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Living near violence: How proximity to violence shapes perceptions of police 

effectiveness and confidence in police 

Abstract 

Living in close proximity to violent crime is associated with a number of negative outcomes 

including increased fear of crime and perceived risk of victimization. Living near violence 

may also undermine confidence in police. In this study we estimate fixed effects regression 

models to examine the association between spatial proximity to recent violence and 

perceptions of police while accounting for individual and neighborhood factors. Results 

indicate that living in close proximity to violence is associated with greater confidence in 

police and this relationship is mediated through perceived police effectiveness. We suggest 

people living closer to recent violent events are more likely to see police actively responding 

to crime and the coupling of seeing both the violence and police response results in people 

feeling more confident in police than those living further away from violence.   

KEYWORDS: police; violence; micro-environment 
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Living near violence: How proximity to violence shapes perceptions of police 

effectiveness and confidence in police 

1. Introduction 

Living in close proximity to violence is associated with a number of negative 

outcomes stemming from both objective and perceived risk of crime victimization. While 

violence has declined in most advanced countries in recent decades (Goldberger & 

Rosenfeld, 2008), public anxieties about crime and perceptions of violence have not abated 

(Brown, 2016; Valera & Guardia, 2014). Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that 

serious, violent events even if rare hold a high profile in an individual’s crime consciousness 

and significantly influence one’s public sense of safety (Decou & Lynch, 2017; Innes, 2004). 

Violent events in the community can increase residents’ fear of crime, perceived risk of 

victimization and lead to avoidance behaviors (Scarpa, 2001; Yuan & McNeeley, 2017). 

When residents do not feel safe in their community they are less likely to engage in social 

and physical activities (Foster, Giles-Corti & Knuiman, 2010) and are more likely to 

experience heightened feelings of anxiety (Foster, Hooper, Knuiman & Giles-Corti, 2016). 

Exposure to violence in the community can also lead residents to question formal and 

informal safety procedures. While the impact of exposure to violence, both direct and 

indirect, on fear of crime, perceptions of safety and community engagement is well 

established in the literature, less understood is the impact of exposure to community violence 

on perceptions of police and, specifically on confidence in the police.  

 Public confidence in police is important for encouraging cooperation and instilling 

legitimacy (Jackson et al., 2012; Tyler, 2004; Weisburd et al., 2011). Public confidence in 

police is highly dependent on perceptions of police effectiveness; when the public perceive 

police to be legitimate and effective they also report greater confidence (Weisburd et al., 

2011). A large body of research highlights key individual and neighborhood characteristics 
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that influence public confidence in police either directly or indirectly by informing 

perceptions of police effectiveness. At the individual level, age (Weitzer & Tuch, 2002); 

gender (Cheurprakobkit, 2000); race/ethnicity (Weitzer & Tuch, 1999); and socio-economic 

status (Murphy & Worrall, 1999) all influence confidence in police. Citizen contact with 

police, experiences of crime and victimization, feelings of safety and perceptions of 

neighborhood problems are also strongly linked to perceptions of police effectiveness and, in 

turn, confidence in police (Callanan & Rosenberger, 2011;  Rosenbaum, Schuck & Costello, 

2005; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002; 2005; Yuksel & Tepe, 2013). At the neighborhood level, 

confidence in police is lower in communities with high levels of disadvantage, diverse 

racial/ethnic compositions and higher levels of crime and disorder (Taylor, Wyant & 

Lockwood, 2015; Weitzer, 2000).  

Confidence in police is also shaped by a person’s exposure to crime and what they see 

police do within their local area. While studies have examined the association between crime 

at the neighborhood level and perceptions of police, the hot spots literature demonstrates that 

crime incidents vary even at the micro level (e.g., over a block or two blocks) (Weisburd et 

al., 2004). Thus, exposure to crime varies across individuals living in the same neighborhood.  

Research also suggests that while residents are well aware of crime problems within a very 

short distance (e.g., one block) from their residence (Skogan, 2009), they may be less familiar 

with crime events several streets away. Zhao and colleagues (2015) found that crime located 

within one block of a resident’s home had a greater influence on their fear of crime than 

incidents located further away (see also Lai, Zhao & Longmire, 2012). This suggests that 

proximity to crime is likely an important factor in understanding the processes that shape a 

person’s perceptions of police.  

In the current study we employ geocoded survey, census and crime data from 4,000 

residents living across 148 neighborhoods in Brisbane, Australia to consider how much of the 
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individual variation in confidence in police is attributable to a person’s geographic proximity 

to recent violent events after accounting for known correlates of perceptions of police 

including contact with police, perceived safety, recent victimization and perceptions of 

disorder. In this paper we go beyond previous research that has examined the correlation 

between neighborhood-level crime and perceptions of police to: 1) explore the link between 

physical proximity to recent violent events (exposure) and confidence in police and, 2) 

consider whether or not the link between proximity to recent violent events and confidence in 

police operates through influencing perceptions of police effectiveness (Taylor & Lawnton, 

2010).  

As studies demonstrate living in close proximity to violence is associated with greater 

fear of crime (Zhao et al, 2015) and residing in a high crime neighborhood is associated with 

poorer perceptions of police (Taylor, Wyant and Lockwood, 2015), we hypothesize that 

individuals living closer to recent violent events will report lower confidence in police. 

Further, we suggest that the relationship between proximity to violence and confidence in 

police will be mediated by perceptions of police effectiveness. We suggest that residents 

living nearer to recent violent events may perceive higher crime and disorder in their 

neighborhood, attribute this to ineffective policing (Bradford & Myhill, 2014; Cao et al., 

1998; Huebner et al., 2004) and, in turn, report lower confidence in police (Taylor & 

Lawnton, 2010).  

2. Background Literature 

Exposure to violence in the community has a number of negative effects for 

individuals. Exposure can occur either directly, through victimization or witnessing an event, 

or indirectly by hearing about an event from other residents or through media outlets. When 

exposure to violence is experienced through the media, some research suggests greater 

exposure is associated with heightened perceptions of crime prevalence and greater fear of 
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crime victimization (Chiricos et al, 1997; Romer, Jamieson & Aday, 2003). Similarly, 

residents living in or near neighborhoods with high levels of violence report greater fear of 

crime and perceived risk of victimization (Barton, Weil, Jackson & Hickey, 2016). That 

exposure to violence in the local community influences perceptions of crime and safety 

suggests that it may also effect perceptions of police effectiveness and confidence in police.  

A good deal of research has explored correlates of public perceptions of police and in 

particular confidence in police (Bradford & Myhill, 2014; Bridenball & Jesilow, 2008; Taylor 

et al., 2001; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002). Confidence in police can be considered a by-product of 

an individual’s perceptions of the current effectiveness and good intentions of the police 

combined with their assessment of the extent to which officers will be effective and well-

intentioned in the future (Bradford &Myhill, 2014 p4). As such, confidence in police is not 

related to an assessment of specific police actions but instead captures public perceptions of 

police more broadly (Bradford & Myhill, 2014).  

Two contrasting models of public perceptions of police are described in the literature: 

the ‘expressive model’ and the ‘instrumental model’ (Jackson & Sunshine, 2007). The 

expressive model suggests that the public perceive police as being responsible for crime 

management, social control and the maintenance of moral order in the community. As such, 

citizens evaluate police performance based on their satisfaction with the physical and social 

conditions of the local community. The instrumental model contends that the public 

recognizes that the core functions of police are preventing and managing crime to secure 

safety for the community. From this perspective, confidence in police is linked to how well 

police are doing their job and perceptions of police effectiveness are a reflection of a police 

department’s capacity to reduce crime and minimize crime risk (Bradford & Jackson, 2009; 

Bradford & Myhill, 2014; Jackson & Sunshine, 2007). Empirical evidence finds support for 

both perspectives (Bradford & Myhill, 2014; Jackson & Bradford, 2009).  
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When individuals have direct contact with police the expressive factors play a larger 

role in determining confidence in police (Jackson & Bradford, 2009). Citizens value quality 

treatment such as fairness, respect and being heard over instrumental factors such as making 

an arrest or ‘getting the job done’ (Bradford & Myhill, 2014). That police can positively 

influence public opinion through procedurally fair, face-to-face contacts with citizens is well 

established in the literature (Bradford, Jackson & Stanko, 2009; Mazerolle et al., 2013; 

Murphy, 2009).  Yet, in any given year, only a minority of citizens come into direct contact 

with police. Therefore, the majority of the public base their perceptions of police on indirect 

or vicarious experiences with police or on contextual factors (Bridenball & Jesilow, 2008).  

For many citizens who do not have direct contact with police, their perceptions reflect 

indirect experiences – hearing about the police from others or through the media (Callanan & 

Rosenberger, 2011; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002; 2005). There is a significant association between 

public perceptions of crime, attitudes towards the criminal justice system and reliance on the 

news media as a source of information (Callanan & Rosenberger, 2011; Dowler, 2010). 

Scholars have also highlighted the role of contextual factors, such as perceived neighborhood 

safety, in shaping public perceptions of police (Dai & Johnson, 2009; Zhao et al., 2014). 

Residents perceiving higher neighborhood crime and disorder see police as less effective and 

report lower confidence in police when compared to residents who perceive less 

neighborhood disorder (Dai & Johnson, 2009; Taylor & Lawnton, 2012). In a cross-sectional 

study of public attitudes towards police in the United Kingdom, Jackson and Bradford (2009) 

found that expressive value judgements about neighborhood disorder and social cohesion 

were more indicative of confidence in police than concerns about crime risk. These results 

held when the same expressive and instrumental factors were used to examine changes in 

confidence in police over time (Bradford & Myhill, 2014; Cao et al., 1998). The presence of 
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visible disorder may be perceived by residents to symbolize a police department’s inability to 

control neighborhood problems and more serious crime (Taylor, 2001).  

Perceptions of neighborhood crime and disorder are consistently identified as playing 

an integral role in public evaluations of police (Huebner et al., 2004). Some research also 

demonstrates a considerable correlation between actual neighborhood crime and confidence 

in police (Jang, Joo & Zhao, 2010; Sampson & Jeglum-Bartusch, 1998). Although other 

scholarship finds that after controlling for victimization and perceived neighborhood 

conditions, actual crime rates do not predict confidence in police (Bridenball & Jesilow, 

2008; Taylor & Lawnton, 2012; Sindall and colleagues, 2012).  

While these studies demonstrate important relationships between neighborhood-level 

crime and perceptions of police, findings are inconsistent. These inconsistences may relate to 

the use of census tracts and neighborhood clusters as the units of analysis. Using these larger 

units of analysis assumes that exposure to crime in the neighborhood is invariant across all 

residents. Yet, the uneven distribution of crime within neighborhoods is well established 

(Groff, Weisburd &Yang, 2010). Further, scholarship reports that neighborhood perceptions 

are greatly influenced by conditions around the home residence as this area is the most 

familiar, is where most exposure occurs and is where events are most likely to elicit territorial 

functioning (Milgram, 1977; Taylor, Gottfredson & Brower, 1984). Thus, exposure to 

violence within the residential neighborhood varies considerably at the individual level and 

perceptions of neighborhood crime and disorder may be biased to reflect conditions nearby 

an individual’s home and inside their awareness space.  

2.1 Individual awareness spaces 

Public perceptions of crime are not always an accurate reflection of neighborhood 

crime rates (Ackerman et al., 2001). Scholarship suggests that individuals’ perceptions of 

neighborhood crime and disorder are informed by events that occur near their home and do 
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not consider conditions across the neighborhood as a whole (Reid et al., 2014). Studies in 

behavioral geography suggest that a great deal of an individual’s daily activities occur within 

a discrete and well-defined activity space (Brantingham & Brantingham, 1981; Golledge & 

Stimson, 1997). An individual has an awareness of conditions inside their activity space 

because they frequent this area on a regular, often daily basis (Lynch, 1960). Residents 

formulate perceptions about neighborhood conditions from people and places they encounter 

within their activity space and from these experiences generate ideas about crime and 

disorder in the local area more broadly (McCord et al., 2007).  

While the activity spaces of individuals have been shown to vary in size, the spatial 

extent of the influence of crime events occurring within, or spatially proximate to, one’s 

activity space reflects a distance-decay function (Groff & Lockwood, 2014; Reid et al., 

2014). The likelihood of an individual having knowledge of a violent event occurring within 

their neighborhood, and the potential for exposure to police responding to that event, 

decreases as distance between their home and the event location increases. Zhao and 

colleagues (2015) found that crimes located within one block of a resident’s home had a 

greater influence on their fear of crime than events located further away (Lai, Zhao & 

Longmire, 2012; Zhao, Lawnton & Longmire, 2015). Other research demonstrates that the 

closer one lives to land uses associated with crime (e.g. bars) the more crime and disorder 

they perceive in the neighborhood (McCord et al., 2007). Drawing on these findings we 

might also expect that confidence in police is influenced by an individual’s spatial proximity 

to recent violent events in their neighborhood. Specifically, we argue that the closer one lives 

to a recent violent event the greater the likelihood that the event will be located inside their 

activity space and they will be aware of the crime.  

Where a resident is located within a neighborhood, in relation to violent events, may 

play a key role in determining how they perceive crime and disorder in the local area and 
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relatedly how they perceive police. Individuals living in closer proximity to recent violent 

events may report lower confidence in police if they attribute the presence of crime to police 

not doing enough to prevent crime in the local area (Taylor, 2001).  

Enhancing public confidence remains an important endeavor for police. The 

association between direct and indirect contact and perceptions of police is well established 

(Rosenbuam et al., 2005; Skogan, 2006) as is the link between crime victimization and 

confidence in police (Yuksel & Tepe, 2013). Yet, only a small proportion of the public come 

into contact with police in any given year. Those who do not have direct contact with police 

rely on vicarious experiences and environmental cues, seen to symbolize police effectiveness, 

to inform their ratings of confidence in the service. While studies have established a link 

between perceptions of disorder and confidence in police (Dai & Johnson, 2009; Taylor & 

Lawson, 2010), less understood is the influence of an individual’s micro- crime context on 

attitudes towards police. In the current study we examine how a person’s spatial proximity to 

recent violent crime can predict views of police effectiveness and, in turn, confidence in 

police, after controlling for neighborhood factors, self-reported victimization and contact with 

police.   

3. Methods 

3.1 The Australian Community Capacity Study (ACCS) 

This study draws on survey data from Wave 4 of the ACCS; a longitudinal study of 

urban communities in Brisbane City, Australia. Wave 4 of the ACCS was conducted in 2012.  

The sample comprises 4,132 participants residing in 148 randomly selected Brisbane 

suburbs1 (total suburbs in the BSD = 401). The sample comprises 2,473 longitudinal 

participants (those who participated in previous waves of the ACCS) and an additional top up 

sample of 1,659. The in-scope survey population comprised all people aged 18 years or over 

                                                 
1 In Australia, the term “suburb” is used to refer to a feature that in the U.S. would be referred to as a 
“neighborhood”. 
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who were usually resident in private dwellings with telephones in the selected communities. 

Trained interviewers used computer-assisted telephone interviewing to administer the survey. 

Participants were randomly selected and the consent and completion rate was 46.27 percent 

(for further information see https://accs.project.uq.edu.au/).  

3.3 Administrative data 

We spatially integrate the ACCS survey data with multiple data sources including the 

Digital Cadastral Database (DCDB), road network data and census data from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS). Summary statistics are reported in Table S1.  

3.4 Outcome variables 

Confidence in police: Confidence in police is captured using a global measure. Survey 

participants were asked to report on a five point likert scale how strongly they agreed with the 

following statement: “I have confidence in the police in my community”. We recognize that 

using a single item measure provides limited scope for gauging detailed subcomponents of 

people’s confidence in police. However, previous studies have demonstrated the reliability of 

similar measures and it is highly correlated with other measures of confidence in police (Cao, 

Stack & Sun, 1998; Jackson & Bradman, 2009; Jang, Joo & Zhao, 2010).  

3.5 Independent variables 

Perceptions of police effectiveness: Participants were asked to indicate on a five point 

scale whether the police in their community were doing a very good, good, average, poor or 

very poor job at (factor loadings in parentheses): preventing crime (0.86); keeping order 

(0.82) and; solving crime (0.79). Police effectiveness is a mean scale score computed from 

these three items (α= 0.88). 

Spatial proximity to a recent violent crime event: To calculate a person’s spatial 

proximity to the nearest, recent violent crime event we used the ArcGIS extension Network 

Analyst to generate a street network data set and employed the closest facility function to 
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calculate the distance in meters along the street network from each participant’s residential 

address to the nearest violent crime recorded in the 12 months prior to the ACCS survey. 

Offences classified as violent crimes include: homicide, other homicide, assault (excluding 

sexual) and robbery (armed and unarmed).  

Violent crime buffer: In addition to proximity, the density of crime nearby may also 

impact residents’ perceptions of police effectiveness and confidence in police. Using the 

Service Area tool in ArcGIS we generated 400, 800, and 1,200 meter buffers outward from 

each participant’s residential address, along the street network, to the threshold distance. As 

the overarching focus of the current study is to measure nearness, we use inverse distance 

weighted counts so that the crimes falling within the 400 meter buffer are given a higher 

score compared to crimes which fall in the 800 meter and 1,200 meter buffer zones. We 

calculate a combined total score for each respondent using the following formula:   

Buffer Score= (400m x 2) + (800m x 1.5) + (1200m x 1) 

Temporal recency: The temporal recency of each participant’s nearest violent crime 

event was computed as the number of days prior to the start of the Wave 4 ACCS survey that 

the event occurred. We categorized this variable into: less than 3 months; 3-6 months; 6-9 

months; 9-12 months and more than 12 months. 

Perceived safety: Perceived safety is a single item measuring how strongly 

participants agree with the statement: “I feel safe walking down the street after dark.”    

Self-reported contact with police: Contact with police is a dichotomous variable 

indicating whether the participant had personal contact with the police in the previous 12 

months.  

Self-reported recent victimization: Recent victimization is a dichotomous variable 

indicating that the participant, or a member of their household, experienced at least one of the 
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following forms of victimization in the previous 12 months: violence anywhere in their 

neighborhood; a home break-in; property damage.  

Perceived disorder: Perceived disorder is a mean scale score of seven items 

measuring the extent to which drugs; public drinking; loitering; people being harassed 

because of their race, skin colour or ethnicity; vandalism/graffiti; traffic problems and young 

people getting into trouble, are a problem in the participant’s local community (α=0.79).  

Socio-demographic characteristics: We include individual characteristics known to 

influence perceptions of police (Taylor et al., 2001; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002). These include: 

age; gender (reference = male); born overseas; speaks language other than English; 

indigenous status; marital status; homeownership (own or rent, reference=rent); approximate 

household income in Australian dollars (1= <$20,000, 2=$20,000 to $39,999, 3=$40,000 to 

$59,999, 4=$60,000 to $79,000, 5=$80,000 to $99,999, 6=$100,000 to $119,999, 7=$120,000 

to $149,999 8= >$150,000); time at current address (1 = <6 months, 2= 6-12 months, 3= 1-2 

years, 4= 2-5 years, 5 =5-10 years, 6 =11-20 years, 7= >20 years)2. 

3.6 Analytic Strategy 

To examine the impact of spatial proximity to violence on perceptions of police we 

conducted a series of regression models using fixed effects to control for the influence of 

neighborhood characteristics. We present three models here. Model 1 includes our three 

measures of an individual’s micro-crime context: proximity to nearest, recent violent crime; 

recent violent crime within a 1,200 meter buffer of the participant’s residential address and 

temporal recency of the nearest violent crime event along with our measures of perceived 

safety, perceived disorder, contact with police, self-reported recent victimization and socio-

demographic variables. Following the Baron and Kenny (1986) approach to test for 

mediation, Model 2 demonstrates the direct association between our proposed mediating 
                                                 
2 We treat approximate household income and time at current address as continuous variables. Evidence 
suggests this is appropriate when categorical variables contain five or more ordered categories (Rhuemtulla, 
Brosseau-Liard & Savalei, 2012). 
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variable, perceived police effectiveness, and confidence in police. In Model 3 we include all 

variables to consider the mediating role of perceived police effectiveness on the association 

between spatial proximity to violence and confidence in police. The significance of the 

mediation effects were determined using the Sobel test executed using the sgmediation 

command in Stata 14.0 (Sobel, 1982). The Sobel test is calculated as (MacKinnon and 

Dwyer, 1993):   

� = 	
��

�(�2 ∗ 
a2	 + 	�2 ∗ 
b2)
 

Where a is the direct effect between the independent variable and the mediator 

variable; b is the direct effect between the mediator variable and the dependent variable; sa is 

the standard error of a and sb is the standard error of b. The Sobel test is a two tailed z-test of 

the hypothesis that the mediated effect equals zero, thus ratios larger than 1.96 in absolute 

values are considered to be indicative of significant mediation.  

The correlations between the variables, though not presented here, were considered 

(see Table S2). The small magnitude of the correlations between the independent variables 

suggested that multicollinearity would not be problematic. Further, multicollinearity analysis 

indicated that all VIFs were below 2 and all tolerances above 0.61. We use multiple 

imputation to deal with the large amount of missing income data (n=778). This process 

resulted in a total sample of 4000 respondents.  

4. Results 

Model 1 in Table 1 estimates the relationship between spatial and temporal proximity 

to violent crime events and confidence in police. Results are reported as unstandardized 

coefficients. We find that residents’ spatial proximity to a recent violent crime significantly 

shapes confidence in police. For every 1 kilometer increase in the distance from a 

participant’s residential address to a recent violent crime event, confidence in police declines 

by 3 percent (B=-0.03, p<0.01). The amount of violence occurring within a participant’s 
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1,200 meter buffer was not associated with confidence in police. Further we did not find a 

significant effect of the temporal recency of the nearest violent crime event on reported 

confidence in police. The results indicate that perceived safety (B=0.10, p<0.001) and contact 

with police (B=0.05, p<0.05) were positively and significantly associated with confidence in 

police while perceived neighborhood disorder (B=-0.20, p<0.001) predicted lower confidence 

in the service. Older participants (B=0.01, p<0.001), females (B=0.13, p<0.001), married 

(B=0.07, p<0.05) and Australian born participants (B=-0.14, p<0.001) had greater confidence 

in police than younger participants, males, singles and overseas born participants 

respectively. Indigenous residents reported lower confidence in police (B=-0.34, p<0.01) than 

non-Indigenous residents. 

In Model 2 we examine the direct relationship between our proposed mediating 

variable, perceived police effectiveness, and confidence in police. The results demonstrate a 

strong, positive association between perceived police effectiveness and confidence in police 

(B=0.66, p<0.001). Older (B=0.01, p<0.001), married (B=0.06, p<0.05), non-Indigenous 

(B=-0.21, p<0.05) and Australian born participants (B=-0.07, p<0.01) had greater confidence 

in police than younger, single, Indigenous and overseas born participants respectively.  

Model 3 includes all variables and investigates the mediating role of perceived police 

effectiveness on the association between proximity to violent crime and confidence in police. 

The results of Model 3 indicate that the association between spatial proximity to violent 

crime events (B=-0.00, ns) and confidence in police is mediated by perceived police 

effectiveness (B=0.65, p<0.001). This is demonstrated by the significant reduction in the 

coefficient associated with proximity to violence with the addition of the police effectiveness 

variable. This suggests that when people are subjected to being in close proximity to 

violence, they are more likely to see police effectively responding to crime, and are therefore 

more confident in police. This hypothesis was supported by the Sobel test which indicates 
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that perceived police effectiveness partially mediates the relationship between spatial 

proximity to violence and confidence in police (z=2.53, p<0.05). Specifically, 88.8% of the 

simple linear association between spatial proximity to violence and confidence in police is 

mediated by perceived effectiveness. Model 3 also demonstrates a reduction in the strength of 

the association between perceived disorder (B=0.01, ns) and perceived safety (B=0.04, 

p<0.001) and confidence in police after the addition of perceived police effectiveness. The 

Sobel tests for mediation are significant and indicate that perceived police effectiveness 

partially mediates the relationships between perceived disorder (91.1% of the simple linear 

association) and confidence in police (z=-13.69, p<0.001) and perceived safety (74.2% of the 

simple linear association) and confidence in police (z=10.86, p<0.001)(see Table S3). Older 

participants (B=0.01, p<0.001), Australian born (B=-0.07, p<0.01) and non-Indigenous 

participants (B=-0.21, p<0.05) reported greater confidence in police than younger, overseas 

born and Indigenous participants respectively. 

5. Discussion and Conclusions 

Residents who feel less safe in their community also report lower levels of mental and 

physical wellbeing (Foster et al., 2016). Studies show that residents who report greater 

confidence in police express lower fear of crime and victimization (Jackson, Bradford, Hohl 

& Farrall, 2009). Thus, public confidence in police is important for both individual and 

community wellbeing (Tyler, 2004). In this study we examined the effect of living in close 

proximity to violence on confidence in police. We hypothesized that individuals living in 

closer proximity to recent violent events would report lower confidence in police because 

seeing violence in the community would indicate that the police were not effectively 

controlling crime. However, we found the opposite to be true; individuals living in closer 

proximity to recent violent events expressed greater confidence in police. This relationship 

was mediated by perceptions of police effectiveness. Thus, we suggest that living in close 
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proximity to violent events provides an opportunity for residents to see police effectively 

responding to the crime event and in turn, facilitates greater confidence in police.  

Policing scholarship has consistently documented the benefits of visible policing for 

enhancing confidence and legitimacy (Bradford, Jackson & Stanko, 2009; Sindall & Sturgis, 

2013; Skogan, 2009; Tyler, 2004). Using the British Crime Survey (BCS), Sindall and 

Sturgis (2013) examined individual and area level predictors of confidence in police. They 

found that area level crime was significantly and negatively associated with public 

confidence in police while police visibility was positively associated with confidence in the 

service. A number of studies have shown that greater police presence on the streets may 

increase perceptions of police effectiveness and confidence in police (Bradford, Jackson & 

Stanko, 2009; Skogan, 2009). For example, Skogan (2009) found that residents who had seen 

a police officer patrolling in their neighborhood in the previous week reported greater 

confidence in police. Similarly, Hawdon and colleagues (2003) reported that public 

perceptions of police effectiveness were positively associated with how frequently residents 

believed police patrolled their local neighborhood.  

Evaluations of policing strategies advocating greater police presence, including 

increased foot patrols and community policing more broadly, demonstrate the benefits of 

regular police presence for perceptions of crime and disorder, feelings of safety and 

perceptions of police (Ratcliffe et al., 2011; Sherman, 1997). Seeing police in the local 

community can reduce fear of crime because police are seen as a symbol of social control 

(Jackson, Bradford, Hohl & Farrall, 2009). Hawdon, Ryan and Griffin (2003) assessed the 

influence of community policing approaches, contact with police and police visibility on 

residents’ beliefs in the trustworthiness of police and found that police visibility significantly 

increased the likelihood of residents believing the police were trustworthy. The reassurance 
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policing model is also based on the perspective that police presence decreases fear of crime 

and enhances confidence in police (Sindall & Sturgis, 2013; Skogan, 2009).  

Despite scholarship noting the important influence of the micro-environment on 

feelings of safety and perceptions of neighborhood crime and disorder, there are no studies 

that consider the link between proximity to crime and confidence in police at the micro level. 

This study investigated the relationship between an individual’s micro-crime context and 

confidence in police with a specific focus on the mediating role of perceived police 

effectiveness. We did not find support for our proposed hypothesis; that residents living in 

closer proximity to recent crime events would perceive higher levels of crime and disorder in 

their neighborhood, attribute this to ineffective policing and report lower confidence in 

police. Instead, we found that residents living closer to a recent crime event reported greater 

confidence in police and this association was mediated by perceptions of police effectiveness.  

While our study did not have a direct measure of whether residents had seen police in 

their local area, we propose that police visibility is one explanation for our results. We 

suggest that when people are subjected to living in close proximity to violence, they are more 

likely to see police actively managing crime, and are therefore more confident in the police. 

Seeing police in the local area may signal to residents that police are effectively responding 

to crime (Bradford, Jackson & Stanko, 2009; Sindall & Sturgis, 2013; Skogan, 2009; Tyler, 

2004). Violent crime events may be particularly influential for informing perceptions of 

police because police responses to violent crime events are typically more immediate and 

visible than in the case of non-violent, low order offences where police responses may be 

largely unseen.  

While the current work extends previous research, the present study is not without 

limitations. For example, due to a very large sample size, some relationships, while 

statistically significant, were small in magnitude (e.g., between spatial proximity to violence 



ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT

18 
 

and perceived effectiveness of police). Thus, caution should be used when interpreting the 

results to avoid overstating the findings. We suggest that future research, including a measure 

of whether or not individuals have seen police responding to a recent crime event, is required 

to confirm our results and to empirically assess the explanations proposed here. Further, as 

the relationships examined may vary by location, future research testing the generalizability 

of these findings across different socio-demographic and cultural settings is advised. A more 

nuanced investigation taking into account the severity of the crime event would also enhance 

our understanding of the relationships demonstrated here.  

There is widespread agreement that a positive public image is necessary for the police 

to function effectively in the community. While one cannot diminish the important role of 

individual and contextual factors, an individual’s perceptions of police effectiveness reflects 

at least to some extent, an objective reality of their micro-level crime environment 

(Rosenbaum, Schuckm & Costello, 2005). Despite concerns regarding the potential for 

increased police presence to undermine public confidence (Braga & Weisburd, 2010; Kochel, 

2011; Rosenbaum, 2006), the results presented here are consistent with scholarship 

advocating the benefits of police visibility for reducing fear of crime and increasing public 

confidence in police (Bradford, Jackson & Stanko, 2009; Skogan, 2009; Sindall & Sturgis 

2013). Seeing police responding to crime may increase public confidence in police and in 

turn serve to negate anxieties about victimization and increase feeling of safety in the local 

area. By identifying determinants of perceptions of police that are crime and performance 

related, police can work to manage public perceptions through strategic, geographically-

focused, positive visibility in small localized areas where public cooperation is required 

and/or where fear of crime is high. 
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Table 1 Results of fixed effects regressions predicting confidence in police (n=4000) 

Model 1: Spatial proximity 
to violence 

Model 2: Police 
effectiveness 

 Model 3: Mediation  

          B† SE       B    SE  
 

      B    SE 
 

Age 0.005 0.001 ***  0.003 0.001 ***  0.004 0.001 *** 

Gender 0.131 0.025 ***  0.003 0.020   0.030 0.020  

Born overseas -0.141 0.029 ***  -0.066 0.023 **  -0.067 0.024 ** 

LOTE 0.006 0.052   -0.021 0.041   -0.021 0.042  

ATSI  -0.343 0.116 **  -0.210 0.093 *  -0.214 0.093 * 

Marital status 0.070 0.028 *  0.056 0.022 *  0.056 0.022  

Home ownership -0.014 0.041   0.036 0.033   0.031 0.033  

Income -0.007 0.007   -0.001 0.006   -0.002 0.006  

Time at address -0.023 0.011 *  -0.015 0.009   -0.014 0.009  

Perceived safety 0.099 0.013 ***      0.041 0.010 *** 

Contact with police 0.050 0.025 *      0.045 0.020 * 

Victimization -0.068 0.036 ^      0.003 0.029  

Perceived disorder -0.200 0.037 ***      0.006 0.030  

Violence 1200m buffer 0.001 0.001       -0.0001 0.001  

Temporal recency of violence  0.016 0.020       0.005 0.017  

Spatial proximity to violence (km) -0.031 0.015 *      -0.002 0.012  

 Police effectiveness     0.658 0.013 ***  0.649 0.014 *** 

            

Constant 3.738 0.151 ***  1.368 0.088 ***  1.174 0.134 *** 

 
           

sigma_u†† 0.19   0.12  
 0.12  

sigma_e 0.74   0.59  
 0.59  

rho 0.06   0.04  
 0.04  

F 13.46***   238.00***  
 141.15***  

  NOTES: ^ p<.10, * p<.05, ** p<.01, ***  p<0.001 

 
†
coefficients are unstandardized  

††
sigma_u is the sd of the residuals within neighborhoods; sigma_e is the overall error term; rho is the intraclass correlation 
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HIGHLIGHTS: 

• We examine the link between proximity to violence and perceptions of police. 
• Living closer to a recent violent event predicted higher confidence in police. 
• Perceived police effectiveness mediated the effect of proximity on confidence.  
• Seeing police effectively respond to nearby violence may increase confidence. 

 


