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Being Scared by Being Aware: Effects of Campus 
Crime Alert Emails on People’s Fear of Crime 
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Past research has suggested that consuming crime-related media increases people’s fear of crime. The purpose of 
this study was to examine whether campus crime alert emails would make students more fearful of crime and 
more likely to perceive the threat of victimization. We asked participants to read either a crime alert email or a 
neutral campus newsletter, and then had them rate their fear of crime and perceived likelihood of victimization 
using our survey. Participants that read crime alert emails and those that read the newsletters did not differ 
significantly in their fear of crime and perceived likelihood of victimization. These results may indicate that 
campus crime alert emails do not affect people’s perception of danger. However, our failure to find significant 
results may be due to methodological problems, and further research is needed to examine the potential negative 
effects of campus crime alert emails. 
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Crime that occurs on and around university campuses 
has become an issue after the mass shootings happened at 
Virginia Tech in 2007 (Dameron, DeTardo-Bora, & Bora, 
2009). To increase people’s vigilance and awareness of crime 
and personal safety, security departments at educational 
institutions send out emails to alert their faculty members and 
students whenever a crime has occurred. However, while 
vigilance may be enhanced by these emails, it is also possible 
that these emails provoke the fear of crime, making people 
more anxious and worried about their safety. In this study, we 
try to examine whether or not the seemingly helpful crime alert 
emails make people feel insecure and afraid of victimization.  

The media can affect one’s perception of risk. Studies 
have found a positive relationship between the amount of 
exposure to negative messages  and  the perception  of potential 
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danger, defined as how likely people felt that they would be 
victimized (O’Keefe & Reid-Nash, 1987; Dowler, 2003). 
O’Keefe and Reid-Nash (1987) investigated the effects of media 
on social reality by conducting an experiment using participants 
randomly selected from three different locales. The frequency 
with which participants watched television news and crime 
reports and their orientation toward crime and prevention were 
measured. According to their findings, the level of attention to 
crime reports and television news had a significant positive 
relationship with the level of fear felt. Similarly, Dowler 
(2003) determined that there is a positive relationship between 
exposure to media containing crime messages and fear of 
crime.  

Addressing the issue of media influencing the 
perception of crime, many researchers have identified a 
positive relationship between exposure to information about 
acts of crime and level of fear (Chiricos, Eschholz, & Gertz, 
1997; Heath, 1984; Romer, Jamieson, & Aday, 2003). 
Chiricos et al. (1997) found a significant increase in fear of 
crime among those who viewed a higher amount of crime-
related news. They randomly selected adult participants and 
measured their fear of crime on a 10-point scale, after 
manipulating the amount of newspaper, magazine, TV, and 
radio news the participants consumed. They discovered that 
people tended to be more afraid of crime and victimization if 
they read more newspapers or watched more local news.  

Heath (1984) examined the types of crime reports 
contained in the newspapers that affected people’s fear of 
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crime. The results showed that fear of crime was associated 
with the location and frequency of crimes reported in 
newspapers. Heath concluded that people are more fearful of 
crime after reading newspapers reporting local and random 
crime.  

Romer et al. (2003) conducted a phone survey in 
which they asked for respondents’ danger evaluation in thirteen 
different risk environments. Then, the researchers had 
respondents rate their perception of risk of eight potential 
threats to society. Finally, respondents were asked about their 
frequency of consuming information from media and news 
sources. The results indicated that the perception of risk of 
crime tended to be higher among those who view television 
news and/or read newspapers reporting crime more frequently.  

Although there is a plethora of research regarding the 
potential negative impact of media, no existing study 
investigates the potential problems of campus crime alert 
emails. These emails may arouse anxiety and fear of crime in 
students’ minds, instead of making them more aware of crimes 
and their safety. Therefore, to investigate this potential 
negative influence, we decided to measure the impact these 
emails have on people’s risk perception and their attitudes 
toward crime. We conducted our experiment with a sample 
composed of college students. By manipulating the content of 
emails that our participants read, we measured the influence of 
these emails using a survey with items asking them to rate their 
level of fear of crime and perceived likelihood of victimization. 
We measured fear of crime by asking how afraid our 
participants would be of certain types of crime. We also 
measured the participants’ perceived likelihood that they would 
be victimized by crime. We hypothesized that people who read 
emails with messages about crimes occurring around campus 
would be more fearful of crime and perceive a higher 
likelihood of victimization compared to those who did not read 
the crime alert emails.  

 
METHOD 

 
Participants 
 We conducted our study with a convenience sample 
made up of 23 participants (8 male and 15 female) selected 
from our fellow classmates in an introductory research methods 
class and our friends. Their ages ranged from 19 to 45 years 
(M = 23.48, SD = 5.71). Of the 23 participants, 65.22% 
identified themselves as White, 30.43% as Asian, and 4.35% 
as other racial groups. The participants did not receive 
compensation. 

 
Materials 
 We printed out a crime alert email sent out by the 
security department at the University of Minnesota 
approximately a year before the study was conducted (see 
Appendix A), and an email sent out by the president of the 
University of Minnesota describing the President's Student 

Leadership and Service Awards (see Appendix B). The 
experimental group read the crime alert email and the control 
group read the Service Awards email. 

We measured participants’ fear of crime and perceived 
likelihood of victimization as our dependent variables. For each 
dependent variable, We presented descriptions of 12 types of 
crimes and asked participants to rate on a 10-point scale how 
afraid they were of being a victim of each crime and how likely 
it was that they would be a victim of each crime (where 1 = 
not afraid at all/not likely at all and 10 = very afraid/very 
likely). The Fear of Crime on Campus Safety Survey 
(Bedenbaugh, 2003) was used as the basis for our survey. In 
order to make the survey more concise and relevant to our 
study, we omitted items that were irrelevant to our hypothesis. 
For example, we deleted items asking about number of hours 
of classes taken and working time. In addition, to eliminate 
demand characteristics, we added items asking how the 
participants felt about the language and professional manner of 
the emails. Although the items we deleted may serve the same 
purpose, we used our own items due to time constrain and the 
length of the original survey, making the questionnaire more 
concise. The edited version of the survey was administered in a 
paper and pencil, untimed format (see Appendix C). 

 
Procedure 
 To select our participants, we asked classmates and 
friends if they would like to participate in our study by reading 
a short email and completing a survey. We presented an 
informed consent form prior to having them read the emails. 
After the participants read and understood the consent form, 
they were randomly assigned either a copy of the crime alert 
email or the Service Award explanation email. The survey was 
administered to participants upon completion of reading the 
emails. 
 After the participants completed the survey, we 
collected both the copies of emails and the surveys. The 
participants then received a debriefing text with the purpose of 
our study, what we were measuring, and our contact 
information.  

 
RESULTS 

 
Fear of crime and perceived likelihood of 

victimization were the two dependent variables we measured 
using a 10-point scale. We averaged the rating scores of the 12 
items for each dependent variable and compared the mean 
scores between the control group and the experimental group. 
A one-tailed independent group t-test was used to analyze our 
data.  

Analyses showed that those who read crime alert email 
(M = 4.81, SD = 1.92) and those who read campus newsletter 
email (M = 5.12, SD = 2.68) did not differ significantly in 
their fear of crime, t(22) = 0.328, p = 0.373. In addition, 
those who read the crime alert email (M = 3.56, SD = 1.34) 
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and those who read the campus newsletter email (M = 3.86, 
SD = 2.09) did not differ significantly on their perceived 
likelihood of victimization, t(22) = 0.424, p = 0.338.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
Based on the statistical test results, we failed to 

support our hypothesis that people who read emails with 
messages about crimes occurring around campus would be 
more fearful of crime and more worried about being victimized 
compared to those who do not read the crime alert emails. Our 
results did not agree with previous research findings that 
exposure to media reporting crime increases people’s fear of 
crime. According to the findings of Chiricos et al. (1997), 
Heath (1984), and Romer et al. (2003), the more people read 
about crime reported in the media, the more fearful they are 
about crime. However, in our study, there were no significant 
differences in the level of fear of crime between people who 
read crime alert emails and people who read neutral content 
emails.  

There are several possible explanations as to why we 
failed to find a positive relationship between consumption of 
crime related media and fear of crime. First, our manipulation 
of the independent variable could be too weak to detect the 
effect we wanted to examine. Only one email may not have 
been powerful enough to influence people’s perception of 
danger. Moreover, our study differs from the previous research 
in the content of the independent variable. Chiricos et al. 
(1997), Heath (1984), and Romer et al. (2003) used crime 
reports adapted from the public media, for example, TV news, 
newspapers, and magazines, whereas we used campus crime 
alert emails as the independent variable. It is possible that 
crime alert emails sent by the university security department 
are not as influential as the crime reports in the mass media.  

Secondly, the independent variable we chose may not 
have a strong enough effect on our dependent variable. As 
noted in an archival study done by Braungart, Braungart, and 
Hoyer (1980), fear of crime can also be affected by differences 
in gender, age, race, marital status, and health status. They 
found that level of fear of crime was higher among females, 
people living in smaller communities, elderly people who never 
married, and African-Americans. It is possible that compared 
to exposure to media reporting crimes, age, gender, race, and 
marital status had stronger effects on people’s fear of crime. 
Furthermore, Garofalo (1979) also illustrated that experience or 
history of victimization also increases people’s perceived 
danger and fear of crime. It could be possible that some of our 
participants assigned into the control group had experienced 
victimization before. Therefore, regardless of the effect of the 
emails, they tended to be more fearful than those who had 
never been victimized, resulting in the insignificant difference 
between the two groups. 

Thirdly, our survey might be problematic in 
measuring our dependent variables. In order to make the 
survey concise, we eliminated some items that we considered 
irrelevant to our study. However, these items may be actually 

useful in influencing the participants’ perception of fear of 
crime and likelihood of victimization. Eliminating these items 
may reduce the validity of our survey and thereby affect the 
significance of our results. For example, we did not ask in 
which areas were our participants living, and the location of the 
crime in our email may increase fear to those who live nearby. 

Finally, our sampling method also limited our 
development of the hypothesis and the generalizability of our 
results. We conducted our experiment only among our fellow 
classmates and friends, who were not representative enough of 
the general population. Our convenience sampling did not 
provide enough participants for us to discover a significant 
result, nor was it a random enough sample for the result to be 
generalizable.  

For future studies on this topic, a stronger 
manipulation of the independent variable should be undertaken. 
To accomplish this, more crime alert emails or a 
summarization of several emails, with statistics of types and 
frequency of crimes occurred, could be used. Additionally, 
variables such as experience of victimization and personality 
traits should be considered to be important in affecting the 
dependent variable. Items regarding these variables would be 
included in the survey. Moreover, more randomization should 
be applied to the sampling method to provide better 
generalizability, and more participants are needed to help 
increase the statistical significance and support the hypothesis. 

Although we did not successfully support our 
hypothesis, it is still important to study the effect of crime alert 
emails on people’s fear of crime. The purpose of those crime 
alert emails is to make people aware of their safety, but the 
negative side effect that they implant fear and anxiety in 
people’s minds can be influential. It is vital to know whether or 
not these emails increase people’s fear of crime and affect their 
daily lives; crime do occur around campus, so it is important to 
increase people’s awareness of their safety while not making 
them preoccupied and overwhelmed by the risk of 
victimization. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
On Wednesday, March 28 at approximately 7:15 p.m., a University of 

Minnesota student was the victim of an assault and robbery. The crime 
occurred on Church Street on the East Bank campus just north of Washington 
Avenue. 

The victim was walking north on Church Street when he observed four 
young males standing on the east side of Vincent Hall. As the victim walked 
past, one of the suspects knocked him to the ground and began punching him. 
The suspects took the victim’s cell phone, and the victim was slightly injured in 
the assault. 

The victim chased the suspects as they fled across the Northrop Mall and 
was assisted by a University of Minnesota Security Monitor. One of the 
suspects was caught by University Police and was arrested. The other three 
suspects were not caught. The three suspects are described as young black 
males wearing dark clothing. 

Anyone with information about this incident is asked to call the 
University of Minnesota Police Department at 612-624-COPS (2677). 
Reference case number UM-11-326673. 

The University of Minnesota Police Department asks that you remember 
the following: 
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• An analysis of robberies that have occurred in the area in 2011 show that in 
at least two of the incidents the victim was on a mobile phone when they 
were approached from behind by the suspects. Always be aware of your 
surroundings because when you are distracted you make an easier target. 

• When threatened with a weapon, it's best not to resist. Your personal safety 
is more important than a lost wallet or cell phone. 

• Walk in well lit areas and don't walk alone. If you can't find someone to 
walk with, call the Campus Escort service at 612-624-WALK for a free 
security escort. 

• Carry minimal amounts of valuables. 
• Keep written records of valuables, including model and serial numbers, in a 

safe place. 
• Call 911 immediately if you are the victim or witness to a crime. 
• Document information about the suspect for police (i.e., clothing 

descriptions, facial features, piercings or tattoos, speech, etc.). 
This Crime Alert is sent in compliance with the federal Clery Act which 

requires universities to alert the campus community of crimes that may pose an 
ongoing threat to students and employees. For updates on any developments in 
this case, please visit the Crime Alerts page on the UMPD website. 

For more on campus safety and security, and for a list of campus safety 
resources available to you, visit the University's Safety and Security Web site.  

This message was sent by the University Police Chief Greg Hestness to 
all Twin Cities students, faculty, and staff. 

 
APPENDIX B 

 

December 12, 2011 
To: All Students, Faculty, and Staff, University of Minnesota-Twin Cities 
Campus 

I am pleased to announce the call for nominations for the 2012 President's 
Student Leadership and Service Awards. These awards honor the 
accomplishments of outstanding students and their invaluable leadership and 
service contributions to the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities and the 
community. All staff, faculty, administrators, and students are encouraged to 
nominate current University of Minnesota - Twin Cities students for this 
prestigious award, presented annually to one-half of one percent of all 
University students. 

Undergraduate recipients of the President's Student Leadership and 
Service Award may also be considered for the Donald R. Zander Award for 
Outstanding Student Leadership (a $1,000 scholarship given to two recipients) 
and the University of Minnesota Alumni Association Student Leadership Award 
(a $500 scholarship given to eight recipients). Graduate and professional 
student recipients of the President's Student Leadership and Service Award 
may also be considered for the Mary A. McEvoy Award for Public 
Engagement and Leadership (a $1,000 scholarship given to one graduate 
student and one professional student). 

I look forward to presenting these awards at the annual President's 
Awards banquet on Monday, April 30, 2012. 

Please join me in celebrating the contributions of outstanding student 
leaders by nominating deserving students for the President's Student Leadership 
and Service Awards. The deadline for submitting nomination forms is Friday, 
January 27, 2012. 

For more information and online nomination forms, please visit the 
Student Unions and Activities at http://www.sua.umn.edu/involvement/awards/ 
or call Student Activities at 612-626-6919. 

Sincerely,  
Eric W. Kaler President 

 
APPENDIX C 

 

Please indicate your agreement with the following statements about the 
email you have just read by giving a ranking of 1 to 10, with 10 being the 
strongest answer. (Please circle) 
 

1. The email was easy to read.  
    1         2         3         4         5         6         7         8         9         10 
2. The email was easy to understand.   
    1         2         3         4         5         6         7         8         9         10 
3. The email was written in a professional manner.   
    1         2         3         4         5         6         7         8         9         10 
 

4. There was information in the email that is personally important to me.   
    1         2         3         4         5         6         7         8         9         10 
5. I am interested in learning more information about the content of the email.   
    1         2         3         4         5         6         7         8         9         10 

 
Please answer the following questions by giving a ranking of 1 to 10, with 
10 being the strongest answer. (Please circle) 
 
1. Please indicate on scale of 1 to 10 how afraid you are of being a victim of 
crime on campus during the day   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
 
2. Please indicate on scale of 1 to 10 how afraid you are of being a victim of 
crime on campus at night   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
 
3. Please indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 how afraid you are of being a victim of 
the following crimes on campus: (Please circle) 
  A. Being raped/sexually assaulted   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  B. Being beaten up   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  C. Having someone break into your dorm or apartment while you are there    
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  D. Having someone break into your dorm or apartment while you are gone     
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  E. Circle the number 4 below if you are paying attention   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  F. Having something taken from you by force/mugged   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  G. Having something stolen from you while in class   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  H. Having something stolen from you while in the library   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  I. Having your car stolen while on campus   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  J. Having your car vandalized while on campus   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  K. Being threatened with a knife, club or gun   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
  L. Being murdered   
     Not afraid at all     1    2    3    4    5    6    7     8    9    10     Very Afraid 
 
4. Please indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 how likely it is, in your opinion, that 
you will be a victim of the following crimes on campus: (Please circle) 
  A. Being raped/sexually assaulted   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  B. Being beaten up   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  C. Having someone break into your dorm or apartment while you are there    
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  D. Having someone break into your dorm or apartment while you are gone    
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  E. Having something taken from you by force/mugged   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  F. Having something stolen from you while in class   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  G. Having something stolen from you while in the library   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  H. Having your car stolen while on campus   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  I. Circle the word ‘Very’ below if you have read this   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  J. Having your car vandalized while on campus   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  K. Being threatened with a knife, club or gun   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 
  L. Being murdered   
     Not likely     1     2     3     4     5     6     7      8     9     10     Very likely 



 
 

EFFECTS OF CAMPUS CRIME EMAILS ON FEAR OF CRIME                                                                                              Li, Gibbons, and Powers                
 
 

 
 
VOLUME 7 – FALL 2012 - www.psych.umn.edu/sentience 
© 2012 Regents of the University of Minnesota                                                                                                                                                             30 

REFERENCES 
 
Bedenbaugh, C. (2003). Measuring fear of crime on campus: A study of an 

urban university (Master’s thesis). University of Louisiana at Lafayette. 
 
Braungart, M.M., Braungart, R.G., & Hoyer, W.J. (1980). Age, sex, and 

social factors in fear of crime. Sociological Focus, 13, 55-66. 
 
Chiricos, T., Eschholz, S., & Gertz, M. (1997). Crime, news and fear of 

crime: Toward an identification of audience effects. Social Problems, 44, 
342-357. 

 
Dameron, S.L., DeTardo-Bora, K.A., & Bora, D.J. (2009). An assessment of 

campus security and police information on college/university websites. 
Security Journal, 22, 251-268. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dowler, K. (2003). Media consumption and public attitudes toward crime and 
justice: The relationship between fear of crime, punitive attitudes, and 
perceived police effectiveness. Journal of Criminal Justice and Popular 
Culture, 10, 109-126. 

 

Garofalo, J. (1979). Victimization and the fear of crime. Journal of Research 
in Crime and Delinquency, 16, 80-97. 

 

Heath, L. (1984). Impact of newspaper crime reports on fear of crime: 
Multimethodological investigation. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 47, 263-276. 

 

O’Keefe, G.J., & Reid-Nash, K. (1987). Crime news and real-world blues: 
The effects of the media on social reality. Communication Research, 14, 
147-163. 

 

Romer, D., Jamieson, K.H., & Aday, S. (2003). Television news and the 
cultivation of fear of crime. Journal of Communication, 53, 88-104. 


