at a very young age or for whom the
perpetrator was someone they knew. A more recent study by Goodman et
al. (2003), on the other hand, found that of 175 surveyed individuals with
documented sexual experiences of abuse, 81 percent were able to say in
interview that they had been abused. Factors identified by the authors as
relevant to whether the abuse was reported in interview included being
older when the abuse ceased, maternal support after the abuse came out,
and severity of the abuse experience. The authors conclude that if people
do not report a recollection of abuse, the cause is not necessarily memory
inaccessibility, and that such inaccessibility applies in only a small number
of cases. Viewed from the opposite direction, there were still 20 percent
who did not state/recall having been abused, hence it may be assumed that
epidemiological studies based on retrospective self-reporting such as the
present study tend if anything to underestimate the actual incidence of
abuse. Whether this underestimation is spread systematically across age
cohorts is something that cannot be judged due to the many different influ-
encing factors (see above). It must be noted with regard to the studies tar-
geting the recall validity of traumatised individuals, however, that the
samples used are very specific (comprising respondents whose abuse is
documented and are surveyed in a follow-up to treatment or intervention;
cf. Hardt/Rutter 2004).

The supplementary analysis of perpetrators by age cohorts showed that
the identified decline in sexual abuse primarily relates to abuse in the fam-
ily. This trend is also reported by Casey and Nurius (2006) in a study of a
household sample of 18-to-96-year-old women (1,325 respondents) from
the State of Washington. This is an indication that the increased efforts
since the early 1990s to raise awareness of (sexually) transgressive acts to-
wards and their effects on children, together with the resulting prevention
efforts, have been particularly effective in this context. Another potential
explanation is that is has become easier in the last 20 years to impose (spa-
tial) separation in cases of violence and problem relationships (for exam-
ple under Germany’s Protection from Violence Act 2002). Apart from
that, various legislative changes in Germany have had an overall effect on
intrafamilial violence, including marital rape being made punishable
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(1997) and abolition of the parental right to administer corporal punish-
ment (2000). Taking into account the fact that children who experience
sexual abuse frequently face violence on multiple fronts within the family
(such as interparental violence and physical maltreatment; cf. Wetzels
1997), effective intervention in domestic physical and sexual violence
may be expected to lower the risk of intrafamilial sexual abuse for any
children. It can also be concluded from the empirically proven correlation
between the various forms of child maltreatment and abuse (cf. Haeuser et
al. 2011, Wetzels 1997) that the decline in sexual abuse – and notably sex-
ual abuse in the family – is partly an indirect consequence of abolition of
the parental right of corporal punishment (2000) and, hand in hand with
that, increasing awareness in favour of non-violent child-rearing. Whether
the decline in sexual abuse is accompanied by declining prevalence rates
for other forms of victimisation in childhood and adolescence (such as ne-
glect or physical maltreatment) and by a general decline in violence in the
family (including interparental physical and sexual violence) is something
that remains to be examined in further analysis of the data. A number of
studies already provide empirical evidence of parental physical violence in
particular having declined in Germany since the 1990s (Baier 2008, Bret-
tfeld/Wetzels 2004, Bussmann 2005).

The rising reporting rates in the last 20 years may be seen as an expres-
sion of social change in which child sexual abuse has come under increas-
ingly explicit condemnation and victims have been increasingly enabled in
consequence both to perceive abuse for what it is and to make it public.
This conclusion is corroborated by findings from other studies (cf. Casey/
Nurius 2006, Finkelhor et al. 2011b). From the perpetrator perspective, the
resulting heightened risk of discovery may act as a deterrent and thus rep-
resent a further explanatory factor for the decline in the forms of child sex-
ual abuse (notably those with physical contact) reported in the present
study. To what extent this leads, however, to more anonymous forms of
child and adolescent sexual abuse (for example via Internet forums) is
something that cannot be answered here.

In summary, the findings of the present study may first of all give rea-
son to conclude that in terms of prevention, public relations work, the es-
tablishment of intervention and support for victims and the committed
work of victim counselling services, the efforts already underway are go-
ing in the right direction. At the same time, the finding that 6.7 percent of
surveyed 16-to-40-year-old women of German descent and 1.4 percent of
men experienced sexual abuse with physical contact before the age of 16
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shows that much remains to be done. Additionally, while reporting rates
for sexual abuse have increased, it must not be forgotten that sexual abuse
– including in its severe forms abuse featuring penetration – is still a crime
that is rarely reported overall (14.0 percent of cases of sexual abuse with
physical contact before the age of 14). In other words, the majority of sex-
ual abuse still goes unreported. It must therefore be assumed that many
sexually abused children still do not (and cannot) receive the support they
need.

There are some additional methodological limitations that must be tak-
en into consideration when interpreting the findings and with regard to
their suitability for generalisation. Thus due to the sample type and re-
cruitment method – a quota sample recruited by commissioned interview-
ers according to stipulated quota characteristics – certain groups were not
reached, some of which may display heightened prevalence of sexual vic-
timisation (such as patients in psychiatric clinics, prison inmates, residents
of care homes for people with mental and/or physical disabilities, home-
less people, prostitutes, and people in the drug scene). Reference is made
in this regard to a study just completed on the living situation of and pres-
sures faced by women with impairments and disabilities in Germany
(Schroettle et al. 2011), the first study of its kind in Germany to collate
representative data on violence and abuse experienced by women with dis-
abilities. The study shows that women with disabilities and impairments
are between two and three times more likely to have been victims of sexu-
al abuse in childhood and adolescence than the average for women in the
German population as a whole, and represent a particularly vulnerable
group with regard to sexual violence and abuse. This should be taken into
account when interpreting the findings to the extent that the figures report-
ed here must be considered a bottom limit and relate to unreported cases in
a population segment that excludes groups such as those just mentioned.
All population-based self-report surveys of this kind are subject to the
same problem, however (including, for example, telephone surveys as in
Finkelhor et al. 2010). To this extent it is indeed possible – while allowing
for differences in methodology and definition – to compare the findings
with those of other representative surveys. This applies in particular to the
1992 study in which Wetzels (1997) noted similar limitations.

Besides the systematic inability to reach certain groups of the popula-
tion, another potential and unquantifiable limitation to the representative-
ness of the data is lack of knowledge about any selection effects regarding
individuals’ propensity to participate. For example it is possible that indi-
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viduals with experiences corresponding to the nature of the survey may
take part precisely because they have something to report. On the other
hand, the opposite could also be the case, with a greater refusal rate among
victims explicitly wanting to avoid giving details about their victimisation
(cf. Hardt 2005). Edwards et al. (2001), however, found no significant dif-
ferences in abuse experience between respondents who participated and
those who refused. The slight differences that they did identify went in the
direction of people who have experienced abuse tending more to take part
in surveys than to refuse. Another limitation in this context is that a refusal
rate cannot be stated as interviewers did not note how many potential
study participants they contacted and how many of these finally refused
their participation.

Finally, regarding interpretation of the declining rates of sexual abuse in
the last two decades, it is expressly pointed out that these relate solely to
‘conventional’ forms of sexual abuse specifically included in the survey.
The study is unable to answer whether there has been a shift within or di-
versification of forms of abuse. For example, with the huge growth in new
media (such as mobile Internet, texting and picture messaging, ubiquitous
camera phones, chat rooms, social networks and video telephony) com-
pounded by children and adolescents having early access to such media
and the resulting proliferation of opportunities (easier access to pornogra-
phy, means of recording sexual contacts with children and sharing the
recorded content, and the ability to enter into contact with children and
adolescents anonymously in social networks), abuse with physical contact
may now have made way for other forms of child sexual abuse that are not
explicitly covered by the study (although they may be included in the not
further specified category ‘other sexual activities’).
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Part III:
Findings on Special Groups





Police Officers as Victims of Violence:
Findings of a Germany-wide Survey

Karoline Ellrich, Dirk Baier

Introduction and research questions

In the line of duty police officers are confronted with a wide range of diffi-
cult and dangerous situations. Although most police-public interactions
are without conflict, sometimes a situation escalates and police officers are
subject to violent assault. In a study conducted by Klemisch et al. (2005),
64 percent of the police officers surveyed had been physically injured
while on duty; 55 percent had been in life-threatening situations. Various
studies confirmed that such events are a source of severe stress in police
officers (cf. Hallenberger et al. 2003, Neugebauer and Latscha 2009).

For Germany, no official statistics on the prevalence of violent assaults
on police officers exist. Thus the number of reported cases of resistance to
state authorities as published in the Police Crime Statistics is often used as
a proxy. Over the period 2000 to 2008 this statistic shows an almost con-
stant increase of such offences, adding up to a three-fold (35 percent).1
This trend is often seen as an indication of a growing readiness to use vio-
lence against the police. But based on these figures, conclusions regarding
the prevalence and trends in police exposure to violence cannot be easily
drawn: Firstly, up to the year 2008, the reported number of resistance of-
fences related to persons in law enforcement in general. This does not per-
mit separate analysis of cases involving solely police officers. Secondly,
the Police Crime Statistic documents only the most severe offence in each
case. If a resistance offence is accompanied by an assault, only the latter is
counted in the statistics. The registered cases of resistance therefore under-
represent serious assaults on police officers. Thirdly, no conclusion can be
drawn from the Police Crime Statistics about the circumstances leading to
assaults on police officers, what groups of police officers are especially

6.

6.1

1 From 2009, a decline in the number of cases of resistance against state authorities
can be stated in the Police Crime Statistics.
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vulnerable to violence, or the consequences that can arise from such as-
saults. This information is, however, necessary for use in vocational and
further training to better prepare police officers for such dangerous situa-
tions and to provide them with appropriate support if they experience as-
sault.

Both national and international studies have focused on a phenomeno-
logical description of typical situations in which police officers are as-
saulted (cf. Bragason 2006, Brown 2004, Falk 2000, FBI 2010, Jäger
1988, Ohlemacher et al. 2003).2 In German research, the topic has been
addressed from a range of different perspectives, which among other
things restricts the possibility to compare findings. Apart from studies on
murder and attempted murder of police officers (Ohlemacher et al. 2003,
Sessar et al. 1980), others exist which focus on police officers being ren-
dered unfit for work for periods of several days following an assault (Jäger
1988, Ohlemacher et al. 2003). Other studies address resistance offences
against police officers (such as Falk 2000) which, although they need not
necessarily result in violent assaults and injury, still involve confrontation-
al situations in police-public interaction.

The most recent comprehensive study on violence against police offi-
cers was conducted in 2000 (Ohlemacher et al. 2003). The study focused
on serious violence against police officers who were subject to either an
attempted murder or at minimum needed seven days’ absence from work
as a result of a violent assault. Since then, available information on the ex-
tent of violence against police officers on duty is restricted to the before
mentioned registered cases of resistance against state authorities reported
in the Police Crime Statistics. To gain current data at the start of 2010 an
online survey on violence against police officers was conducted. Ten of 16
German federal states decided to take part in this study. The sample con-
sists of 20,938 police officers, making for a response rate of 25.1 percent
(Ellrich et al. 2012, p. 36). Around one in five officers was female. The
age of the respondents varied between 19 and 62, with an average of 41.3

2 In general these studies are based on an analysis of those cases in which assaults
occur (Johnson 2011, Ohlemacher et al. 2003). This allows conclusions to be drawn
as to the circumstances in which the violence occurred and the assailants involved.
It is not, therefore, possible to conduct risk analyses, meaning to evaluate which sit-
uations and which individuals are particularly dangerous. To do so, information is
needed regarding the frequency with which police officers are confronted with cer-
tain situations and individuals during their day-to-day work.
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years. Mostly the participants were out on the beat or on vehicle patrol
(44.3 percent), or conducting investigations (23.2 percent). Just under one-
twelfth (8.4 percent) served in special units (other types of duty: 23.9 per-
cent). In addition, most of them (72.8 percent) operated in areas, which
had fewer than 250,000 inhabitants. Compared with overall police num-
bers in the ten German federal states surveyed, female officers, young po-
lice officers and police officers from regions in western Germany (includ-
ing Berlin) were overrepresented in the sample (Ellrich et al. 2012, p. 42).

The aim of the survey was to gain a comprehensive overview of police
officers’ experience of violence in the course of their duties. In this regard,
answers were sought to the following questions, which also shape the
structure of this paper:

• To what extent are police officers exposed to different forms of vio-
lence during the course of their duties?

• What characterises share a) officers affected by violence, b) assailants
who carried out assaults, and c) the situations in which violence against
police officers occurred?

• How have trends developed in respect of violence against police offi-
cers in the period 2005 to 2009?

• How do violent assaults affect the officers involved?

Findings

To what extent are police officers exposed to different forms of
violence in the course of their duties?

Violence can take many forms, and not just in physical assaults or the use
of weapons. Threats and insults can also be defined as violence. The fre-
quency with which police officers were exposed to violence while on duty
in 2009 is shown in Figure 6.1.

It can be stated that 80.9 percent of police officers had been insulted or
called names while on duty, with one in five experiencing this at least
once a month. The rate is somewhat lower as regards threats, at 65.4 per-
cent, although here, too, the majority of respondents had rarely been ex-
posed to this form of violence (once/a few times). Taking together police
officers are relatively frequently confronted with verbal violence in the
line of duty. All other forms of violence listed in figure 6.1 were experi-
enced significantly less frequently. That the number of officers affected

6.2

6.2.1
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decreases relative to the increasing degree of violence is also shown in
other studies (cf. Bosold 2006, Manzoni 2003). Slightly more than a third
of all respondents reported mild physical violence in the form of pushing,
shoving, being held or manhandled, while one in five or one in six police
officers had been kicked and/or hit by a citizen at least once in 2009. More
serious forms of violence, such as threatening with or the use of weapons/
dangerous objects are rarer in comparison. Nonetheless, almost one in
eleven officers said they had been assaulted with a weapon or a dangerous
object at least once in a given year.

Frequencies of different experiences of violence while on duty in
2009 (in percent)
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What characterises share officers affected by violence?

From a preventive standpoint, it is important to know whether there is a
link between characteristics of the officers and the likelihood of an assault.
According to Schmalzl (2005, p. 10), for example, negligent behaviour,
mistakes in ensuring personal safety, and lack of coordination with fellow
officers on the beat or patrol can act as an accelerator of violence, making
it more likely for an officer to be assaulted while on duty.

In general a distinction can be made between visible and non-visible
characteristics of police officers (Baier/Ellrich 2012). Visible traits include
gender, physical stature and age, all of which citizens can readily recog-

Fig. 6.1
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nize. Non-visible traits manifest themselves when the two sides interact.
Factors that play a role are attitudes and abilities, both of which affect the
behaviour of police officers and of citizens. Because the survey provides
no information on the non-visible traits of police officers, the analyses
presented in this paper are based on the visible factors only. These include
the usual demographic factors such as gender, age, body height, body
weight and ethnic origin of the police officers surveyed. For analysis, vic-
tims of violence were operationalized as all officers who reported at least
one physical assault (pushing, restraining, kicked, and hit) in 2009. This
applies to just over half of the respondents surveyed (50.7 percent). The
selection was based on two criteria: firstly, when compared with the use of
dangerous objects/weapons, these forms of violence are experienced rela-
tively frequently. Secondly, the physical integrity of a police officer is
damaged by their experience of violence, so assaults have serious conse-
quences. To identify which factors influence an officer’s risk of victimisa-
tion, logistic regression analysis was used (cf. Backhaus et al. 2003). This
highlights the impact of a variable (such as gender) given the influence of
other variables (such as age). As shown in Table 6.1, two models were
run. The first focuses solely on the named characteristics of the affected
police officers, while the second model considered the additional influ-
ence of duty-related factors (type of duty, area of operation). These factors
describe the police officers’ everyday working situation and thus deter-
mine to a certain extent the kind of situations they are generally exposed
to. To interpret the influence of individual variables, reference is made to
the exponential coefficient B (Exp(B)). If this has a value of over 1, the
concerning variable raises the risk of an officer being physically attacked.
Values below 1 state that the concerning variable has a reducing effect on
the risk.

As the analysis shows, male officers have a significantly higher risk of
being subject to physical assault compared to their female colleagues. So
52.1 percent of all male officers were assaulted at least once in 2009, but
only 45.2 percent of female officers. There is also evidence that age influ-
ences the likelihood of experiencing violence. While around two-thirds of
all officers under 30 (69.6 percent) had been victims of an assault while on
duty, this applies to only around one third of all those over 50 (31.8 per-
cent; and 52.4 percent of officers aged 30 to 49). There are also indica-
tions that the officers’ body height increases their risk, while their weight
plays no role at all. Where the officers have an immigrant background, i.e.
at least one of their biological parents is not of German origin, their risk of
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falling victim to violence is greater compared with their German col-
leagues who have no immigrant background. As the second model shows,
apart from the personal factors stated, the type of duty they perform also
plays a significant role. Those out on the beat or patrol are more than five
times (69.6 percent) as likely to be physically assaulted compared with
those performing other duties such as criminal investigations (22.3 per-
cent). For officers belonging to special units, the risk is more then six
times as high (73.3 percent). By way of contrast, the area of operation –
measured in terms of inhabitants – has, according to the analyses, no di-
rect influence on their risk of being exposed to violence.

Officer-related influencing factors of physical attacks in 2009
(logistic regression; coefficient: Exp(B))

Model 1 Model II

Gender: Male 1.826*** 1.655***

Age: Under 30 Reference Reference

Age: 30 to 49 0.408*** 0.583***

Age: 50+ 0.156*** 0.300***

Height: Small (under 1.76 m) Reference Reference

Height: Medium (1.76 m to 1.83 m) 1.098* 1.109*

Height: Large (1.83 m and over) 1.145* 1.177**

Weight: Light (under 78 kg) Reference Reference

Weight: Average (78 kg to 90 kg) 0.959 0.943

Weight: Heavy (91 kg and over) 0.955 0.904

Immigrant Background 1.280* 1.313*

Type of Duty: Other  Reference

Type of Duty: Special unit  6.460***

Type of Duty: Regular beat (including on foot)  5.247***

Area of operation: Rural/urban (less than 250,000 inhabitants)  Reference

Area of operation: Town/city (250,000+ inhabitants)  0.929

Number of cases
Nagelkerke’s R²

18.101
.085

18.101
.243

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05

Looking at Nagelkerke’s R² it becomes clear that demographic character-
istics only explain a small portion of the variance (Model I, 8.5 percent).
The percentage rises almost three-fold (24.7 percent) when the type of du-
ty is also taken into account. As a result, visible characteristics appear to

Table 6.1
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have only a small influence on the risk of being physically assaulted. Of
more importance are structural factors like the type of duty and the associ-
ated activities. That police officers on the beat or patrol are frequently ex-
posed to violence is also confirmed by earlier studies (cf. Falk 2000, Grif-
fiths/McDanie 1993, Manzoni 2003). Given that they interact daily with
citizens who are emotionally upset, drunk, aggressive and helpless, it is
not surprising that they have a higher risk of being victimized. The same
applies for officers assigned to special units where the duties involved ex-
pose them to a greater risk of violence (such as demonstrations). It is
much more difficult to explain the victim-related differences found as re-
gards gender, age, immigrant background, and body height. The following
offers a number of possible explanations for these findings, which should
be analysed in future studies.

Evidence that female police officers are rarely exposed to violence
while on duty can be found in the works of Bosold (2006), Bragason
(2006), and Burke and Mikkelsen (2005). One possible explanation could
be that assailants, who are mostly male, are more reluctant to assault a
woman officer than a male officer. It might also be possible that female
officers are assigned to less violence-related tasks than their male col-
leagues. Evidence of a gender stereotype in the assignment of duties,
where female officers especially deal with situations involving children
and women, can be found in Rustemeyer and Tank (2001). In addition,
male officers could have a natural ‘protector’ instinct why they place
themselves in front of their female colleagues as a protective barrier espe-
cially in dangerous situations (Manzoni 2003). Further, it has been sug-
gested that female officers due to their socialisation are more communica-
tive, empathetic, supportive, and less aggressive in police-citizen interac-
tions than their male peers (Rabe-Hemp 2008). Hence female officers
could have a calming effect on conflict situations, which in turn lessens
their risk of being assaulted. However, the assumption that female officers
are more supportive towards citizens is only partly confirmed by empirical
evidence (Rabe-Hemp 2008). Rather, when compared with their male col-
leagues, they are less likely to use extreme controlling behaviours such as
threats and violence in interactions with citizens (Garner et al. 1996, Man-
zoni 2003, Rabe-Hemp 2008, Schuck/Rabe-Hemp 2005). So the fact that
the use of violence by citizens and by the police are mutually dependent
(cf. Garner et al. 1996, Mazoni 2003), could be the reason why female po-
lice officers report fewer assaults.
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The finding that younger officers are more frequently exposed to vio-
lence than older officers while on duty can be assumed to be relatively re-
liable based on the findings of other studies (cf. Bosold 2006, Bragason
2006, Griffiths/McDaniel1993, Manzoni 2003). It would appear that older
officers are more familiar with other types of activities than their younger
colleagues, so that the latter have a greater risk of experiencing an assault.
A comparison of the two models (see Table 6.1) provides evidence, at
least in part, to support this because the coefficients are weakened by the
inclusion of the type of duty performed. Another reason for the differences
observed could lie in the fact that, due to their experience, older officers
are better able to assess the level of danger in a given situation or with a
certain type of citizen (e. g. drunken person), and can take the necessary
action to prevent possible escalation. It is also possible that younger offi-
cers in particular are under pressure to prove themselves. They may re-
spond less calmly to provocation, issues threats far faster, and thus foster
conflict.

Although by determining a minimum body height for police officers it
can be implicitly suggested that physical stature plays a role in the profes-
sion, little empirical study has been conducted to confirm this assumption.
The few studies that have taken account of the height and weight of offi-
cers who have suffered assaults provide inconsistent results (cf. Garner et
al. 1996, Griffiths/McDaniel 1993, Rabe-Hemp/Schuck 2007). Thus, the
findings of this study are to be interpreted with caution. Some of the ex-
planations discussed in connection with the gender effect revealed could
also be true in this case. For example, selection effects could be responsi-
ble for the fact that officers of bigger stature are more frequently assaulted
by virtue of their larger size, and are frequently assigned to attend danger-
ous situations or place themselves in front of their colleagues in such situ-
ations. But it could also be possible that an assailant deliberately targets a
bigger officer because they see them as the greatest threat. A further ex-
planation could be that the officers themselves, on account of their knowl-
edge of their physical strength, are less likely to shy away from confronta-
tion.

Another issue to be treated with caution is the risk-increasing effect of
an immigrant background, due to the low number of such cases.3 The dif-

3 Only 2.5 percent of the officers surveyed had an immigrant background. They also
came from various countries, meaning that the existence of an immigrant back-
ground was not necessarily evident.
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ferences shown could be explained at least in two ways: First, it may be
possible that, due to a lack of acceptance, officers with an immigrant
background have a greater need to win the public’s respect. They thus re-
act harshly when confronted with an obvious lack of respect. Second, it
could also happen that a citizen demonstrates a racist attitude towards a
migrant officer, thus escalating the situation.

How have trends developed in respect of violence against police
officers in the period 2005 to 2009?

To obtain detailed information on trends in violence against police offi-
cers, all participants were asked how often they had been experienced an
assault in the period 2005 and 2009 which resulted in being unfit for work
for at least one day. The reference period of five years was chosen in line
with the retrospective focus of the survey. It can be assumed that violent
events and its circumstances (such as the location of the assault, and the
number of assailants) which occurred in the past five years are easier to
recall than those experienced far earlier. For this reason, also the criterion
of being unfit for work following an assault was chosen which highlights
particularly serious, consequential attacks.

Of all 20.938 police officers in the survey, about one in eight (12.9 per-
cent) had suffered at least one assault that had rendered them unfit for
work for at least one day between 2005 and 2009. Over the five-year peri-
od, the number of victimized officers rose steadily from 2.6 percent to 4.5
percent (Figure 6.2), while the average number of assaults per victim re-
mains relatively constant (1.09 in 2005, 1.16 in 2009). A differentiated
analysis of assaults according to the length of time an officer is unfit for
work shows various trends. Extremely serious assaults leading to officers
being unfit for work for periods of over two months remain at a constantly
low level over the reporting time. The rate of assaults resulting in officers
being away from work for at least one week and at most eight weeks is
relatively stable over the first four years. The only significant increase is
between 2008 (0.9 percent) and 2009 (1.3 percent). Thus, the increase in
assaults with a maximum of six days’ sick leave is responsible for the rise
observed between 2005 and 2009. However, the problems involved in ret-
rospective surveys must be taken into account (distorted recall, for exam-
ple).

6.2.3
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Police officers assaulted and made unfit for Work (in percent)
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One key question that must be answered is how to explain the evident rise
in violent assaults that render officers unfit for work. In many instances,
reference is made to a general increase in the lack of respect shown to-
wards police officers, especially by teenagers and young adults. This is
contradicted by studies that show that most school children and adults
have a positive attitude towards the police (Baier et al. 2010, Baier et al.
2011). The assumption that the increase is due to a greater willingness in
society to use violence does not hold up given the decline in violent crime
recorded by German Police Crime Statistics since 2007, and which was
previously shown in self-report studies (Baier et al.2009). As a possible
cause of the rise in violence against police officers, Ellrich et al. (2012, p.
49) point to an increasing polarising trend in society. This sees a greater
divide between societal groups. Polarisation is evident in various areas,
such as a polarisation between low-income and high-income families, and
between nationals and immigrants. In recent years, greater polarisation has
occurred regarding political views (left and right-wing tendencies) in soci-
ety. Such gaps cannot in themselves explain the phenomenon of the rise in
violence against the police. The increased polarisation can, however, be
seen in connection with the fact that today, more and more communities
are emerging which do not share the same standards and values as the rest
of Germany. Within these communities, no-one fears the thought of exer-
cising violence against police officers. Violent assaults are seen as a way
to gain recognition within the community; they also serve to underpin po-
litical ideologies, as is the case among left-wing groups. Over the past few
years, reports by Germany’s Ministry of the Interior show a correlation

Fig. 6.2

Karoline Ellrich, Dirk Baier

150



with rising violence among left-wing extremists, especially against police
officers (BMI 2011). Because this hypothesis has yet to be supported by
empirical evidence, other explanations must also be thought of (for exam-
ple, an increasing tendency for teenagers and young adults to spend their
free time on the street and in public places).

What characterises share assailants who carried out assaults, and
the situations in which violence against police officers occurred?

As part of the survey, officers who had suffered an assault between 2005
and 2009 that rendered them unfit for work were asked to describe such a
case in detail.4 Data collected on 2,603 cases comprises not only state-
ments regarding the assailants, but also on the circumstances and the out-
comes of the assaults.

The following conclusions can be drawn regarding the assailants in-
volved in violent assaults:

• Almost three out of four assaults were carried out by one assailant
(74.8 percent)

• The assailants were almost exclusively male (92.9 percent)
• Younger individuals are over-represented among the assailants when

compared with their numbers among the overall German population. A
total of 59.3 percent of assailants were under 25 at the time of the as-
sault.

• In six out of ten cases (59.4 percent), officers stated the assailants to be
German, 36.1 percent were non-German, with the most frequent coun-
tries named being the former Soviet Union (e.g. Russia and Kaza-
khstan), Turkey and other Muslim countries (such as Iran and Iraq).

• In almost three-quarters of cases, the assailants were alcohol affected at
the time of the assault (71.7 percent). There is also a rise in the per-
centage of drunken assailants in the past five years.

• In two out of three assaults (64.8 percent), individuals were involved
who were already known to the police.

6.2.4

4 The choice of assault for the detailed description was made based on two criteria:
the most serious assault experienced by an officer which was operationalised via the
length of sick leave days, or the most recent assault (Ellrich et al. 2012, p. 51).
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• The assailants mostly used physical violence in the form of jostling
with, hitting or kicking a police officer (84.0 percent). The use of
weapons or other dangerous objects (such as fence planks) was report-
ed for one in five assaults (19.3 percent). Therefore violent attacks
against police officers seem to occur in the course of the interactions
rather than be planned.

Similar findings on assailants are reported in various national and interna-
tional studies (cf. Brown 1994, Falk 2000, FBI 2010, Griffiths/McDaniel
1993, Ohlemacher et al. 2003). However, based on this description, no
conclusion can be drawn regarding which assailants pose a greater risk of
the officers being assaulted. Because police officers are often confronted
with drunken people, it is not really surprising that many of those drunken
people are among their assailants. To conduct a risk analysis, it is neces-
sary to compare police-citizen interactions that result in a violent assault
with those that proceed peacefully. Few studies have performed such anal-
yses so far (Johnson 2011). As part of a supplemental survey module, in
which respondents are asked about their most recent incident involving
domestic violence, the question of which factors might increase officers’
risk of being injured on duty can be analysed (Ellrich et al. 2012, p.
163 ff). Apart from the composition of the police team, respondents were
also asked about origin and gender of the offender of domestic violence,
and whether they were affected by alcohol. Further, the officers should an-
swer if they or their colleagues had been injured in this most recent inci-
dent. As such, the injury of an officer serves as a measure with which to
assess the degree of danger involved in certain types of situation. The ana-
lysis was restricted to incidents in which only two officers were present. It
can be stated that one in seventeen incidents involving domestic violence
ends with at least one officer being injured (6.0 percent). The variables in-
fluencing this risk are listed in Table 6.2, which also presents findings of
logistic regression analysis.

As can be seen, in cases of domestic violence, the offender’s gender
plays no role in terms of a police officer’s risk of being injured. Incidents
of domestic violence in which women were the offender ended just as fre-
quently with an officer being hurt as with male offenders. Where other of-
fender constellations are involved (e.g. both women and men as joint of-
fenders), there is evidence of a slightly greater risk that officers will be
hurt. It is possible that the parties join forces against the police and launch
an assault together.
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Influencing factors in the injury of at least one officer in the
most recent incident of domestic violence (only two-person
teams, logistic regression; coefficient: Exp(B))

Model I

offender: only woman Reference

offender: only man 0.924

offender: Other 2.097

offender drunk 5.546***

Family with immigrant background 1.439*

Woman officer on team 0.786†

Officer with immigrant background on team 1.749

Number of cases
Nagelkerke’s R²

3.819
.067

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, † p < .10

The greatest influencing factor as regards injury involves alcohol con-
sumption on the part of the offender of the domestic violence. Police who
are confronted with drunken offenders have a 5.5 times greater risk of be-
ing injured when compared with non-alcohol situations. That alcohol is a
key risk factor for assaults on police officers attending incidents of domes-
tic violence has been shown in other studies (Johnson 2001, Rabe-Hemp/
Schuck 2007). A lack of self-control resulting from alcohol consumption,
along with increased emotional responses in the form of anger, bitterness,
frustration and fear could all be responsible for this effect (Johnson 2011,
Schmalzl 2005).

In addition, there is evidence that officers are injured slightly more fre-
quently in incidents involving families with immigrant backgrounds. One
explanation is that police ‘interference’ in the private affairs of people
with other cultural backgrounds is far less accepted than by families of
German origin. It is also possible that failure to observe certain be-
havioural norms (e.g. if a male officer speaks alone with the woman of the
household) can lead more easily to escalation.

If there is at least one woman officer in the team, the risk of injury
lessens when compared with exclusively male teams. The assumption that
when dealing with such incidents, female officers mainly focus on the vic-
tims, and thus the likelihood of injury for them is less, provides no expla-
nation here: Supplementary analyses show that the presence of a woman
officer reduces the risk of both officers being injured (Ellrich et al. 2012,
p. 179). These indicate that female officers have a de-escalating effect in

Table 6.2
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such conflict situations. Whether this is due to particular skills that female
officers possess or to greater reluctance on the part of the offenders to at-
tack a mixed-gender team remains unclear. The extent to which the find-
ings on domestic violence situations can be transferred to other incidents
attended by the police must be subjected to future analysis.

Situations resulting in assaults where officers are made unfit for
work (in percent)
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The situations with the most frequent occurrence of assaults which render
officers unfit for work involve arrests and checking suspects (16.9 percent,
see Figure 6.3). Arrests in particular can be perceived by the people in-
volved as a massive intrusion and a severe restriction of their personal
freedom which they try to escape (Haller et al. 1999, Schmalzl 2005).
About the same frequency is reported by officers attending disputes/fight-
ing and domestic violence (13.1 percent and 13.0 percent resp.). Also, one
in nine respondents stated that the attack had occurred while they were at-
tending a disturbance (e.g. unruly behaviour by drunkards; 11.3 percent).
Similar findings are shown in other studies (Bragason 2006, Brown 1994,
Falk 2000, FBI 2010, Griffiths/McDaniel 1993, Manzoni 2003,
Ohlemacher et al. 2003). Publicly debated police activities such as demon-
strations and soccer matches are named relatively rarely. But this does not
allow the assumption that officers are confronted with less violence when
performing such duties compared with before mentioned incidents. Rather,
it can be suggested that demonstrations for example result in fewer attacks
that lead to an officer being unfit for work because the officers are better

Fig. 6.3
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equipped (particularly with protective gear), and are trained to deal with
such dangerous situations.

With regard to timing and locality, the following was found:

• At weekends in particular, there is an increased concentration of as-
saults. Almost two-thirds of all assaults (63.1 percent) occurred be-
tween Friday and Sunday.

• The assaults occurred largely in the evening and during the night (be-
tween 8 pm and 4 am: 53.2 percent).

• With regard to the nature of the area, it can be said that the assaults oc-
curred in largely residential areas (44.0 percent), while more socially
problematic areas were rarely cited (27.4 percent). On the one hand,
that problematic areas are not the prime location for assaults can be ex-
plained by their small share in a town. On the other, it can be assumed
that the officers expect these areas to be more dangerous and are thus
more observant and respond more cautiously than in more residential
areas.

• Almost one in two assaults (47.0 percent) occurred in a public space
(street, square, or park), while 23.6 percent of officers were attacked in
private homes or gardens. In most cases the place where the assault oc-
curred is not deemed to be dangerous for the police (80.3 percent).

Similar findings regarding timing and locality can also be seen in other
studies (cf. Bragason 2006, Falk 2000).

Data was also collected on the information available to the police offi-
cers, how they assessed the situation prior to the assault, and how they be-
haved towards the offenders. Analysis showed that:

• The officers rarely had detailed information regarding the individuals
involved in the incident (e.g. if they were armed or had a police
record), or the level of escalation (12.4 and 21.5 percent respectively,
Ellrich et al. 2012, p. 67ff). Perhaps compared with officers with no in-
formation better informed officers are more able to prepare themselves
to deal with the situation and the assailants, and can adopt a situation-
specific strategy.

• Only two out of five officers (39.8 percent) assessed the situation as
(fairly) dangerous prior to the assault.

• In 74.4 percent of cases, the subsequent assailant was deemed (fairly)
aggressive prior to the attack.
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• The officers in three out of four cases (75.4 percent) had communi-
cated with the subsequent assailant before the assault occured.

• The officers themselves frequently used physical restraining measures
when dealing with offenders (84.0 percent). Significantly rarer was
their use of a pepper spray or a baton to fend off an assault (26.2 and
29.9 percent respectively). Only in 35 assaults (1.5 percent) it was nec-
essary for them to use their firearms.

Against the backdrop that in most cases, the assault was preceded by com-
munication with the subsequent assailant (who had been assessed as ag-
gressive), the question arises as to why the assaults could not be prevented
given that there were signs that the situation could escalate. In other stud-
ies, assaults mostly came to the officers as a surprise, although most as-
saults did not occur immediately the officers arrived on the scene, but
rather in the course of interaction with the individuals concerned
(Ohlemacher et al. 2003, Sessar et al. 1980). In reference to this, Schmalzl
(2005) questions whether there might not have been an indication or warn-
ing signs for the apparent sudden assault which were not sufficiently
recognised or assessed. He points to the development of a psychological
early warning system or risk radar (also Füllgrabe 2002) which would en-
able better awareness and risk assessment.

How do violent attacks affect the officers involved?

Exposure to violence can be a life-changing experience. One’s previously
assumed ‘invunerability’ and perceived ability to deal with situations
(even difficult ones) can be shattered by such events, inducing fear and
anxiety (Reiser/Geiger 1984). This is confirmed by the findings of the sur-
vey.

With regard to physical consequences resulting from a violent assault,
the officers surveyed cited injuries to the hand and arm as the most fre-
quent incurred (46.6 percent, Ellrich et al. 2012, p. 120 f). Significantly
less frequent were injuries to the face/head (29.6 percent), and to the neck,
throat, shoulder and back area (22.6 percent). However, the latter type of
injury appears to be the most serious. Officers with neck, throat, shoulder
and back injuries not only were unfit for work for longer periods, but they
were often deployed to other duties after an assault or were declared unfit
for active duty and assigned to a desk job.

6.2.5
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Problems in other areas of life also play an important role. More than
one quarter of those affected said they had difficulties sleeping after the
assault (27.7 percent), and one in seven officers (14.9 percent) said their
relationships had been affected, i.e. interaction with their partner or others
in their social environment. Additional analyses found, that the longer an
officer is unfit for work, the more they are affected by such problems. Be-
cause police officers are confronted in the line of duty with a wide range
of extreme, stressful and potentially traumatic events, including their own
experience with violence, many studies have addressed the issue of post-
traumatic stress disorder (cf. Gasch 2000, Schneider/Latscha 2010). This
psychological syndrome takes in nightmares, withdrawal, avoidance be-
haviour, and psychosomatic complaints such as anxiety and disturbed
sleep patterns following a traumatic experience (Saß et al. 2003). In the
sample, a total of 4.9 percent of officers who had been assaulted showed
signs of post-traumatic stress disorder four weeks after the attack (Ellrich
et al. 2012, p. 124 f). There were no significant differences regarding gen-
der, age or type of duty performed. However, there is evidence of a link
between the length of time an officer is unfit for work and a diagnosis of
suspected post-traumatic stress disorder. Officers who were unfit for work
for more than two months were nine times more likely to be suspected of
suffering from the disorder than those with a maximum two days away
from work (18.6 versus 2.1 percent respectively). In addition, a number of
other assault-related characteristics were linked to the psychological disor-
der. These include the officers’ perceived reasons for the attack. Those
who claimed the assailant was anti-police/state, or had personal differ-
ences or a desire to kill were far more likely to be suspected of suffering
from post-traumatic stress disorder. If the assault involved weapons or oth-
er dangerous objects, the number of cases of officers suspected to have the
disorder doubled.

Up to now, little attention has been paid to the potential psychological
effects of facing legal consequences in the form of a complaint, charges
being pressed or a disciplinary hearing after the assault. While this is
rarely the case – only about two out of ten officers (17.7 percent) faced
any legal charges – the effect on the police officers involved should not be
underestimated (Ellrich et al. 2012, p. 134 ff). As can be seen, the greater
the legal measures, the greater the stress an officer is exposed to. Disci-
plinary hearings are shown to be particularly stressful. Around one in five
officers (19.6 percent) who faced a criminal investigation or a disciplinary
hearing showed symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, while only
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4.1 percent of officers who faced no legal consequences did so. Available
data allows no conclusions to be drawn regarding the underlying reasons.
It is possible that some officers are aware that they made mistakes during
an assault and are afraid of the consequences. Others, by way of contrast,
may feel they have been wrongly accused, and cannot understand that the
assailant-victim relationship has been reversed. In addition, legal conse-
quences spark existential fears, which also result in severe mental stress.
Against this backdrop, the provision of support for the officers concerned
would be of help, especially in such situations.

Apart from physical and mental problems, experience as a victim of vi-
olence can also cause changes in attitudes and perceptions. This is sup-
ported, for example, for the concept of fear of crime (Skogan 1987). One
component of this construct is cognitive fear, and the expectation of
falling victim to crime in the near future. In the context of this survey, this
included the likelihood of experience an assault in the next twelve months.
The analysis shows that officers who experienced such attacks in the five
years between 2005 and 2009 were eight times more likely to believe they
would be a victim of a further assault within the next year than their col-
leagues who had not been assaulted (31.7 versus 4.1 percent).5 As a result,
the officers who had had been attacked were accompanied by greater fear
while on duty. It can be assumed that such fear manifests itself in precisely
those situations that follow a similar pattern to the one in which the officer
suffered a violent assault. The associated strong emotional stress can in
turn have a negative effect on the officer’s ability to make a decision and
to act, thus increasing their risk of re-victimization.

What also can be shown is that exposure to violence can be linked to a
police officer’s self-image on the job. Those who had been victimized
agreed more frequently with the statement that they were emotional dust-
bins or scapegoats. It can be suggested that officers who feel they are soci-
ety’s scapegoats tend to take a harder line when dealing with citizens. This
in turn can lead more easily to escalation when attending an incident, and
to a repeated violent assault.

5 Given the cross-sectional design of the survey, a reversed causal relationship cannot
be ruled out where greater fear of crime might have resulted in officers experienc-
ing a violent attack.

Karoline Ellrich, Dirk Baier

158



Summary

The aim of this paper was to provide an insight into the subject of violence
against police officers in Germany. Findings were taken from a survey of
police officers concerning their exposure to violence. Conducted in early
2010, the study showed that police officers are often exposed to various
types of violence, with verbal and mild physical assaults the dominant
forms. They also experience serious assaults that lead to them being unfit
for work: About one in eight officers had experienced at least one such as-
sault in the five-year period covered by the survey. Regarding the latter
mentioned cases an increase especially in assaults with less serious out-
comes could be stated between 2005 and 2009. In line with the findings of
previous research studies, the assaults (causing officers to be unfit for
work) mostly followed an arrest or a dispute where the assailant acted
alone, was male and young, had a police record, and was affected by alco-
hol. Further, it can also be concluded that apart from physical and mental
problems, exposure to violence can result in a heightened fear of repeated
assaults, and to a negative self-image.

One area of focus in the survey was to identify factors which are linked
to the risk of an assault on a police officer. Only a few studies have so far
attempted to conduct this type of risk assessment (Johnson 2001, Rabe-
Hemp/Schuck 2007). As was shown using the data collected in the survey,
young male officers of large height, and officers with an immigrant back-
ground have a greater risk of being assaulted. Also, officers out on the
beat or on patrol in a vehicle, and those belonging to special units, are
more likely to fall victim to violence compared with colleagues who per-
form other duties. Looking at the assailants, the influence of alcohol and
an immigrant background increase the risk of an officer being assaulted
while attending an incident in which domestic violence is involved.

The specific processes responsible for certain officers being assaulted
more frequently than others cannot be sufficiently illustrated with avail-
able data. In general, however, it can be assumed that several factors play
a role. Explanations for the gender differences involved can be appor-
tioned to structural effects (e.g. differing tasks), an assailant’s hesitance in
attacking a woman, and the de-escalating skills of female officers on ac-
count of their social skills. Looking at the development of suitable voca-
tional and further training measures for police officers in respect of vio-
lence prevention, a study of non-visible characteristics, meaning certain
attitudes and abilities in which male and female officers differ, appears
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useful. If female officers experience less violence because they are less
frequently exposed to dangerous situations or because the assailants are
hesitant to assault them because of their gender, special training would not
be necessary. But if female officers were less at risk of a violent assault
because they have better social skills than their male colleagues, use fewer
threats, exercise less force and are generally more cautious in their interac-
tion with citizens indeed, these findings could be used to develop special
programmes (such as communication skills training).

What needs to be analysed also is the extent to which certain constella-
tions raise the risk of a violent confrontation. Different people will react
differently in different situations and in interaction with different police
officers. Indications of such differing effects can be seen, for example, in
the study by Rabe-Hemp and Schuck (2007). They report that for female
police officers, the greatest risk of assault occurs when they are confronted
with drunken individuals while attending incidents of domestic violence.
In other words, the combination of alcohol, gender and situation play a
key role in their victimisation risk. To reveal such complex causal struc-
tures, additional studies are needed which use a range of different method-
ological approaches (such as questioning and observation, and quasi-ex-
perimental design).
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Violence Against Police Officers:
The Victims’ Perspective

Bettina Zietlow

Introduction

Violent assaults are part and parcel of a police officer’s working world.
How various forms of violence are perceived and experienced, and how
the experience is dealt with in the context of additional (job-related) stress,
is the focus of a study in which 35 police officers (men and women) pro-
vided input on their personal experience. The aim of this qualitative study,
funded and promoted by the German Police Union (GdP), is to provide a
detailed insight into personal experience with violence and how the expe-
rience is processed. It thus concentrates on factors which help officers
dealing with potentially stressful situations.

The findings can be used to address factors which can be influenced by
the police authorities – supervisors and colleagues, and altered structures –
in their dealings with victims of violence and (job-related) stress.

Conceptual reflections

In the everyday lives of police officers, stressful situations can arise that
have no direct relation to police activities. These include interpersonal
conflict, dissatisfaction with supervisors or exposure to bullying. There
are, however, other stressful situations that are directly linked to police
work, such as changing shifts, and confrontation with extreme situations
(Reinecke et al. 2006). The level of stress involved can be categorised into
two groups (Nörenberg et al. 2006, Sennekamp/Martin 2003). There is the
stress that arises in the performance of normal duties, often resulting from
the type of incidents officers are called upon to attend (operative stres-
sors). These include confrontation with the death or injury of others, espe-
cially children, and confrontation with danger to one’s own life. Secondly,
there is the stress experienced in connection with police force structures
(administrative stressors). These involve the pressure of work, staffing
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shortages, dissatisfaction with police leadership, an imbalance between
work and family life, and shift work (cf. Hallenberger/Mueller 2000, Sen-
nekamp/Martin 2003). Assaults on one’s own person are an operative
stress factor for the police officers involved.

Not every potentially stressful event is perceived as stressful and not
every potentially stress-inducing situation sparks a stress response in all
individuals. Perception and evaluation processes play a role in the devel-
opment of stress. This underlying notion matches the transactional model
used by Lazarus (1966). In a primary evaluation, it is assessed whether a
situation is irrelevant, positive or stressful. In a next step, situations per-
ceived as highly stressful are assessed as to whether they involve loss or
damage, or pose a threat or a challenge. The secondary evaluation serves
in verifying the stress management options and a person’s ability to cope
with the situation. This information is then used to re-evaluate the situa-
tion. If the stress management options and ability to cope are perceived as
inadequate, a stress reaction occurs (Wittchen/Hoyer 2006, Klemisch
2006).

Stress factors can be divided into three categories: daily hassles, critical
life events, and traumatic events. Daily hassles – everyday pressures – are
not as intense as crisis or traumatic events but, due to their frequency, they
have a high risk of becoming chronic and thus heighten the risk of a per-
son developing physical and mental ailments. In everyday police work,
these can take the form of verbal attacks or behaviour perceived as disre-
spectful to one’s own person.

Critical life events have a clear time span. The person affected must ad-
just accordingly and may have to reorganise their life (Filipp 1990). Ex-
amples of critical life events include the death of a dependant, divorce,
and job loss, and also events that are not necessarily negative in nature,
such as promotion or getting married. Even positive critical events can of-
ten be perceived as stressful.

Traumatic events are characterised by great intensity and the lack of ad-
equate coping mechanisms. The affected individual is unable to adapt to
the situation. Traumatic events are “undesired, unpredictable, extremely
negative, […] and are difficult to control if at all”, (Klemisch 2006, p. 6).
Such events heighten the risk of acute stress-related disorders, adjustment
disorders, and post-traumatic stress disorders.

Apart from (general) interpersonal conflict arising from dissatisfaction
with supervisors and colleagues, police work can also give rise to duty-
specific stress (shift work, and confrontation with extreme situations)
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(Reinecke et al. 2006). Among the situations perceived as the most stress-
ful are exposure to bullying, the death of a personal acquaintance, the
death or injury of a child, and exposure to a life-threatening situation. Po-
lice officers perceive critical events as particularly stressful when they
cannot be prevented or controlled (Wagner 1986). This corresponds with
the general finding that such an event is experienced as especially aver-
sive, as uncontrollable or unpredictable (cf. Barlow 1988, Ehlers et al.
1997, Mineka/Kihlstrom 1978).

What is known as ‘perceived self-efficacy’ could thus, by way of con-
trast, be a protective factor in traumatic situations. Bandura’s concept is
based on an individual’s belief that their abilities can help them influence
a situation to reach a successful outcome (Bandura 1997, Benight/Bandura
2004). Internal convictions of being able to deal with a situation also have
a positive influence on stress management (Lefcourt 1983).

By nature of the type of duties performed and the associated frequent
confrontation with critical and stressful events, police officers are at
greater risk of developing a psychological disorder (such as post-traumatic
stress disorder, depression, alcohol abuse, and alcoholism) (Klemisch
2006). However, it is not only single dramatic events that can trigger psy-
chological and physical illness. Less intense, but ongoing exposure to
stress can deplete an officer’s ability to cope because they are nonetheless
constantly in a state of alarm. If this feeling of heightened alert, fear and
danger collides with an officer’s need to appear and actually be in control,
their stress levels rise again (McCafferty et al. 1992). Especially for offi-
cers working nights and shifts, the adjustment needed in such situations
leads to psychosomatic complaints such as anxiety, disturbed sleep pat-
terns, and gastro-intestinal problems (GdP 1988). Efforts to cope with
stress can also result in aggressiveness, impulsiveness, bad temperedness,
and an increased need to take control (Klemisch 2006), which in turn can
result in further stress. However, compared with work-related stress, job
satisfaction and the degree of job dissatisfaction appear to be the better in-
dicators of physical well-being. Klemisch (2006) showed that job satisfac-
tion has a negative correlation with fear, depression and psychosomatic
disorder. The experience of violence can be both stressful and traumatic.
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Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTBS)

A trauma is defined as a “potential or real threat of death, serious injury or
bodily harm to one’s own person or to another which triggers a reaction of
intense fear, helplessness or shock” (DSM-IV, APA 1996, p. 487). This in-
cludes accidents with injuries and/or deaths, natural disaster, hostage-tak-
ing, rape/sexual abuse and torture (Hallenberger 1998, 2001, Maercker
2003).

After being confronted with such an event, those affected often show
immediate reactions that fade away within a matter of hours or days. In
colloquial terms, these reactions are known as ‘shock’. If the symptoms
(constant flashbacks, e.g. dreams or intrusive thoughts, avoidance be-
haviour relative to thoughts about the trauma or places and situations asso-
ciated with it, and a heightened state of anxiety in the form of sleepless-
ness, hyper-vigilance, bad temper and startled responses) last for a mini-
mum of two days (but no more than four weeks), they are defined as an
acute stress response. If the disturbances last for more than a month and
the symptoms cause clinically significant impairments to key functions,
then post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can be diagnosed (Wittchen/
Hoyer 2006). Most police officers experience at least one potentially trau-
matic event during their police career (Gasch 1998, Klemisch et al. 2005,
Sennekamp/Martin 2001, Teegen 2003). The lifetime prevalence for a
post-traumatic stress disorder is said to be eight percent for the general
public. For police officers, statistics range between seven and 21 percent
(Klemisch et al. 2005).

Among the factors that influence the likelihood of an individual devel-
oping PTSD after experiencing a violence assault are variables that exist
before the traumatic event occurred. Such ‘pre-traumatic’ factors include
previous stressful events, gender, educational level and age. A further
group of variables describes what are known as peri-traumatic factors –
states displayed by an individual at the time of the traumatic event (such
as intoxication), and characteristics of the trauma itself. Yet another group
of post-traumatic factors involves psychological and social processes in
coping with the trauma. Research findings on this group have been so far
inconsistent. None of the groups of factors studied so far provided an ad-
equate explanation as to how post-traumatic stress disorder evolves
(Wittchen/Hoyer 2006, p. 828). It is possible that cumulated, stressful
events at work and in private life are a risk factor for the occurrence of
post-traumatic stress disorder (Myrtek et al. 1994). Job routine does not,
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therefore, provide a stronger psychological shield, but rather the experi-
ences encountered on the job lead to greater sensitivity.

The question of protective factors is addressed by Schneider and
Latscha (2010) in their study of police culture. They assume that police of-
ficers have access to a good social network which serves as a protective
factor. In duty situations, collegiality and team spirit among police officers
has a preventive effect (cf. Engel 1995). They also assume that police offi-
cers possess personal traits that allow them to cope with their experiences,
thus preventing the development of post-traumatic stress disorder (Schnei-
der/Latscha 2010). This personality structure is shaped by police work and
being part of police culture. For police officers, standing up to the threat of
physical assault is an everyday occurrence (Waddington 1999). The risk of
falling victim to a violent assault is seen as part of the job. The personality
structure of police officers should be characterised by a high degree of as-
sertiveness, strong self-confidence, good communications and problem-
solving skills, heightened self-efficacy belief, and resilience (Schneider/
Latscha 2010). In the study conducted by Schneider and Latscha (2010),
the police officers surveyed demonstrated significantly greater resilience
and self-efficacy belief when compared to members of the general public.
Within the group of police respondents, those who did not become ill after
a stressful experience achieved higher scores on the resilience scale and
demonstrated a stronger perception of social support. Both resilience and
perceived social support (especially within the police community) can be
seen as protective factors in relation to post-traumatic stress disorder. This
is in line with findings from earlier research (Schützwohl/Maercker 1997,
Solomon/Horn 1986,). “A lack of respect and recognition can contribute
or lead to advanced re-traumatisation” (Maercker 2003, p. 27).

Further, through various forms of prevention, the impacts of work-relat-
ed stress can be reduced and self-efficacy and assertiveness can be height-
ened. Primary prevention – prior to the occurrence of a stressful event – in
the form of vocational and further training serves to supplement both skills
and resources. Better preparation for specific events and their potential
consequences should ensure that those affected perceive their feelings as
normal and do not hide themselves behind a tough façade (Hallenberger
2006, p. 33, ). Behavioural training is a form of prevention. Having re-
ceived such training, officers retain their assertiveness in extreme situa-
tions regardless of disrupting factors (stressful cognitions). This is
achieved by means of highly automated processes, which must be prac-
ticed more intensively the more complex the required behaviour (Hallen-
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berger 2006). The idea is to be able to withstand the “laming effect of
shock” (Hallenberger 2006, p. 39). This involves regular practice at inter-
active shooting ranges, which enjoy great acceptance among police offi-
cers on account of the near-reality experience. During the training, stress
levels should be higher than those expected in the real-life situation in or-
der to build up stress resistance (Ungerer 1999). When decision-making
processes are practiced for dealing with critical situations, they become
automatic and require less conscious attention (Hallenberger 1995,
Schmidt 1982). To select the best approach in these decision-making pro-
cesses, specialist skill is needed to avoid the selection process being exac-
erbated by an excess of information and knowledge, and acute time pres-
sure. Standardised rules and checklists can be used for the purpose (Eckert
1996, Lasogga/Gasch 2000, Ungerer 1999). Secondary prevention – im-
mediately following a stressful event – is primarily defined in terms of cri-
sis intervention. Tertiary prevention, in the form of psychotherapy and su-
pervision, is more of a long-term measure (Nörenberg et al. 2006).

Coping

People respond differently to stress situations. They have their own way of
coping with stress. Some use problem-orientated approaches, while others
apply emotion-orientated coping strategies (Lazarus/Launier 1981). When
applying problem-orientated coping strategies, individuals try to change
either the situation or their own attitude to it. With emotion-orientated
coping mechanisms, they try to alter negative feelings such as fear and
anger in order to reduce tension (e.g. by means of denial or avoidance be-
haviour). Efforts to cope are influenced by personality traits, stressor char-
acteristics and available social resources (Klemisch 2006).

According to Teegen (2003), constructive strategies in dealing with
stressful situations of a police nature include good collegiality, the feeling
of being able to rely on colleagues, the belief in one’s own strength, and
recognition of the purposefulness of the activity in question. Dysfunction-
al strategies include a grim sense of humour, and thoughts of one’s own
family. Important in processing traumatic situations are the perception and
expression of emotions. If in everyday working life it is expected that offi-
cers are professional, neutral and have their emotions under control, this
can result in dysfunctional coping behaviour, as shown by Schütte et al.
(2009). They also show that when compared with non-traumatised col-
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leagues, traumatised police officers achieve significantly high scores for
coping criteria such as depressive processing, regressive tendencies, mis-
trust and pessimism. Scores for controlled emotions and social withdrawal
were, however, only significantly high in some traumatised police officers.
If critical events are interpreted and evaluated as purposeful, this tends to
result in reduced stress levels (Antonovsky 1987, Frankl 1999).

Problem-solving coping strategies are also of benefit, such as taking a
positive attitude and seeing the situation as a challenge. A selective per-
ception of positive factors of the crisis event is helpful. Constructive ex-
pression and communication of emotion is also seen as effective. In the
case of especially stressful situations, intellectualisation and distance are
useful coping mechanisms. Less of benefit in processing the experience
are self-blame and self-deprecation (Laux/Weber 1990). Many of these
coping strategies (intellectualisation, distancing, re-assessment) can be
grouped under the heading of cognitive control (Averill 1973). This also
includes self-instruction such as ‘I can deal with this’, and ‘I have to help’
(Hermanutz/Buchmann 1994), and the attempt to regulate one’s emotions
(Eckert 1996). Police officers often use talking with close friends and rela-
tives as a means of coping with stressful situations (Steinbauer 2001). The
way in which colleagues and supervisors react to the problems of fellow
officers plays a decisive role in how the officers cope with a situation
(Mittendorff 1996, quote from Steinbauer 2001). According to Hallen-
berger (2001), the inhibition threshold in accepting help from others can
have a negative effect on any subsequent performance evaluation by an of-
ficer’s supervisor or can give the supervisor a false impression: “… the
boss thinks I’m mad!” (Ziehme/Müller-Cyran 2011).

When it comes to how police officers perceive, evaluate and process a
violent experience, it is less a matter of looking at isolated events, and
more about events which are embedded in a professional and social con-
text, and which can bring their own set of problems and conflicts (Ziehme/
Müller-Cyran 2011), while also providing useful resources. To identify
these complex events, it appears necessary to take a qualitative research
approach. This is the only way to obtain an insight into why, despite ap-
parently beneficial objective circumstances, a violent experience is pro-
cessed in a less than beneficial way.
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The study

The survey on violence against police officers conducted by the Crimino-
logical Research Institute of Lower Saxony in ten German federal states1

was supplemented with a qualitative section. The aim was to illustrate iso-
lated cases in their entirety independent of the known objective factors,
and to use the knowledge gained to develop preventive measures. A quali-
tative research approach was chosen with problem-focused, semi-struc-
tured interviews which allowed comparison of the survey findings while
still being open enough to illustrate the characteristics of the cases in
question. The research question to be answered on the basis of the inter-
views is: How are violent assaults on one’s own person perceived and
what factors foster positive processing of the experience? To obtain an-
swers to these question, the survey looked at factors which make it possi-
ble to analyse similarities and differences separately from the findings ar-
rived at with the main study. The analysis of the interviews allows inclu-
sion of the subjective assessment of the affected officers, and identifica-
tion of helpful intervention and influencing factors in addition to the tradi-
tional measures used.

Sample

The participants questioned in the quantitative study provide the basis for
the sample. The 1,289 respondents who stated that, following a violent as-
sault, they had been unfit for work for a period of five days or more be-
tween 2005 and 2009, all received a questionnaire with the following invi-
tation:

“Before we present a range of questions on further training measures, person-
al assessments and demographic factors, we would like to offer you the op-
portunity to take part in a personal interview about the violent assault. From
this, we hope to obtain a detailed insight into what you experienced and how
you coped with the situation. Violent assaults cannot be adequately docu-
mented on the basis of pre-formulated questions alone. A member of our team
will conduct interviews with 30 randomly chosen officers. The interviews
will be held on your premises. If you are interested in participating in a per-
sonal interview, please let us know by sending us a brief message.”

7.3
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Some 78 police officers (four women and seventy-four men) responded to
the invitation. The benefit of this self-activation sampling methodology is
that it guarantees voluntary participation coupled with increased motiva-
tion, although there is an element of automatic selection in favour of indi-
viduals who show heightened initiative (Reinders 2005). Of these 78 re-
sponses, a sample of 32 individuals was chosen. All responses from wom-
en polices officers were taken into account, as were those from the six
German states which were under-represented in terms of their share in the
overall sample. For the remaining places, a (proportionate) random selec-
tion was made for three German states with the aim of maximum diversity.
Because the purpose of qualitative research is not necessarily to reach gen-
eral conclusions on the individuals questioned in the survey, but rather to
analyse and describe complex environments and interactions, no attempt
was made to achieve a sample representative of the population. The aim of
the sample was instead to achieve a heterogeneous group of people who
contrasted in the relevant traits, thus providing the information needed for
the survey (Patton 2002). In the course of the survey, the sample was ex-
panded to include an additional woman police officer who had responded
to the interview invitation at the recommendation of a colleague. Two
male police officers who had been assaulted while on duty but had not
been rendered unfit for work had also responded to the online question-
naire. Both had stated that it had been a ‘lucky break’ that they had avoid-
ed serious or fatal injury, and that the assault had a lasting effect. Because
it cannot be ruled out that the criterion of being rendered unfit for work
does not necessarily reflect the degree of assault or the extent of its impact
on those involved, interviews were also held with these police officers.
The 35 interviews held were conducted in the period March 2010 to
February 2011.

To save interviewees time and to spare them the need to travel, the in-
terviews were conducted in their immediate vicinity – at their duty police
station or another location. Some 29 officers were interviewed at their du-
ty police stations, four at the institute in Hanover, and two in their homes.
The interview were mostly held during officers’ working hours and were
arranged in such a way that they could not be interrupted by a third party.
The interviews held in police stations were made easier in that all respon-
dents said that their colleagues and supervisors had been told about the
survey and the interviews, making it possible for the interviewees to speak
openly and frankly. For the most part, the officers said they had wanted to
take part in an interview because “it was important for them to tell their
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stories, to bring the phenomenon of violence against police officers to the
public’s attention, to help researchers study it more closely, and to assist in
developing preventive and supportive measures for those affected” (Ziet-
low 2011).

Most respondents were on the beat or on vehicle patrol at the time of
the assault (29 respondents). One of these officers was driving an un-
marked vehicle, while another was off duty and attending personal busi-
ness. Four officers were members of special deployment units, while two
were assigned to other duties (one as a scout in a federal police team, the
other on traffic control).

Ten of the police officers questioned (including three women) are mid-
grade civil servants, and 25 (including two women) were higher-interme-
diate grade. None were in higher grades. The average age of respondents
was 39.4 years. The youngest was 25 and the oldest 56. Splitting the offi-
cers into three age groups (under 30, 30 to 50, and 50 plus), the majority
(30) fall in the middle category. The respondents’ length of police service
ranged from six to 39 years, making for an average 20.1 years of service.
Ten respondents policed rural areas, eight urban, and 17 were on duty in
large cities (500,000+ inhabitants) at the time they experienced the assault.

Method

The interviews were transcribed in full and anonymised. The evaluation of
the data collected focused on qualitative content analysis according to
Mayring (2008). Content analysis serves the purpose of systematic pro-
cessing of communicative material (in verbal, picture or musical form).
This must not necessarily be limited to the content of the material to be
processed – the analysis can also take in formal aspects and underlying
meaning. Three different approaches can be taken in qualitative analysis:
summary, explication and structuring (Mayring 2008). For the purposes of
this survey, a summarising content analysis was used. This methodology
aims to “reduce the material to such an extent that the key content remains
intact and, by means of abstraction, create a manageable corpus which still
reflects the original material” (Mayring 2008). Repeated patterns of mean-
ing were revealed – based on the interview guidelines – which were coded
using the MAXQDA software program and then transferred to evaluation
categories. The key statement patterns were then summarised using repre-
sentative quotes to provide a result. The interview evaluation focused in
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terms of content on similarities and differences in police officers’ stand-
points.

Findings

The assault and its impact

Interviewees repeatedly spoke of an ‘assault out of the blue’ (Schmalzl
2008, p. 21). The assaults on the respondents arose from routine incidents
which had so far gone smoothly and calmly. The police officers involved
had not expected the situation to escalate.

“I don’t know, I mean I just wasn’t prepared. Not even mentally. No, I cer-
tainly wasn’t prepared mentally. We were really relaxed. Even when the guy
started to get a bit out of hand, I thought, uh oh, but even then I didn’t really
think any more about it. I just, well, I wouldn’t say I went in completely clue-
less, but well, yeah naïve. Based on all my, let’s say the years of positive ex-
perience I’ve had up to now.” (Interview No. 3).

When asked why assaults often come as such a surprise, one officer of-
fered an explanation:

“Because when nothing’s happened for such a long time, you get sort of com-
placent. That’s just the way it is. And then it’s often the case, that, well, I can
imagine that in many incidents a sort of carelessness creeps in, where, if it
hadn’t, lots of situations just wouldn’t arise.” (No. 12).

This corresponds with respondents’ statements about the conclusions they
drew from the assault or what advice they would give to younger col-
leagues. Issues named here include avoiding routine, being more alert and
being more aware that something unexpected could happen at any minute.

Thoughts and feelings during the assault

Some of the police officers questioned talked about their thoughts and
feelings during both the incidents they attended and the assaults they expe-
rienced. One of the most common statements involved the feeling of help-
lessness – having the impression that one’s own behaviour (‘measures tak-
en’) had no effect.

“… you just can’t respond any other way, you can’t, well, just pull your gun,
that’s just not an option. That would be a complete over-reaction, and, well,
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you just can’t react, all you can do is just sort of stand there and let it all hap-
pen […]. I mean, you just, well, there are situations and moments when, you,
erm, just have to deal with things.” (No. 10).

“… like helpless when some goes berserk, how helpless you are right then,
[…] it’s like they get a rush of adrenaline and have super-human strength, it
doesn’t matter what you do, you just can’t stop them…” (No. 12).

Another officer went into the issue of the availability/lack of support and
the influence of over-arching police strategies:

“… and when you’re out there on your own, especially when you’re sitting in
a vehicle monitoring a radar trap, when there’s no-one else around and you
know it’ll take about half an hour for colleagues to reach you, then you have
to tussle and fight for half an hour, and it might not be just one assailant, there
could be a few of them, until you get some assistance and support. That’s all
still at the back of my mind…” (No. 30).

The extent of the responsibility involved is also perceived as stressful.

“…what really put me under pressure was, well, the tension, the responsibility
of dealing with the incident. You’ve just called for the SWAT team and they’ll
get hold of this person at some point and, there’s the risk that they’ll be seri-
ously hurt, and there’s also the risk that a colleague will be seriously hurt, and
in the end, well, the first thing anyone will ask you is how it all came about,
isn’t it?” (No. 9).

A woman police officer described in some detail how helpless she had felt
and how she feared for her life during an assault in which both she and
colleagues were involved:

“… he was like a robot, felt no pain, I’ve never seen anything like it. It was
just horrible. It was just like being in a film, fighting against a machine. I lost
all hope, I thought, we’ll never get this under control […] it was just the worst
because I just knew I could die any minute. If he gets hold of my baton, he’s
already beaten me half dead just with his fists, he’ll hit me twice on the head
and I’ll be dead.” (No. 3).

The situation described here and the helplessness and fear of being killed
underscore that an assault on one’s own person can meet the criteria to in-
dicate a trauma.

Impact on future behaviour

The respondents stated that their own behaviour changed after the assault.
They are more cautious, more alert and keep a safer distance from others.
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“… well, I approach people really cautiously, and as soon as I start talking to
them, as soon as I have the slightest indication […] that they’re, well, reacting
a bit strangely, even if it’s just someone on the street, I take a step back. I
keep a safe distance between us so I can react straight away.”

Some officers became more aggressive after the assault and placed higher
priority on their personal safety.

“… I don’t care, if he raises his hand or tries to hit me, then I make sure I get
him down on the floor and get the handcuffs on, I don’t think, oh my God, the
poor guy, that’s bound to hurt. No. That’s all over. I used to think like that,
but, erm, no. Who knows what he’s got in the other hand, maybe he’s got a
knife…” (No. 16).

Other respondents said the assault had made them afraid of future physical
confrontations, and that their colleagues noticed their insecurity.

“… I couldn’t be out on the street. The mere thought of any resistance and I’d
start to shake. […] I was immediately filled with fear. […] And, erm, my pa-
trol mate, who really knew me well, he noticed that I’ve changed. He said I’m
becoming more insecure and that he didn’t want to go out on the street with
me any more because he knew I can’t look out for him like I used to.” (No.
3).

Impact on private lives

In many instances, officers described the impact of the assaults on their
private lives.

“… of course it’s affected my private life, because when you’re unable to
sleep and you can’t concentrate any more, when you’re restless, when there’s
somehow […] a kind of listlessness about you, both in, well, in your sexual
relations and in other activities, then it […] really puts a burden on your pri-
vate life…” (No. 22)

One respondent feared he had been infected with the HIV virus during the
assault. Apart from the mental anguish this caused, it also affected his
family life.

“… the whole time no-one was able to tell me whether or not my assailant
was HIV positive. That means, well, our son was much younger then, he was
smaller, and, well, we can’t very well explain to him now what the problem
is. Back then, I kept my distance for preventive reasons, and my wife did, of
course, we both had to change how we went about things because I didn’t
know if I’d been infected …” (No. 20)
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Psychological impact

The assaults cause psychological problems by many of the police officers
questioned: disturbed sleep patterns, constant worrying, flashbacks to the
assault, and heightened emotions in the form of uncontrollable bouts of
crying.

“…I kept thinking about it during the day, erm, and this restless sleep. […] it
was more, this this constant nagging, asking myself if I’d handled it all prop-
erly. Could you, could you have prevented it, erm, it was like, like not being
able to go to sleep and then waking up and then these thoughts kept coming
through the night…” (No. 9)

Another policewoman was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder
following her assault.

“… the guilt that remains […] and the feeling of fearing for your life, al-
though, well, at first I was able to blot it all out, but my guilty conscience to-
wards my colleague, I couldn’t ignore that. […] after about three months I re-
alised it was getting worse instead of better.” (No. 3)

Another officer suffered post-shooting trauma following an incident in
which his colleague fired a lethal shot:

“Well, in the first few weeks after the shooting, it was awful. I had all the
symptoms of trauma. I was restless, had problems concentrating, I couldn’t
sleep. I kept seeing these pictures before my eyes of the guy, who, erm, how
he’s […] hit by my colleague and then just collapses and dies. I’d keep hear-
ing the the sound of the two shots in my head, I, well, well, when I’d go to
bed at night, just when I’d settled down, that’s when it was worst.” (No. 20)

Support in the workplace and from colleagues

The officers made statements (sometimes upon request) about whether fol-
lowing the incident in which they were assaulted there had been any for-
mal post-incident debriefing and processing in the workplace. Some said
there had and assessed the measures taken as positive.

“[Post-incident processing] really, with the whole group and, well, yeah our
boss at the time had, erm, excuse the language, had the balls to stand up and
say ‘I really messed up’. ‘I just did the wrong thing, and that can’t happen
again, we have to work that through’, and, well, that’s what he did, like.” (No.
2)
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Another group of respondents stated that there was no adequate or no
post-incident debriefing and processing, which they perceived as negative.

“Like I said, in the post-incident debriefing […] everything was presented
very differently, it wasn’t at all like, erm, like we all experienced it, and of
course no-one argued because you just don’t. […] That was it, there wasn’t
any debriefing and the gushing praise they all give out afterwards, well, I
don’t want any part of that because there isn’t usually any open and honest
debriefing. I mean, if anyone has anything to say, any criticism, it’s generally
not taken on board. You just take note and act as if you haven’t heard it.” (No.
8)

Nearly all officers addressed the issue of support from colleagues follow-
ing the assault. Many interviewees reported that they had received support
from colleagues and said they welcomed it.

“… erm, at the court hearing I was lucky enough to have support from my
duty station. Someone accompanied me so I didn’t have to face it all alone.
[…] Outside the court, the press were naturally there with all kinds of ques-
tions, but my colleagues shielded me well from it all and […] well, for me
personally, that was about the best thing they did for me… ” (No. 16)

Support from supervisors following the assault was addressed by almost
all officers questioned. Where they received such support, they said it had
been helpful.

“… my supervisor, he set a perfect example […] I was in contact with my
team leader more or less the whole time, I mean he called me more than usual
[…] he basically made sure I was okay. I’m still in contact with him to-
day… ” (No. 7)

Where no support was received from supervisors, officers reported the sit-
uation as extremely negative and doubly stressful. Only few respondents
received professional help.

“… two women from social services, they’d been contacted by my family
[…] and, erm, were there to give me support […] I talked to them for about
an hour, these two women from social services, and one of them still gives me
support today…” (No. 22)

Other officers received no such support but would have welcomed it.

“Whether from a psychological standpoint and no-one offered the family any
support, none whatsoever. I had to, we had to, cope with it all by ourselves. I
thought that was really poor show. […] something has to be done there, that,
well, colleagues are helped when they experience something like that. And
not just a quick ‘Oh yeah, how’re you feeling?” […] after-care is really im-
portant, and after-care for the family is especially important.” (No. 20)
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Coping

Almost all officers questioned stated that they had coped with the assault
by talking to family and friends.

“… it’s clear that, I took the longest to deal with this story, with this, this
group of people who assaulted me, because I was the one who talked about it
most with friends and family, to anyone who would listen or even when they
didn’t want to hear it, I told them anyway […] because I mean, it’s, well, talk-
ing helps you get things off your chest, things that bother you and also things
you didn’t think were bothering you, but you talk about them and you rid
yourself of them subconsciously… ” (No. 10)

Some police officers reported that they had coped with the assault by tak-
ing convalescent leave or by going into therapy. Another coping strategy
took the form of increased alcohol consumption.

“Just to be able to sleep at night, I took to drinking alcohol, something I rarely
do, a crate of beer usually lasts me a month, but suddenly it was gone in a
week. […] Like I said, I couldn’t get to sleep at night. I’d sit in front of the
television until two in the morning, no idea what was on, what I was watch-
ing, I couldn’t say. Because I just can’t remember. […] Yeah, and then a beer,
a stiffer drink, one after the other, until I couldn’t stand up anymore, that I just
needed to fall back on the sofa and then I’d fall asleep.” (No. 30)

Some respondents said they tried to get back to everyday (working) life as
soon as possible after the assault.

“… but it’s not as if, that I want to be sort of mollycoddled for the next six
weeks or six months. There comes a point when you’ve had enough, that’s
when I just switch off. Erm, you know, being protected and wrapped up in
cotton wool is okay at the start, it’s really nice, but after a while, it gets to be
too much.” (No. 2)

“… to be honest, I could have stayed home for three or four months, but I’d
had enough after a week, I was thoroughly bored… ” (No. 7)

Some (a few) officers chose a change of job as a way of coping with the
stressful event.

“… I wanted to get away from F, I couldn’t stand it any more […] I decided
at some point to tell my station head ‘you know, I think I need to get away
from here for a while, I can’t cope’ […] Yeah, that’s how I ended up in R and
I have to say that in the meantime, I really like it here, I’ve been well accept-
ed […] I was able to go out on the beat quite normally and that really helped
me to feel whole again, a true policeman, I might not have been fit for work
in the city, but I am here.” (No. 3)
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Almost all officers said that to cope with the assault, it was important for
them to think (critically) about the event and sort things out in their minds.

“… you know, you think a lot, and you reflect on things for yourself, what
could I have done better, what did I do wrong, and somewhere along the line
you tell yourself it would have happened no matter what […] you couldn’t
have stopped it, that’s just the way it is. But it’s so important that you find
closure at some point, that you say okay, some things just can’t be explained,
they just happen and you just have to get on with it.” (No. 1).

“My colleague thought the same, if we’d known that the [offender] was so ag-
gressive, we’d have used the [riot stick] properly right from the outset […] I
wanted to arrest him, but […] I don’t really want to hurt anyone badly just in
order to arrest them. If there’s another way, I’ll take it. But that was the wrong
way to think at that moment. I should have just thought, yeah, I’ll knock your
head off, and that would’ve been it, maybe.” (No. 3)

Legacy stress

A large number of officers reported that they had experienced other stress-
ful situations prior the assault in question. These included other assaults
and other negative events in the workplace or at home which had resulted
in the officer seeking professional help.

Stressfull experiences lots, lots. Well, a man died in my arms. I was in O on
rotating shifts, and during that time, we knew right away there was nothing
more we could do. He was trapped in his car I held his hand and I thought it
was good, how he dealt with it and how I dealt with it at that moment, but it’s
something you never forget, you know. Erm, he even said ‘yeah, I know, my
time has come and give everyone my love’ and he didn’t even cry, not at all,
only when suddenly, his his hand, it was lifeless, and it just slipped from
mine. That was an awful moment. (No. 6)

Discussion

The interviews show that people react very differently to personal assaults.
The duration and intensity of their feelings differ from person to person
and depend on a variety of factors (Nörenberg et al. 2006). Apart from the
physical severity of the assault, other influencing factors include the extent
to which the individual concerned is otherwise affected (cf. Klemisch et
al. 2005, Steinbauer 2001), the person’s personality and the available per-
sonal and social resources (Schneider/Latscha 2011). Yet other influences
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arise from the effectiveness of the coping strategies used (Neugebauer/
Latscha 2009, Reininger/Gorzka 2011), whereby the evaluation of whether
the assault was severe or less severe need not necessarily be based on ob-
jective criteria. An individual’s personal threshold plays a role, as does
their previous experience with violence. Situations in which someone is
repeatedly pushed, shoved and insulted can be just as stressful over time
as being assaulted with a weapon. The experience of violence can also re-
sult in the development of post-traumatic stress disorder (Maercker 2009).

In the medium and longer term, the experience of a violence assault can
have psychological effects such as burnout, exhaustion, listlessness, with-
drawal from the workplace and inner resignation (cf. Bär et al. 2004,
Nörenberg et al. 2006). But it can also lead to greater alertness, a more
cautious attitude and more resolute action while on duty. Violent assaults
change the way people act (at work). They are seen as a learning experi-
ence (as a source of professional and personal development), but they can
also alter people’s professional self-image to such an extent that it results
in further negative experience. To deal constructively with such events,
the police community and being part of police culture (Schneider/Latscha
2011) can be of help when they are experienced as part of a closed unit
rather than out on the beat or during vehicle patrol. The predictability of
the event, preparation for it and (direct) support from colleagues after-
wards appear to be relevant factors. Here, it is important to identify the in-
dividual’s personal needs as regards the type and level of support required.

Psychological after-care is provided at different levels directly follow-
ing an assault. Firstly, in the case of ‘typical incidents of overwhelming
stress’ (confrontation with injury, death, and the use of guns), officers can
make use of emergency counselling (cf. Nörenberg et al. 2006) offered by
a wide network of advisory organisations and services, and also pastoral
resources. These services must be known and accessible at short notice.
Secondly, supervisors and colleagues are assigned an important role (cf.
Steinbauer 2001). It is seen as positive when they make themselves avail-
able as a point of contact, and when they are able to show empathy and
create a protective atmosphere. The situation is less clear when it comes to
dealing with events that are not understood as highly stressful. Anyone
who suffers a violent assault that is seen as just ‘part of the job’ (Behr
2006, p. 134) is reliant on a supportive environment. To make sure com-
munication becomes routine when dealing with difficult situations, sys-
tematic debriefing and after-care would appear helpful, although this does

Bettina Zietlow

180



not appear to be the norm following violent assaults (Ellrich et al. 2011, p.
98).

In the context of everyday routine, the moment when an officer returns
to work after a period of sick leave is also important. Indifferent attitudes
and ‘funny comments’ from supervisors and colleagues are all perceived
as stressful. Those police officers who have access to a stable network in
the workplace and at home, and who also have a strong feeling of coher-
ence (they perceive the world as understandable and manageable, and see
a meaning in what they do), see work-related stress less negatively and
tend to remain healthy and capable following extreme events (Fährmann
et al. 2006).

The situation thus differs depending on the case involved. Experience
of violence is part of police routine. Not all assaults are perceived as
stressful or traumatising. Discourse on the issue of adopting a professional
attitude when dealing with aggression appears necessary, as does dis-
course on how police culture can be shaped to allow a supportive environ-
ment to develop without doing away with specific (apparently) unalterable
traditional patterns of thinking and acting.
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Victimisation and perpetration among Prison Inmates

Steffen Bieneck, Dirk Baier

Introduction

The subject of violence in various contexts such as the school or the indi-
vidual’s social proximity (such as in partnerships) is thoroughly studied
and documented in empirical research (cf. Baier et al. 2009, Krahé et al.
2005). Victimisation in prison, however, remains an underrepresented re-
search area in German criminology (cf. Bieneck 2010). Yet empirical data
from other countries underscore that this is a topical issue. Camp and
Camp (1997), for example, report that in 1996 there were some 30,000 as-
saults among inmates in US prisons and just under 14,000 assaults by in-
mates against prison staff. In Germany, prisons occasionally compile inter-
nal statistics on incidents involving violence between inmates. These
statistics are rarely aggregated, however, and systematic research ap-
proaches remain the exception.

The present study addresses this research gap. An exhaustive survey in
prisons of five German federal states is used to gather comprehensive data
on experiences of victimisation and perpetration in prison. The project’s
findings help in quantifying the problem and in the development of suit-
able intervention measures to significantly reduce violence inside prison.

Violence in prisons: research findings

Querying relevant psychological databases for studies dealing with vio-
lence in prison yields a large volume of data for the US and the UK. Pow-
er et al. (1997), for example, investigated victimisation among Scottish
young offenders. The authors designed a questionnaire that 707 prisoners
between the ages of 15 and 21 (M = 18.6 years) completed by marking
boxes. The questions asked included how frequently respondents were
victims of or witness to aggression and how frequently they themselves
engaged in violence against other inmates. The analysis showed that 76
percent of respondents were witness to an assault at least once during their
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current sentence, 29 percent of inmates reported being victims and 16 per-
cent said they themselves had bullied others. Victims stated verbal threats
and physical assault as the most frequent form of violence experienced.

A study in British prisons by Ireland (1999) arrives at somewhat higher
prevalence rates. The study included data on 74 female and 235 male
young and adult offenders who had completed the Direct and Indirect
Prison Behaviour Checklist (DIPC). The DIPC asks in some detail what
forms of violence respondents have inflicted on others or experienced
themselves. It also records demographic data on respondents (such as age,
sentence length, and offence type) to enable more precise analysis of ex-
perienced victimisation. Just under 58 percent of respondents said they
had maltreated another inmate at some time. Male bullies outnumbered fe-
male bullies (by 61.3 percent to 47.3 percent), although the differing sam-
ple sizes need to be taken into account when interpreting the data. Some
52 percent of respondents reported having been a victim of bullying at
some time, with equal prevalence for males and females. With reference to
the demographic data, younger offenders are significantly overrepresented
among bullies. This group stands out both for more frequent verbal abuse
and in terms of physical violence.

Figures for American prisons are provided by a comprehensive study
by Wolff et al. (2007). The study analysed data on 7,221 men (with an av-
erage age of 34.2) and 564 women (average age 35.5) from various pris-
ons in a single US state. Respondents were first asked in general about
their experience as victims and perpetrators of violence in the preceding
six months and during their entire prison term. They were then asked to
state which specific listed forms of violence (such as hitting, kicking, bit-
ing or strangling) they were confronted with. The figures on physical vic-
timisation were classified according to whether weapons (such as knives,
screwdrivers or similar objects) were used. The overall prevalence rates
for the preceding six months were the same for both men and women,
with some 21 percent having experienced victimisation. However, women
experienced violence without weapons substantially more frequently (14.9
percent) than violence with weapons (9.4 percent). The picture was re-
versed for the male sample, where 11.7 percent reported violence not in-
volving weapons compared with 14.1 percent for violence involving
weapons.

For German-speaking countries, very few publications have so far ad-
dressed the topic of violence in prison. The studies have additionally re-
mained superficial and tend to be narrative in character. Heinrich (2002),
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for example, presented a paper on the development of violence in prisons
in the state of Hesse. The analysis was based on inmates’ prison files for
the years 1989 to 1998. All files on incidents and charges were included
where violence by inmates against other individuals was involved. A total
of 1,229 incidents were found to meet the search criteria and were includ-
ed in the subsequent analysis for the reporting period. As a result Heinrich
(2002) points out that the perpetrators were mostly younger prisoners: The
individuals involved in violence had an average age of 27, whereas the av-
erage age of the Hesse prison population as a whole was 34. Individuals
born in countries other than Germany and without German citizenship
comprised the largest group of perpetrators. The most frequent form of vi-
olence was assault (1,058 incidents), followed by threats with and without
the use of weapons (110 incidents). The majority of incidents had causes
relating to the individual (including mental disturbances, intoxication or
aggressiveness). Subcultural structures (primarily violence as a means of
enforcing interests or of gaining power or respect) within prison likewise
played a significant part. These findings are meaningful only to an extent,
however, because subcultural rules in prisons mean that not every assault
among inmates is reported to prison staff. The reported prevalence rates
therefore tend to understate the problem of violence in prison.

In a similar way to Heinrich (2002), Wirth (2007) presents the findings
of an analysis of files on violent offences in prisons in North Rhine-West-
phalia in 2005. The offence/offender-based analysis relates to 403 verifi-
able offences with 518 offenders. All reported incidents of note involving
violence were surveyed, including sexual coercion/rape, murder and
manslaughter, assault, participation in a brawl, threats, coercion, robbery
or extortion. The core findings of the analysis underscore that violence
among inmates that comes to official notice is predominantly a situational
phenomenon that rarely features any identifiable background planning.
The majority of cases did not result in bodily injuries requiring treatment
(less than 10 percent of incidents had serious consequences). The offend-
ers primarily showed indications of social marginalisation, more rarely
had a fixed place of abode, more frequently had no school leaving qualifi-
cation and more frequently were of foreign origin.

A broad-based, more comprehensive study of victimisation in prisons
by Ernst (2008) draws on data relating to 2,215 adult males in 33 prisons
in the states of Bavaria, Berlin, North Rhine-Westphalia, Saxony and
Schleswig-Holstein. The response rate – the number of usable question-
naires as a percentage of questionnaires handed or laid out – came to 29.6
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percent. Respondents were selected for the survey by cluster sampling.
The survey took place over a long period from February 2005 to April
2006, largely because of differences in approval procedures from state to
state. More than a third of respondents were young adults and the overall
age range extended from 18 to 84. The questionnaire developed for the
study was issued solely in German. Inmates with only limited command of
the German language were consequently excluded from participating. This
limitation may distort the results to the extent that inmates whose ability to
communicate and make themselves understood and who are restricted by
language difficulties are no less liable to become victims of assault.

The dependent variables in the study by Ernst (2008) comprise victimi-
sation and perpetration of threats, extortion and assault in the preceding
six months. 25.6 percent of respondents reported having suffered victimi-
sation in the period concerned. Most instances related to threats and as-
saults. The analysis points to the conclusion that not all inmates are at
equal risk of victimisation. The great majority suffer victimisation one to
five times, whereas a small number exceed ten times. The question of
whether the victim group with the greatest victimisation risk has certain
recurring features is not answered by the study, however. No less than 17.6
percent of respondents report also being perpetrators of violence. There is
a significant overlapping of victims and perpetrators. Moreover, it is re-
ported that violence occurs less often in daytime release prisons than in se-
cure prisons. Findings on the perpetrators are, among others, as follows:
The perpetrator rate drops with increasing age; non-German prisoners are
more often violent; drug users are more often seen to be perpetrators of
violence; inmates condemned as violent offenders show violent behavior
more frequently, the same is true for people who had already been in
prison before their present sentence and who are seen to “basically con-
done violence” (Ernst 2008a, p. 370).

The aim of the following study was to supply current data on the extent
of violence and aggression in prisons against the background of the state
of research in Germany to date. The emphasis of the study was placed on
adult prisons. In contrast to other studies in the past, unrecorded cases of
violence were to be considered, not just reported crimes. It therefore
seemed adequate to use an anonymous, standardized survey. Following
enquiries to the Ministries of Justice in various states, five states finally
agreed to participate: Brandenburg, Bremen, Lower Saxony, Saxony and
Thuringia.
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The study had two further aims: First, in contrast to earlier studies, the
violent behavior of various immigrant groups was to be examined in de-
tail. To this end, inmates were questioned on their ethnic backgrounds;
furthermore, the questionnaire was translated into 18 languages in order to
include those immigrants whose knowledge of German was not sufficient
for a questioning in German. Second, attention was to be paid to possible
factors influencing violent behavior, whereby limitations were necessary
here in order not to make the questionnaire too extensive. A few individu-
al features were selected. Prison features were also investigated because
some studies point out that these features are relevant for violent behavior
in prison, too. Among others, Hinz und Hartenstein (2010) state that the
“climate of the institution” (p. 181) is an important environmental variable
as regards aggressive behavior and one which can be influenced practical-
ly. The study of Ortmann (2002) also points to the role of prison features
such as the staff-prisoner relationship or the relationships among prison-
ers.

The sample

In 2011 and 2012, the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony
carried out questionnaire surveys in a comparable manner in 48 prisons in
five states. The states concerned are Brandenburg (survey carried out: Jan-
uary/February 2012), Bremen (March 2011), Lower Saxony (April/May
2011), Saxony (April to June 2012) und Thuringia (April/May 2012). At
the time of questioning, 11,884 people were in the prisons, of whom 5,983
took part (response rate: 50.3 %). Surveys were not carried out in men’s
and women’s prisons in all states; moreover, juvenile prisons were not in-
cluded in all states. The following analyses therefore apply primarily to
males in adult prisons. Data for 4,436 men are available. In addition, 460
women and 1,087 people in prisons for adolescents/young offenders were
questioned.

The male persons in adult prisons are on average 35.9 years old.1
Somewhat more than every fourth person questioned comes from an im-
migrant community (26.6 %). In order to determine a participant’s origin,

8.3

1 In the questionnaire, ages were grouped together. In order to calculate an average
age, the various categories were replaced by average values (“between 14 and 17
years” = 15.5 years, “between 18 and 21 years = 19.5 years, etc.). The last category
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details of the origin of his natural mother and his natural father (“Which
country does … come from”) and of the participant’s own nationality were
used. Participants are considered to be German if both their parents are of
German origin and they themselves are German citizens. If a non-German
origin/nationality was reported, the person concerned is considered to be
an immigrant, whereby in the case of contradicting details the origin of the
mother was counted. The largest group of immigrants in the survey is
from the former Soviet Union (5.5 %), the second-largest group from
Poland (5.1 %); a Turkish origin is the third-most frequent (3.5 %). In the
three East German states, the proportion of immigrants among the prison-
ers is only about half as high as in the two West German states (Branden-
burg 18.2 %, Saxony 16.2 %, Thuringia 12.2 %; Bremen 40.0 %, Lower
Saxony 35.2 %).

Of the men in adult prisons, 55.8 % have either no school qualification
or a low school qualification (junior high school at the most). Two thirds
of those questioned are in closed prisons, 13.6 % on daytime release,
16.4 % in custody; 4.8 % are in a different kind of prison (e.g. remand
pending deportation). Almost a third of those questioned (32.5 %) is serv-
ing a sentence because they have committed, among other things, a crime
of violence. A further 11 % are in prison because of, among other things, a
sexual offence. The remaining prisoners are not in prison because of either
a violent or sexual offence and have therefore, for example, committed
theft or a drugs-related crime.2

Of the men questioned, 54.5 % had served at least one prison sentence
before their present sentence. Correspondingly, the majority (76.7 %) has

(“older than 55 years”) was replaced conservatively by 56 years. The average age
presented is therefore a slight underestimation in as far as those questioned in this
category were certainly also older than 56 years. The proportion of over 55 year-
olds the random sample is 6.3 %.

2 In the questionnaire, it was possible to give several answers concerning the crime
for which one had been sentenced. With regard to the central question of the survey,
that of victimization and aggression, multiple answers were combined in a variable
as follows: If “sexual offence” was reported, this was recorded as the offence for
imprisonment. If not “sexual offence” but “violent offence” was indicated, the latter
was coded. If neither of these offences were named but a different offence instead,
this was recorded in the group “other”. It should be pointed out here that 1,302 par-
ticipants gave no details of the crime for which they had been sentenced, the results
for this variable are therefore to be interpreted with caution. In the case of the other
survey variables, rates of missing data are normally half as high at the most.
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at least one previous conviction (not counting the current sentence). Some-
what more than half of those questioned (54.8 %) are serving a sentence of
three years at the most; 9.5 % report a sentence of more than ten years.
Most of the men (76.7 %) filled out the questionnaire in their own cells,
19.1 % in the common room and 4.2 % in a different place.

Findings

Extent of victimization and aggression

Based on Ireland (1999), a number of behaviors from the perspective of
both victims and perpetrators were recorded in the questionnaire, whereby
it was to be estimated how often these behaviors had been experienced/
perpetrated during the last four weeks and the last calendar year. As the
last four weeks are a reasonable timeframe in which to recollect details,
only these prevalence rates are to be reported below. Furthermore, only
behaviors which are classified as physical violence are included. Threats,
verbal abuse or similar behaviors, which were also recorded in the ques-
tionnaire, are not reported here. Table 8.1 shows which statements in the
questionnaire were combined to the indexes “sexual violence”, “physical
violence” and “extortion”. The individual items were combined in the in-
dexes via the maximum. The highest frequency for a behavior therefore
determines the index value.3 If, for example, a participant was seldom
forced to satisfy other prisoners with his mouth but had, for example, nev-
er been forced to have sexual intercourse, the participant receives the val-
ue “seldom” on the index “sexual violence”.

8.4

8.4.1

3 Possible answers were “never”, “seldom”, “sometimes” and “often”. As a cross was
only very rarely made beside the category “often” (at the most by 1.4 % of those
questioned on the offences considered here), a distinction is made only between
participants who have experienced/perpetrated something and those for whom this
is not true. Therefore only prevalence rates - not incident rates - are reported and
inasmuch the question answered as to what proportion of the participants has at
least rarely experienced/perpetrated at least one offence of the relevant index.
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Victimization and perpetration indexes
Index Victim items Perpetrator items

Sexual
violence

• I had to satisfy other prisoners with my
mouth.

• I was forced to have sexual intercourse/
anal intercourse.

• I forced other prisoners to satisfy me
with their mouth.

• I forced other prisoners to have sexual
intercourse/anal intercourse.

Physical
violence

• I was pushed deliberately.
• I was beaten by hand/fist or kicked.
• I was tormented/tortured.
• I was beaten with an object.

• I pushed other prisoners deliberately.
• I beat other prisoners with hand/fist or

kicked them.
• I tormented/tortured other prisoners.
• I beat other prisoners with an object.

Extortion • I had to pay for other prisoners’ pur-
chases.

• I had to ask family/friends to send other
prisoners money.

• I was instructed to send other prisoners
money when I left prison.

• I had to give up some of my purchases.
• I was forced to give other prisoners my

telephone card/my PIN code.

• I forced other prisoners to pay for my
purchases.

• I forced other prisoners to have their
family/friends send me money.

• I asked other prisoners to send me
money when they left prison.

• I forced other prisoners to give me
some of their purchases.

• I forced other prisoners to give me their
telephone card /their PIN code.

As Table 8.2 shows, experiences of violence in prisons are not unusual:
16.8 % of those questioned in men’s prisons report having experienced
physical violence in the last four weeks, 10.6 % to having carried it out.
Extortion is somewhat rarer, sexual violence very rare: About every 50th

person questioned reported having experienced sexual violence. The re-
sults coincide with those of Ernst (2008, 2008a). In women’s prisons, the
victim rates for physical and sexual violence are clearly lower; the rate for
extortion is slightly higher. Seen from the point of view of the perpetra-
tors, the differences between male and female prisons are smaller. This al-
lows the interpretation that fewer perpetrators may have taken part in the
survey in men’s prisons than in women’s prisons. When comparing the
rates, it should be noted that prisons for women were not included in all
states; the data between men and women are therefore not completely
comparable. What is very clear is that in prisons for adolescents/young
people the highest prevalence rates from the point of view of both victims
and perpetrators are to be observed. Prison violence is therefore especially
an issue in prisons for younger age groups.

Table 8.1
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Violence prevalence rates per prison group (in percent)
Victims Perpetrators

 physical
violence extortion sexual

violence
physical
violence extortion sexual

violence

Men’s prisons 16.8 11.4 2.1 10.6 6.1 1.4

Women’s prisons 11.4 12.7 1.1 9.6 4.0 1.4

Prisons for young offend-
ers and young adults 32.4 19.6 3.3 31.2 17.9 3.2

Table 8.3 shows the prevalence rates for victims of both physical and sex-
ual violence and for extortion for various groups of participants. Further-
more the rate for physical violence is presented. The older a participant in
the survey is, the less likely he was to be a victim of violence (exception:
sexual violence) and a perpetrator of violence. Clear distinctions are found
for the different kinds of prison: Those questioned on daytime release re-
port the least number of violent attacks; Ernst (2008, 2008a) und Wirth
(2007) report comparable results. This would seem, on the one hand, to be
a result of differing opportunity: If the prisoners are not in the prison dur-
ing the day, they cannot experience or perpetrate violence – they are less
exposed to those conditions of imprisonment which promote aggression.
On the other hand, the composition of prisoners should also differ from
the composition of prisoners in other prisons. This is confirmed if one
looks at previous convictions: The percentage for people on daytime re-
lease is the lowest (44.2 %; regular prisons: 58.8 %).

Differing rates of violence are also noted with regard to the offence for
which the prisoner was sentenced. The highest rate for victims of physical
violence is found for people imprisoned for a sexual offence. The highest
perpetrator rate is noted for violent delinquents, which also confirms the
results of Ernst (2008, 2008a) und Wirth (2007); as regards victim preva-
lence for sexual violence there are no differences for the groups observed.
Participants who have already been in prison once report experiences as a
victim of violence more frequently; they are also more often perpetrators
of violence. Here it is also to be assumed that this is a specific group of
prisoners so that it is not ultimately a repeated sentence which is responsi-
ble for the differences but, for example, personality factors.

At the bottom of Table 8.3, the victim and perpetrator rates for German
and immigrant prisoners are shown. According to these rates, immigrants
are somewhat more often victims of sexual violence and also more often
perpetrators of physical violence. The disadvantage of considering immi-
grants as a homogenous group is that the differences which exist between

Table 8.2
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the individual groups of immigrants do not become visible. For this rea-
son, the victim and perpetrator rates for physical violence for the various
groups are shown in Figure 8.1. Two groups are especially noticeable:
Africans taking part in the survey show the highest victim prevalence and
the lowest perpetrator prevalence. By contrast, prisoners of Russian origin
report most rarely on being victims while their perpetrator prevalence is
higher than average. Similarly high perpetrator rates are found for the Pol-
ish participants and for those questioned from former Yugoslavia. It is ba-
sically true that the larger a group of immigrants becomes, the more its
perpetrator rates rise and its victim rates fall. This could be an indication
that in prisons subcultures form along the line of ethnic backgrounds; the
larger a subculture is, the more easily it can assert itself physically against
others and does not have to fear attacks from other groups.

Violence prevalence rates for selected groups (only men’s pris-
ons, in percent, bold: significant at p < .05)

Victims Perpetrators

 physical violence extortion sexual violence physical violence

Up to 30 years 17.9 12.7 1.7 15.2

Up to 50 years 15.2 10.1 1.5 8.8

Over 50 years 12.8 5.7 1.6 3.2

Custody 16.6 14.0 1.8 12.4

Closed prisons 17.1 10.6 1.6 11.3

Daytime release 8.7 6.8 0.6 5.2

Other 19.4 13.4 5.6 10.0

Sexual offence 20.3 8.9 1.5 4.5

Violent offence 13.8 6.8 0.7 13.2

Other offence 16.1 12.0 1.9 9.6

Previous conviction: no 14.9 9.9 1.2 6.7

Previous conviction: yes 16.8 11.0 2.0 13.5

German 15.7 10.1 1.2 9.7

Immigrant 15.6 11.2 1.9 13.1

Table 8.3
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Prevalence rates of physical violence for ethnic groups (in per-
cent)
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Analyses of the worst experience of violence

After reporting victimization, the participants of the survey were to de-
scribe their worst experience of violence with other inmates in the prison
in which they currently were. They were to describe this experience in
their own words; these freely written texts were then combined in cat-
egories. However, the majority of the participants (87.5 %) did not give
any details of their worst experience at all. The rest reported mostly verbal
attacks. Furthermore, the participants did not just report experiences as a
victim but also experiences as a perpetrator or witness. For the following
analyses, only those participants who gave details of an attack of physical
violence were selected. This applied to 141 participants.

Those surveyed with a worst experience of physical violence indicated
more frequently that the attack had been carried out by one perpetrator
(47.5 %) and more rarely by two to three perpetrators (35.0 %) or by more
than three perpetrators (17.5 %). As regards the place in which the attack
took place, only 76 participants of the survey gave details. Their own cell
or a different cell was cited most frequently (13 cases each). The
corridor/the stairs or the work area were the areas which were mentioned
second-most frequently (11 cases each).

Fig. 8.1

8.4.2.
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A total of 74 participants informed someone of their experience, 51
kept the experience to themselves; 16 gave no details here. The inmates
confided most frequently in department/prison staff (47 cases), followed
by department managers (34 cases) und family/friends (28 cases). They
also quite often spoke to other prisoners (25 cases) and doctors/medical
staff (24 cases). A total of 32 of those surveyed stated that they had sub-
mitted an account of their experience in writing. These were mostly ad-
dressed to a department manager, a lawyer or the prison governor.

There were basically three reasons for not telling anyone about the ex-
perience: 26 of those surveyed stated that they did not want to be seen as a
traitor: 23 were of the opinion that one does not do that in prison and 21
were afraid of further attacks. Furthermore, 12 prisoners stated that they
had been threatened not to give anything away. All the same, nine victims
of violence were of the opinion that they would not have been believed
anyway.

All prisoners, i.e. not just those with a worst experience, were asked
whether they avoided certain places in prison if possible in order to escape
danger. This was confirmed by more than every fourth inmate (29.1 %).
However, this percentage refers to only 2,410 of those questioned, i.e. al-
most half gave no details here.

With reference to those prisoners who stated that they avoid certain
places and who made at least one valid reply to the answer options pre-
sented in the questionnaire (N= 676), it was found that other cells are
avoided most often (50.4 %). Almost half of the participants who avoid
places keep away from the prison yard in their free time (42.9 %). Other
places which are often avoided are the washroom (33.7 %), sports rooms/
sports ground (28.1 %), the group living area/department (22.5 %) and
leisure rooms (20.6 %).

Factors influencing aggression

Various factors which are considered to influence violent behavior were
also recorded in the questionnaire. Table 8.4 shows some of the selected
factors and the results of a multivariate explanatory model which contains
these factors (binary logistic regression). The data of 3,525 participants

8.4.3
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are included in this model; the explained variance (Nagelkerkes R²) is
33.5 %.4

Parental violence was recorded via the frequency of the experience of
light violence (e.g. handled me rough/shoved me, gave me a clip around
the ear) and severe violence (e.g. punched/kicked/bit me, thrashed me/beat
me up) (cf. Straus 1979). Three groups of participants are distinguished:
People without experiences of light or severe violence, people with rare
experiences of light violence (at the most “sometimes”) and people with
frequent experiences of light or severe violence. Of the group of prisoners,
46.7 % stated that they had frequently experienced light or even severe vi-
olence in their childhood. Comparative data for the rest of the population
are unfortunately not available here. However, in a survey of ninth-grade
students carried out all over Germany in 2007/2008, only 17.4 % of the
students stated that they had frequently experienced light or severe
parental violence (Baier et al. 2013). Prisoners therefore seem to constitute
a group of the population with especially negative experiences as far as
their upbringing is concerned. For the prisoners in this survey, the experi-
ence of parental violence proves to be a significant factor which influences
their own violent behavior; both groups with experiences of violence show
a rate of violence which is approximately 1.5 times as high as the rate of
violence for prisoners without experiences of violence.

A significant influence also arises from the three factors drug consump-
tion, affinity for violence and victimization. That 16.8 % of those surveyed
had experienced physical attacks in the last four weeks, has already been
reported. 16.5 % report drug use, 22.7 % a high affinity for violence. In or-
der to measure the affinity for violence, six items were used (e.g. “You
sometimes have to hit someone who wants to run you down”, “If someone
picks a fight, then he deserves to be beaten”; cf. Mills et al. 2002). The
statements could be agreed or disagreed with using comments from “1 –
does not apply at all” to “4 – applies fully”; average values over 2.5 there-
fore indicate a high affinity for violence. With reference to drug consump-
tion, it was asked whether cannabis had been smoked, drugs had been in-
jected or whether other drugs apart from cannabis had been taken during
the last four weeks.

4 Table 8.4 shows the correlations between the explanatory factors and aggression by
means of the Exp(B)- coefficients. Values over 1 indicate that a factor increases the
risk of aggression, values under 1 that a factor reduces this risk.
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Factors influencing aggression

in % Exp (B), binary logistic
regression

Parental violence in childhood: never 29.6 Reference

Parental violence in childhood: seldom light 23.6 1.508 *

Parental violence in childhood: frequent light/severe 46.7 1.435 *

Drug use 16.5 4.926 ***

Affinity for violence 2.7 2.558 ***

Victim of physical violence 16.8 2.795 ***

Positive relationship between prisoners and staff 52.6 0.791 *

Positive relationship among prisoners 58.3 1.054  
Adequate leisure activities 38.8 1.027  
Negative prison climate 31.2 1.158  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

The participants of the survey were also to assess various dimensions of
the prison in which they were (cf. Liebling 2004). Based on this, the fol-
lowing four scales can be constructed as below:

• Positive relationship between prisoners and staff: Those surveyed were
to reply to a total of six comments (“1 - does not apply at all” to “4 –
applies fully”) such as “I feel that staff treat me with respect” or “The
relationships between staff and prisoners are good”. Somewhat more
than half those surveyed considered this relationship to be good.5

• Positive relationship among prisoners: Three items such as “The pris-
oners look after one another here” or “It is relatively peaceful among
the prisoners” were used; 58.3 % of the prisoners considered the rela-
tionship to be more or less good.

• Adequate leisure activities: Three comments such as “One has suffi-
cient opportunities to do sports in this prison” or “One has sufficient
opportunities to be creative in this prison” were to be assessed. Only
somewhat more than a third of those surveyed agreed with these com-
ments (38.8 %).

• Negative prison climate: The participants were asked to comment on
three statements such as “There are a lot of threats / violent confronta-

Table 8.4

5 Values over 2.5 are classified as agreement in the case of the four prison-related
scales.
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tions here” and “One is treated unjustly and unfairly here”. A total of
31.2 % of the prisoners agreed with these statements.

As important as these assessments undoubtedly are in evaluating the quali-
ty of prisons, they are mostly irrelevant in terms of violent behavior. It is,
for example, not the case that people who are more satisfied with the
leisure facilities available resort less often to violence. There is, however,
one exception: Prisoners who assess the staff-prisoner relationship as posi-
tive are significantly more rarely perpetrators of violence. Such inmates
possibly feel more accepted and appreciated as a person when staff treat
them in a positive way. This causes less frustration which finds expression
in aggressive behavior towards other prisoners.

Discussion

The survey proves first that physical violence is not unusual in prisons:
Every sixth adult male inmate reports attacks of violence, some of which
are severe (e.g. beaten by hand/fist or kicked), every 50th sexual attacks.
The quotas in women’s prisons are somewhat lower, in juvenile prisons
clearly higher. That there are attacks in such a context is not surprising;
whether, however, quotas are high or low cannot be finally judged here as
comparative data from earlier surveys or from other contexts (e.g. adoles-
cents in schools) would be helpful. It should be pointed out that the quota
is not equally high in all prisons: There is at least one prison in which the
victim rate is 5.2 %, in another prison it is 34.8 %.6 This proves that there
are ways of reducing violence in prisons further.

Second, indications of which factors can be considered to this end can
be taken from the analyses of the factors of influence. In particular, the re-
sult that a positive relationship between prisoners and staff helps reduce
violence, should be of relevance for practical work in the prison system.
Each prison could easily determine the current state of these relations it-
self using a short questionnaire. The prisoners could also be asked for their
ideas on improving this relationship. As far as the other prison-related fac-
tors are concerned, the analyses show no significant correlations with
physical aggression. However, it may prove worthwhile in future to exam-

8.5

6 Only prisons in which more than 20 inmates gave details of physical aggression
were included in this comparison (N = 34).
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ine the effect of other factors starting with the size of the prison through
its facilities (state of the building, leisure rooms, video cameras) to other
social-climatic conditions.

The finding that drug consumption is connected with higher rates of vi-
olence also points to an important area of prevention. Detecting and pre-
venting drug use (and dealing) should be an issue for those who organize
the penal system. That experiences of parental violence and an attitude
which condones violence also encourage violence in prisons confirms
findings for other populations. The results permit the conclusion that in
initial talks more attention should be paid to the upbringing of prisoners
and appropriate therapeutic help should be offered; furthermore, people
who are more likely to use violence should be better identified and shown
methods to improve their conflict-solving or self-control competences.

Third, the study showed interesting differences with regard to the vari-
ous groups of prisoners. In this differentiated form, the findings on the
ethnic groups are the first of their kind to date. Although there are initially
hardly any differences between Germans and immigrants, a breakdown of
the immigrant group shows differing results, e.g. that African prisoners are
especially often victims of violence while Polish inmates or inmates from
the former SU or Yugoslavia have an especially high perpetrator rate. The
bigger an ethnic group is in prison, the more able it is to assert itself vio-
lently. Prisons must be sensitive to this formation of subcultures.

That older participants and participants from day release prison have
lower victim and perpetrator prevalence rates is not surprising. What is in-
teresting is that those prisoners surveyed who are serving a sentence for a
sexual crime are more often the target of attacks from others. This appar-
ently confirms that these prisoners are at the bottom of the prison hierar-
chy and are therefore more often targeted; on the other hand, these people
become perpetrators very much more rarely than, for example, prisoners
who have been sentenced for a crime of violence.

The various findings give an insight into the extent of violence in pris-
ons. The method of standardized surveying does though reveal some dis-
advantages which should be mentioned here. It should be noted that in
spite of a response rate of over 50 %, it cannot be ruled out that there is a
disproportionally high number of victims and perpetrators of violence un-
der the non-participants who did not want to tell anybody about their ex-
periences. That at least four out of ten victims of violence stated that they
had not confided in anybody and this mostly because they did not want to
be seen as a traitor or similar shows that the willingness to give informa-
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tion, even when anonymity is guaranteed, is lower than for other groups of
the population. Moreover, the ability of the prisoners to read and concen-
trate may well be lower than for other groups of the population, which
limits the extent to which they can be questioned. Therefore more studies
which look at the methodological possibilities and limitations of standard-
ized surveys in prisons are required in future. On the other hand, doubts
about this approach are not appropriate: The correlations alone which have
been found between the factors of influence and the perpetration of vio-
lence and which were partly to be expected in this form, indicate that the
results of the survey are valid.
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Homicide of Children

Theresia Höynck, Ulrike Zähringer

State of knowledge

The only official sources on the extent of homicidal crime in Germany are
the Police Crime Statistics and cause of death statistics. Both have severe
limitations with regard to information value and therefore do not lend
themselves to systematic analysis even in respect of reported crime. Cause
of death statistics are based on death certificates issued by doctors1 stating
diseases leading to death and any other causes of death. The age groups
used for children are <1, 1 to <5, 5 to <10 and 10 to <15. Injury by anoth-
er person with intent to harm or kill is given as ‘assault’2 regardless of
how the injury is inflicted.

The Police Crime Statistics classify child and adolescent victims in
even broader age groups: 0 to <6, 6 to <14 and 14 to <18. It is also impos-
sible to connect different characteristics beyond the small amount of detail
provided in the Police Crime Statistics, since they don’t offer individual
case information. For example, it is not possible to tell from the Police
Crime Statistics if offender-victim relationships differ between age groups.
Being compiled of a specific reporting date, the Police Crime Statistics
also have the problem that they only include what the police stated at the
end of their investigations and do not reflect whether a case is later
dropped by the prosecution service or if the case is dismissed in court or
the offender finally sentenced. For example, if at the end of their investi-
gations the police suspect manslaughter, then the case will be recorded as
manslaughter in the Police Crime Statistics, even if a court ultimately
hands down a sentence for assault resulting in death or even lets the sus-
pect go free. The Police Crime Statistics are not corrected after the final
ruling of the court. Additionally, they also distort timing as crimes are in-
cluded when detected, not when committed. In most cases this is unimpor-

9.

9.1

1 Registry offices provide additional demographic data once a death notice is issued.
2 According to the ICD-10 categories X85-Y09.
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tant as most crimes are detected quickly. Where there is a long time lag,
however, it is easy to imagine that this can lead to major distortions, at
least for rare crimes.3

The Police Crime Statistics can nonetheless be used to gain a general
overview of the frequency of (reported) child homicide in Germany (see
Figure 9.1). As the official data show, contradicting the picture often
painted in public, the number of homicides involving children under six in
Germany is, at least in terms of reported crime, on a downward trend with
slight fluctuation since 1997.

Victims of intentional, completed homicide under 6 years of age
in Germany, 1997-2010 (source: Police Crime Statistics; own
calculation).4
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Fig 9.1

3 An example that attracted strong media interest is the Brieskow-Finkenheerd case
in Germany where a woman had nine children between 1988 and 1998 and killed
them all at birth. The crimes only came to light in 2005 and were not included in
the Police Crime Statistics until 2006 (after the investigations were completed).

4 The following crimes are aggregated in the chart: Murder, § 211 German Criminal
Code StGB; Manslaughter, §§ 212, 213 StGB; killing on demand, § 216 StGB; In-
fanticide, § 217 StGB (which existed until 1998, relating to the killing by the moth-
er of an illegitimate child at birth; since the abolition of this offence, neonaticides
come under the general provisions of the Criminal Code relating to crimes involv-
ing assault resulting in death, manslaughter or murder);assault resulting in death,
§ 227 StGB; Sexual assault and rape resulting in death, § 178 StGB; Sexual child
abuse resulting in death, § 176b StGB.
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Academic research on child homicide in Germany has so far been restrict-
ed to regional studies, studies relating to specific categories of crime, and
studies mainly addressing selected aspects of crimes and their circum-
stances (Bozankaya 2010, Hömberg 2011, Hempel 2013, Schlang 2006,
Schmidt et al. 1996, Schläfke et al. 2003, Trube-Becker 1982, Raic 1997,
Vock 1999, Vock/Meinel 2000, Vock/Trauth 1999). Internationally, too, al-
though there is abundant research, most of it merely sheds light on a sub-
set of cases (e.g. Friedman et al. 2005, Resnick 1970), covers only a small
number of cases (e.g. Bourget/Gagné 2002, Bourget/Gagné 2005) or re-
lates to far older age groups, with the result that only isolated conclusions
can be drawn about young child victims (e.g. Bijleveld/Smit 2006). Some
reviews have been published which pointed out some general trends but
also a included great number of inconsistent findings (Bourget/Grace/
Whitehurst, Friedman/McCue/Resnick 2005, Friedman/Resnick, 2007 and
2009, Porter/Gavin 2010).

Concerning the victims age, the existing studies show consistent trends,
apparent differences are based on age group variations, especially on
whether or not the neonaticides are included. A child’s risk of being killed
is clearly highest during the first year of life (Mariano/Chan/Myers 2014;
Paulozzi/Sells 2002; Vock/Trauth 1999; Raic 1997), then rapidly decreas-
es and is only slightly rising from the early teens (Mariano/Chan/Myers
2014; Strang 1996). No major differences regarding the victim’s sex were
found in larger studies (Vogt/Block 2005), studies with smaller samples
show a slightly higher rate of male victims (Vock 1999; Vanamo/Kauppi/
Karkola et al. 2001).

Offenders of child homicide cases are most likely persons of the closest
social environment of the children, usually parents or stepparents (Porter/
Gavin 2010; Flynn/Windfuhr/Shaw 2009), although the proportion varies,
probably again due to different sample compositions. When it comes to
the offenders’ sex, results are not that consistent, except for the neonati-
cide cases, which are mostly committed by the biological mothers alone
(Beyer/McAuliffe Mack/Shelton 2008; Herman-Giddens/Smith/Carlson/
Butts 2003; Vanamo/Kauppi/Karkola et al. 2001). A german study on in-
tra-familial child homicide cases5 for the years 1985-1989 showed a
significantly higher rate of male offenders (Schlang 2006), just like Strang
(1996) for Australian child homicide cases between 1989 and 1993 on

5 Victim’s age: <18 years, without neonaticide cases.
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children under 15 years of age. For the subsample of 58 lethal child mal-
treatment cases, Vock et al. (1999) also found a dominance of male of-
fenders: In each about 30 % fathers and mothers were perpetrators, but in
an additional group of 16 %, the biological mothers new partner had killed
the child. About 25 % of the cases of this sample were committed by both
parents together. In summary to this point it can be said that mothers as
offenders of child homicide are overrepresented for newborns and very
young children, whilst with increasing victim age, male perpetrators be-
come more important.

In the existing studies, results concerning a higher risk for children with
stepparents (“cinderella effect”) are also inconsistent: Daly/Wilson (1988,
2001, 2005) as well as Harris/Hilton/Rice/Eke (2007) describe a higher
risk for infanticide for children with stepparents in analyses of British and
Canadian data and attribute their findings to evolutionary mechanisms.
Weekes-Shakelford/Shakelford (2004) confirmed these findings for the
USA regarding biological mothers and stepmothers, whereas Brookman/
Nolan (2006)6 could only show effects for stepfathers, but not for step-
mothers. Stiffman/Schnitzer/Adam et al. (2002) analysed data from the
Missouri Child Fatality Review Panel System7 and could show a higher
risk for children living in the same household with one or more non-rela-
tive male/s for lethal maltreatment compared to children living with both
biological parents. These observations are contradictory to the ones of
Schnitzer/Ewigman (2005), who also looked at data from Missouri8 and
could identify a dominance of male offenders (71 %), but not a consider-
ably higher risk for children living with stepparents. Swedish studies9 did
also not find a connection between being a stepparent and an increased
risk of child homicide.

Available information on the offender’s socioeconomic backgrounds
varies widely. For Germany, Raic (1997) could show a higher proportion
of middle-/upper class- perpetrators for the subcategory of extended sui-
cides. In a review from 2005, Hatters Friedman/McCue Horwitz/Resnick
described a medium-low socioeconomic background for neonaticide of-

6 Investigation of 298 cases in England and Wales between 1995 and 2002.
7 1992-1992, age of victims < 5 years.
8 149 cases of lethal maltreatment cases committed by a parent or caregiver

(1992-1999).
9 Termrin/Buchmayer/Enquis 2000 (1975-1999); Temrin/Nordlund/Sterner 2004

(1965-1999).
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fenders, whereas perpetrators of homicides of elder children were found to
being poor and socially isolated. Hässler/Bomke/Schäffler (2003), who
analysed 56 psychiatric reports from the Psychiatric Department of the
University of Rostock (Germany) for the years 1980-2000 on the other
hand associate most offenders (59.6 %) to social middle class, 32.7 % to
lower social class and 7.7 % to the upper class.

The majority of studies dealing with backgrounds and possible triggers
for child homicide discuss psychiatric illness of the parents, which proba-
bly refers to the fact, that quite a number of authors have a psychological/
psychiatric background. For neonaticides the knowledge to these questions
is inconsistent. Oberman (2003), who looked at cases from Chicago be-
tween 1870 and 1930, found that a large number of offenders suffered
from psychiatric diseases. Resnick (1970) as well as Schläfke/Galleck/
Höppner/Hässler (2003) describe a rather low proportion of psychical
problems for these perpetrators. For the age-group of 231 < 18 year-old
victims, Schlang (2006) describes mental disorders for 52.7 % of the fe-
male and for 29.5 % of the male offenders, with personality and behaviour
disorders being most frequently (34 %), followed by disorders caused by
psychotropic substances, of schizophrenic or affective kind (each about
15 %).

Overall homicide of children in the age group 0-5 years is far from be-
ing fully understood. Some general lines have been detected but knowl-
edge regarding the exact circumstances, risk factors and determinants of
homicides is still quite limited. For this reason, the Child Homicide
project has been conducted at the Criminological Research Institute of
Lower Saxony since 2007.

The Child Homicide project10

The project involved an exhaustive survey of all homicides involving chil-
dren under 6 years of age in Germany for the period 1997-2006 based on
analysis of the relevant court files. The state bureaus of criminal investiga-
tion were first asked for a list of relevant reference numbers. These were
then presented to the respective state prosecution services, who were
asked to send the case files to the Criminological Research Institute of

9.2

10 The project received funding from the Fritz Thyssen Foundation.
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Lower Saxony. The case files were analysed by trained coding staff using
paper and pencil to compile comprehensive information for each victim on
the biological and (if applicable) social parents and any other individuals
accused. An approximately one-page case outline was additionally written
out for each case, presenting the case history from when the case first
came to police notice. These case outlines frequently proved useful during
later analysis as they helped bringing each case to mind beyond the basic
facts. Finally, the compiled data were entered in SPSS ready for further
analysis.

As all further analysis is based on the criminal investigation files, it is
important at this point to note the special characteristics and limitations
that apply to the study. One problem was the fact that some files were visi-
bly incomplete; relatively frequently, for example, psychological/psychi-
atric reports or records on the main court hearing were missing. In most
cases the absence of individual parts of a file was not really a problem be-
cause the same information was referred to elsewhere in the file, for exam-
ple in the court decision; in other cases, however, missing information
could not be made up in this way and remained missing from the entered
data. In any analysis of criminal investigation files, it is important to re-
member that the focus is on identifying the offender and criminal appraisal
of their actions, and not on reconstructing the case to the last detail. Infor-
mation only makes it into the file if the investigating authorities consider it
important to the criminal prosecution. Also, the statements made by all
parties come in the context of a given (procedural) role (e.g. as witness or
accused) and may therefore be coloured by self-interest. All these aspects
must be taken into account when going on to analyse information from
criminal investigation files.

Findings: All Cases

A total of 627 files were analysed. These included 507 relevant cases11

with 535 victims and 354 offenders. Most victims were killed in their first
year (69.2 percent), which mainly reflects the large number of neonati-

9.3

11 The remaining files related, for example, to attempted homicides that children sur-
vived, other age groups or other crimes.
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cides.12 Even without this category, however, still no less than 30 percent
of the victims were killed in their first year, 10.6 percent in their second,
6.8 percent in their third, 6.6 percent in their fourth, 3.3 percent in their
fifth and 3.6 percent in their sixth year. The risk of children in the studied
age group for becoming a victim of homicide is thus by far the highest in
the first year, with a clear concentration in the first 24 hours after birth.

Necessity of classification into case groups

For adequate analysis of the great diversity of cases involved, different
categories based on classifications used in the literature (Resnick 1969,
d’Orbán 1979, Scott 1973) were developed. The classifications were
adapted and modified several times in the course of the project. At the be-
ginning, for example, there was a “revenge killing” category as found in
the literature (Resnick 1969, d’Orbán 1979). On closer examination of our
sample, however, there were no cases in this category and the category
was therefore dropped. The classification ultimately chosen combines
characteristics of the homicides, the delinquents and the victims.

Neonaticide

This case group comprises 199 victims (37.2 percent). Victims were al-
most exclusively killed by the biological mother during or immediately af-
ter birth; only in very exceptional cases assistance was provided by anoth-
er person. ‘Typical cases’ are those in which the mother, immediately after
giving birth without assistance, left the infant unprovided or killed it –
mostly by suffocating – without conscious premeditation. Almost all such
cases involved an unwanted pregnancy where labour commenced unex-
pectedly. There were very large differences as to whether and how a preg-
nancy was denied and/or concealed. With regard to concealing the killing,
the spectrum ranges from no attempt at concealment and ‘poor’ hiding
places for the body such as the mother’s own wardrobe to elaborate elimi-
nation of traces.

9.3.1

12 Neonaticide is the killing of a child within 24 hours of birth, in the great majority
of cases by the mother alone, usually after a concealed and/or denied pregnancy.
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Maltreatment

The death by maltreatment case group (n=137 or 25.6 percent) combines
various forms of maltreatment resulting in death: Blunt force (with/with-
out an object), shaking, and in rare cases substance administration. The
duration and intensity of maltreatment varied considerably, from one-off
acts in the heat of the moment (often the case with fatal shaking of the in-
fant) through to longer-term maltreatment only leading to the death of the
infant after some time or in combination with other injuries.

Extended suicide

The extended suicide case group includes both suicides and attempted sui-
cides. The category comprises 69 victims in total (12.9 percent). In cases
of completed extended suicide there is usually very little information
about the perpetrator as the criminal prosecution was closed immediately.
Not infrequently, before both suicides and attempted suicides it was al-
ready known that the perpetrator had major psychological problems of a
depressive nature, often in connection with a family crisis. In most cases
of attempted extended suicides, the perpetrator’s own suicide was not
completed because of an extraneous disturbance or rescue; in other cases
the offender abandoned the plan to commit suicide after killing the child.
There are also variations with regard to the fatality risk of the suicide at-
tempts. ‘True’ extended suicides predominated, where the offenders’ usual
motive was to take the child with them so that it would not be left behind
alone. The remaining cases were suicide attempts where the child was
more or less coincidentally present or the child disturbed a suicide attempt
and was killed in that connection. In a few cases, other individuals were
killed immediately before the suicide or attempted suicide, most frequent-
ly the other parent and/or other children.

Mental illness

In this group those cases were included (n=33; 6.2 percent) where severe
mental illness such as postpartum depression, psychosis or an acute
schizophrenic episode was the direct trigger of the killing, regardless of
other case characteristics. Cases with a suicidal component on the other
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hand were always assigned to the extended suicide category regardless of
any mental illness. The case group contains numerous variations at many
different levels: The duration of the illness ranges from a few weeks to
many years, some illnesses were treated, while others were not even
known to people close to the perpetrator. In only very few cases, the treat-
ing physician or family had the idea that the illness could possibly be a
danger to others; in most cases, the offender’s direct environment had not
the slightest suspicion of the actual risk potential.

Purposeful homicide

This group includes all cases (n=32; 6.0 percent) where the perpetrator
purposefully carried out the homicide with clear intent to kill, by ways or
means relatively certain of killing, that do not come into any of the other
categories (such as extended suicide or mental illness). In some cases it
was hard to distinguish cases in this group from maltreatment case group.
Many of the cases were homicides committed in the context of separation
problems and custody disputes, mostly with a range of motives such as not
wanting to give up the child or begrudging it the partner compounded with
altruistic components (such as saving the child from a presumed hard or
sad future). This category also includes cases, however, where a child was
killed because it was ‘in the way’ and the perpetrator wanted to ‘get rid’ of
it.

Neglect

This category subsumes cases (n=20; 3.7 percent) where children died be-
cause they were not supplied with sufficient food and/or liquids or because
they were denied necessary medical treatment. These are cases of pure ne-
glect; the extremely rare cases in which neglect was accompanied by
physical maltreatment of the child were classified as maltreatment.

Natural death/accident

With regard to victims in this category, investigations were initially car-
ried out for suspected homicide, however in the course of investigations it
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emerged that the children died a natural13 or accidental14 death. This cate-
gory consists of 29 victims (5.4 percent).

Unclear sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS)

With the cases in this group (n=8; 1.5 percent), there was suspicion of
homicide but the cause of death could not be identified with certainty (un-
like the natural death/accident category). Sudden infant death syndrome
and, for example, intentional suffocating are both possible in such cases.

Other

A small number of cases (n=8; 1.5 percent) could not meaningfully be as-
signed to any of the other categories but did not have any salient common
features and hence were grouped in an ‘other’ category. An example is
cases where the child was a chance victim.15

In the last three case groups, the children did not (with certainty) die as
a result of intentional homicide, but are retained as victims in the overall
sample for analysis as the starting point of our study was the classification
of cases at the end of police investigations. This circumstance is taken into
account descriptively later on, however, when focusing on the various case
groups.

Perpetrators

The term ‘perpetrator/offender’ is reserved in the project for persons who
were issued with a final sentence, persons acquitted on account of exemp-
tion from criminal responsibility, and persons who killed a child in an ex-
tended suicide. Cases were included in the study when the police classifi-

9.3.2

13 Such as following myocarditis or undetected diabetes.
14 For example because the child fatally injured itself falling out of bed or died in a

domestic fire it inadvertently started itself.
15 For example in a gas explosion or in a road accident deliberately caused by a driv-

er travelling on the wrong side.
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cation of the incident was intentional homicide.16 Sometimes the convic-
tion was for a less severe crime (usually because it was not possible to es-
tablish intent to kill). Such cases usually ended in a conviction for mal-
treatment of persons under the offender’s care, assault, or homicide by
negligence. The analysis included 354 persons who satisfied this defini-
tion of a perpetrator. The number of perpetrators is thus significantly
smaller than the number of victims, mostly because of the large number of
newborns found dead where the perpetrator could not be identified. In oth-
er cases, however, a suspicion was unable to be confirmed in a way that
provided sufficient grounds for prosecution or conviction, resulting in
dropping of charges or acquittal. From a victimological point of view,
however, the circumstances in some such cases justify a classification as
victims.17

Relationship between delinquent and victim (in percent)
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With rare exceptions, the perpetrators came from the children’s immediate
surroundings18 and the great majority were the biological and/or social
parents19; in rare cases, the perpetrators were ‘other persons’ such as

Fig. 9.2

16 See footnote 4.
17 As in cases where it was clear that one of the parents must have committed the

homicide but the court was unable to establish which one and had to acquit both as
a result. There were also neonaticide cases where it was not possible to determine
with certainty whether the child had been stillborn or killed by the mother.

18 One such exception was a driver travelling on the wrong side of the road who de-
liberately collided with an oncoming vehicle.

19 A social parent is partner to a natural parent, such as the mother’s new boyfriend.
To count as social ‘parents’ such individuals must at least contribute towards pro-
viding for the child and take responsibility in childcare.
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grandparents and roommates. Looking at all perpetrators, biological moth-
ers visibly dominate, but this effect almost disappears after deducting the
large number of biological mothers who were perpetrators of neonaticides
(see Figure 9.2).

Findings by case groups

In view of the large differences between the various case groups, selected
findings of the study are presented separately by category in the following.

Neonaticide

The neonaticide case group is the group with the largest number of vic-
tims, including numerous newborns found dead for whom no perpetrator
could be identified despite in some cases with very intensive investiga-
tions. As this case group included large differences despite its basic homo-
geneity, four subcategories were defined:

• ‘Typical’ neonaticide (n=96; 48.2 percent): In these cases, the biologi-
cal mother killed the infant immediately at the time of birth, either ac-
tively or by not providing for it. In such cases the pregnancy was de-
nied/concealed, birth and the homicide were unassisted.

• ‘Atypical’ neonaticide (n=13; 6.5 percent): These cases differ from
typical neonaticides on at least one count. In some cases the victim was
born in hospital and killed at home a few days later, or the mother had
assistance with the birth. Despite these distinguishing features, the re-
maining circumstances, and particularly the denied/concealed pregnan-
cy, justify classification in the neonaticides group.

• Unclear neonaticide (n=36; 18.1 percent): It was not possible to estab-
lish sufficient proof but classification as neonaticide was justified from
a victimological standpoint.20

• Unknown dead newborn (n=54; 27.1 percent): In such cases, a new-
born is found dead that is highly probable to be victim of a homicide
but it was not possible to identify the perpetrator.

9.4

9.4.1

20 Examples include where it was not possible to prove a specific homicidal act with
final certainty.
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The perpetrators had an average age of 24 years at the time of the homi-
cide; approximately 16 percent were under 18, just under 21 percent were
between 18 and 20, and the largest group were women between 21 and 29.
Over 50 percent of the perpetrators already had biological children at the
time of the neonaticide, although only eight women lived with these chil-
dren in a common household at that time. Eight women had put up one or
more children for adoption before the neonaticide.21 The case group in-
cluded seven cases with two victims and three cases with three victims. As
is to be expected, the victims showed no gender bias: 50 percent were fe-
male and 48 percent male.22 None of the infants was disabled. Of the in-
fants for which the pregnancy term could be determined, eight percent
were premature.23 This is not significantly higher than in the general pop-
ulation.24

Almost all women underwent psychological/psychiatric examination in
the course of the investigations; mental health problems were found for 42
women at the time of the offense and for 29 in the past. The spectrum of
findings was very broad, although acute stress reactions and fearful-
avoidant personality traits were frequent. Only very rarely did the perpe-
trators engage in alcohol or in medical or narcotic drug abuse with rates of
less than 5 percent for each. Almost all women had previously denied
and/or concealed the pregnancy. In the cases analysed, it was not possible
to observe the clear distinction often made in the literature between denial
and concealment; instead there were a wide range of hybrid forms and
blurred transitions. Pregnancy denial/concealment was always one of the
key reasons for the neonaticide. In most cases the women were surprised
by the birth and were unable to deal with the situation in a premeditated
and appropriate manner, even in cases where they had given thought in ad-
vance to what they would do with the child once born. Other aspects, such
as fear of being left by a partner or of being unable to cope with the new
situation in life, as with the influence of alcohol or drugs, only acted in
favour of the neonaticide in isolated cases. Interestingly, even women who

21 Three women had already put up two children for adoption and one women three
children.

22 In the remaining 2 percent of cases, the gender could no longer be determined.
23 For the purposes of the project, premature births were defined as prior to the 37th

week of pregnancy.
24 In 2007, for example, 7.1 percent of births in Germany were premature (European

Foundation for the care of newborn infants 2010).
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had chosen other courses of action in past unwanted pregnancies25 were
evidently unable to act this way again when it came to the victim infant,
and were also unable to explain why they couldn’t.

The dominant act of homicide, at about 23 percent, was suffocation, in-
cluding both active forms such as smothering with a pillow and passive
forms such as wrapping in a blanket. The second most frequent, at about
11 percent, was failure to provide for the newborn (which then died of hy-
pothermia or lack of nutrition) or active violence (throttling/choking/stran-
gulation). About 7 percent of infants drowned26, and only low single digit
percentages were found for stabbing, blunt force and throwing of the child
out of the window. In about 37 percent of the cases the precise course of
events remained unclear or could no longer be reconstructed more precise-
ly, largely due to the discoveries of unknown dead newborns where the
passage of time meant the cause of death could no longer be established
with certainty.

In a sense it is possible to say that in most cases the denial of the preg-
nancy persisted beyond the birth, and that the women acted more in an at-
tempt to “bring the situation to an end” without proceeding in a planned or
premeditated way. This can be concluded especially in the cases where the
dead body was later ‘concealed’ somewhere in the mothers home, even
though this made a detection highly likely.

The very large majority of perpetrators in the neonaticides case group
was convicted of manslaughter (§ 212 of the German Criminal Code
StGB) or a less serious case of manslaughter (§ 213 StGB), with convic-
tions being made significantly more frequently for action than for omis-
sion (see Figure 9.3).

Sentencing was dominated by unsuspended prison or juvenile prison
sentences (43 resp.14 cases), followed in second play by suspended prison
or juvenile prison sentences (18 resp.15 cases), meaning that in total 56 of
92 women, or some 60 percent, received an unsuspended sentence. The
severity of the unsuspended sentences was mostly in the lower to middle
range (2-6 years of prison), although no less than seven women were sen-
tenced to six to ten years and another six to over ten years imprisonment.

25 Besides the eight women who put up children for adoption, it is known in respect
of 20 women that they had one or more abortions behind them.

26 This included only very isolated cases of active drowning by the mother.
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Neonaticide: Final judgement – Distinction by offenses (in per-
cent; *Value is for action and omission).27
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Maltreatment

Given the large differences within it, the death by maltreatment category
was likewise subdivided, although in some cases it was hard to distinguish
based on the files between, for example, cases of single and cases of mul-
tiple maltreatment. The figures can therefore only serve as guidance to the
general size of the subcategories. Cases can be divided into single in-
stances of maltreatment (n=37; 27 percent), multiple instances over a peri-
od of time (n=49; 35.8 percent), and cases where infants died following a
shaking trauma (n=26; 19 percent), as the latter group of cases are particu-
larly important from a forensic medicine point of view. There were also
cases of maltreatment where it was not possible to establish with legal cer-
tainty whether, and most of all by whom, the children had been maltreated
(n=17; 12.4 percent) or shaken (n=8; 5.8 percent) but where a victimologi-
cal point of view justified a classification as victims.

Among the 126 perpetrators, the biological mothers and fathers were
represented in roughly equal numbers, at 34.4 percent, resp. 35.2 percent.
The proportion of social fathers as perpetrators was significantly higher

Fig. 9.3

9.4.2

27 § 217 StGB existed until 1998, relating to the killing by the mother of an illegiti-
mate child at birth. Since the abolition of this offence, neonaticides come under the
general provisions of the Criminal Code relating to crimes involving assault result-
ing in death, manslaughter or murder.
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than in any other case group, at 21.6 percent. Other perpetrators such as
social mothers or friends/acquaintances of the parents were found only in
very isolated cases. More than a quarter of perpetrators had themselves
been victims of abuse in childhood and there were at least clear indica-
tions of this having been the case for a further 5.6 percent.28 78 percent of
perpetrators in this case group underwent psychological/psychiatric as-
sessment in the course of criminal prosecution, with just under 45 percent
showing problems in the past and 36 percent at the time of the offense.
The most frequent problems were substance abuse29 (28 resp.10.4 percent)
and personality disorders (5.6 resp. 11.2 percent). Only rarely were there
additionally other or combined mental problems/disorders such as depres-
sion, adjustment disorders or Münchhausen-by-proxy syndrome.

This case group included a very wide range of acts of homicide, al-
though the children most frequently died of blunt force/maltreatment30

(44.5 percent) or shaking (26.3 percent). Other forms of homicide such as
suffocating, poisoning, strangulation or drowning were found only in iso-
lated cases. In 13.1 percent of cases the act of homicide remained unclear,
with multiple possibilities coming into question and no way of being cer-
tain which was ultimately fatal. The homicide was usually triggered in this
case group by a situation where the perpetrator was unable to cope with
the child, usually coupled with a general inability to cope with their situa-
tion as a whole or with specific circumstances. In many cases the child
screamed or cried before the incident for an unspecific reason and – in
some cases despite serious and persistent attempts on the part of the perpe-
trator – was unable to be calmed. In such cases, the perpetrators lost their
nerve and committed the homicide mostly in the heat of the moment so
that the child would at last be ‘quiet’. With just under a fifth of perpetra-
tors, the homicide was presumably abetted by disinhibition and/or height-
ened aggression due to alcohol or drugs. In some cases, the fatal maltreat-
ment was the expression of what the perpetrator considered to be ‘teaching

28 Here especially, absence of information should not be equated with absence of
maltreatment in the perpetrator’s childhood. Instead, it is probable that such expe-
rience of maltreatment is not asked about in the course of investigations if the in-
vestigators consider it to have had no influence on the offense in question.

29 This subsumes abuse of various substances including alcohol, medical drugs and
narcotic drugs, and long-term excessive as well as abusive consumption.

30 For example striking with the hand, slamming of the head against an object or
against a wall, or scalding. This case group showed particularly large variation in
the nature and intensity of the homicidal acts involved.
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a lesson’, often with pent-up aggression released against the child for
some trivial reason. In some such cases the maltreatment was extreme.

With regard to the age of victims, the high risk period clearly is the first
six months of a child’s life, a period in which 54 percent of victims in this
case group were killed. The risk level then decreases significantly and is
subject to only minor variation thereafter. The maltreatment group is the
only case group to show marked differences in victim gender, with 65 per-
cent (n=89) of victims being male and 35 percent (n=48) female. The rea-
sons for this heightened risk are unclear so far and deserver further atten-
tion.

Maltreatment perpetrators were most frequently (50 percent) convicted
for assault resulting in death (§ 227 StGB), with significantly more accu-
sations of criminal offense by action than by omission. In 17.5 percent of
cases the final conviction was for manslaughter (§ 212 StGB) and in 2.4
percent for a less serious case of manslaughter (§ 213 StGB). 11.2 percent
were convicted for murder (§ 211 StGB), 10.3 percent for involuntary
homicide (§ 222 StGB), 6.4 percent for maltreatment of charges (§ 225
StGB) and 2.4 percent for (serious) assault (§ 224 StGB) (see Figure 9.4).

Maltreatment: Final judgment – Distinction after offenses (in
percent)
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In most cases, the sentences handed down were unsuspended prison or ju-
venile prison sentences (68 resp.10.4 percent), more rarely suspended
prison or juvenile sentences (13.6 resp. 4 percent). Only in isolated cases
was a prison sentence combined with accommodation in a psychiatric hos-
pital or drug rehabilitation centre, or a fine was imposed. With regard to

Fig. 9.4
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sentencing severity, unsuspended prison sentences tended to be at the se-
vere end of the range (more than six years); in 19.1 percent of cases the
prison sentence was between four and six years and in 20.2 percent of cas-
es between two and four years. The unsuspended juvenile prison sentences
most frequently – in six out of 13 cases – consisted of a severe sentence of
between six and ten years31; juvenile prison sentences of four to six years
were handed down in three cases and juvenile prison sentences of between
two and four years in four cases.

Extended suicide

This case group includes a conspicuously large number of cases with mul-
tiple victims: 11 cases featured two child victims out of the case group,
making up 31.9 percent of this small subcategory. There were more com-
pleted than attempted suicides. Of the 53 perpetrators in the case group, 22
survived and 31 completed the suicide. The offenders were almost always
the children’s biological parents32, with fathers slightly outnumbering
mothers by 27 to 23. With regard to the age of perpetrators, the 30-40year
old offenders dominated with just over 56 percent, just under 27 percent
(n=4) were over 40 and only a little over 15 percent (n=8) were between
21 and 29 years old. Only one perpetrator was between 18 and 21 years
old and none was under 18. Offenders in this case group were thus signifi-
cantly older on average than in the other categories. Almost all surviving
perpetrators underwent psychological/psychiatric assessment and for 19 it
is known that they had mental problems or even mental disorders at the
time of the attempt; eight had a depressive disorder and four a personality
disorder. Other disorders33 were present only in individual cases. Only
very few perpetrators in this case group had a substance abuse problem
and only three had problems of this kind in a period of up to one year be-
fore the suicide or suicide attempt.

The triggering event in the extended suicide case group was usually a
separation conflict, where perpetrators were unable to cope with an im-
pending or actual separation and wanted to take their own life for that rea-
son. There were various reasons why the offenders wanted to take their

9.4.3

31 The maximum juvenile sentence in Germany is ten years.
32 A social father was the perpetrator in two cases and a friend of the family in one.
33 Such as bipolar disorder, PTSD or an adjustment disorder.
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children with them when they died: In some cases there were altruistic
motives from the perspective of the perpetrator, who for example did not
want the child to be ‘left behind’ or grow up without an intact family; in
other cases they did not want the other partner to ‘get’ the child; and in
isolated cases there were other motives such as heavy burden of debt, and
by committing the extended suicide the perpetrator wanted to save his or
her family ‘suffering and shame’. In some cases the suicide or suicide at-
tempt came in connection with a mental disorder suffered by the perpetra-
tor. There was no notable bias with regard to the age or gender of victims.

The act of homicide in this case group was often stabbing or other
forms of knife injury, with over 25 percent of victims dying in this way.
Just under 19 percent of victims were throttled/choked/strangled and just
under 12 percent suffocated. The same number of victims was pushed
over a bridge or run over by a train. Other acts of homicide tended to be
found in only isolated cases (see Figure 9.5).

Extended suicide: Acts of homicide (in percent).
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Of the 22 surviving perpetrators, ten were subsequently convicted of mur-
der (§ 211 StGB), eight of manslaughter (§ 212 StGB) and five of less se-
vere cases of manslaughter (§ 213 StGB). By far the majority of offenders
received an unsuspended prison sentence; only one was given a suspended
sentence and three were found to be exempt from criminal responsibility
and were ordered to be placed in a psychiatric hospital. No juvenile sen-
tences were handed down. With regard to sentencing severity, long and
very long prison sentences dominated in this case group with nearly two-

Fig. 9.5
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thirds of perpetrators receiving prison sentences of over six years and six
perpetrators being convicted to prison sentences of over ten years; five
were given life sentences.

Mental illness

This category includes 33 victims from the sample who were killed by 24
perpetrators, all of whom were the biological parents. A conspicuous fea-
ture is that a significantly larger number of offenders were mothers than
fathers (18 mothers, six fathers). There were no very young or very old
perpetrators, with all offenders falling in the 21-40year-old age group. All
perpetrators in this case group underwent psychological/psychiatric as-
sessment as part of the criminal prosecution. For 23 of the 24 perpetrators
it is known that they were mentally ill before the homicide, with by far the
most frequent mental illnesses being psychoses, schizophrenia or other
delusional disorders; only four offenders had previously been depressive,
and the remainder had personality disorders or personality accentuations.
In line with the definition of the case group, at the time of the homicide all
perpetrators had a mental illness under the influence of which the homi-
cide was committed. As with past mental illnesses, the dominant form of
illness consisted of psychotic disorders, in one case postpartum. Five of-
fenders had various forms of depression and there were isolated cases of
adjustment disorder, stress reaction, PTSD and other disorders. With six
perpetrators, the mental illness was comorbid with a personality disorder,
either from the fearful-avoidant or dramatic-emotional cluster.

In accordance with the definition of the case group, the homicide was
triggered in all cases by the perpetrator’s mental illness, with varying ‘rea-
sons’ for the homicides in line with the various underlying disorders. Psy-
chotic/schizophrenic/delusional offenders, for example, were paranoid or
believed killing the child was the only way to protect it from other persons
or from the devil. Depressive perpetrators mostly killed the child out of
perceived inability to cope. Only rarely was the mental illness accompa-
nied by other aspects that abetted the homicide such as an acute separation
situation or alcohol/drug influence.

The most frequent act of homicide in the mental illness case group was
suffocating (n=12). Six children were stabbed to death, four drowned, and
four others died as a result of blunt force. Only in isolated cases were the
children strangled, poisoned or thrown out of a window. A strong bias is

9.4.4
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visible with regard to victim age in this case group, with 14 of the 33 vic-
tims killed at an age of between one day and three months; the victim ages
are distributed fairly evenly over the remaining age groups.

A majority (n=20) of perpetrators were found to be exempt from crimi-
nal responsibility under § 20 of the German Criminal Code StGB (crimi-
nal incapacity) and ordered to be placed in a psychiatric hospital subject to
satisfaction of the requirements set out in § 63StGB.34 The remaining per-
petrators were merely found to have diminished criminal incapacity ac-
cording to § 21 StGB; two of these were convicted of murder (§ 211
StGB), two of a less severe case of manslaughter (§ 213 StGB), and two of
assault resulting in death (§ 227 StGB). No perpetrators in this case group
were given a juvenile prison sentence; two were handed down a suspended
prison sentence and two an unsuspended prison sentence; for one offender,
in addition to the prison sentence, placement in a psychiatric hospital was
ordered according to § 63 of the Criminal Code. Seventeen perpetrators
were solely ordered to be placed in a psychiatric hospital; for three of
these the sentence was suspended.

Purposeful homicide

This case group comprises 32 victims, including four cases in which two
victims were killed and one case with three victims. With regard to age,
this small subcategory again shows a heightened risk for children aged one
day to three months, an age group in which eight victims were killed. Of
the 27 perpetrators, 16 were the biological fathers and eight were the bio-
logical mothers of the children. The remaining offenders were a social fa-
ther and friends of the mother. Most perpetrators were in the 21-29year-
old age group (n=10) or the 30-40year-old age group (n=11); only in rare
cases were they young adults, i.e. between 18 and 20 (n=2), or over 40
years old (n=4). 23 of the offenders underwent psychological/psychiatric
assessment in the course of prosecution35 and it emerged that 13 already
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34 Only in one case did the court refuse to make such an order; this was determined
on commencement of the main hearings as the court did not consider the perpetra-
tor a danger to the public as § 63 StGB requires.

35 In the remaining cases, either the offenders refused to be assessed and asserted
their right to remain silent in the main hearings, or, as in one case, the perpetrator
was not convicted by a German criminal court, hence no information on any as-
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have had mental problems or disorders prior to the homicide, in the form
of drug abuse/addiction (n=5), personality disorders (n=4) and combined
mental disorders (n=2). In two cases it was at least surmised that the per-
petrator have had a mental illness prior to the homicide.36 For 13 perpetra-
tors, a mental illness/problem was diagnosed at the time of the homicide,
mostly a personality disorder (n=7) or personality accentuation (n=4); one
offender had a disorder belonging to the adjustment disorder/stress reac-
tion/PTSD category and one had a psychotic disorder.

The dominant act of homicide in this case group was once again suffo-
cation (n=13). Six victims were stabbed to death and six drowned; only in
individual cases were children strangled or died as a result of blunt force,
following a fall from a window or a deliberately started fire. In two cases
the act of homicide remained unclear – in one the body was not found and
in the second the cause of death could no longer be ascertained due to the
passage of time. There were essentially two particularly frequent triggers
for the homicide: One was an acute or ongoing separation conflict. In oth-
er cases the children were perceived as a ‘burden’ or an ‘intrusion’ – either
as a factor encroaching on the perpetrators’ general ability to get on with
their lives or as a specific encumbrance, for example where the offender
was required to pay maintenance. In individual cases, the child died in the
context of relationship homicide against the mother, either for conceal-
ment reasons or because the child happened to come in while the mother
was being murdered and the perpetrator more or less spontaneously decid-
ed to kill the child as well.

A majority (n=23) of purposeful homicide perpetrators were convicted
of murder (§ 211 StGB), including two who were convicted of twofold
and one of threefold murder. The conviction in the remaining cases (n=11)
was for manslaughter (§ 212 StGB), with one conviction for a less severe
case of manslaughter (§ 213 StGB). Except for one case, all perpetrators
received unsuspended prison or juvenile prison sentences and in one case
the sentence was combined with placement in a psychiatric hospital ac-

sessment was contained in the file. In one further case, the court refrained from
obtaining an expert assessment on account of in-court expertise.

36 In these cases, a person qualified to give such an opinion (e.g. a treating physician
or court-appointed expert giving an appraisal based on the file) expressed a suspi-
cion that there was a mental disorder or that various indications (such as a suicide
attempt) suggested this to be the case. The information was insufficient, however,
for a precise classification to be made.
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cording to § 63 StGB. The final sentences were predominately life sen-
tences (n=16), followed by long prison sentences of more than ten years
(n=7); in one case the sentence was between six and ten years. There were
no shorter sentences. The picture was similar for the two perpetrators con-
victed as juveniles – here again, the sentences handed down were in the
maximum possible range of six to ten years. There were no acquittals in
this case group.

Neglect

This smallest case group in terms of numbers comprises 20 victims, and in
contrast to most of the other case groups there is not a significant increase
in risk in the first six months of a child’s life. There is a slightly higher
risk for children in the first 15 months, although given the small number
of cases this can only be regarded as a tendency. Of the 24 perpetrators, 16
were biological mothers and seven biological fathers; in one case a grand-
father was (jointly) convicted. In seven cases, both biological parents were
convicted; in all other cases, the victims suffered fatal neglect at the hands
of their single mothers. Most offenders were between 21 and 29 years old,
four were 18-20, five 30-40 and two over 40 years old. The neglect case
group did not include any perpetrators under the age of 18.

Psychological/psychiatric assessments were compiled on 20 perpetra-
tors in the course of prosecution and nine of these were known to have had
mental problems or disorders before the homicide. These included drug
problems, depressions and other mental disorders. Likewise nine offenders
were found to have a mental problem or disorder at the time of the homi-
cide; personality disorders were identified in five cases and a personality
accentuation was identified in one. Individual cases featured depression,
drug use and a combination of disorders.

With regard to the triggering event or situation, the homicides can be
divided into two groups. Firstly, there are cases were the children were
more or less left entirely to their own devices. In the cases committed by
single mothers, this neglect often began following separation, in some cas-
es linked with the desire to make a new start. In such cases, the women
initially failed to provide sufficiently for the children and later did not take
care of them at all, spent their time increasingly and in some cases at the
end entirely with friends or with a new partner and left the children behind
on their own, where they then died of lack of food or liquid. Other cases
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consisted of medical neglect, where for example parents misjudged a
known illness suffered by the child and/or omitted to obtain proper medi-
cal treatment. These cases involved chronic illnesses, where the parents
failed to administer necessary medication either at all or in sufficient
dosage, as well as illnesses that the parents themselves treated with alter-
native medicine against a doctor’s advice. These children died due to fail-
ure to provide medical treatment or due to incorrect medical treatment.
Where children died as a result of an acute illness, such as an infection,
the parents failed to obtain treatment for the children because of a general
inability to cope.37 In some cases, parents consciously refused to obtain
help because they were afraid the children would be taken away from
them by social services if the circumstances came out. In isolated cases,
the reason for the neglect could not be reconstructed after the event.

Seven perpetrators were convicted of assault resulting in death (§ 227
StGB), six of manslaughter (§ 212 StGB) and four of murder (one in two
cases), with the murder assumed to be attended with cruelty and in two
cases combined with base motives. In all cases, the parents were accused
of omission. Five offenders were convicted of involuntary homicide
(§ 222 StGB) and two of maltreatment of charges (§ 225 StGB), where the
parents were accused of actively preventing others from looking after the
children’s welfare. Sentences were predominantly unsuspended, with 16
prison sentences and three juvenile prison sentences. Only in five cases
were suspended sentences handed down and all of these related to prison
sentences, i.e. the perpetrators were older than 21. In one case a juvenile
prison sentence was combined with an order for accommodation in a drug
rehabilitation centre. The severity of sentencing tended to be high with re-
gard to the prison sentences and in the medium range of four to six years
with regard to the juvenile sentences.

Summary

Homicide against children of this age group in Germany is a very hetero-
geneous phenomenon, with marked differences in motivation and means
in some cases extending to within individual case groups. The risk is high-
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37 For example because of a difficult family situation, numerous children and/or nu-
merous animals.
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est for children during the first six months and most of all during the first
day, with a total of 38.5 percent of children in our sample killed within the
first 24 hours after birth. The only case group that shows significant differ-
ences in victim gender is the maltreatment group, with 65 percent of vic-
tims being male and 35 percent female. The reasons for this heightened
risk remain unclear.

The largest case group accordingly consists of neonaticides with over a
third of the total, followed by death by maltreatment with upwards of a
quarter. With very few exceptions, the perpetrators came from the victims’
most immediate social environment and were most usually the biological
or social parents. Due to the large number of neonaticides, the biological
mothers predominate as offenders (56.5 percent), without this category,
their proportion is just slightly higher than 40 percent, followed by the bi-
ological fathers with over 38 percent and the social fathers with some 12
percent. In most cases, the perpetrators acted alone, only in 32 cases two
or more persons were called to account for the homicide of the child. The
offenders were mostly between 21 and 29 years old (42.7 percent), fol-
lowed by 30-40 year old persons (30.8 percent).
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Sexual Abuse by Catholic Clerics:
Patterns of Interpretation and Coping Strategies of Victims
in the Light of a Religious Socialisation

Sandra Fernau

Introduction

The phenomenon of child sexual abuse in Catholic institutions and com-
munities gained wider public attention after many cases in the United
States and Ireland became known beginning in the mid-1990s. In Ger-
many, sexual violence in state and Church institutions came into the focus
of public and academic interest following widespread media disclosure of
abuse in early 2010. After former pupils of a reform school and a Catholic
college first reported their experiences of victimisation, a wave of revela-
tions of sexual abuse in state and Church contexts followed.

Both nationally and internationally, there is a lack of empirical and epi-
demiological research regarding sexual abuse in institutional and particu-
larly in Church contexts. While much empirical research has been done in
past decades on sexual violence in the family environment (see for an
overview e.g. Finkelhor 1994, Lampe 2002), there are few international
studies on sexual abuse in religious settings. The majority of studies pub-
lished in this area are from the United States. Most of them are conducted
with quantitative methods and from a psychological perspective. In de-
scribing child sexual abuse by Catholic clerics, researchers focus on the
following aspects: On the one hand they analyse characteristics of the
abusers themselves, such as their personality and possible sexual disor-
ders, especially paedophilia and ephebophilia (cf. Laaser 1991, Haywood
et al.1996a, Haywood et al. 1996b, Plante/Manuel/Bryant 1996, Doyle
2003, Plante 2003). On the other hand in the past years a few studies have
been conducted that describe characteristics of victims, and the spiritual
and psychological impact of the abuse, mostly with a focus on trauma
symptoms (cf. Bottoms et al. 2003; Benkert & Doyle 2009; Doyle 2009;
Carr et al. 2010). Two important large-scale research projects have been
conducted by the John Jay College of Criminal Justice commissioned by
the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB). The first is
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the ‘Nature and Scope’ report on the prevalence of sexual abuse by
Catholic priests and deacons in the years 1950 to 2002. The second is the
‘Causes and Context’ report, which analyses occurrences of sexual abuse
within the Church from a socio-historical and psychological perspective
and proposes approaches for explaining the possible causes and back-
grounds to the sexual offences (cf. John Jay College Research Team 2004,
Terry et al. 2011).

So far there are hardly any victimological studies available that investi-
gate subjective experience of sexual abuse in Church contexts using a
qualitative research paradigm. Yet a qualitative approach to the research
field, through the reconstruction of subjective patterns of interpretation
and strategies for coping with the events, enables to obtain a deeper under-
standing of the distinguishing features and consequences of experiences of
victimisation in religious settings. The present qualitative interview study
with victims of sexual abuse by Catholic clerics1 addresses this desidera-
tum by investigating the individual dynamics and impacts of those experi-
ences of victimisation. The central research aim is to reconstruct biograph-
ical patterns of interpretation and attempts to cope with the experiences of
abuse and to analyse them in the light of a religious socialisation.

Starting from the assumption that a Catholic upbringing and socialisa-
tion shaped the interviewee’s personality development and hence their in-
terpretation of victimisation, the approach taken in this paper can be out-
lined as follows: The definition of the term ‘sexual abuse’ is followed by a
number of reflections from a sociology of religion delineating the influ-
ence and role of belief and religious practice at individual level. Next, the
research design underlying the study is described together with the struc-
ture of the sample of the interview study. Besides the analyses of the sub-
jective reception, this article focusses on the retrospective interpretation
and coping with the experiences of abuse, drawing upon basic assump-
tions relating to religion theory and victimology. In particular, selected in-
terview sequences are used to provide an overview of typical reaction pat-
terns by victims.

1 The term ‘Catholic cleric’ is used here to refer to Catholic priests (including chap-
lains and vicars), deacons and male members of religious orders working under the
auspices of the German Bishops’ Conference.
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Definition of sexual abuse

Criteria that are important in most definitions of sexual abuse and are ap-
plied in this study include the following:

Types of sexual acts

A first definition criterion relates to the types of sexual acts covered and
includes a distinction between acts with and without physical contact (cf.
Finkelhor et al. 1990, Dhaliwal et al. 1996, Wetzels 1997). These two cat-
egories, however, still cover a very wide range of forms of contact. For
this reason, only those acts are classed here under the term ‘sexual abuse’
that, in a strict sense, directly relate to human sexuality and involve inter-
action with at least the individual’s own or the other’s body. This can in-
clude sexual activities performed with, in the presence of, or to a child or
adolescent.

Relationship between offender and victim

Most normatively oriented definitions are based on the concept of ‘in-
formed consent’ first formulated by Schechter and Roberge (1976). This
states that children prior to a certain stage of development are not able to
fully understand sexual acts and so are unable to appreciate the implica-
tions of those acts. They are therefore not capable to enter into consenting
sexual relations (cf. Schechter/Roberge 1976, Finkelhor 1979, Wetzels
1997). The structure of the relationship between offender and victim is
thus characterised by a competence and power difference in psychological
development and social standing – a superiority of the offender. This is al-
most always accompanied by family interpersonal dependencies or in cas-
es of sexual abuse within the Church by institutional interpersonal depen-
dencies. The developmental and social asymmetry between offender and
victim usually makes it unnecessary for the offender to use physical vio-
lence, which therefore has to be dropped as a definition criterion for sexu-
al abuse. The same applies to any indication of consent by the victim, as in
many cases children are unable to understand, clearly appreciate the sig-
nificance, or name the acts in question (cf. Finkelhor 1979, Dhaliwal et al.
1996, Wetzels 1997).

10.2
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Age limits and age differences

The power and authority imbalance between offender and victim is gener-
ally operationalized by using age limits and age differences, which vary in
the relevant studies (cf. Finkelhor et al. 1990, Dhaliwal et al. 1996, Wet-
zels 1997). In the present study an age limit of 18 is applied as the upper
limit for the potential victim group. With regard to age difference, the re-
search field of sexual abuse within the Church invariably shows a signifi-
cant age gap between offender (cleric) and victim (pupil, child in care, or
altar server) that is far greater than the generally utilised age difference of
at least five years.

Offender’s intentions and aims in assessment of his conduct

A further common criterion likewise applied in this study is that the of-
fender is motivated in his conduct by the desire for sexual gratification
and pleasure. The adult acts here with disregard to the child’s or adoles-
cent’s will or ability to understand and makes use of his developmental
and social superiority to exploit the victim for the gratification of his per-
sonal sexual desire for arousal, intimacy or power. Sexual abuse is thus
characterised by the sexual instrumentalisation of a child or adolescent by
an adult (Baker/Duncan 1985, Wetzels 1997, p. 71f).

Sexual abuse is accordingly defined here as a sexual act, by a person
significantly older than the victim, performed with or in the presence of,
or to a child or adolescent, in which the offender exploits his superiority in
terms of psychological development and social standing to gratify his per-
sonal sexual desires.2

Functions of religion and the influence of a religious socialisation
on victims of sexual abuse

To investigate the dynamics and impacts of experiences of sexual abuse
within the religious context, it is first necessary to present some funda-
mental reflections delineating the functions of religion and the influence

10.3

2 The terms ‘sexual assault’, ‘sexual acts’ or ‘sexual violence’ are used synonymous-
ly with the term ‘sexual abuse’ as just defined.
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of belief and religious practice on the individual. Following classical and
contemporary perspectives, religion is defined here as a system of sym-
bols, beliefs, values and practices relating to supernatural beings, things
and powers of an otherworldly sphere which are considered as holy. The
core element of religion is the question of ultimate meaning – that which
goes beyond the natural. As an institutional phenomenon, it prescribes
spiritual doctrines and rules of conduct, ethical guidelines and moral ideals
(cf. Parsons 1964 , Stark/Glock 1968, Knoblauch 1999, Hamilton 2001,
Furseth/Repstad 2006 ).

Important sociological and sociopsychological functions of religion
mentioned in numerous publications can be summarised as follows: First
of all, religion has an integrative, community-building function. The for-
mation of a religious collective by way of shared beliefs, values and ritual-
istic, symbolistic community experiences generates a powerful sense of
mutual belonging among believers that goes as far as an ’oceanic feeling’
(“ozeanisches Gefühl”) (Freud 1930, p. 197). This results not only in
greater willingness to take an active part in Church life, but likewise in the
translation of the individual’s egoistic wishes and fears into group objec-
tives (cf. Knoblauch 1999, Hamilton 2001, Furseth/Repstad 2006, Liebsch
2010).

Furthermore, religious concepts serve to legitimize and justify the pre-
vailing system of values and norms by endowing it with sacred signifi-
cance. Doubts rose about the value consensus – for example in response to
crises or threats to society – can thus be allayed by projecting the fulfil-
ment of expectations into a transcendental sphere (cf. Parsons 1964,
Knoblauch 1999, Hamilton 2001, Furseth/Repstad 2006).

At individual level, religion wields early and lasting influence on per-
sonality formation through internalisation of its system of beliefs, values
and symbols in the course of a religious upbringing and socialisation.
Alongside messages conveyed in language, religion also affects and
deeply influences personality development at a pre-verbal, sensory-sym-
bolic level. Religion thus plays an important part in the constitution of per-
sonal identity and its preservation in the face of change (cf. Parsons 1964,
Lorenzer 1981, Knoblauch 1999, Furseth/Repstad 2006, Liebsch 2010).

As they result in an individual’s experience of the world being inter-
preted in a way that imparts order and purpose, religious constructs also
provide an orientation, interpretation and coping aid for all situations in
life. Besides, the interpretation and assignment of purpose to events and
personal experience helps to de-dramatize conflicts and defuse dramatic or
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emotionally troubling situations. The resulting encouraging or comforting
thoughts lead to reduced stress, discomfort and anxiety. At the same time,
especially when it comes to shocking experiences, threats or crises, unful-
filled expectations are projected into a transcendental sphere. The promise
of salvation and justice in the afterlife thus compensates feelings of unde-
served suffering. An interpretation that gives purpose and meaning to the
individual’s own actions and to life in general additionally enhances self-
esteem and invokes positive feelings such as hope and joy. In this way, re-
ligious convictions serve within the individual’s intrapsychic emotion and
behaviour regulation processes as satisfaction of needs and coping strate-
gies (cf. Parsons 1964, Knoblauch 1999, Grom 2007, Furseth/Repstad
2006, Liebsch 2010).

Method and sample

The qualitative interview study presented here is part of an ongoing re-
search project at the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony.
Between 15 and 20 adult victims (male and female) of sexual abuse by
Catholic clerics in Germany will be interviewed using a semi-structured,
guideline-based approach. Study participants were recruited in two ways:
Firstly, victims were able to make contact themselves by using an email
address set up for the purpose. Three interviewees used this channel to say
they were willing to take part. Secondly, the prevention commissioners in
each diocese were asked to forward a letter from the research institute to
potential interviewees known to them.3 A further 21 victims responded to
this appeal, ten of whom were selected for interview on the basis of a
questionnaire they completed in advance. Interviewees were selected by a
contrasting sampling method with a view to obtaining a heterogenic sam-
ple in terms of gender, age and the context of abuse so as to cover the
broadest available spectrum of experience, patterns of interpretation and
coping strategies.

The research instrument used is a biographical, semi-structured inter-
view guide based with regard to his structure and organisation on the se-
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3 As part of a nationwide compensation process after numerous cases of abuse in
Catholic institutions and parishes became public, sexual abuse prevention commis-
sioners were appointed in all 27 German dioceses for victims of Catholic clergy to
contact.
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mi-structured, guideline-based interview approach according to Helfferich
(2009). This uses open questions in a flexible handling order so that inter-
viewees, despite certain prescribed thematic focuses, can narrate within
those focuses in monologue form and develop their subjective relevance
systems. Starting with two diachronic guiding questions on the intervie-
wees’ childhood and youth and on their subsequent biography, the inter-
view guide is organised in five thematic areas, each of which is introduced
with open questions: 1. Family upbringing and socialisation, 2. Religious
upbringing and socialisation, and contemporaneous experiences of sexual
abuse, 3. Partnerships entered into by the victims, 4. Interpretation of and
coping with sexual abuse, 5. Significance of religiousness and faith to the
interviewees and their attitudes towards the Catholic Church.

The interviews are analysed using a combination of qualitative meth-
ods. An initial analysis providing a descriptive overview is primarily
based on categorizing methods according to Grounded Theory (cf. Strauss
1987, Strauss/Corbin 1990). A second step, involving the reconstruction
of biographical case studies from selected interviews to gain an extended
and deeper understanding of phenomena, makes use of hermeneutic meth-
ods especially the depth-hermeneutic approach (cf. Lorenzer 1986,
Bereswill/Morgenroth/Redman 2010, Salling Olesen/Weber 2012).

Of the 15 to 20 interviews planned with adult victims of sexual abuse
by Catholic clerics, 13 have been conducted so far: Three with women and
ten with men. These 13 interviews underlie the findings presented here
and are characterised as follows: The age of interviewees ranged from 37
to 71, with an average age of 59, meaning that their experiences of victim-
isation lie several decades in the past. The sexual assaults took place in
various contexts, with interviewees experiencing abuse in closed institu-
tions such as children’s homes and boarding schools, as altar servers and
in private contexts. All acts of abuse that they reported, which differed
considerably in their details, involved physical contact; in cases where the
abuse was initially without touching, physical contact followed over time.
Sexual activities performed with, in the presence of, and to the victims
were described. The sexual assaults began when the interviewees were at
ages between four and 14. On average, the abuse relationship developed
from the age of ten after the entry into altar service and in most cases went
on for several years (between one and nine years). There is generally a
large age difference between offender and victim, which is probably char-
acteristic for the research field of sexual abuse within the Church. In the
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present sample, the age difference is several decades, and the accused cler-
ics are mostly over the age of 50.

Characteristics of patterns of interpretation and coping attempts of
sexual abuse

The disclosure of traumatic experiences in the course of an interview can
be generally understood as a retrospective reorganisation of reality. Within
the interview context, victims create a discursive framework for the abuse
that was not yet available at the time it took place (Mosser 2009). This ap-
plies to a special extent to the interviewees in the current sample: In al-
most all cases, they first spoke about their experiences of abuse many
years later. More than half of the interviewed victims kept silent about the
sexual assaults for decades. Only with the broad public disclosure of cases
of abuse in state and Church institutions in 2010 did they reveal their own
experiences, although in most cases only to very few selected individuals.
Some of them haven’t told their closer social and family milieu about the
abuse to this day.

Closely bound up with these problems of disclosure are specific dynam-
ics of sexual abuse that play an important part in the study participants’
accounts and have a lasting influence on their retrospective experience, in-
terpretation and coping with the experiences of abuse. These are predomi-
nantly expressed in several ways:

• Fear of stigmatisation and negative reactions by the family and social
milieu, and frequently a related fear concerning the anticipated loss of
affiliation with the Church community.

• Feelings of shame and guilt leading to self-blaming by victims.
• Trivialisation of the sexual abuse resulting in rejection resp. denial of

the individual’s own victim status.
• Legitimation of the incidents of abuse by adopting the offender’s inter-

pretation.
• ‘Sacralisation’ of the sexual assault in a religious revaluation of what

happened.

In many victims’ accounts it is also possible to make out an orientation to-
wards Catholic beliefs that manifests itself in the use of religious vocabu-
lary and recourse to internalised religious patterns of interpretation. With
integration into local parish structures, taking part in rituals of the faith
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also plays an important part for some interviewees. Accordingly, a number
of interviewees regularly attend Church on Sunday, hold unpaid offices in
the parish, and also prayers (such as grace before meals, intercessions, de-
votions, prayers of repentance) are an integral part of their everyday life.
All married victims wed in and had their children baptised into the
Catholic Church, and likewise the large majority of their children are or
have been altar servants.

In the following, the patterns of interpretation and coping attempts list-
ed above are explored in more detail with special consideration of their
specific manifestations in the research field of sexual abuse within the
Church.

Fear of stigmatisation and of loss of affiliation with the Church
community

The subjective experience, both at that time and now, of a large proportion
of the interviewed victims is characterised by fears concerning potential
consequences of disclosing their experiences. There is a deep-seated fear
of rejection, blame and stigmatisation by the family and social milieu and
of an associated loss of affiliation with the family and the Church commu-
nity. The following two interview sequences from two victims illustrate
particularly well the anticipation of negative reactions by the family and
social milieu to disclosure of their experiences of abuse:4

“Maybe I thought, if I say that now, then I’ll somehow be pitched out of the
relationship that after all I still have with my parents, then I’ll be marked, then
I’ll be marked as a black sheep. Then you’ll perhaps be, um, that is, I’ll then
be marked in a negative way. And then there’s something terrible that hap-
pened to me, something my parents might regard as totally repugnant, and
maybe they won’t be able to forgive you at all or, um, there’s something ir-
reparable, something utterly negative that has happened, and maybe I also
didn’t want to lose what affection was left and what love was left.”

Whereas these words of a 71-year-old man represent a retrospective inter-
pretation of his subjective situation at the time of the abuse and the years
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4 The quoted interview passages correspond as closely as possible to the victims’
manner of expression in the original, with minor adjustments for the sake of read-
ability prior to translation into English. Omissions resp. truncations are marked with
(…).
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that followed, the quotation that follows, from a now 37-year-old female
victim, relate to her situation as she currently perceives it:

“Well, I wouldn’t venture anywhere any more, wherever I went they’d be say-
ing, «Look, here she comes, the abuse victim» and the like. Well, that would
be very unpleasant for me. And most of all what I’m really thinking about is
my children. (…) Well, that’s something I’d never expect my children to put
up with. (…) That anybody out there would be pointing a finger at my chil-
dren or at us, no, really. (…) They can say as often as they want that we can’t
help it really, but I believe people would point at you anyway. You, you’re
then just stuck with a kind of stigma.”

Aside from concealing the abuse for fear of stigmatisation and of being
blamed, both accounts show a fear that disclosure of the experiences could
mean loss of affiliation. In the first passage in particular, there is evident
fear of the anticipated loss of important positive elements of the relation-
ship with the family. This fear is amplified by virtue of the fact that, as
priest and hence head of the congregation, the offender held a position of
power and authority in the local community that also projected into the in-
terview’s family structure. As a moral authority and guardian of virtue, his
influence on this family closely integrated into the life of the community
appears so great that the interviewee feared his parents would be unable to
“forgive” him if the sexual assaults came into the open, that is, that he
himself would be apportioned blame for the abuse.

Fear of losing important ties are also characteristic of a number of other
victims, who to this day share very active participation in mostly village
parish life. They refer most of all to the possibility of being ostracised
from the local Church community. In general, the experiences of victimi-
sation are not discussed or addressed in the local religious community.
And while some victims reported the experienced sexual violence to the
prevention commissioner for their diocese, most of those expressed the de-
sire not to be named, i.e. to maintain their anonymity.

For such victims, any coping with the experiences of abuse in the
course of disclosure and actively seeking help in the Church milieu is
made difficult due to their religious socialisation and the resulting strong
emotional ties and loyalty to the local religious community. A socialisa-
tion largely based on collective values makes the potential loss of ties to
the Church community as a result of disclosure a predominantly menacing
prospect. In this light, disclosure becomes bound up with a decision affect-
ing the future of the victim’s own social integration. It presents itself in the
eyes of victims as a guilt-bound breaking off of important ties, as betrayal
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of the offender and the community. Hence instead of the fear of family
break-up described by Summit (1983) and Crisma et al. (2004) as being
characteristic of intrafamilial sexual abuse, fear of a break-up of commu-
nity affiliations, of losing community support is here at the forefront of
victims’ subjective experience. In both cases it is the fear of a collapse of
elemental relationship structures that give support and security.

Self-blaming by victims

As intimated in the two passages above, the described fears of stigmatisa-
tion and loss of affiliation frequently go hand in hand with strong feelings
of shame and guilt in victims. These mostly lead to self-accusation, with
the victims giving themselves the responsibility for the abuse.

In this sense, the female interviewee quoted above describes her
thoughts and feelings towards abuse victims in general and hence also in
relation to her own self:

“You’re always somehow a bit, inwardly, um, it strikes you then, well, maybe
the victim went around provocatively dressed or maybe wanted it itself or on-
ly has himself to blame. I also simply can’t get out of that role.”

Comparing this passage with what she said further above, it also becomes
clear that she directs against herself the negative reactions she fears from
others. Her fear of stigmatisation is thus partly a product of and at the
same time is compounded by her own self-reproaches.

The following account by a male victim aged 65 at the time of the inter-
view likewise shows a link between fear of negative reactions from his so-
cial milieu and his own feelings of shame and guilt. In this case, however,
the resulting self-blaming is given a different connotation by being em-
bedded in a religious interpretation:

“And, and always having to live with this mark of Cain, then they will all go
and tell each other about it in the village, they’ll talk, after all a village is a
small place. And, always living with that, there was something going on be-
tween you and the pastor or whatever. (…) That never goes away.”

In saying that he carries a “mark of Cain” visible to everyone where he
lives, he not only gives expression to a guilt-bound fear of stigmatisation,
but simultaneously attaches to that fear a religious, God-willed signifi-
cance. His choice of words is based on the story of the brothers Cain and
Abel in the Old Testament of the Bible (Genesis 4:1-16), in which Cain
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slayed his brother Abel and by way of punishment for the fratricide has a
mark set upon him by God that brands him for the rest of his life. This has
two meanings: On the one hand, the mark of Cain is the identifying mark
of the murderer and hence a stigma. On the other, it is a protective mark
identifying Cain as one to be judged by God alone and so saving him from
violent death. In Biblical terms, then, it represents the just punishment of
an offender by God.

The interviewee thus carries in his own eyes, on account of the experi-
ences of abuse, a mark of guilt and shame that betrays and brands him as a
victim. Yet the mark of Cain is not a stigma attributed by people in general
or in the victim’s social milieu, it is a mark given by God. There is there-
fore no escape from the role of the branded individual: The victim speaks
of “always having to live with this mark of Cain.” The interviewee’s self-
blaming is thus guided by the assumption of having taken upon himself a
sin before God. For this reason, the stigma to be carried for that sin mani-
fests itself as just punishment from God for the sexual abuse. Accordingly,
his pattern of interpretation displays a role reversal compared with the re-
ality of the abuse situation: The interviewee, as victim, makes himself the
offender.

Trivialisation of the sexual abuse

In general, the occurring self-blaming by victims result in most cases from
their sense of not having done enough to fend off the abuse – either physi-
cally or by avoiding contact with the offender. In this way, many victims
still succumb even decades after the assaults to the suggestion of free voli-
tion and complicity. This appraisal finds expression, for example, in the
passage just quoted through the words “there was something going on be-
tween you and the pastor.” Another interviewee repeatedly interpreted his
contact with the offender as a “relationship.” Such manipulation, which is
considered characteristic in the context of intrafamilial abuse (cf. Baker/
Duncan 1985, Dhaliwal et al. 1996, Bange 2007, Mosser 2009) and leads
to a distortion of perception patterns, is likewise inherent to typical abuse
situations in the Church context.

In addition to this, especially for some male victims in the sample, self-
accusation serves to protect against the feelings of helplessness and pow-
erlessness triggered by the loss of control. By blaming themselves for the
abuse, the victims can maintain the illusion of having had at least some
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degree of control in the past situation. The notion that they could have
made it better appears to be more easily reconcilable with their male self-
image than admitting their total helplessness (cf. Dhaliwal et al. 1996,
Bange 2007). Their subjective interpretational scheme thus qualifies the
incidents of abuse in a way that does not permit self-classification as vic-
tim.

The following two sequences from an interview with a male victim
aged 66 illustrate particularly well this way of interpretation and coping:

“Um, the bad bit, um, the reason I’m sitting here in the first place, actually I
completely forgot about it, very quickly, it didn’t weigh on me either, like in
my childhood or in those experiences.”

At the very beginning of the interview, the victim makes clear in his ac-
count that the sexual assaults did not weigh on him emotionally even at
the time of the abuse. Shortly afterwards he further makes clear that he did
not suffer under the experiences in any way in the time that followed ei-
ther:

“Well, it’s not that I now, um, want to talk about my problems, I didn’t have
any problem with them. (…) It didn’t, um, it didn’t handicap me in my devel-
opment or anything like that. So that’s not the case.”

As these passages show, this interviewee’s coping strategy with the experi-
ences of abuse consists of rejecting the victim status. In a number of publi-
cations on the subject, trivialisation and denial of this kind are frequently
cited as common coping strategies by male victims of sexual abuse (cf.
Finkelhor 1979, Baker/Duncan 1985, Dhaliwal et al. 1996, Bottoms et al.
2003, Benkert/Doyle 2009 Mosser 2009).

Religious neutralisation strategies among clergy offenders and
their adoption by victims

The strategies with which offenders succeed in making victims pliant and
ensuring that the sexual acts are kept secret play a key part in the estab-
lishment of abuse relationships. Embroilment in such relationships can
come about in very different ways. The spectrum ranges from gradual,
subtle customisation with an atmosphere of harassment through to drastic
threats and the use of physical violence, although the last can generally be
refrained from due to the social and developmental power differential be-
tween offender and victim.
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Within the religious context there are additional, specific offender
strategies that may be termed religious manipulation of victims. This con-
sists of making victims pliant by exploiting religious beliefs as an expla-
nation and justification of the sexual assaults. Alongside the gradual and
subtle process of establishing the abuse relationship, these strategies sup-
planted, for all victims, the use of physical violence and at the same time
represented a threat of catastrophic consequences in a different guise.

Examples of such religious neutralisation strategies on the part of of-
fenders include the following: First of all, several victims reported sexual
acts in the context of confession. The acts took place in most cases under
the pretext of punishing sinful thoughts or unvirtuous conduct, and in iso-
lated cases as a substitute for confession (in return for not having to con-
fess impure phantasies). Other victims tell of the priest professing to be-
stow a blessing upon them through the applied sexual practices. In the
case of one interviewee, for whom the sexual abuse began at the age of
four, the priest attested year upon year that he had to perform the acts to
drive the devil out of her. By embedding the sexual assaults in acts of ex-
orcism, he not only lent his acts a necessity, but at the same time sparked
deep feelings of shame and guilt in the purportedly possessed victim. In
addition to this, acts of abuse were frequently made part of religious ritu-
als. The sexual act was thus often followed by a form of shared repentance
for the committed sin, for example by praying the rosary.

All such abuse strategies are characterised by the clerics exploiting the
Catholic beliefs they inculcated in the victims in order to establish the
abuse relationship. This religious manipulation amplifies the feelings of
helplessness and powerlessness triggered in victims, and notably also the
sense of legitimacy and normality, in some cases even necessity with re-
gard to the acts committed by the clergy offender. Even decades after the
abuse, the accounts of some interviewees still show retention of the justifi-
cation strategies used by the cleric. This manifests in remarks such as
“maybe I deserved it after all”. There is clearly self-accusation on the part
of the victim here, by means of which he lends a sense of purpose to the
sexual assaults. At the same time, the victim takes over the guilt from the
offender, who is thus released from his responsibility for the sexual abuse.
Along with a possible desire to uphold positive elements of the relation-
ship with the offender, the religious belief patterns internalised by intervie-
wees lead to a distorted perception of their victimhood and of the situation
at the time. In this way, a legitimation of the sexual abuse committed by
the cleric takes place.
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How being bound up in Catholic belief patterns makes it hard fully to
renounce the mode of interpretation applied by the offender is illustrated
by this extract from an interview with a male victim aged 66:

“And, um, and in some way, I was, um, I wasn’t at all aware what he wanted,
«Have you sinned, have you masturbated, have you committed a sin?» And,
um, well perhaps even in those days I did have a certain urge to sin.”

As can be seen from the interviewee’s accounts, the sexual assaults took
place here under the guise of investigating sinful conduct. But though the
victim today recognises this pretext for what it is, he takes on the justifica-
tion pattern used by the offender almost verbatim. He thus ascribes him-
self an “urge to sin” and continues to speak of himself as a sinner.
Through this, it is his conduct that is made to appear reproachable and not
that of the priest. Furthermore the abuse becomes just punishment for his
childhood transgression, and thus is legitimised in the interviewee’s inter-
pretation. The fact that he regards himself as a sinner to this day shows the
lasting influence of his religious socialisation, including in relation to
Catholic sexual morals: Masturbation appears to be a sin for him even to-
day.

Religious interpretation of and coping with the experiences of
sexual abuse

A further reaction pattern shown in a number of the interviewed victims
consists of a religious revaluation of what happened. In that they retro-
spectively give a purpose to the experiences of sexual abuse by recourse to
religious beliefs, the emotional burden triggered by the abuse is reduced:
Feelings of pain, anger and sadness are compensated by the purpose-giv-
ing interpretation. In this way, the religious convictions internalised in the
course of a Catholic upbringing and socialisation serve within the intervie-
wee’s intrapsychic emotion and behaviour regulation processes as a strate-
gy for coping with their traumatic experiences.

Two remarks by a victim now aged 41 provide a particularly striking il-
lustration of this recourse to religious interpretation models for coping
with sexual abuse:

“And the difficulties that come in accepting as well as possible and, then, um,
at all seeing the divine in every other person and at all seeing in all situations
in life the divine and not accident but a divine teacher who wants to tell me
something. And humility, um, is when, yes, when I get it in the neck, that I
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then, um, accept it from God, simply because I have the devotion to see ev-
erything as being from God.”

By the embedding of the abuse in a religious world view and the accep-
tance of a divine determinism, the traumatic experiences are here revaluat-
ed: In the avowal of “seeing the divine in every other person and at all see-
ing in all situations in life the divine and not accident but a divine teacher
who wants to tell me something”, the experiences are transformed into a
divine test that gives the interviewee an opportunity to show himself to
God as being worthy. The words “because I have the devotion to see ev-
erything as being from God” mark the interviewee’s special gift of seeing
the abuse as part of a divine plan intended for him. Because he humbly
follows God’s will, his obedience is rewarded with divine care, enabling
him to draw something positive from the painful experiences. In precisely
the same direction, he also explains later in the interview that despite the
sexual abuse he was “given a great gift” because it also “helped me be-
come the person I am today.” This purpose-giving, positive revaluation
enables the interviewee to compensate for feelings of helplessness, despair
and pain invoked by the sexual abuse. All symptoms and stress reactions
found in the victim even a long time after the experiences of victimisation
are thus given a higher purpose and serve in his personality development.

In addition, in the course of this revaluation, the sexual assaults by the
priest are given a legitimation: They no longer appear as the act of a re-
sponsible human being, but instead as part of a divine plan.

Based on the conviction that everything that happens in this life is God-
given, all that happened as well as the right to judge over it is laid in God’s
hands. For this reason, bringing criminal charges against the priest would
not have come into question for the interviewee; instead, in his interpreta-
tion, God will give him his righteous judgement:

“It isn’t up to me to make judgement here, that, um, that is for the Lord to do,
maybe after death. Then he [the offender – SF] will surely reap the conse-
quences.”

These remarks provide an example of how the fulfillment of expectations
is projected into a transcendental sphere by drawing upon religious beliefs
– the same process outlined from a sociology of religion perspective at the
beginning of this paper. Compensation for the experienced suffering and
pain thus takes place through belief in divine punishment for the offender
after death. Feelings of anger and aggressive impulses are also alleviated
at the same time.
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Summary and discussion

In the interviewed victims’ upbringing and socialisation, their conduct and
world view were made to be closely linked with religious classification
systems and models. Both in everyday family life and through strong in-
volvement in the life of the community, Catholic beliefs and rituals gain
special significance at perceptual, cognitive and interactive level: They
shape the interviewees’ experience, interpretation and practical everyday
conduct. This early childhood influence of the Church as a socialisation
institution that also projects into the family is so enduring that it can be
seen in most recounted reaction patterns to sexual abuse to this day. Many
interviewees thus attempt to interpret and cope with their traumatic experi-
ences using their internalised religious patterns of interpretation. An inter-
esting aspect is that their Catholic faith serves them as a coping strategy:
To cope with the traumatic experiences they draw upon cognitive means
made available by the Church – and this despite the fact that the sexual
abuse took place in the institutional context of the Church and frequently
under the guise of Catholic beliefs, as became evident most of all in the
religious neutralisation strategies applied by the clerics. Those offender
strategies, which find expression in the exploitation of religious beliefs as
an explanation and justification of the sexual assaults, represent a feature
specific to the phenomenon of sexual abuse within the Church.

As the interviewees’ subjective reception, interpretation and coping
with experiences of abuse is shaped by their religious socialisation, it is
possible to identify specific reaction patterns and coping strategies in this
research field. As has been seen, the frequently encountered recourse to
religious interpretation schemes has an ambivalent impact on the coping
with the experienced sexual assaults: On the one hand, the interviewees’
Catholic faith can tend to be helpful and facilitate interpretation and cop-
ing processes. The last-cited interview sequences in particular illustrate
how religious convictions can serve within intrapsychic emotion regu-
lation processes as a coping resource for traumatic experiences. Retro-
spectively assigning the sexual abuse a purpose and sacred significance al-
leviates feelings of helplessness and powerlessness, pain and hurt. Projec-
tion of expectations into a transcendental sphere (for example the expecta-
tion of just punishment for the offender) reduces feelings of injustice and
anger. For some victims, on the other hand, their Catholic faith proves
more of a handicap and hinders processes of interpretation and coping. In
this connection, it was evident mainly that for some victims, it was their
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strong emotional affiliation and loyalty to the local Church community
that impeded any coping with sexual abuse in the course of disclosure and
seeking help in the Church milieu. Additionally, one interview sequence
showed by way of example how being bound up in Catholic belief pat-
terns can lead to adoption of the neutralisation strategies used by the cleric
and thus make it hard fully to renounce the mode of interpretation applied
by the offender.
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Part IV:
Consequences of Victimisation





Victimisation, Fear of Crime and Life Satisfaction

Michael Hanslmaier, Stefanie Kemme, Dirk Baier

Introduction

Becoming a victim of crime has not only immediate consequences such as
loss of property, physical harm and psychological distress, but is also like-
ly to have longer-lasting consequences. Victimisation experience may also
result in an elevated level of fear of crime, alter the person’s defensive be-
haviour and lower life satisfaction.

Studies show that victimisation is related to an elevated level of fear of
crime (cf. Bilsky/Wetzels 1997, Brunton-Smith/Sturgis 2011, Skogan
1987). This relationship merits further investigation, as there are other
studies that find no relationship or only a weak relationship between vic-
timisation and fear of crime (Naplava 2008, Tseloni/Zarafonitou 2008,
Wittebrood 2002). The weak relationship found in empirical works may
be caused by memory decay, avoiding behaviour, a rationalisation of the
victimisation experience (Tseloni/Zarafonitou 2008, p. 388) – or simply by
the fact that the studies relate different indicators of victimisation to differ-
ent facets of fear of crime (Wittebrood 2002). This last argument is in line
with findings that show that the type of crime seems to be important re-
garding the impact on fear of crime measures (Quann/Hung 2002, Skogan
1987, p. 151, Tseloni/Zarafonitou 2008). The connection between victimi-
sation and fear of crime also appears to be stronger when specific victimi-
sation experience is related to specific fear of crime (Naplava 2008, Roun-
tree 1998, Skogan 1987). In addition, victimisation experience also seems
to impact different facets of fear to differing degrees (cf. Lüdemann 2006,
Gerber et al. 2010).

This aspect underscores the fact that the meaning and especially the
measurement of fear of crime is not uniform. In a number of studies, fear
of crime is measured with the so-called standard indicator (Hale 1996).1

11.

11.1

1 The standard indicators of fear commonly use one item, targeting on fear at night in
an area close to where the respondent live, for example Hale (1996, p. 85): “How
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This measure has not been without criticism (cf. Bilsky and Wetzels 1997,
Ferraro 1995, p. 22). It is necessary to distinguish between different mean-
ings of fear. In general, fear comprises cognitive, affective and be-
havioural facets. Furthermore, fear of crime may also refer to concern
about crime as a serious problem for a community or society (Skogan
1993). Disentangling the relationship between victimisation and fear of
crime, therefore, requires elaborate measures of fear of crime.

However, looking at the consequences of victimisation someone should
not stop at assessing victims’ level of fear. Taking a broader perspective
makes it possible to examine what becoming a victim means for everyday
life. One way to do this is to analyse people’s life satisfaction.2 Studies
have shown that becoming a victim lowers satisfaction with life in a sig-
nificant way (Cohen 2008, Michalos/Zumbo 2000, Powdthavee 2005).
However, crime and crime-related issues are a relatively unexplored field
within life satisfaction research (Powdthavee 2005, p. 532). Dealing with
life satisfaction also allows to assess the importance of victimisation for
peoples’ life in general and to compare it with other domains of life (e.g.
work, close social relations, and income).

This paper aims to assess the impact of victimisation on fear of crime
and satisfaction with life. The data base consists of a three wave nation-
wide representative study on crime and crime-related issues conducted in
Germany in the years 2004, 2006 and 2010.

Theoretical background

Victimisation and fear of crime

Over the last four decades there has been much empirical research and sci-
entific debate on fear of crime (Brunton-Smith/Sturgis 2011, p. 332,

11.2

11.2.1

safe do you feel being out alone in your neighbourhood after dark” or “is there any
place around here where you feel unsafe walking at night?”.

2 Throughout this paper, life satisfaction and satisfaction with life are treated as syn-
onyms. The psychological term ‘subjective well-being’ is used to denote “an indi-
vidual’s evaluation of the extent to which he or she experiences positive and nega-
tive affect, happiness, or satisfaction with life” (Frey 2008, p. 3). The citation of
empirical studies follows their terminology.
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Gabriel/Greve 2003, p. 600). This section briefly reviews the findings on
the relationship between victimisation experience and fear of crime.

Although there are many empirical works on fear of crime, there is no
consensus on the definition of fear of crime. Throughout the empirical
works, fear of crime is defined and measured in a variety of different
ways. This not only makes it hard to assess the level of fear in a given
population, but also leads to different findings regarding the relationship
between victimisation and fear (Ferraro 1995: 21-22). One finds a surpris-
ingly large number of works that use the ‘standard indicator’ to capture
fear of crime, a fact that results from the availability of the indicator in
large-scale social surveys.3 Such indicators, however, focus only on spe-
cific crime situations and do not distinguish between fear and perceived
risk of crime (Ferraro 1995, p. 22).

There are also authors who treat fear of crime as a multidimensional
concept. Skogan (1993, p. 131) separates four different understandings of
fear of crime that can be found in empirical research: concern about crime,
risk of victimisation, threat of crime, and fear as behaviour. These dimen-
sions of fear of crime have parallel concepts from other authors who dis-
tinguish cognitive, affective and behavioural components of fear (Ferraro
1995, Gabriel/Greve 2003). The present paper acknowledges the need to
differentiate the facets of fear of crime and conceptualises four different
measures (Franklin et al. 2008, Gabriel/Greve 2003, Gerber et al. 2010):

• Concern about crime “focuses on people’s assessments of the extent to
which crime is a serious problem for their community or society”
(Skogan 1993, p. 132).

• The cognitive component refers to the subjective assessment of the
likelihood of becoming a victim (victimisation risk).

• The affective component refers to the emotions/worries of being vic-
timised.

• The behavioural dimension captures physical reactions and aims at
avoidance behaviour.

Whereas concern about crime refers to a macro level, the other three facets
are clearly related to the personal level.

3 For example the National Crime Survey (NCS), the General Social Survey (GSS),
the European Social Survey (ESS) and the International Crime Victim Survey con-
tain fear indicators of this kind (Ferraro 1995, p. 22, Moore 2006, p. 116, Quann/
Hung 2002, p. 312).
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Based on data from more than 5,000 respondents from Seattle, Roun-
tree and Land (1996) analyse the relationship between burglary victimisa-
tion and two different indicators of fear of crime in a multilevel setting.
They find a positive effect in relation to experience with household bur-
glary both for burglary-specific fear and for the evaluation of the respon-
dent’s neighbourhood as unsafe.

Quann and Hung (2002) also find a significant impact of personal and
household victimisation experience on fear of crime. The estimates are
based on cross-national data from the International Crime Victim Survey
(ICVS) with 39,517 respondents (year 2000 survey wave). The authors
note, however, that the impact on fear of crime is not as strong as expect-
ed. Household victimisation seems to have a stronger impact on fear than
personal victimisation.

A study from Athens (Tseloni/Zarafonitou 2008) with 431 respondents
shows that walking alone in one’s municipality and subjective victimisa-
tion risk are significantly affected by previous direct victimisation, but
there is no impact on feeling safe at home at night.

Wittebrood (2002) finds in a cross-national multilevel analysis with da-
ta from the ICVS 2000 (35,000 respondents) that having been a victim of
burglary or violence decreases the likelihood of feeling safe when being at
home alone after dark and of feeling safe when walking in the dark in the
neighbourhood. Whereas the impact of a burglary on feeling safe at home
is stronger than the impact of a violent crime event, the type of victimisa-
tion does not matter when it comes to feeling safe on the streets.

The work by Rountree (1998) with Seattle data (4,638 respondents) fo-
cuses on the relationship between offence-specific victimisation experi-
ence within the last two years and offence-specific indicators of fear of
crime. The results show that personal victimisation, which captures assault
within one’s own neighbourhood, increases fear of violence and (indirect-
ly through perceived incivilities) fear of burglary. By contrast, burglary
victimisation is only related to fear of burglary victimisation.

Shifting the focus to studies from Germany more or less confirms these
findings. Naplava (2008) shows that having been a victim within the last
two years significantly raises the level of fear of becoming a victim within
the respondent’s living area. The sample consisted of 64,000 inhabitants
aged 14 years and older from the German state of North Rhine-West-
phalia.

A study from Hamburg (Lüdemann 2006) finds a positive impact of the
number of direct victimisation experiences on perceived likelihood of vic-

Michael Hanslmaier, Stefanie Kemme, Dirk Baier

256



timisation and avoiding behaviour. Feeling safe in the neighbourhood dur-
ing the day is negatively related to the number of direct victimisation ex-
periences, whereas feeling safe in the neighbourhood during darkness is
not related to personal victimisation. Based on data from a representative
German survey, Bilsky et al. (1995) find a correlation between violent vic-
timisation and personal fear of crime.4 Gerber et al. (2010) conclude in
their review of the literature on insecurities about crime in Germany, Aus-
tria and Switzerland that direct and indirect victimisation experience af-
fects the cognitive dimension of fear of crime to a stronger degree than it
affects the affective component.

Another important aspect concerning the victimisation-fear relationship
is time. An Italian study (Russo/Roccato 2010) shows in a two-wave lon-
gitudinal survey that victimisation experience within 12 months before T1
does not affect fear of crime at T2. By contrast, victimisation during the
year between the two survey waves increases fear of crime. The same
holds for people who have experienced multiple victimisation (i.e. victimi-
sation at T1 and T2). Gale and Coupe (2005) analyse a sample of 149 vic-
tims of street robbery interviewed within four weeks of the incident (T1)
and again 9 months after the incident (T2). Whereas the level of fear was
heightened at T1, at T2 the level of fear during day was back down to the
level before the incident. Fear at night also decreased but still remained
above the initial value.

The empirical evidence presented shows that there is a connection be-
tween victimisation and fear of crime, hence the following general as-
sumption is made:

HF1: Victims report higher levels of fear than non-victims.

However, research has shown that the relationship depends also on the
type of victimisation event and the dimension of fear of crime (e.g. cogni-
tive, affective, and conative). Not every dimension is affected in the same
way. Furthermore, there seems to be a stronger connection between of-
fence-specific victimisation and specific fear of crime.

HF2: Victimisation experience impacts the dimensions of fear of crime to dif-
fering degrees.
HF3: The relationship will be stronger between crime-specific fear and crime-
specific victimisation.

4 The indicator of personal fear comprises affective and cognitive components based
on an expectation*value approach (Bilsky et al. 1995, p. 96).
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In addition, there is some empirical evidence that the impact of victimisa-
tion declines over time. However, it is unclear whether it comes to a com-
plete recovery or how long this takes. Once again, therefore, a more gener-
al hypothesis is derived.

HF4: The impact of a victimisation event declines over time.

Victimisation, fear of crime and life satisfaction

Research on life satisfaction is a growing field of research among the so-
cial sciences. It aims “to isolate what conditions affect individual and so-
cial well-being, and to what extent” (Frey, 2008, p. 4). Subjective well-be-
ing is not only a personal issue, but is also strongly affected by the living
conditions and the society that shapes them (Frey/Stutzer 2002, p. vii).

Not surprisingly, personality has been found to affect subjective well-
being; traits like (unrealistic) optimism and extraversion contribute to sub-
jective well-being, as do self-esteem and genetic predisposition (Frey/
Stutzer 2002, p. 50-52). Demographic characteristics, economic situation
and social relations also matter: Married people are on average happier,
for example, and the unemployed report far lower satisfaction with life
than employed people – controlling for loss of income (cf. Argyle 1999,
Clark/Oswald 1996, Frey/Stutzer 2002, Gerlach/Stephan 1996, Oswald
1997, Winkelmann/Winkelmann 1998).

As other studies show, crime is also related to life satisfaction. Com-
pared to the areas mentioned above there are only a few studies that deal
with the consequences of crime in terms of subjective well-being (Micha-
los/Zumbo 2000, p. 246, Møller 2005, pp. 269-270, Powdthavee 2005, p.
532).

Michalos and Zumbo (2000) analyse the impact of fear of crime and
victimisation on different satisfaction measures. Their sample consists of
737 respondents from Prince Georgia (Canada). It turns out in bivariate
analysis that victims report lower scores of satisfaction with life as a
whole, of satisfaction with the overall quality of life, and of happiness.
However the differences are not that large. Regarding fear of crime, there
is no (bivariate) relationship between the ‘standard indicator’, an index of
defensive behaviour and the indicators of subjective well-being. However,
an index of crime-related worries is negatively related to quality of life
and life satisfaction. Additionally, satisfaction with personal safety and the

11.2.2
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family’s safety in the neighbourhood is positively related to all three indi-
cators of global satisfaction.

The study from Cohen (2008) analyses the effect of victimisation expe-
rience and neighbourhood safety on reported happiness based on seven
survey waves from the United States General Social Survey (GSS) with
more than 14,000 respondents. Individuals who rate the neighbourhood
they live in as unsafe report a significantly lower happiness score. This ef-
fect disappears, however, when Cohen (2008) controls for burglary and
robbery victimisation.5 Burglary victimisation itself significantly lowers
happiness.

By contrast, Moore (2006) reports a significant impact of fear of crime,
but no impact of victimisation experience on happiness using data from
the European Social Survey (ESS) with 25,915 respondents from 22 coun-
tries. He uses a standard indicator of fear of crime (walking alone after
dark in the respondent’s area). Victimisation status indicates if the respon-
dent or a household member has been a victim of assault or burglary with-
in the last five years.

A paper based on the European Community Household Panel reports a
significant negative impact of the perception that crime is a problem in the
respondent’s area on the measure of subjective well-being in Germany and
other European states (Pedersen/Schmidt 2009).

A study from South Africa (Powdthavee 2005) shows that victimisation
experience at household level significantly lowers household satisfaction.
The impact of victimisation is lower in areas with a high crime rate, which
itself has a negative impact on life satisfaction. The reduction of the life
satisfaction gap between victims and non-victims is explained by a re-
duced stigmatisation effect in areas where there are more victims
(Powdthavee 2005, p. 538). A similar mechanism is discovered by Clark
(2003): The well-being gap between employed and unemployed is smaller
in areas with higher unemployment.

Studies that reveal the psychological consequences of fear of crime and
victimisation corroborate the relationship between fear of crime, victimi-
sation and life satisfaction. Fear of crime is associated with more distress
(Ross 1993, p. 170). Studies with elderly people show that fear of crime

5 The initially large number of respondents decreases notably, however, as more vari-
ables are included in the multivariate models. It drops from 8,444 to 2,260 when
victim status is included in the models. This may also account for the effect of per-
ceived safety being rendered insignificant.
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leads to less neighbourhood satisfaction and lower overall morale (Ward et
al. 1986, Yin 1982). Exploring the psychological consequences of victimi-
sation, Sorenson and Golding (1990) find that victims of crime are more
likely to report increased suicidality and depression. Individuals who have
been mugged or sexually assaulted report higher levels of depression. Sui-
cidality is affected by victimisation in general and especially by having
been mugged. Britt (2001) links victimisation experience to perceived
health and physical well-being and shows that victimisation negatively af-
fects health. The effects are contingent on type of victimisation (property
crime vs. violent crime) and age. Norris and Kaniasty (1994) analyse the
impact of victimisation on psychological symptoms and find that victims
of crime are more distressed, show higher levels of depression, anxiety,
somatisation, hostility, and fear. Based on longitudinal data they show that
these symptoms declined over time, but this decline diminished, and even
after 15 months victims still suffered more distress than non-victims.

The findings on the diminishing impact of victimisation are related to
research that deals with processes of adaptation regarding subjective well-
being. The extra happiness induced by new goods or an income shift
wears of over time, as people adapt to the new situation (Frey/Stutzer
2002, pp. 78ff.). This is also true for events that cause a loss of subjective
well-being. For example the death of a close relative or friend is associat-
ed with an increase of psychological distress, but the impact declines over
time (Oswald/Powdthavee 2008). Adaptation processes are also found for
people who became disabled. However, they did not recover entirely over
the observation period (Oswald/Powdthavee 2008a). Based on this evi-
dence, one would expect a declining impact of victimisation experience
over time, as does Møller (2005, p. 271).6 There might not be a total re-
covery of subjective well-being, however.

Based on the literature presented above, we expect a negative impact of
fear of crime and victimisation experience on life satisfaction.

HL1: Victims of crime report a lower level of life satisfaction than non-vic-
tims.
HL2: Fear of crime decreases life satisfaction.

6 In her own analyses, Møller (2005, pp. 287-288) gives up the distinction between
earlier and later victimisation, as it appears to be spurious. However, her analyses
do not control for socio-demographic background (or at least it is not described),
which is important in disentangling the different impacts of victimisation and social
background.
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In addition the assumption of a time dependent impact of victimization on
life satisfaction is derived.

HL3: The impact of a victimisation experience on life satisfaction will be
higher for recent victimisation than for earlier victimisation.

Empirical analysis

Data base and operationalisation

The sample

The empirical analyses are based on three waves of a nationwide represen-
tative survey conducted by the Criminological Research Institute of Lower
Saxony in the years 2004, 2006 and 2010.7 The target population were all
German-speaking persons of 16 years and older and residing in private
households. The paper-and-pencil questionnaire was sent by postal mail at
the beginning of January in each year. The sampling was based on an ac-
cess panel run by the German market research institute Gesellschaft für
Konsumforschung (GfK). The response rate was fairly high (64 to 86 per-
cent); this is a result of using an access panel. The 2004 and 2006 survey
waves were administered by another major German market research insti-
tute, TNS Infratest. An access panel is a pool of households who are will-
ing to participate in surveys and about whom basic socio-demographic
variables are known. Participants normally receive monetary compensa-
tion for participating. Access panels receive a positive assessment in the
literature (Kaase 1999, p. 42). A crucial feature of such panels is hetero-
geneity to ensure a representative sample. As the present analyses are
about unravelling relationships, however, representativeness is a sec-
ondary concern (Diekmann 2003, pp. 368-369). It is therefore not neces-
sary to be concerned about differences between survey waves with regard
to demographic variables, and particularly employment status (see Table
11.1). Relationships should also be manifest if the sample were not to be
representative. In addition, multivariate methods allow the demographic
background to be controlled for.

11.3

11.3.1

7 For a more detailed description of the sample see Windzio et al. (2007) and Baier et
al. (2011).
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Sample characteristics
2004 2006 2010 Total sample

sample technique Access panel Access panel Access panel  
survey period 8.1.-6.2.2004 5.1.-2.2.2006 7.1.-1.2.2010  
response rate 64% 70% 86%  
valid Answers 2,017 1,110 3,245 6,372
     
demographics     
age in years (mean) 48.3 47.6 51.3 49.7

female 54.5% 53.1% 51.1% 52.5%

low education 34.8% 27.2% 26.7% 29.3%
medium education 33.5% 32.0% 33.7% 33.3%
high education 31.7% 40.8% 39.6% 37.3%

student 7.5% 7.0% 5.4% 6.3%
retired 24.0% 22.2% 32.6% 28.1%
unemployed 6.3% 3.9% 3.5% 4.5%
employed 49.3% 57.9% 48.9% 50.4%
other 12.9% 10.0% 9.6% 10.7%

married 60.2% 57.1% 60.0% 59.6%
unmarried with partner* 7.1% 7.7% 6.4% 6.8%
unmarried without partner 16.3% 19.5% 20.4% 19.0%
divorced/separated/widowed with
partner 3.1% 3.2% 1.8% 2.5%
divorced/separated/widowed w/o partner 13.3% 12.5% 11.4% 12.2%

* With partner means cohabiting with one’s partner.

Dependent variables

Fear of crime was captured in an extensive manner to measure all four di-
mensions separately. To assess the concern about crime, participants were
asked to estimate the crime trends within the last ten years before the sur-
vey for the following crimes: Crime in total, burglary, theft, and assault.
They stated on a seven-point scale if in their opinion the number of crimes
in general and for a specific set of offences had increased, stayed the same
or decreased over the last 10 years. The conative dimension of fear (avoid-
ance behaviour) was captured with eight items on the frequency of be-
haviour regarding crime, e.g. “I avoid certain parks, streets or public
places”. Worries about crime and subjective victimisation risk related to
six different offences, so the data include the offence-specific cognitive

Table 11.1
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fear (likelihood of victimisation within the next twelve months) and affec-
tive fear (frequency of worrying).8

Respondents were also asked to report their overall satisfaction with life
(“How satisfied are you nowadays all in all with your life?”) on a seven
point scale ranging from (1) very unsatisfied to (7) very satisfied. The dis-
tribution is skewed to the left, as in most satisfaction with life studies
(Frey/Stutzer 2002). On average, people report a score of 4.70 (6,279 re-
spondents, SD=1.52).

This self-reported measure of life-satisfaction, as captured in large scale
social surveys, “has turned out to be the best indicator of happiness. Ex-
tensive research has shown that people are capable of consistently evaluat-
ing their own state of well-being” (Frey/Stutzer 2002, p. 26). Although
satisfaction may comprise several distinct domains, evidence from psy-
chological studies shows that most aspects of subjective well-being can be
reflected by a single measure (Frey/Stutzer 2002, p. 28, Kahneman 1999).
Measuring subjective well-being in this way is also reliable and research
has shown that reported subjective well-being has temporal stability and is
sensitive to changing circumstances (Frey/Stutzer 2002, Kahneman/
Krueger 2006).

Victimisation status

Participants were asked in each survey wave if they had ever been victims
of theft, assault or burglary. Individuals who had been a victim stated in
the next question the year of the last victimisation experience by offence.
The questions described the offences in detail to separate the offences
from each other.9 In total 24.4 percent were victims of theft, 8.7 percent

8 See Table 11.2 of this paper for the wording of the question and all items.
9 The question for theft was: “Someone has stolen objects, money or other means of

payment or other important documents that belonged to you or your household,
without threatening you with violence or breaking into your home.” Assault was
captured by: “Someone has intentionally hit you, beaten you, pushed you or choked
you or hurt you with a firearm, a knife, a stick, teargas, a chain or a similar object,
without taking anything from you.” Burglary: “Someone has entered or tried to en-
ter your apartment without your permission, e.g. with a jimmy, a false key or
through the window, and has stolen something or tried to steal (excludes breaking
into basement rooms, garages, garden sheds, summerhouses, business and office
premises or cars).”.
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were victims of assault and 8.8 percent were victims of burglary (captured
in the 2004 and 2006 survey waves only).

Independent variables

Victimisation experience is not the only factor that drives fear of crime.
The level of fear experienced by people who have not been victimised is
explained using the concept of vulnerability (Naplava 2008). Seen from
the vulnerability perspective, fear stems from three factors: increased ex-
posure to victimisation risk, the perception of having low resources of pro-
tection and self-defence (loss of control) and anticipation of the possible
consequences of victimisation as severe (Franklin et al. 2008, Hale 1996,
Killias 1990, Pantazis 2000). Empirical work has confirmed the vulnera-
bility model in general: People who perceive themselves to be physically
vulnerable (e.g. senior citizens and women) or socially vulnerable (e.g.
people who are poor or have lower education) report higher levels of fear
(Franklin et al. 2008, Hale 1996, Kreuter 2002, Pantazis 2000, Ward et al.
1986).

Research has also revealed the impact of socio-demographic character-
istics on life satisfaction. Age, sex, and educational and economic back-
ground were therefore additionally captured (see Table 11.1 for descrip-
tives). Respondents were divided into three groups based on their school
education. Individuals with no school-leaving qualification or only up to
nine years of school education are classified as low education level; a
medium education level is defined as a school-leaving qualification after
ten years of school education; and the high education level group consists
of respondents who graduated after at least twelve years of schooling. Fi-
nancial situation was assessed by computing equivalent monthly income
following the OECD definition (5,615 respomdents, mean = € 1442.97,
SD = 1134.36). Respondents were also sorted into five occupational status
groups and five family status groups. In addition, there is a dummy vari-
able indicating whether a respondent comes from the western part of Ger-
many including Berlin or from the eastern part of the country. This distinc-
tion would seem to be necessary considering the different histories. 82.1
percent of respondents live in western Germany and 17.9 percent in east-
ern Germany.
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Victimisation, fear of crime and life satisfaction – bivariate and
exploratory analyses

Victimisation and fear of crime – exploring different dimensions

The first step of the analysis has a more explorative character and relates
offence-specific victimisation experience to different dimensions of fear of
crime. The items cover the four dimensions of fear of crime (perception of
crime trends, and affective, cognitive and conative fear) and distinguish
between specific offences (Table 11.2). The analysis starts by distinguish-
ing between victims within the last two years and non-victims within the
last two years. This reference period is preliminary, as a closer look at the
time dependency of the impact of a victimisation experience will be taken
later.

Significant correlations exist between offence-specific victimisation
and offence-specific perception of crime trends; they are rather low, but in
the postulated direction. This supports the assumption of a specific rela-
tionship between victimisation and fear.

Victimisation experience has a small negative impact on the items of
conative fear. This finding is rather unexpected. Perhaps people who show
a higher degree of avoidance behaviour are victimised to a lesser extent
(reverse causal direction), leading to the unexpected direction of the rela-
tionship.

The correlations of the affective and the cognitive component with the
victimisation status are somewhat higher compared to the two other di-
mensions of fear and also show a tendency towards a specific relationship:
Victims of burglary show the highest correlation with affective and cogni-
tive fear of burglary, victims of theft with fear of theft, and victims of as-
sault are most afraid of assault.

Altogether, the correlations between victimisation experience and the
single item indicators are rather small. The biggest correlations are be-
tween victimisation with theft and assault and the crime specific affective
and cognitive fear items. Furthermore, only some of the correlations are
statistically significant at the α = 5% level.

In order to test the tendency towards a specific relationship between
victimisation and fear, i.e. whether victims of a specific offence are more
afraid of that offence, correlation coefficients between victimisation expe-
rience and the offence-specific fear item are compared. Table 11.3 shows
if the correlations between victimisation and two fear items diverge
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significantly. This is done for every victimisation type separately for all
significant correlations from Table 11.2. For example, the correlation be-
tween victimisation with theft and affective fear of theft is significantly
stronger than the correlation between victimisation with theft and affective
fear of burglary.

In sum, the tests on the heterogeneity of the correlation coefficients
show that victims of theft report a significantly stronger correlation with
affective and cognitive fear of theft than with fear of other offence types.
Experience of assault is significantly more strongly correlated with fear of

Pearson correlation between victimisation experience and di-
mensions of fear

Victim within the last two years
of…

 Theft Burglary Assault
Perception of crime trends: “Different types of crimes are listed in the following. Please state if such crime in
Germany, in your opinion, has decreased, stayed the same or increased over the last ten years; that is, between
1999 and 2009.” The scale ranged from (1) has become much rarer to (7) has become much more frequent.
Crimes in total -0.011 0.003 0.021
Burglary -0.017 0.041 -0.022
Theft in total 0.008 0.015 0.002
Assault 0.001 0.008 0.050
Conative fear/avoidance behaviour: “To protect themselves from crime in everyday life, people often take
certain precautions. Please state how often you take the precautions named.” The scale included the answer cat-
egories never, rarely, sometimes, often and always.
I leave the house after dark only if necessary. -0.029 0.000 -0.011
I avoid certain streets, places or parks. -0.019 -0.008 -0.014
I avoid strangers I encounter during darkness if possible. -0.019 -0.012 -0.004
I avoid using public transport at night. -0.012 -0.022 -0.018
I avoid carrying a lot of money with me. 0.001 0.007 -0.038
I take care that my home does not look unoccupied during my absence. -0.031 0.010 -0.048
I carry irritant gas, a knife or another weapon with me for self-defence. 0.024 -0.015 0.079
I additionally secure my home when absent, for example by applying an
extra bolt or turning on an alarm system. 0.004 0.014 0.007
Affective fear: “If you think about yourself: how often do you have the following worries? I’m afraid that …”
The scale included the answer categories never, rarely, sometimes, often and always.
… my home may be broken into. 0.041 0.073 0.006
… I will have something stolen from me in some other way. 0.110 0.062 0.036
… I will be hit or hurt. 0.034 0.029 0.099
… I will be robbed. 0.013 0.018 0.050
… I will be sexually abused, molested or raped. -0.010 0.014 0.022
… I may be killed in an act of violence. 0.014 0.023 0.040
Cognitive fear: “How likely is it, in your opinion, that these things might happen to you personally in the next
twelve months?” The scale included the answer categories very unlikely, unlikely, less likely, likely and very
likely.
… my home may be broken into. 0.045 0.065 0.005
… I will have something stolen from me in some other way. 0.122 0.050 0.040
… I will be hit or hurt. 0.040 0.016 0.126
… I will be robbed. 0.016 0.018 0.019
… I will be sexually abused, molested or raped. -0.010 0.015 0.015
… I may be killed in an act of violence. -0.007 0.015 0.019

Correlations with p < 0.05 bold    

Table 11.2
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assault than with fear of other offence types, whereas there is no evidence
that burglary victimisation increases fear of burglary more than fear of
other forms of theft.

Testing for heterogeneity in correlation coefficients
Theft Burglary Assault

Affective fear    
Burglary vs. theft -6.098*** 0.711  
Burglary vs. assault 0.506   
Theft vs. assault 6.383***  -5.262***

Theft vs. robbery   -1.195

Assault vs. robbery   5.828***

Violent death vs. robbery   -0.960

Violent death vs. assault   -5.228***

Violent death vs. theft   0.264
    
Cognitive fear    
Burglary vs. theft -7.697*** 1.061  
Burglary vs. assault 0.397   
Theft vs. assault 7.607***  -8.021***

Test on significant differences between dependent correlation coefficients using the STATA command
corcor (Goldstein 1996). Test statistic (Z) and significance for two-tailed test reported: *** p < .001

Another finding from the previous literature is the claim that victimisation
experience more severely impacts the cognitive than the affective dimen-
sion of fear. Comparing the correlation coefficients of the cognitive and
the affective dimension with victimisation experience shows no significant
differences, however – with one exception: The correlation between cog-
nitive fear of assault and having been victim of an assault is higher than
the correlation with the affective item (z = –2,357, p=0.018).

To sum up, there is not much evidence that victimisation influences the
cognitive dimension of fear more than the affective dimension. However,
these two dimensions seem to depend more on victimisation than do per-
ception of crime trends and conative fear. Regarding the offence-specific
relationship between victimisation and fear of crime, the results indicate
that there is a specific relationship.

It can also be seen that the relationship between victimisation experi-
ence and fear of crime is not limited to the type of offence a respondent
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experienced. Victims of violent crimes also report fear of property victimi-
sation and vice versa. This leads to the question as to whether victimisa-
tion influences fear of crime in a broader manner. In the next step, there-
fore, the different items of fear are combined in indicators that reflect the
four dimensions of fear: concern about crime, affective fear, cognitive fear
and avoiding behaviour.

Factor analyses of fear of crime

The eigenvalues from the factor analysis of the items for conative fear of
crime suggest a two-factor solution. The first five items load on the first
factor, the sixth item loads on both and the last two items load on the sec-
ond factor. This holds for all three survey waves, implying temporal stabil-
ity. Based on these results, a scale is developed with the first five items
that load on the first factor. Item six shows low loadings (< 0.5) on the
first factor and is therefore not part of the scale. Due to the low eigenvalue
and correlations, no scale is computed based on the second factor. The
Cronbach’s α values for the conative fear scale are satisfactory (2004:
0.79, 2006: 0.74, 2010: 0.79). The scale is derived by averaging the an-
swers over the five items (6,364 respondents, mean = 2.94, SD = 0.92, ).

Separate factor analyses for the six cognitive and six affective items for
fear indicate a clear solution with one factor in each of the analysis. The
Cronbach’s α values for the affective scale are higher compared to the
conative scale (2004: 0.87, 2006: 0.87; 2010: 0.86; N = 6,361 respondents,
mean = 2.12, SD = 0.70). The same holds for the cognitive scale (2004:
0.89, 2006: 0.89, 2010: 0.89; 6,338 respondents, mean = 2.10, SD = 0.72).

Perception of past crime trends, as an indicator of crime as a concern, is
measured further on via one single item that captures the perception of
past trends for general crime. The mean value of 5.53 suggests that, on av-
erage, respondents think the number of crimes in total has increased over
the last 10 years (6,292 respondents, SD = 1.07).

The correlations between the four dimensions of fear range from low to
middle (Table 11.4), whereas it can be seen that the cognitive and the af-
fective dimensions are particularly strongly related to each other
(r = 0.665). The perception of crime trends is correlated to the other di-
mensions only by about 0.2, suggesting that concern about crime as a so-
cial problem may not necessarily affect more personal dimensions of fear.
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Pearson correlations between the different indicators of fear
Conative Fear Cognitive Fear Affective Fear

Cognitive fear 0.352***   
Affective fear 0.438*** 0.665***  
Perception of crime trends 0.238*** 0.199*** 0.215***

*** p < 0.001

Relating the scales for affective, cognitive and conative fear to the three
different victimisation variables shows that victimisation experience de-
creases conative fear of crime (T-tests, Table 11.5). This means that vic-
tims of theft, assault and burglary report less avoidance behaviour. The
differences are, however, not significant at the conventional level
(α = 5%). By contrast, the cognitive and affective indicators of fear – both
in logs to improve distribution properties – are increased by a victimisa-
tion experience. The mean differences are significant, with the exception
of cognitive fear in burglary victims. This may be partly due to the small
number of burglary victims.

Mean comparison between victims within the last two years by
offence

Cognitive fear
(log) Conative fear Affective fear

(log)
 Mean N Mean N Mean N

Theft Not a victim within last two
years 0.675 5,909 2.946 5,934 0.693 5,932

 Victim within last two years 0.739 381 2.867 381 0.756 381

 t-value 3.336*** 1.625 3.679***
Assault Not a victim within last two

years 0.677 6,204 2.946 6,229 0.695 6,226

 Victim within last two years 0.797 112 2.781 113 0.819 113

 t-value 3.479*** 1.881 4.008***
Burglary Not a victim within last two

years 0.704 3,052 2.985 3,062 0.701 3,057

 Victim within last two years 0.807 38 2.896 38 0.830 38

 t-value 1.744 0.585 2.348*
* p < 0.05, ** p< 0.01. *** p < 0.001

Victimisation experience, fear of crime and life satisfaction

One aim of the present study is to analyse the impact of victimisation
events on broader measures of subjective well-being. Victimisation experi-

Table 11.4
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ence is, therefore, brought into relation with satisfaction with life. T-tests
between victims and non-victims within the last two years by offence re-
veal significant differences for theft and assault. Individuals who have
been victims of a theft or an assault report a significantly lower level of
life satisfaction, and this effect seems to be stronger for assault (Table
11.6). By contrast, victims of burglary do not report less satisfaction with
life than non-victims. These findings, however, are only bivariate and do
not control for other important determinants of crime.

Satisfaction with life is also related to fear of crime. Bivariate Pearson
correlations reveal a significant negative relationship with affective fear of
crime in logs (-0.084, p < .001), cognitive fear of crime in logs in logs
(-0.074, p < .001), the perception of crime trends (-0.069, p < .001) and
conative fear (-0.042, p < .001).

As the bivariate analyses have shown that burglary victimisation has al-
most no significant impact either on fear or on life satisfaction and data on
burglary are only available for part of the sample, this type of victimisa-
tion is dropped from the further analyses.

Mean comparison between victims within the last two years by
offence

Theft Assault Burglary
 Mean of life

satisfaction N
Mean of life
satisfaction N

Mean of life
satisfaction N

No victim within last two years 4.713 5,856 4.709 6,143 4,667 3,000
Victim within last two years 4.527 374 4.150 113 4,649 37
t-value 2.299* 3.881*** 0.068

* p < 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Time heals all wounds? The impact of victimisation over time

In the literature, various time spans are used for the definition of victims
for the purposes of analysis. Mostly, the question relates to victimisation
experience over the last one or two years, but victimisation experience
may also have longer-lasting impacts, even though strong initial effects
may decline over time. This section, therefore, analyses the impact of vic-
timisation experience on fear and life satisfaction over time.

One way to analyse the impact of victimisation experience over time is
to compare groups of people who differ by the length of time since the last
victimisation experience. For the analysis, respondents were categorised –

Table 11.6
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by offence type – into six different groups: non-victims, victims within
this or the last year, two years ago, three to five years ago, six to ten years
ago and more than ten years ago (Table 11.7).10

Years since last victimisation experience
Theft Assault

 absolute percent absolute percent

Non-Victim 4,801 75.94 5,804 91.42
Zero or one year 242 3.83 82 1.29
Two years 139 2.20 31 0.49
Three to five years 339 5.36 84 1.32
Five to ten years 338 5.35 118 1.86
More than ten years 463 7.32 230 3.62

The impact of the victimisation variables was assessed by entering all vic-
timisation groups as dummies into regression models (see Figures 11.1
and 11.2). Additionally, survey wave dummies, sex and age were included
as control variables. The dependent variables were satisfaction with life,
and affective and cognitive fear of crime. No models were estimated for
avoidance behaviour, as the bivariate analyses did not find an impact of
victimisation.

Looking at the victimisation coefficients from the models for affective
fear, it can be seen that all of them are significant and that the impact of
the victimisation also declines over time. However, in the models for as-
sault and theft the coefficients for victimisation two years ago have the
highest values, indicating a tendency for an inverse U-shaped relationship.

Similar results are found for the impact of victimisation experience on
subjective victimisation risk. But the inverse U-shaped pattern cannot be
proved in a statistically significant manner.11 The overlapping 95 percent
confidence intervals give an advance indication of that finding.

Table 11.7

10 Participants were asked for the year when the last victimisation experience hap-
pened. Based on this information and the fact that every wave was surveyed at the
beginning of the year, the time of the last crime event could be computed in the
same way.

11 In addition, choosing the group with the highest coefficient as reference group in
each of the four models shows the only group that significantly differs from this
group to be victims whose victimisation happened more than ten years ago. In the
model for affective fear there is no difference between the victim groups at all.
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For further multivariate analyses, two victimisation groups are comput-
ed: One group with those who became victim within the last two years,
victimisation having been found to peak during that time span. The second
group comprises all victimisations that are more than two years ago.

Effect of victimisation on fear of crime by time since last event
(coefficients of OLS-regression with affective/cognitive fear as
dependent variable and 95 percent confidence intervals shown;
models control for sex, age and survey wave)
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The same strategy was applied to uncover the impact of victimisation on
life satisfaction over time. The results support the assumption of a declin-
ing impact of victimisation experience on life satisfaction in general (Fig-
ure 11.2). The magnitude of the coefficients for theft declines as distance
from the last victimisation experience grows and only the dummy for the
most recent victimisation is significant; however, there is an anomaly in
the dummy indicating six to ten years.

Inspecting the model for assault more closely shows the coefficients to
be declining in magnitude, producing a U-shaped pattern. The coefficients
stay significant (the coefficient for victimisation experience five to ten
years ago only marginally). Examining the coefficients more closely
shows that there is no significant difference between individuals vic-
timised one and two years ago and the other victim groups for assault.

Fig. 11.1
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Thus, the U-shaped/declining pattern of the relationship cannot be statisti-
cally confirmed.

Effect of victimisation on life satisfaction by time since last
event (coefficients of OLS-regression with life satisfaction as de-
pendent variable and 95 percent confidence intervals shown;
models control for sex, age and survey wave)
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Multivariate regression models

Fear of crime

The final step undertaken to analyse the effect of victimisation experience
on fear of crime and life satisfaction is the estimation of multivariate re-
gression models. This step firstly makes it possible to check the robustness
of the findings controlling for other relevant determinants known to influ-
ence fear and life satisfaction. Secondly, this section aims to integrate vic-
timisation and fear of crime into a combined model explaining life satis-
faction.

The control variables show quite similar effects in all models and for all
four dimensions of fear of crime (Table 11.8). Women, older individuals,
and people with low education levels and low incomes show higher levels

Fig. 11.2
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of fear of crime. People from eastern Germany report a higher level of fear
of crime except for the affective component. There is no difference regard-
ing affective fear of crime between the eastern and the western part of
Germany.

Influencing factors of fear of crime, OLS-regression
Affective fear of

crime (log)
Cognitive fear of

crime (log) Conative fear
Perception of crime

trends
Variable b t b t b t b t
2004 survey wave
(ref.)             
2006 -0.011  -0.76 -0.014  -0.93 -0.046  -1.26 -0.115 ** -2.60

2010 -0.007  0.71 -0.041 *** -3.54 -0.083 ** -3.09 -0.454 *** -13.83

Age 0.000  1.10 0.002 *** 6.77 0.013 *** 17.52 0.004 *** 4.92

Male (ref.)             
Female 0.112 *** 12.73 0.082 *** 8.34 0.613 *** 26.52 0.216 *** 7.64

Low education (ref.)             
Medium education -0.011  -0.99 -0.017  -1.33 -0.060 * -2.00 -0.910 * -2.48
High education -0.039 ** -3.41 -0.048 *** -3.72 -0.189 *** -6.24 -0.347 *** -9.36

West (ref.)             
East 0.001  -0.06 0.025 * 2.00 0.055  1.85 0.093 * 2.58
Equivalent income
(log) -0.029 ** -3.32 -0.026 ** -2.74 -0.135 *** -5.98 -0.150 *** -5.41
Non-victim of theft
(ref.)             
Victim of theft in last
two years 0.078 *** 4.19 0.082 *** 3.99 0.012  0.24 -0.023  -0.40
Victim of theft more
than two years ago 0.063 *** 5.50 0.049 *** 3.85 -0.065 * -2.15 -0.045  -1.23
Non-victim of assault
(ref.)             
Victim of assault in last
two years 0.138 *** 3.97 0.159 *** 4.05 0.142  1.55 0.266 * 2.38
Victim of assault more
than two years ago 0.072 *** 4.02 0.067 *** 3.36 0.037  0.80 0.053  0.92
Constant 0.706 *** 10.61 0.631 *** 8.48 2.427 *** 13.90 6.375 *** 29.87

Number of cases 5,495 5,474 5,494 5,448
Adj. R² 0.046 0.037 0.178 0.095

*** p < .001, ** p < .01,* p < .05

When looking closer at the changes over time, there is no significant
change for affective fear over the years. Looking at the perception of
crime, however, it is seen that respondents in 2006 and in 2010 estimated
the increase in crime less dramatically than 2004. Respondents in 2010
have the most realistic perception on crime compared to respondents in the
other years, although their estimates are still far higher than in reality.

Table 11.8
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Cognitive and conative fear of crime show significant decreases between
2004 and 2010.

Two dummies for each type of crime indicate individuals who were vic-
timised during the last two years and those where it has been more than
two years since their last victimisation experience. Having been a victim
of assault has a stronger effect on both affective and cognitive fear of
crime than having been a victim of theft.

In addition, having been victim of theft or assault within the last two
years has a stronger effect on affective and cognitive fear of crime than
having been victimised more than two years ago. A closer look at the sig-
nificance of these differences between the victimisation groups reveals
that victims of assault report a significantly lower level of cognitive fear
of crime more than two years after the victimisation than within the last
two years after the victimisation. No significant differences are found for
affective fear and for victims of theft.12

The two other indicators of fear of crime show hardly any effects of
victimisation. Moreover, the coefficients for theft turn in the inverse direc-
tion, repeating the bivariate findings: Individuals who were victims of a
theft more than two years ago therefore show significantly less avoidance
behaviour than non-victims. The coefficients for assault are in the expect-
ed direction, but very weak. Only victims of assault within the last two
years perceive the increase in crime within the past ten years more dramat-
ically than non-victims.

Life satisfaction

For the multivariate analyses of life satisfaction, three OLS-regression
models were calculated in which blocks of variables were entered step-
wise. As has previously been said, age, sex, income, and occupational and
family status are important factors for subjective well-being. Model II in-
cludes the categories of victimisation and Model III the fear of crime vari-
ables.

Looking at life satisfaction as a dependent variable, it is seen that life
satisfaction does not change over the observed years. The significant coef-
ficients for age and age squared confirm the U-shaped relationship be-

12 Analyses based on simply changing the reference categories.
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tween age and life satisfaction (Frey/Stutzer 2002). As expected, life satis-
faction grows with the education level and income. People from the east-
ern part of Germany and people who are unemployed are less satisfied
with life. Family status shows that divorced, separated or widowed indi-
viduals without a new partner are least happy persons compared with
those who are married, followed by those who are unmarried without a
partner and those who are unmarried but with a partner. There is no differ-
ence between people who are married and those who are divorced, sepa-
rated or widowed but have found a new partner.

Including the variables of victimisation, the models illustrate no effects
for individuals who have been victims of theft. Looking at the victims of
assault, however, there is a strong effect for victimisation within the last
two years that declines for assaults more than two years ago. But once
again, there is no significant difference between victimisation within the
last two years and more than two years ago.

Adding the fear of crime variables to Model III, the adjusted R² gains
significantly from 0.069 to 0.077. Affective fear of crime does not have an
effect on life satisfaction; nor does conative fear of crime. However, sub-
jective victimisation risk (cognitive fear) and personal perception of in-
creasing crime levels within society lead to a less satisfied life. Control-
ling for fear of crime reduces the coefficients of victimisation, but the p-
values remain at the same level. There seems to be a direct effect of hav-
ing been a victim of assault on life satisfaction.

An unexpected finding is the insignificant effect of affective fear of
crime on life satisfaction, in contradiction of the bivariate findings. This
may be a result of the high correlation between affective fear and risk
(r = 0.665). Although the VIF values for affective and cognitive fear are
not too high, it is known that multicollinearity increases standard errors,
and this may result in a non-significant coefficient (Urban/Mayerl 2006,
pp. 229-230).
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Influencing factors of life satisfaction, OLS-regression

Model I  Model II  Model III

Variable b t  b t  b t

2004 survey wave (ref.)         
2006 0.017 2.61  0.018 0.28  0.005 0.08

2010 -0.029 -0.61  -0.045 -0.93  -0.080 -1.64

Age -0.038*** -4.57  -0.040*** -4.81  -0.041*** -5.00

Age2 0.000*** 5.17  0.000*** 5.34  0.000*** 5.62

Male (ref.)  
Female 0.048 1.13  0.027 0.64  0.101* 2.25

Low education (ref.)         
Medium education 0.085 1.60  0.090 1.68  0.078 1.46

High education 0.165** 3.05  0.171** 3.15  0.131* 2.41

West (ref.)  
East -0.159** -2.97  -0.168** -3.14  -0.158** -2.96

Equivalent income (log) 0.355*** 8.51  0.356*** 8.52  0.331*** 7.93

Family status married (ref.)
Unmarried with partner -0.266** -2.98  -0.249** -2.79  -0.235** -2.64

Unmarried without partner -0.332*** -4.98  -0.314*** -4.71  -0.335*** -5.03

Divorced, separated, wid-
owed with partner

-0.163 -1.22  -0.142 -1.06  -0.146 -1.10

Divorced, separated, wid-
owed without partner

-0.352*** -5.43  -0.338*** -5.21  -0.350*** -5.42

Occupation employed (ref.)
Student 0.099 0.93  0.096 0.90  0.086 0.81

Pensioner -0.075 -0.99  -0.077 -1.02  -0.053 -0.71

Unemployed -0.929*** -9.25  -0.913*** -9.09  -0.904*** -9.04

Other 0.014 0.20  0.021 0.30  0.012 0.17

Non-victim of theft (ref.)
Victim of theft in last two
years

   -0.135 -1.57  -0.110 -1.28

Victim of theft more than two
years ago

   -0.059 -1.10  -0.048 -0.91

Non-victim of assault (ref.)
Victim of assault in last two
years

   -0.491** -2.94  -0.421* -2.53

Victim of assault more than
two years ago

   -0.189* -2.27  -0.166* -2.00

Affective fear (ln)       -0.102 -1.17

Cognitive fear (ln)       -0.189* -2.55

Conative fear       -0.052 -1.95

Perception of crime       -0.054** -2.70

Constant 3.088*** 8.20  3.226*** 8.54  3.973*** 9.87

Number of cases 5,292  5,292  5,292
Adj. R² 0.067  0.069  0.077

*** p < .001, ** p < .01,* p < .05
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In order to combine the direct and indirect effects of victimisation in one
model, a path model was calculated. The manifest variables of fear of
crime consist of the items described earlier. The fear of crime variables
were modeled as dependent variables of victimisation and as independent
variables of life satisfaction. The model does not differentiate between the
time since the last victimisation experience for assault/theft. Sex, age, in-
come, education, and east-west location are included as control variables.
The paths of the control variables are not mapped in Figure 11.3 as they
show the expected direction and weight and the results correspond to the
OLS models above.

Factors influencing life satisfaction, path model (RM-
SEA = 0.023, CFI = 0.997, TLI = 0.979, 5,386 respondents,
*** p < .001, ** p < .01,* p < .05, + p < .10, standardized
coefficients shown)

coefficients shown) 

 

 
 

Looking at the paths from victimisation to the components of fear, the co-
efficients correspond to those in the regression model in Table 11.8. Hav-
ing been victimised (assault or theft) leads to a higher level of affective
and cognitive fear of crime. The perceived increase of crime is only affect-
ed by assault victimisation. In total, assault has higher coefficients on the
fear variables compared to theft.

Figure 11.3
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Looking at the determinants of life satisfaction, only cognitive fear and
perception of crime have a significant negative impact on life satisfaction.
In addition, there is also a direct and significant effect of victimisation ex-
perience (assault) on life satisfaction.

Conclusions

A review of existing research on victimisation and fear of crime revealed
varied findings: There seems to be an impact of victimisation on fear, but
the impact depends on the dimension of fear and the type of crime. The
present paper, therefore, aimed to examine more closely the relationship
between the dimensions of fear and victimisation experience. The study
furthermore integrated the consequences of victimisation experience into a
broader perspective by assessing its impact on satisfaction with life.

The analysis showed that victims report higher levels of fear, but the re-
lationship does not hold for every dimension of fear or type of victimisa-
tion. Having been a victim of theft or assault increases the cognitive and
affective component of fear of crime significantly – controlling for known
covariates. These results cannot be confirmed for perception of crime
trends in general; here only very weak relationships are found.

Furthermore, the relationship between victimisation and fear of crime is
stronger for crime-specific fear items. Experience of assault or burglary,
for example, leads to a more dramatic view on the past trend in this type
of crime.

In the analyses, conative fear turns out to be decreased by the experi-
ence of theft. Having been victim of an assault does not affect conative
fear at all. With a view to our hypotheses, this appears to be an unexpected
result, at least at first sight. Looking closer, however, the outcome makes
sense. People who show a higher degree of avoidance behaviour avoid
risky situations and thereby lower their actual risk of becoming a victim.
This does not rule out the possibility that victims of crime may increase
their avoidance behaviour, but it is not possible to disentangle the two ef-
fects with cross-sectional data.

The effect of victimisation experience on fear of crime also declines
over time. The relationship seems to be inverse U-shaped, with people vic-
timised two years ago reporting the highest values for fear. For the affec-
tive component of fear, the multivariate model showed no significant
difference between the ‘last two years’ and ‘more than two years ago’ vic-
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tim groups, either for theft or for assault. Solely for the cognitive compo-
nent of fear regarding the victims of assault there was evidence that ‘time
heals all wounds’.

Assessing the impact of victimisation on life satisfaction, the assump-
tions were partly confirmed. Victims of assault report lower satisfaction
with life than non-victims in the multivariate model. For victims of theft,
there is only an impact in the bivariate model and a statistically weak ef-
fect in the path model. No impact for victims of burglary is found. This
may be due to unexplained heterogeneity that affects victimisation as well
as life satisfaction. Perhaps the low number of burglary victims leads to a
lack of statistical power.

The hypothesis on the declining impact of victimisation experience on
life satisfaction over time could not be confirmed statistically; however, a
tendency towards a declining impact is showed for assault.

The bivariate analyses revealed a negative correlation between the four
dimensions of fear of crime and life satisfaction: A higher level of fear
leads to less satisfaction. But a closer look shows that this does not hold
for every dimension of fear. In the multivariate model, affective fear did
not impact life satisfaction. Only perception of crime and cognitive fear
lowered life satisfaction significantly. Perhaps life satisfaction is more af-
fected by cognitive evaluations of the situation and therefore affective fear
does not have an influence on it.

The reason for the lack of significance for affective fear may also lie in
the fact that affective fear and cognitive fear are highly correlated, so the
two dimensions cannot be properly disentangled. A possible solution to
this problem, appropriate when the interest lies in fear as an independent
variable, would be to combine the two indicators into a single construct
that measures personal fear of crime (Bilsky/Wetzels 1997).

Conative fear also does not impact life satisfaction. It can be assumed
that a higher level of avoidance behaviour leads to a feeling of safety and
control which tends to result in more satisfaction with life.

In sum, the impact of victimisation and fear of crime on life satisfaction
has to be compared to other determinants of life satisfaction. The impact
of unemployment is more than twice as large, for example, as the coeffi-
cient for ‘victim of assault in the last two years’.

The empirical analyses are not without shortcomings. On the one hand,
the data base is only cross-sectional. It is not therefore possible to deter-
mine if victimisation itself increased fear or if victims had a higher level
of fear even before the victimisation event. This is not implausible as a
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higher fear of crime may be a reaction to an elevated actual level of vic-
timisation risk. Also, the hypothesis of a declining effect of victimisation
on fear of crime and life satisfaction could be better studied in a longitudi-
nal setting. In addition, the present paper focuses on the consequences of
victimisation. Other determinants of fear, namely disorder and the impact
of the media were consequently not controlled for.
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How Violent Victimisation Affects Moral Cognitions, Moral
Emotions and Moral Motivation

Bettina Doering, Dirk Baier

Theoretical background

A key focus of criminological research is to explain delinquent behaviour.
Such behaviour constitutes a deviation from the norm, i.e. it breaches the
law. The law is, to a great extent, an expression of social consensus on tol-
erable and intolerable behaviour. That consensus in turn is based on shared
moral values. Laws that prevail without any moral reference can be per-
ceived as arbitrary and are thus often ignored. People whose personal
moral values mirror those on which laws are based tend to adhere to those
laws. People’s moral values should thus be a key influencing factor of
delinquent behaviour.

Surprisingly, there are only few criminological research approaches that
have focused on the link between morality and delinquent behaviour. One
exception is the work of Wikström on the Situational Action Theory of
Crime Causation (cf. Wikström 2009, Wikström et al. 2010, Wikström/
Treiber 2009). Here, the assumption is that all criminal behaviour is based
on morality. People engage in criminal activity because they perceive
criminal behaviour as an action alternative and choose it as one of many
possible types of behaviour. This two-step process is driven by a person’s
propensity and by the criminogenic factors (exposure) of a given situation.
Propensity depends on a person’s moral standards and values and their
self-control, and also on the interplay between the two. High moral stan-
dards and values result in certain alternative courses of action being left
out of consideration. People with high morality do not seek to solve inter-
personal conflict with violence; rather, when attempting to mediate in a
conflict situation, they choose other behaviours such as talking, withdraw-
ing, and so on. This theory is supported by empirical analysis. The
‘propensity’ factor, meaning low morality and self-control, significantly
increases criminal behaviour (cf. Wikström 2009). Other empirical studies
also confirm that the higher a person’s moral standards and values, the
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lower their risk of delinquent behaviour (cf. Barriga et al. 2001, Krette-
nauer/Eichler 2006, Murray-Close et al. 2006, Stams et al. 2006).

One key problem in existing studies is their vague definition of morali-
ty. Wikström (2006) places moral standards and values on an equal footing
with abiding by the law. This is particularly evident when operationalising
morality: Svensson et al. (2001, p. 741) ask whether it is right to do some-
thing illegal as long as one is not caught. Here, an illegal act is evaluated
on the basis of whether the perpetrator gets away with it. It is not the
moral standpoint but the fear of being caught that is operationalised.
Moral standards and values describe, by way of contrast, underlying prin-
ciples which have universal, categorical, non-partisan application (Ce-
likates/Gosepath 2009, Nunner-Winkler 1991), and which although partly
enshrined in law must still be seen as separate from the legal system.

To conduct empirical analysis of the role of morality in explaining
delinquent behaviour and the socialisation factors connected with morali-
ty, it therefore appears necessary to define morality in a way that goes be-
yond law abidance (cf. Doering 2013, 2013a). In general, individual
morality is to be seen as the degree of abidance with fundamental princi-
ples that demonstrate the stated characteristics. This abidance can be di-
vided into three components (cf. Rest 1983): the cognitive, the emotional
and the motivational. With regard to the cognitive component, the work of
Kohlberg in particular analysed people’s ability to exercise moral judge-
ment. Barriga et al. (2001) further developed this research tradition, and
also developed a measure for standardised surveys. In contrast with
Kohlberg’s Kantian approach, Barriga et al. (2001) look at moral traits,
thus taking a more virtue-ethics position as used by Aristotle. When it
comes to an individual’s sense of self, these traits are important in differ-
ent ways. The more important they are thought to be – especially when
compared to non-moral traits – the more embedded moral principles are in
the cognitive structure of a person.

The emotional component is, for example, emphasised in the works of
Braithwaite (1989), who looks at the role of feelings of shame. Breaking
the rules can evoke such feelings. However, Braithwaite’s focus lies pri-
marily on the sanctions involved in such breaches rather than the factors
that tend to prevent them. Krettenauer and Eichler (2006) also look at
moral emotions. Their findings show that adolescents who anticipate feel-
ings of guilt or shame after breaking the rules demonstrate less delinquen-
cy. These findings may show that the adolescents concerned demonstrate
greater feelings of empathy. Empathy is discussed as a key influencing
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factor of delinquency (cf. Hosser/Beckurts 2005), and is defined as “an af-
fective response that stems from the apprehension or comprehension of
another’s emotional state or condition and is similar to what the other per-
son is feeling or would be expected to feel” (Eisenberg 2002, p. 135). Acts
of violence are thus prevented by empathy because it is anticipated that
there could be serious consequences for the other party.

A further decisive component of morality agreed upon in current re-
search alongside these first two components is moral motivation (Pratt et
al. 2003). According to Nunner-Winkler (2008, p. 103f), moral motivation
comprises a person’s willingness to accept the consequences of doing
what they believe to be right. Morally motivated individuals accept that
moral principles take priority over personal needs. Less morally motivated
people tend to put their personal needs first, making them more likely to
adopt delinquent behaviour that can bring them short-term benefits. Un-
like the cognitive and emotional components, moral motivation thus in-
volves the degree to which moral knowledge and moral emotion are per-
ceived as binding.

Up to now, the relationship between the three components of moral
standards and values has not been sufficiently studied, hence it must be as-
sumed that they are similar in serving as behavioural indicators and are
similarly influenced by socialisation factors. Independent of the concrete
relationship between the components of morality, it can be helpful in em-
pirical analysis of the causes and consequences to draw on a more nu-
anced concept of morality.

As with most personality traits, the socialisation factors of individual
morality are many and varied. The role of victimisation experience is a
case in point. Focus is placed on this factor because research has shown
victimisation to be a drastic, life-shaping experience. In an American
study, Kahn (1984) showed that victimisation experience goes hand in
hand with depression, anxiety, feelings of shame, and a range of other psy-
chological problems. Experience of serious victimisation can also trigger
post-traumatic stress disorder (cf. North et al. 1994). Apart from internal-
ising behaviours, victims can also display externalising behavioural disor-
ders. Various authors point to the fact that people with experience of vic-
timisation display aggressive behaviour in inappropriate situations because
they chronically accuse the other people involved of having negative in-
tentions and can only react to them in an aggressive way (Dodge 1993,
Staub 1998). Findings on intrafamilial violence showing that victims of
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this violence have a greater risk of violent behaviour in adolescence un-
derline the link to externalising disorders (cf. Baier/Pfeiffer 2011).

One theoretical explanatory model for the stated relationships is provid-
ed by the social information processing model (Crick/Dodge 1994), which
attempts to explain people’s ability to adjust socially and to stand out.
When one person meets another, these basic prerequisites shape the inter-
action between them. On the one hand, these prerequisites are biological
abilities; while on the other, they constitute what is known as the ‘data
base’ of past experience, meaning specific memories which, among other
things, dictate social skills and shape social models. The data base is used
in each step of the social information process. Crick and Dodge (1994) de-
scribe six different sub-processes of information processing. In the first
two (encoding and interpretation), people selectively acknowledge indi-
vidual situational stimuli and begin to construe a mental representation of
a situation. Steps three and four (classification of cues and response access
or construction) involve target selection and construction of a potential re-
sponse. Choice of behaviour occurs in step five (response decision), while
the chosen behaviour is executed in step six (behavioural enactment). The
experiences stored in the data base influence each and every step of the
process.

As already shown, people with aggressive or delinquent behaviour dis-
play a cronic ‘hostile attribution error’ (Dodge 1980) and thus a general
tendency to accuse others more frequently of having negative intentions.
Apart from the effects on encoding and interpretation of situational stim-
uli, aggressive models contained in the data base also affect other process-
es. For example, it has been shown that aggressive behaviour is regarded
as positive because it is seen to promise success. As a result, people with
such learning experiences also tend more frequently to aggressive be-
haviour (Perry et al. 1986). Also, the experiences of aggressive people
limit their behavioural spectrum to the extent that fewer socially accept-
able behavioural alternatives are available to them (Slaby/Guerra 1988).

Experience of violence can alter the data base as described. Dodge et al.
(1990) note that, among other things, experience of abuse can result in the
social environment being perceived as dangerous and threatening. Under
learning theory, it can also be assumed that the experience of violence
leads to modelling. From parental example, for instance, a child or adoles-
cent learns that aggression and violence can be used to resolve conflicts as
well as to achieve personal goals and protect personal interests. Thus, ag-
gressive schemas, content and emotions are all stored in the data base. In
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the past, such influence of violent victimisation has mainly been substanti-
ated on the basis of domestic violence; for children and adolescents, how-
ever, it is also just as plausible that experience of violence outside the fam-
ily leads to negative personality traits, thus hindering the development of
positive traits. It is also to be assumed that frequent experience of violence
or of severe violent victimisation is particularly impactful. Baier et al.
(2011, p. 95ff) show, for example, that people with experience of repeated
victimisation display an especially intense fear of crime. It is important to
note here that the effect of repeated victimisation cannot be verified with
the data provided in the following because repeated violent victimisation
occurs too seldom in the sample. Only the effects of severity of victimisa-
tion can be verified. That an effect is assumed can be justified in that such
offences are thought to be particularly salient and thus of particular impor-
tance.

Few empirical studies have been conducted on how violent victimisa-
tion influences a person’s morality. Studies only support a negative rela-
tionship for the emotional component: Experience of violence reduces em-
pathy (Malti et al. 2010, Wilmers et al. 2002, p. 244 ff). In such cases, a
circular process must be assumed: Victimised children and adolescents
find it difficult to put themselves in their opposite number’s place. They
react by rejecting offers of contact, which in turn results in them accusing
the others of being unfriendly. Thus, contact, which is central to the exer-
cise of perspective-taking and empathy (Arsenio/Lemerise 2001), does not
occur. Although these relationships can only be confirmed for empathy, it
is assumed here that the other components of moral standards and values
are also less well developed in individuals who have experienced violence.
When analysing this issue, focus is placed on adolescents who are in the
identity-building phase of their psychological development.

The influencing factors of morality and any delinquency-reducing ef-
fect of moral identity should apply equally to different groups of individu-
als. Males and females should differ on this score just as little as natives
and foreigners or highly educated and poorly educated individuals. Espe-
cially in respect of gender, a range of studies show significant differences
of degree, with girls seen as having higher morality (especially in teenage
years), committing fewer violent acts and less frequently becoming vic-
tims of violence (see Doering 2013, 2013a; Baier 2011). Experience of vi-
olence, however, should be equally as bad for the moral development of
girls as for that of boys.
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Based on the theoretical assumptions and empirical findings presented
so far, a number of hypotheses can be formulated for the analyses that fol-
low:

• Hypothesis 1: Victims of violence demonstrate lower morality than
non-victims.

• Hypothesis 1a: Experience of serious violence significantly reduces
morality in comparison to experience of mild violence.

• Hypothesis 1b: Boys and girls do not differ in respect of the stated rela-
tionships.

• Hypothesis 2: Adolescents with high morality commit fewer acts of vi-
olence than those with lower morality.

• Hypothesis 2a: Morality mediates the relationship between victimisa-
tion and violent delinquency.

Methodology

Sample

To test the hypotheses, a school survey of ninth graders was conducted in
May and June 2010 in the district of Emsland (cf. Doering/Baier 2011).
Emsland is located in the northern German State of Lower Saxony, and
displays a number of interesting characteristics: It is a largely rural area,
where unemployment and receipt of welfare benefit is significantly lower
than in other parts of the country or the region. Almost three-quarters of
adolescents belong to the Catholic Church, while the national average is
less than half. The number of adolescents who have experienced parental
separation is also lower than in other regions. The conditions for growing
up in this district are thus seen as more intact than in other parts of Ger-
many.

A representative, standardised, administered school survey was con-
ducted, using a written questionnaire which was given out to the various
classes during lessons. 4,014 pupils were taught in 177 ninth grade classes
in Emsland during school year 2009/2010. The aim was to involve all
classes and all pupils in the survey. After some schools refused to take part
as well as pupils and/or their parents, and due to absences on account of
illness and for other reasons, a total of 2,891 pupils in 145 classes were
finally surveyed. This represented a response rate of 72.0 percent. The

12.2
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non-responses mostly involved pupils at lower-level type schools rather
than those at mid-level and higher schools (Doering/Baier 2011, p. 58).

The pupils had an average age of 15.18 years. A little more than half of
those surveyed were girls (51.3 percent). The vast majority were of Ger-
man descent (84.2 percent); 16.8 percent had immigrant backgrounds,
mostly from countries in the former Soviet Union. The share of immi-
grants in the ninth grade for the whole of Germany is 27.4 percent, serving
to underline the particular social structure of the survey region. Pupils
with immigrant backgrounds were defined as those who do not posses
German citizenship or were not born in Germany or for whom one of
these criteria applies to at least one biological parent.

Measurement instruments

Three concepts are specified in the hypotheses: Victimisation, morality
and violent delinquency. These were operationalised as follows:

Victimisation: Two different forms of victimisation were surveyed. Re-
spondents were first asked about experience of parental violence in child-
hood and then about other violent victimisation experience which could be
categorised as criminal offences. This dual instrument had several advan-
tages: On the one hand, early experience was compared with later experi-
ence. On the other, experience of events in a very specific context, the
family, are placed in contrast with those largely expected in public
spaces.1 With regard to parental violence, respondents were asked about
their experience of six different types of parental behaviour. Pupils were
asked to state whether, before they were twelve years old, their parents
had shown behaviour towards them such a clip round the ear, rough han-
dling/shoving, throwing an object at them, striking with an object, punch-
ing/kicking, or beating. The survey used the Strauß (1979) conflict-tactic
scale. While the violent behaviour of the father and the mother were docu-
mented separately, the presentation in the following does not differentiate

12.2.2

1 Analyses show that only 12.7 percent of criminal violent victimisation occurs at
home or with relatives; it occurs significantly more frequently in school/on the way
to school, in the disco/youth centre, at bus stops/on public transport, on the sports
field, etc. – meaning in places that can be described as ‘public spaces’ (Doering and
Baier 2001, p. 64 f). This also means that an overlap exists, albeit a small one, be-
tween the victimisation variables.
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between violence exercised by the father and that exercised by the mother.
Instead, the maximum value is used; this means that if a pupil experienced
only paternal violence and was not exposed to violence from the mother,
the answer for the father is taken into account. The frequency of each vio-
lent act was to be rated on a scale of ‘1 = never’ to ‘6 = several times a
week’. The first three types of behaviour were described as ‘mild vio-
lence’, the last three as ‘severe violence’. Initially, a new maximum score
was calculated for each of these two forms of violence. If a respondent
had, for example, received a clip round the ear from the father and/or the
mother, but had not been roughly handled/shoved, the answer regarding
the clip around the ear determines the score on the index ‘mild violence’.
A delineation was only made in the end between pupils who had experi-
enced violence and those who had not, because high frequencies of
parental violence only featured on rare occasions. Finally, both types of vi-
olence were combined to form three groups of pupils: Those with no expe-
rience of violence, those who had at most experienced mild violence, and
those who had (also) experienced severe violence.

Criminal acts of violent victimisation were surveyed by asking respon-
dents about their experience of four offences: Assault (“someone deliber-
ately hit you so hard that they injured you” – for example, a bleeding
wound or a black eye), aggravated assault (“you were deliberately injured
with a weapon or an object or several people deliberately hit you so hard
that you were injured”), robbery (“someone used violence in snatching
something from you or threatened you with violence while taking some-
thing from you, such as your bag or money”) and extortion (“someone
tried to make you give them money or things (say a jacket or a watch) and
threatened you with violence if you refused to give them what they want-
ed”). The aim was to document the lifetime prevalence, with the adoles-
cents only given the choice of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. Given the description
of the offences and the frequency distribution2, a differentiation was made
between mild and serious offences (assault versus aggravated assault, rob-
bery, and extortion), resulting in a three-part variable: Adolescents who
have never experienced criminal violent victimisation, adolescents who

2 Assault were experienced by 20.4 percent of adolescents; the other offences by 5.0
percent at most.
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have at most experienced mild violence, and adolescents who have (also)
experienced serious victimisation.3

Morality: In accordance with the cited definition of morality, it is nec-
essary to delineate between the cognitive, emotional and motivational
components. Three different measurement instruments are used. The cog-
nitive component is measured via the centrality of moral traits. To mea-
sure moral centrality, the ‘good-self assessment scale’ (Arnold 1993, Bar-
riga et al. 2001, Harter/Monsour 1992, Nunner-Winkler et al. 2006, Pratt
et al. 1999, Pratt et al. 2003) was used in a shortened and adapted version.
Pupils were asked to rate on a scale of ‘1 = not important at all’ to ‘4 =
extremely important’ the importance they place on possessing four moral
traits (fairness, honesty, willingness to help others, consideration of oth-
ers) and four personal traits (popularity, sense of humour, athleticism, in-
telligence). Table 12.1 shows factor loadings and item item-total correla-
tion for the items in question. The ‘sense of humour’ item shows a low
factor loading and item Item-total correlation and is thus excluded from
the analyses. The remaining items can be combined into two scales due to
the good scale reliability. The correlation between the two scales is ‑.01
(not significant). The deciding factor is that in the analyses, it is not the
scale values that are considered but the difference between the moral and
personal traits. This is necessary, because the moral traits prove popular
across the board and thus the difference between them and the personal
traits is the deciding factor. A positive difference indicates a higher level
of importance is placed on moral compared with personal traits. A nega-
tive difference points, by way of contrast, to personal traits being seen as
more important. The average of the difference variable ‘centrality of moral
traits’ is 0.84 (standard deviation: 0.77); overall, 12.5 percent of respon-
dents achieved a negative difference rating, while 83.5 percent achieved a
positive difference rating (at 4.0 percent, the difference in zero).

The emotional components of morality were identified via empathy us-
ing a reduced, four-item instrument based on Stadler et al. (2004; see Ta-
ble 12.2). Respondents were asked to rate their answers on a scale from ‘1
= does not apply’ to ‘4 = fully applies’. The mean values thus show that
most pupils are empathetic. The scale can be considered reliable. The
overall mean is 2.96 (standard deviation: 0.63).

3 A positive relationship exists between experience of parental violence and criminal
violent victimisation (Spearman’s Rho = .27, p < .001).
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Statistics for items measuring centrality of moral traits

 Mean Standard de-
viation Factor 1a Factor

2
Item-total
correlation

Cronbach’s
alpha

Moral
values

Fair 3.51 0.57 .68  .43

.68
Honest 3.72 0.50 .62  .37

Helpful 3.40 0.59 .75  .52

Considerate 3.33 0.61 .79  .55

Personal

Popular 2.52 0.82  .74 .43

.64b
Sense of humour 3.32 0.66  .34 .18

Athletic 2.68 0.94  .77 .48

Intelligent 2.73 0.80  .73 .42

a Factor loading in an explorative factor analysis (principal component analysis) with
varimax rotation (only loadings > .30 are shown)
b reliability without ‘sense of humour’

Statistics for items measuring empathy

Mean Standard
deviation

Item-total
correlation

Cronbach’s
alpha

I bothers me when I see someone being made fun of. 2.82 0.76 .66

.83
I find it very upsetting when I see someone cry. 2.94 0.82 .63

I feel sorry for pupils who are often teased. 3.09 0.78 .71

I often feel for those who are worse off than myself. 2.99 0.75 .61

     
The motivational component of morality is identified using a measure to
analyse ‘moral motivation’. This is based on Nunner-Winkler et al. (2006),
and attempts to illustrate motivation based on ‘hypothetical decisions on
how to act and potential emotions in moral conflicts’ (p. 66). In the use of
moral conflict, unlike in the case of moral dilemma, it is not two moral
values that stand in contradiction to one another, but a moral value and a
personal need. The construction of moral conflict follows three criteria:
Firstly, pupils need to be familiar with the structure of the described situa-
tions, and secondly, they need to be readily able understand the moral di-
mension. Thirdly, it should not be too difficult for them to make immoral
decisions. The following conflict (bike conflict) was presented using the
following wording: “Imagine you offered your bike for sale. You want to
sell it for 400 Euro. A pupil is interested. He bargains with you and you
agree on 320 Euro. Then he says: ‘Sorry, I don’t have the money on me;
I’ll quickly run home to get it. I’ll be back in half an hour.’ You say:

Table 12.1

Table 12.2
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‘Agreed, I’ll wait for you.’ Shortly after he is gone, another customer
shows up who is willing to pay the full price.” The pupils are then asked
to state what they would do in this situation, how they would justify their
actions, how they would feel at the time, and why they would feel that
way. The open answer format was chosen because what are known as
‘production measures’ rather than ‘recognition measures’ can reduce the
degree of socially desired answers (Elm/Weber 1994).

The open answers given by the pupils were coded and evaluated using
an evaluation strategy based on Nunner-Winkler et al. (2006) and Malti
and Buchmann (2010). Because, for the first time, moral conflict was used
not in a verbal interview but in a written questionnaire, a manipulation
check was applied to verify that the pupils had understood the conflict: 2.2
percent of them incorrectly marked the manipulation check and were ex-
cluded from subsequent analyses. The collected data were coded by two
trained students. The coding was done using an inductive categorisation
system. The system and its reliability were tested on 9.5 percent of the
cases prior to application. The interrater reliability (Cohen’s Kappa) was
over .70 for all categories, which is seen as a good consensus (Bortz/
Döring 2005, p. 277). For the ensuing analyses, a global rating was
formed from the decisions, justifications and emotions: On the one hand,
the ‘victimiser’ category, meaning those who sold the bike to the second
customer and felt good or bad in doing so, and who gave pragmatic rea-
sons for the decision; on the other, the ‘moralists’ who sold to the bike to
the first customer, had either positive or negative feelings about it, and
gave moral-based reasons for their decision. Some 47.0 percent of the
pupils belonged to the victimizer group, and 53.0 percent to the moralists.
In contrast to the measurement instruments presented thus far, the number
of missing values is very high (21.7 percent of all respondents). This can
be explained by the open answer format (with a higher number of uncod-
able entries) and the use of the manipulation check.

The three components of morality are not mutually exclusive, while the
correlations only lie in the middle range, thus confirming that different di-
mensions of morality are represented. The correlations (Pearson’s r) are .
29 (p <.001) between moral centrality and empathy, .20 (p <.001) between
moral centrality and moral motivation and .18 (p <.001) between empathy
and moral motivation.

Violent delinquency: In contrast to criminal victimisation, respondents
were asked whether they had committed four types of violent acts (assault,
aggravated assault, robbery, and extortion). Rather than lifetime preva-
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lence, the analysis looked at twelve-month prevalence. This shows the
proportion of adolescents who had committed at least one violent act in
the past twelve months. Twelve-month prevalence is used to bring out a
causal structure: Parental violence and victimisation in the form of violent
criminal offences in respondents’ lives to date had largely occurred prior
to the past twelve months. In the case of parental violence, this is ensured
by the wording of the question (‘before you were 12 years old’); with the
other three types of victimisation, it can be assumed because respondents’
average age at first victimisation involving the four offences is 11.3 years,
meaning long before their fifteenth birthday.

Findings

Table 12.3 contains descriptive statistics on the model variables used,
some of which have been mentioned in the preceding section. With the ex-
ception of experience of parental violence, significant gender differences
are evident, making it necessary to take account of the gender variables in
multivariate analyses. Boys have significantly more frequent experience of
violent criminal offences, both as victims and as perpetrators. Girls, by
contrast, show a significantly higher mean for the three dimensions of
morality. Overall, it was found that 40.2 percent of respondents experi-
enced violence during childhood, with one in four experiencing serious vi-
olence. 24.3 percent of respondents reported experience of violent crimi-
nal offences as victims (9.6 percent serious violence). Six percent of the
adolescents surveyed said they had committed a violent offence in the past
twelve months.4

The assumptions in Hypotheses 1, 1a and 1b were tested for the three
components by linear regression. The findings are shown in Table 12.4. To
verify whether experience of serious violence has a greater influence than
that of mild violence, adolescents with experience of mild violence form
the reference group; if Hypothesis 1a holds true, adolescents with no expe-
rience of violence should demonstrate significantly higher morality, while
those with experience of serious violence should show significantly lower
morality. In order to analyse whether the correlations are the same for both

12.3

4 The mean for this variable and for the moral motivation variable can be seen as a
percentage because the two variables are dichotomous and can be treated as inter-
val-scaled variables.
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genders, gender and the interaction variables between gender and experi-
ence of violence are also specified; these should have no significance if
Hypothesis 1b holds true.5

The models show that, when controlled for victimisation experience, fe-
male respondents show significantly higher morality than male respon-
dents, with the strongest effect in relation to empathy. Victimisation expe-
rience, almost across the board, has no influence on respondents’ level of
morality. Experience of criminal victimisation plays no role at all, while
experience of parental violence is at least seen to have a significant link
with moral motivation: Adolescents who were exposed to serious parental
violence display lower levels of moral motivation than those who experi-
ence mild or no parental violence. Of the twelve specified interaction ef-
fects, nine are not significant. The effect for the remaining three signifi-
cant effects is more or less negligible. Because the main effects are not
significant, the interaction effects should not be looked at in any detail.
There is evidence that the influence of the experience of violence on moral
motivation tends to be greater in female respondents than in male respon-
dents.6

5 To avoid multicollinearity when introducing interaction variables, all variables were
mean-centered before being multiplied (cf. Jaccard/Turrisi 2003).

Descriptive statistics of the survey variables by gender

 
N

%/mean (stan-
dard

deviation)

Boys
(%/mean)

Girls
(%/mean)

Cramer’s
V/t-value

Parental violence in
childhood

Never

2836

59.8 58.1 61.3

.034Mild 29.6 31.1 28.2

Serious 10.6 10.8 10.4

Victimisation via violent
criminal offences

Never

2857

75.7 68.3 82.8

.169***Mild 14.7 19.2 10.5

Serious 9.6 12.5 6.8

Moral centrality  2875 0.84 (0.77) 0.63 1.05 -15.278***

Empathy  2870 2.96 (0.63) 2.69 3.22 -24.456***

Moral motivation  2265 1.53 (0.50) 1.44 1.61 -8.004***

Violent delinquency  2791 0.06 (0.24) 0.10 0.03 7.894***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 12.3

12. How Violent Victimisation Affects Moral Cognitions, Emotions and Motivation

297



Influencing factors of morality (OLS regressions; coefficient:
Beta)

Model: Moral
centrality

Model:
Empathy

Model: Moral
motivation

Gender: Female (a) .27 *** .42 *** .15 ***

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference Reference

Parental violence: None (b) .03  -.01  .04  
Parental violence: Serious (c) -.03  .01  -.05 *

Criminal violent victimisation experience: Mild Reference Reference Reference

Criminal violent victimisation experience: Never (d) -.01  .01  .04  
Criminal violent victimisation experience: Serious (e) -.02  .02  .01  
Interaction a * b .01  .05 * .06 *

Interaction a * c .03  .03  -.01  
Interaction a * d .01  -.01  -.02  
Interaction a * e -.05 * .00  -.03  
Number of cases 2787  2784  2208  
R² .076  .177  .035  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Because victimisation experience is only marginally linked with the vari-
ous components of morality, there is no need to test Hypothesis 2a. The
findings of the test are nonetheless shown in Table 12.5. Binary logistic
regression analyses were conducted using violent delinquency (in the last
twelve months) as the dependent variable. The first model confirms a sig-
nificant relationship between experience of violent victimisation and vio-
lent delinquency: Adolescents with no experience of parental violence and
no experience of criminal violent victimisation are significantly less likely
to commit violent offences than those with experience of mild violence.
Additionally, at least when it comes to parental violence, there is evidence
that adolescents with experience of serious violence are significantly more

Table 12.4

6 This can be illustrated by the example of moral motivation and parental violence:
The means for boys are 1.45 (no parental violence), 1.45 (mild violence) and 1.39
(serious violence), with the differences not significant (F = 0.723, p > .05). For
girls, by contrast, there are significant differences between the three groups (means:
1.66, 1.56 and 1.47; F = 10.510, p < .001). Post-hoc testing (Scheffé test) shows
that the group with no experience of violence differs significantly from the other
two groups (p < .01).
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likely to commit violent offences than those with experience of mild vio-
lence. Additionally, fewer girls than boys commit violent offences.

The second model takes in the morality variables. Little change is seen
regarding the coefficients of the victimisation variables, meaning that no
mediation occurs. Given that the coefficients hardly change, a mediation
test was not performed. Of the morality variables, empathy and motivation
prove to be significant. Greater empathy and greater moral motivation re-
duce the risk of violent delinquency. Moral centrality has, by way of con-
trast, no influence on violent delinquency. It is interesting that with the in-
clusion of the morality variables, the influence of gender drops signifi-
cantly. That female adolescents commit fewer violent acts than male ado-
lescents is thus partly due to their higher morality.

Influencing factors of violent delinquency (binary logistic re-
gression; coefficient: Exp(B))

Model I Model II
Gender: Female 0.302 *** 0.497 **

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference
Parental violence: None 0.643 * 0.610 *

Parental violence: None 1.925 ** 1.898 *

Criminal violent victimisation: Mild Reference Reference
Criminal violent victimisation: Never 0.184 *** 0.188 ***

Criminal violent victimisation: Serious 0.884  0.871  
Moral centrality   1.059  
Empathy   0.467 ***

Moral motivation   0.525 **

Number of Cases 2154  2154  
Nagelkerkes R² .203  .249  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Supplementary analysis: Victimisation and other personality traits

The findings presented above were unable to confirm the central hypothe-
ses. In discussing these findings, it is possible to focus either on substan-
tive aspects or on distinguishing features of the specific dataset. As noted
when describing the sample, the area where the survey was conducted of-
fers more intact conditions for growing up compared with the national av-

Table 12.5
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erage. The sample may display too little variance in the experience of vio-
lent victimisation for any stable relationships to be identified – especially
when it comes to serious violence. Before non-confirmation of the hy-
potheses is put down to the sample, however, it would appear useful to see
if other personality factors that attract greater focus in criminological re-
search similarly lack any systematic relationship with victimisation expe-
rience. If not, then the hypotheses should be subjected to substantive dis-
cussion.

Statistics for items measuring risk-seeking and affinity to vio-
lence

Mean Standard
deviation

Item-total
correlation

Cronbach’s
alpha

I like to test my limits by doing something dangerous. 2.19 0.91 .75

.90
I find it exciting sometimes to do things that are potential-
ly dangerous. 2.19 0.95 .79

Excitement and adventure are more important than safety. 2.12 0.88 .75

It’s fun to take risks. 2.34 0.94 .80

Scale “risk-seeking” 2.21 (Boys: 2.44, Girls: 1.99, t = 15.222***)
The man is the head of the family. Women and children
have to do as he says. 1.83 0.85 .36

.74

If a woman betrays her husband, he’s allowed to hit her. 1.12 0.45 .34

A man should be ready and willing to use violence to de-
fend his wife and children. 2.69 1.02 .43

A man who isn’t willing to use violence when someone
insults him is a weakling. 1.56 0.84 .54

The man is the head of the family and is allowed to use
violence when necessary. 1.27 0.61 .41

Men should be allowed to own firearms in order to protect
their families and property. 1.60 0.89 .48

A real man is willing to hit out if someone speaks badly
about his family. 1.63 0.87 .59

A real man is strong and protects his family. 3.01 0.90 .35

Scale “affinity to violence” 1.84 (Boys: 2.00, Girls: 1.68, t = 18.766***)

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Two additional personality factors were investigated in the survey: Risk-
seeking as a dimension of low self-control, and affinity to violence. For
both personality traits, other studies report correlations with experience of
parental violence and violent delinquency (among others Baier at al. 2006,
p. 148 ff and p. 156 ff, Fuchs et al. 2005, p. 145 ff and 314 ff, Wetzels et al.
2001, p. 253 ff). Risk-seeking was documented using four items. These are
shown in Table 12.6 and are based on a proposal by Grasmick et al.

Table 12.6
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(1993). When investigating affinity to violence, an eight-item scale was
used which measures physical violence, to which men are far more prone
(see Enzmann et al. 2004). Both scales show adequate reliability. Male
adolescents achieve significantly higher mean scores on both scales.7

Analyzing victimisation experience as an influencing factor of both per-
sonality traits using OLS regressions produces the findings shown in Table
12.7. For affinity to violence, the coefficients fully match expectations:
Adolescents with no experience of parental violence and/or with no expe-
rience of criminal violent victimisation demonstrate significantly lower
affinity than those with experience of mild violence; school students with
experience of serious violence also tend to have a greater affinity to vio-
lence than those with experience of mild violence. When it comes to risk-
seeking, there is evidence that the dividing line runs between the group
without and the group with experience of violence, meaning that the de-
gree of violence is less relevant. Adolescents with no experience of vio-
lence demonstrate significantly lower risk-seeking than those with experi-
ence of mild or serious violence.

Influencing factors of affinity to violence and risk-seeking
(OLS regressions; coefficient: Beta).

Model: Affinity
to violence

Model: Risk-
seeking

Gender: Female -.31 *** -.25 ***

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference
Parental violence: None -.10 *** -.06 **

Parental violence: Serious .05 ** .02  
Criminal violent victimisation: Mild Reference Reference
Criminal violent victimisation: Never -.08 ** -.12 ***

Criminal violent victimisation: Serious .04 * .02  
Number of cases 2783  2777  
R² .147  .102  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 12.7

7 The correlations between the personality traits and the moral dimension are moder-
ate but all significant (p < .001). The correlation with affinity to violence is -.24 for
moral centrality, -.27 for empathy and -.22 for motivation. The correlations for risk-
seeking are -.22 (centrality), -.21 (empathy) and -.17 (motivation).
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The personality factors are significant influencing variables of violent
delinquency (Table 12.8). Adolescents who accept violence and are prone
to take risks show a significantly higher risk of violent delinquency. To a
certain extent, the personality factors also mediate the influence of victim-
isation experience. This is especially evident for the group of adolescents
with experience of serious parental violence. In Model I, these show a
significantly greater risk of violence than those with experience of mild vi-
olence; in Model II this significant effect disappears. Full mediation of the
influence of violent experience, however, does not occur. Experience of
violence can thus affect a person’s affinity to violence independent of the
associated changes in the personality structures.

Influencing factors of violent delinquency (binary logistic re-
gressions; coefficient: Exp(B))

Model I Model II
Gender: Female 0.295 *** 0.547 **

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference
Parental violence: None 0.552 ** 0.579 **

Parental violence: Serious 1.645 * 1.408  
Criminal violent victimisation: Mild Reference Reference
Criminal violent victimisation: Never 0.194 *** 0.225 ***

Criminal violent victimisation: Serious 0.639  0.817  
Affinity to violence   2.682 ***

Risk-seeking   1.805 ***

Number of cases 2697  2697  
Nagelkerkes R² .198  .272  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Discussion

Based on the results for affinity to violence and risk-seeking, the findings
relating to morality cannot be ascribed solely to specific characteristics of
the sample. In relation to established concepts in criminological research,
expectations regarding the influence of violent victimisation are con-
firmed. Neither the sample nor the operationalization used in relation to
morality should be criticised because established methods were applied
that demonstrate adequate reliability. The constructs can also be assumed

Table 12.8
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to have adequate validity from their moderate inter-correlation and from
their expected negative correlation with delinquent behaviour. In the fol-
lowing, therefore, the findings will be discussed substantively in relation
to the presented hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1 assumes that victims of violence have lower morality than
non-victims. This is not confirmed in a multidimensional analysis of
morality (cognitive, emotional and motivational). There is only one point
where serious parental violence is shown to have a significant effect on
moral motivation. In contrast, multiple significant correlations are evident
between victimisation and other personality traits. Socialisation conditions
relating to morality differ in some ways to socialisation conditions relating
to other personality traits. Negative experiences foster the development of
negative traits; they do not, however, prevent the development of positive
traits to the same degree. In terms of the social information processing
model (Crick/Dodge 1994), this means that the data base and in particular
adherence to/knowledge of social rules are not influenced by victimisa-
tion. A lack of negative experience is thus not sufficient to foster positive
personality traits. Resilience factors – which the findings on influencing
factors of violent delinquency show to include morality – are not fostered
by the absence of violent experience. The findings thus indicate that in or-
der to explain resilience factors, it is necessary to develop specific models
and to subject them to empirical study; it is not enough to merely investi-
gate the generic risk factors of delinquent behaviour and its predictors. Re-
silience factors are no doubt also to be found in children’s and adoles-
cents’ key socialisation areas of family, school and friends.

Because Hypothesis 1 was refused, Hypotheses 1a and 1b must also go
unconfirmed. The degree of violence experienced adds nothing to the ex-
planation of morality. Of more importance is whether or not an individual
has experienced violence; this also applies in respect of violent delinquen-
cy. Recurrence of violence was not analysed for. This is possibly more im-
portant than the degree of violence experienced. Given the low number of
adolescents with multiple experience of violence, however, such a hypo-
thesis cannot be tested at this point.

As victimisation has no significant influence on morality, there is no
need to investigate its influence by gender. This was still done, however,
although no major differences were found regarding the effect of victimi-
sation. There is, however, evidence of a somewhat stronger effect for girls.
This is also confirmed by the findings of another study on the influence of
parental violence on violent behaviour (Baier 2011). Experience of
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parental violence has a potentially greater impact for girls because girls
are generally more family orientated; they tend to seek more parental
closeness and trust than boys. Experience of violence could thus lead to
greater feelings of hurt, which is compensated by a range of different be-
haviours.

On the subject of gender, one finding was brought out for which no hy-
pothesis was specified. In the sample, as in many other studies, it was con-
firmed that boys demonstrate violent behaviour more frequently than girls.
A range of explanations can be put forward for this purpose (cf. Schei-
thauer 2003). The analyses show that morality is a central explanatory fac-
tor. Female respondents display greater empathy and greater moral moti-
vation, which in turn significantly influences violent behaviour. Against
this backdrop, studies that focus on the influencing factors of morality
must thus attempt to identify factors that significantly differ between boys
and girls.

Given the non-existent relationship between victimisation and morality,
it is not possible to confirm Hypothesis 2a – of morality having a mediat-
ing effect with regard to violent delinquency. Only moral centrality shows
no relationship with violent delinquency in the multivariate model. Moral
cognitions do not, therefore, prevent an individual from engaging in vio-
lence. It is possible that people for whom fairness, helping others and so
on is important, believe the use of violence is still appropriate and legiti-
mate in specific situations. For people with great empathy, this is almost
certainly not an option because the negative feelings experienced by a vic-
tim of violence lie at the centre of decisions to act. The in some respects
differing impacts of the dimensions of morality make it necessary to give
greater consideration to the relationship between cognitive, emotional and
motivational components of morality. Are, for example, the cognitive and
emotional dimensions predictors of the motivational dimension or are all
three dimensions of equal weighting? This question can only be answered
using longitudinal studies.

The findings also highlight a further research question. Up to now, it
has been assumed that one reason why victimisation affects violent delin-
quency is a change in personality. At least for affinity to violence and risk-
seeking, this can be confirmed to a marginal extent. Victims and non-vic-
tims still differ from one another significantly in their risk of violence,
when these factors are taken into account. This might of course be due to
other personality factors not included here in the analysis. It is possible
that the direct relationship can have other causes. More recent studies
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point, for example, to cerebral changes in individuals who have been sub-
jected to violence (cf. Teicher et al. 2012). This suggests a need for re-
search investigating the systematically different mediators for the relation-
ship between victimisation and violent delinquency, and also looking at
potentially recursive relationships.
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