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Fear of crime occupies a substantial area of research and theorizing in criminology. Yet, it has not 
been examined within a longitudinal framework of political socialization. Using insights from 
generational modelling, we explore how political cohorts influence the fear of crime and percep-
tions of antisocial behaviour. This ‘age, period and cohort’ (APC) approach recognizes the distinct 
temporal processes of (1) individual ageing, (2) current contexts and (3) generational membership 
and is crucial to understanding the origins and shape of social change. We employ repeated cross-
sectional data from the British Crime Survey in an APC analysis to explore how worry about crime 
and perceptions of antisocial behaviour were impacted by the sociopolitical environment in which 
respondents spent their ‘formative years’. Our results underline the theoretical significance of politi-
cal socialization and the methodological consequence of longitudinal analyses when exploring 
public perceptions of crime. We find that political socialization can have a distinctive and endur-
ing impression on public perceptions of crime from childhood into middle age.

Keywords: age-period-cohort, political generations, fear of crime, antisocial behaviour

Introduction

For over 40 years, the fear of crime has been a stable of North American, British and 
European criminological research. Hundreds of publications have sought to illuminate 
the social and emotional risks associated with worry about crime (Ferraro 1995; Hale 
1996; Visser et al. 2013). Undoubtedly, this work has increased our understanding of 
the subject. However, despite the breadth and depth of these studies, they tend to treat 
respondents as if they grew up during periods of similar political and economic charac-
ter with comparable formative experiences. Herein we test whether the political period 
in which a cohort ‘came of age’1 exerted a meaningful effect on the way in which that 
same cohort perceived crime and antisocial behaviour over time. Hence, we explore 
if temporal forces do more than provide a ‘context’ in which to situate public anxiety 

1The terms ‘came of age’ and ‘formative years’ were developed by Mannheim (1928) and refer to a transitional period in 
which individuals are deeply sensitive to social events and form key opinions. This typically occurs between the age of 15 and 
25. Older members of society may experience these same events but they will interpret them through a different (earlier) set of 
formative experiences.
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about crime, questioning if political socialization is fundamental to the development 
of those emotional responses.

Age, period and cohort (APC) effects are powerful variables in the analysis of long-
term social change (Mannheim 1928; Ryder 1965; O’Brien 2015). Individual ageing, 
historical contexts and generational membership are simultaneously related to the pas-
sage of time but have separate effects. To be precise, APC methods identify the follow-
ing time dimensions:

(1) Age effects condense those developmental changes that take place over the life 
course (individual aging).

(2) Period effects occur due to cultural and economic changes that are unique to precise 
historical periods and induce similar changes in individuals of all ages.

(3) Cohort effects are the substance of social change and represent the effects of forma-
tive experiences (Ryder 1965). Cohort effects integrate the impact of early life con-
ditions and exposure to these historical and social factors can affect an individual 
throughout the life course (Mannheim 1928).

A key question therefore is how much change measured in a group is due to the aging 
process of the individual; how much is due to the historical period in which the data were 
collected and how much of it was about the generation in which the participant grew 
up. By disentangling these three dimensions of experience, we can identify trends and 
illuminate our analysis of behaviour over time. Although this model was first articu-
lated by Mannheim (1928), successive APC modelling has consolidated the idea that 
generations socialized in different periods can diverge markedly in their values and 
behaviours (Tilley 2002; Grasso 2014; Neundorf and Niemi 2014; Tilley and Evans 2014; 
Grasso et al. 2017).

Because emotional responses to crime and perceptions of antisocial behaviour have 
been demonstrated to express a range of objective and subjective sociopolitical and cul-
tural cues (Ferraro 1995; Harcourt 2001; Sampson and Raudenbush 2004; Farrall et al. 
2009; Innes 2014; Zhao et al. 2015), we test if modelling political generations might add 
some novel insights to this field. If people merge crime and antisocial behaviour with a 
general apprehension about the direction a society is perceived to be moving towards 
and the stability of their neighbourhood, it is conceivable that the political context in 
which they grew up, and the conditions and debates they were exposed to, may have 
a lasting influence on their perceptions of crime. For example, did growing up in the 
United States during the era of civil unrest in the 1960s provoke concerns about crime 
and lawlessness that remained with that generation into the 1970s and beyond? In the 
United Kingdom, did growing up during Margaret Thatcher’s political ascendancy—a 
period in which crime rates soared2 and a ‘law and order’ agenda intensified (Hay 1996; 
Garland 2001; Loader 2008)—differentiate this generation’s fear of crime from previous 
and subsequent generations? Did a harsh political emphasis on antisocial behaviour and 
penal populism in the late 20th century (Burney 2005) lead those who grew up under 
New Labour to view concerns about neighbourhood incivility differently from previous 
generations? How do generations who came of age in other political periods compare?

2Recorded property crime in England and Wales reveals a steady rate of growth for all domestic burglaries from 1960 to the 
mid-1980s, after which there was a sudden spike that lasted up until 1993 and a decrease thereafter (Office of National Statistics 
2012).
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We believe unravelling APC effects may have the potential to improve theorizing on 
the fear of crime. For example, research suggests that age is related to risk perception 
and fear of crime (Pain 1991; Tulloch 2000), but in the absence of a complete analysis 
including period and cohort effects, we cannot be sure that the observed differences are 
related to individual aging, rather than other temporal processes. Similarly, research-
ers have found that perceptions of neighbourhood incivility vary with age (Kruger et al. 
2007). However, this may also vary across historical periods and cohorts. In this article, 
we explore the heterogeneity in life-course patterns, time trends and birth cohorts in 
assessments of crime fears and perceptions of antisocial behaviour. We ask, what are 
the net APC effects on perceptions of crime and antisocial behaviour? Do relationships 
among the variables of interest remain static as broader political and economic condi-
tions change? To what extent do age patterns and time trends previously found in the 
research actually reflect birth cohort differences once the full APC models are utilized? 
This study aimed to address some of these questions by using time-series data from the 
British Crime Survey (BCS) spanning 30 years in England and Wales (Jennings et al. 
2015). To test for the existence of generational or cohort effects, we integrate APC mod-
elling using the method presented by Grasso (2014). The result is an empirical model 
that accounts for nuanced time effects but is also theoretically driven to acknowledge 
the meaning and significance of public perceptions about crime in a political temporal 
framework (Pierson 2004).

Next, we consider the relevant literatures on political generations, fear of crime 
and the particular role that antisocial behaviour has filled in the United Kingdom. 
We reflect on the methodological issues and challenges of generational modelling—
including the matter of ‘identification’ in APC models.

Incorporating a political generational lens

The APC analyses herein are premised on the theory of ‘political generations’ (Tilley 
2002). Political generations signify the importance of political events and experiences 
that occur during the impressionable ‘formative years’ and differentiate cohorts from 
each other (Mannheim 1928). The concept is borne out of Mannheim’s theory of gen-
erations, which encourages us to examine groups of people who share an age location 
in history. Notably, when we employ the term ‘political generation’ we are not referring 
merely to the political allegiance of those holding power at the time, but to the wider 
dimensions of that political era, including those which shape its social and economic 
policies and its civil characteristics.

Discussing the concept of generations, Mannheim argued that ‘youth experiencing 
the same concrete historical problems may be said to be part of the same actual genera-
tion’ (1928: 232). These ‘historical problems’ are understood to bare exclusive influ-
ences on the population throughout the life-course (Mannheim 1928; Ryder 1965). 
The subsequent cohort or generational effects have been expressed by Markus as the 
‘enduring inter-cohort distinctions that are attributable to the common “imprinting” of 
cohort members…. generational effects are often presumed to be the result of cohort 
members having shared similar socialising experiences, especially during late adoles-
cence and early adulthood’ (1983: 718). In a similar vein, life-course criminology has 
highlighted the links between macro-level social history and social structures, and the 
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developing lives of individuals and communities (Sampson and Laub 1993; Ferraro and 
Shippee 2009).

Contemporary APC approaches also draw heavily on Ryder’s (1965) seminal article 
on the significance of the ‘cohort’ as a mechanism of social change. Ryder stressed 
that cohort changes and replacements were central to the transformation of society, 
describing a cohort as ‘an aggregate of individuals’ who had ‘a distinctive composi-
tion and character reflecting the circumstances of its unique origination and history’ 
(1965:845). A number of studies have supported this idea and confirmed that political 
contexts can produce generations with distinct value-sets and patterns of behaviour 
(Tilley 2002; Frost 2010; Bartels and Jackman 2014; Grasso 2014; Neundorf and Niemi 
2014; Smets and Neundorf 2014; Tilley and Evans 2014; Grasso 2016).

The method employed here also allows for members of a given political genera-
tion to be divided by social and individual cleavages such as gender and education. 
Nevertheless, generational theorists believe a cohort will share certain values because 
their formative years were spent in the same temporal/spatial locations. Mannheim 
(1928) likened generations to social classes arising from distinct positions in the eco-
nomic sphere. Cohort and generational theories thus imply non-linear shifts in public 
opinion. This framework assumes that a singular political generation might express 
attitudes and beliefs that are different from the generations coming of age before or after 
them (Grasso 2014; 2016). Accordingly, the prominent shift towards New Right politics 
in the United States, Britain, Australia and other countries (Stiglitz 2002; Steadman-
Jones 2012; Farrall and Hay 2014), which developed during the Reagan (1981–88) and 
Thatcher and Major Governments (1979–97) may influence an individual’s perception 
and relationship to crime. This then is the first study (we are aware of) to conduct an 
APC analysis on perceptions of crime and antisocial behaviour. Our approach allows us 
to examine how attitudes operate over an extended historical period and consider the 
following questions: what are the net APC effects on fear of crime and concerns about 
antisocial behaviour? Do the findings for crime fears remain robust when one takes 
into account all three types of APC effects?

The magnification of fear of crime and perceptions of antisocial behaviour

The body of work on the fear of crime is vast and international and straddles a num-
ber of social science disciplines (Hale 1996). It became a highly topical and policy-
relevant area of research during the 1960s in the United States and grew in influence 
elsewhere from 1970s to 1980s. Data revealed that fear of crime was a substantial social 
problem (Skogan and Maxfield 1981; Warr 1990; Hale 1996) and suggested that rela-
tively large proportions of citizens in the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia 
and Europe reported being worried about crime (Hough 1995; Hale 1996; Kury and 
Theodore 1998).3 Crime fears have also been linked to various negative outcomes such 
as the erosion of peoples’ quality of life, the restrictions on movement, the adoption 
of costly precautions and the encouragement of ‘flight’ from deprived areas. Crime 
fears are said to absorb and reflect racial tensions and, ultimately, harm social trust, 

3Fear of crime in England and Wales, as measured by the BCS, began to fall in the mid-1990s after a peak in 1994 after which 
it reduced consistently before stabilizing around 2005.
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inter-group relations and the capacity of communities to exercise social control (Skogan 
and Maxfield 1981; Warr 1990; Ferraro 1995; Hale 1996; Sampson and Raudenbush 
2004). Notably, the fear of crime continues to be both a barometer of the operation of 
the criminal justice system and a central topic in contemporary criminological studies 
and theorizing.

In a comparable fashion, debates around antisocial behaviour and disorder have 
reached across various academic fields, although, most conspicuously in relation to 
criminology (Goffman 1971; Wilson and Kelling 1982; Warr 1990; Harcourt 2001; 
Innes 2014).4 One of the first systematic investigations into how urban disorder influ-
enced citizen’s perceptions of crime and the environment emanated from the Chicago 
School (Shaw and McKay 1942). This team reported that urban neighbourhoods with 
high levels of poverty often experienced breakdown in their social structures and insti-
tutions. Their work has been extensively developed and characteristics such as the local 
environment, population turnover and heterogeneity are also said to influence percep-
tions of crime and disorder through the mediating influence of social bonds and trust 
(Bursik and Grasmick 1993; Sampson et al. 1997; Rose and Clear 1998).

The literature discussed earlier illuminates how both crime and antisocial behaviour 
have a ‘long reach’ beyond the impact of an individual incident, to profound outcomes 
for one’s neighbourhood and wider society. The research also indicates that these con-
cerns play a unique role in our social and political arrangements. For example, in their 
seminal work Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law, Hall et al. (1978) examined 
what they identified as a ‘moral panic’ over young black male robbers in the period 
1972–73 in the Great Britain. A central part of their thesis was that robbery or more col-
loquially ‘mugging’ had become a vivid metaphor for a breakdown of order, of declining 
stability and living standards in post-War British society. Emotive discourses by politi-
cians, policy makers and journalists were said to have helped shape the tone of debates 
on ‘mugging’ and simultaneously redirected public insecurities onto a marginalized 
and disaffected black youth population. For similar studies in the United States see 
Gilmore (2007) and Hagan (2010). Other scholars have noted that since the late 1970s, 
crime and disorder became a prominent feature of the political landscape (Garland 
2001; Loader 2008). Hay (1996) explored specifically how the Thatcher governments 
recast the industrial relations and economic crisis of the late 1970s as a wider crisis of law 
and order. Garland (2001) remarked how the urban riots of the early 1980s in London, 
Liverpool, Birmingham and Leeds transformed crime into a major political issue, and 
linked it to questions of race, class and education. Images of excluded and disaffected 
young males of the inner-city became resonant as the perception grew of them ‘as a 
newly dangerous, alien class’ (Garland 2001: 154). Later in the 1990s, as crime rates 
peaked, policymakers became increasingly sensitive to matters relating to crime and 
criminal justice. In Britain, Home Secretary Michael Howard and the Labour Shadow 
Home Secretary Tony Blair (later, Labour Party Leader) both sought to accentuate the 

4We recognize the unique political and cultural relevance of the term ‘antisocial behaviour’ as it applies in the United 
Kingdom. In the 1990s, the New Labour government asserted that antisocial behaviour should be a major policy priority 
(Burney 2005). Antisocial behaviour referred not only to low-level criminal offences, but also to civil matters such as ‘noisy 
neighbours’ and ‘intimidation’ by groups of young people. Consequently, the Antisocial Behaviour Act 2003 gave the police 
powers to disperse groups of two or more individuals where their presence or behaviour had resulted, or was likely to result, in 
a member of the public being alarmed or distressed (Crawford 2009).
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punitive nature of their criminal justice policies to reflect perceived popular concern. 
Even after crime started to fall in the mid-1990s in England and Wales, the New Labour 
government who came into power in 1997, insisted that ‘antisocial behaviour’ consti-
tuted one of the most important problems facing British society and made it a major 
policy priority (Burney 2005, Jennings et al. 2018). Lord Williams stated that ‘Antisocial 
behaviour is a menace on our streets; it is a threat to our communities’ (Hansard 1998). 
A raft of new criminal and civil interventions were heavily promoted by government, 
such as the Antisocial Behaviour Order (ASBO), dispersal powers and parenting orders 
(Crawford 2009).5 Notably, Beckett and Western (2000) have identified the inspira-
tion New Labour took from ‘third-way’ domestic security strategies in America during 
the 1990s. Tony Blair sought to replicate Bill Clinton’s ‘tough’ criminal justice policies 
and reclaim debates around crime and antisocial behaviour (Driver and Martell 2002). 
What is clear is that in England and Wales—as in the United States and other Western 
countries—from the late 1980s crime moved centre stage as ‘a central organising prin-
ciple of political authority and social relations’ (Loader 2008: 399).

The significance of crime was not only mounting in terms of its reputation and symbol-
ism at the end of the 20th century. Crime rates were also accelerating consistently through-
out the West. Official data on property crime in England and Wales reveal a steady rate of 
growth for all domestic burglaries from 1960 (150,622 recorded offences) up to the mid-
1980s, after which there was a sudden spike that lasted up until 1993 (1,369,584 recorded 
crimes) and a decrease thereafter (Office of National Statistics 2012). Meanwhile self-
report data (the BCS) found the residential burglary rate per household more than dou-
bled between 1981 and 1993 (from 41 to 86 per 1,000 households), then decreased by 
one-third up to 1999 (Farrington and Jolliffe 2004). ‘All crime’ followed a similar pattern, 
and while measuring long-term crime trends is beset with technical pitfalls (UK Statistics 
Authority 2014), most commentators agree that crime increased dramatically around the 
1980s, peaking between 1992 and 1995 and declined thereafter (Newburn 2007).

Notably, recognizing the importance of crime rates in understanding public senti-
ments about crime and antisocial behaviour, researchers in America and the United 
Kingdom have identified feedback processes in democratic politics—between crime 
rates, public opinion and public policy that account for the growth of penal populism 
(Enns 2016; Jennings et al. 2016). These scholars have demonstrated that the public 
unmistakably recognize and respond in a ‘thermostatic’ fashion to rising (and falling) 
levels of crime, and that in turn public support for being ‘tough on crime’ is translated 
into patterns of imprisonment (Jennings et al. 2016). Similarly, research has demon-
strated that public sentiments about crime are responsive to the intersection of both 
objective and subjective factors (Baumer et al. 2003; Frost 2010).

Integrating APC Effects

It is perhaps unsurprising that APC work has not become more popular, because 
it demands longitudinal data spanning many years. Moreover, the fundamental 

5Given the political and media emphasis on antisocial behaviour in the late 1990s (Burney 2005), it is perhaps unsurprising 
that public concern about neighbourhood incivilities did not show a reduction during the early part of the 2000s. BCS data from 
1984 to 2012/13 demonstrate that concern about ‘noisy neighbours’, ‘vandalism’ and ‘teenagers hanging around’ fluctuated 
considerably in the 1980s before stabilizing in the 1990s and has remained fairly constant up to 2012/13.
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disentangling of APC effects on social and attitudinal change means that researchers 
must devise strategies to deal with the inherent ‘identification problem’ (Neundorf and 
Niemi 2014). The ‘identification problem’ occurs because the three effects cannot be 
estimated simultaneously due to the linear dependency among the APC variables. If two 
of the values are known (i.e. a respondent’s age and year of interview), the third value in 
the relationship (the birth cohort) is automatically known. To deal with this methodo-
logical obstacle and allow for the parallel estimation of all three effects, we must apply 
theoretical and analytic approaches that allow us to ‘interrupt’ this association.

 Year of Birth Year of interview Age        = –

Thus, to test whether one’s political socialization has a unique role over and above 
other temporal effects, it is necessary to apply constraints to the APC statistical model. 
We do this via a three-step method following the technique employed in Grasso (2014) 
and tested further in Grasso (2016) and Grasso et al. (2017). First, we categorize the age 
groups6 and generational cohorts (see Table 1), while the measure for ‘period’ (year of 
interview) remains a continuous variable. We then run multivariate logistic regression 
analyses, which allows us to model social and individual characteristics alongside the 
political generations. Second, we apply generalized additive models (GAMs) to plot the 
identified, smoothed cohort effect and test for intergenerational differences. GAMs are 
useful as they mitigate the loss of information caused by categorization (Grasso 2014; 
Jiang and Carriere 2014) (for alternatives see Yang and Land 2013). Because our study 
concentrates on data from a single political area (England and Wales), we do not need 
to apply hierarchical generalized additive mixed models. Third, to test for cohort dif-
ferences, we also apply post-estimation Wald tests.

Various smoothing techniques can be employed with the GAMs; in this instance, 
smoothing splines using a generalized cross-validation method are used to plot the 
non-parametric smoothed curve for the effect of year of birth. The value of the GAM 
approach is that it provides a visual comparison to the APC results. Moreover, Beck 
and Jackman have argued that because ‘GAMs strike a sensible balance between the 
flexibility of nonparametric techniques and the ease of interpretation and familiarity 
of linear regression’ (1998: 596), they should be utilized more widely in the social sci-
ences. In sum, while the APC models categorize generations, the GAMs estimate the 
cohort effect as a smoothly changing function of year of birth. Thus, if the results from 
the two types of modelling match up to each other, we can have greater confidence 
that the effects are correctly estimated and not simply the result of potentially arbitrary 
constraints applied in models (Yang and Land 2013; Bell and Jones 2014).

Categorizing generations

For the purposes of this study, we have assigned individuals to a political genera-
tion based on the period in which they spent the majority of their formative years 
(age 15–25) and have conceived political generations based on key shifts in political 

6We tested a range of different age groupings including a three-level and four-level categorization. Because there were no 
statistical differences in the results between these two categorizations, we opted for the more parsimonious three-level version.
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direction from 1930 to 2010 (see Table  1). Specifically, we distinguish between the 
‘pre’- and ‘post-consensus’ generation, given the end of World War Two marked a 
transformation in social and political arrangements in the United Kingdom with the 
wide extension and consolidation of the welfare state (Addison 1994; Paterson 2008). 
As Butler and Kavanagh (1997) note, the popular vote was quite evenly split between 
the two major parties (Labour and the Conservatives) in this era, emphasizing what 
is known as the ‘political consensus’. From the mid-1960s, this political consensus 
began to decay (Paterson 2008), hence our third generation ‘the Wilson/Callaghan 
generation’. At this time, alternative political parties began to gain support, such as 
the Liberals and nationalist parties in Scotland and Wales, as the Labour party lost 
credibility following a rise in Trade Union militancy (López 2014). There was also a 
palpable change in attitudes towards the welfare state and a growing dissatisfaction 
with Keynesian economics. Such was the loss of credibility in the socio-economic and 
political arrangements that 18 consecutive years of conservative rule followed. The 
Conservative government from 1979 to 1997 (our fourth generation, the Thatcher/
Major generation) embarked on a project to ‘roll back’ the state and give citizens 
greater choice, as well as greater responsibility to organize their schooling, medical 
care and accommodation, while reducing benefits for the poor and vulnerable in soci-
ety (Paterson 2008). The government also promoted a service-based industry in place 
of manufacturing, which prompted a steep rise in unemployment and income inequal-
ity (Hay 1996). Moreover, these Conservative administrations marked a key change in 
how crime and criminal justice were framed politically, with a greater emphasis on 
‘law and order’ (Hay 1996; Farrall et al. 2009). Notably, in her final election broadcast 
on the eve of the 1979 election, Margaret Thatcher referred to the importance for 
citizens of ‘feeling safe in the streets’ (Riddell 1985: 193). Two decades of New Right 
dominance eventually led to the rise of ‘New Labour’ who won a convincing majority 
in 1997. The leader, Tony Blair, presided over a newly reformed party that endorsed 
market economics and was influenced by Antony Giddens’ (1998) ‘third way’, which 
sought to synthesize capitalism and socialism. Although New Labour was perceived, 
in some respects, as a continuation of Thatcherism, the governing party introduced 
the minimum wage, reduced inequality and child poverty, as well as devolving power 
to regional governments in Scotland and Wales (Paterson 2008). The period of New 
Labour is our final political generation.

Table 1  Political generations

Pre- 
consensus 
generation

Post-war 
consensus 
generation

Wilson/Callaghan 

generationa,b

Thatcher/Major 
generation

New Labour 

generationc

Formative 
period

1930–44 
(14 years)

1945–64 
(18 years)

1965–78  
(13 years)

1979–96 
(18 years)

1997–2010 
(13 years)

Years of birth 1910–24 1925–44 1945–58 1959–76 1977–90
Total N (%) 32,934 (7%) 118,261 (26%) 104,176 (24%) 140,569 (32%) 48,878 (11%)

aThis period includes the Conservative Heath Government of 1970–74.
bThis period begins in 1965 given the general election took place, untypically in the autumn of 1964.
cThis period includes Blair and Brown in government.
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We have formulated these generations in terms of both which political party was 
occupying the seat of administrative power and the broader political ideology and cul-
ture of the time. Of course, during the total period we are investigating (1930–2010), 
there were other important social and cultural shifts. The most pertinent of which, in 
relation to this study, is the nature of long-term crime rates (see Figure 1). Although 
sociologists and criminologists have long been wary of the inferences that can be drawn 
from officially recorded crime rates (UK Statistics Authority 2014), there is no doubt 
that crime rose dramatically over the lengthy period being examined herein (Newburn 
2007). The context of rising crime will have impacted the public’s perceptions of crime 
and disorder (Farrall et al. 2009), and to that end, we have included a measure of offi-
cially recorded crime taken at the time of interview, in combination with experience 
of victimization within the last 12 months in the model (see Table 2). Nonetheless, we 
hypothesize that individuals’ attitudes will not only be shaped by the statistical rise in 
crime, but also by the (1) types of crime that ebbed and flowed and (2) the manner in 
which crime was framed politically (Ferraro 1995; Hay 1996; Garland 2001; Sampson 
and Raudenbush 2004; Loader and Sparks 2016).7 As such, the steep rise in property 
crime during the Thatcher era, coupled as it was with popular debates around ‘law and 
order’ (Farrall et al. 2009), might heighten the sensitivity of this generation to express 
more anxiety around burglary than generations who came before or after. Meanwhile, 
those who spent their formative years under New Labour might be influenced by the 
heavy political emphasis on antisocial behaviour that became a conspicuous criminal 
justice policy directive. To support our understanding, we explored the nature of UK 
parliamentary debates from 1910 to 2005 using Hansard. This data collate the Official 
Report of debates in Parliament and describe the number of occasions a keyword or 
phrase was used. We tracked the number of occasions Parliament discussed six key 
offences that are part of our analytic model (see Figure  2).8 Specifically, it suggests 

that from 1920 to the mid-1990s, there was little discussion of the notion of ‘antiso-
cial behaviour’. This is in keeping with our expectations since it emerged during the 

Data source: Office of National Statistics, 2012. 
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Fig. 1 Total police recorded crime rate per 1,000 head: England and Wales 1950–2012. Data 
source: Office of National Statistics 2012

7See also the Conclusion for further discussion on an analysis of cohorts based on crime rates.
8The controversial ‘ASBO’ was borne of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998. Before this, incidences of intimidation, criminal 

damage or vandalism were processed separately through criminal law (Crawford 2009).

POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION, WORRY ABOUT CRIME AND ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

443

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjc/article/59/2/435/5067283 by U

.S. D
epartm

ent of Justice user on 16 August 2022



latter period of Major’s (1990–97) premiership as New Labour sought to strengthen 
its reputation on criminal justice by emphasizing (and later legislating against) ‘anti-
social behaviour’. However, parliamentary debates in relation to ‘vandalism’ began to 
grow from the 1950s before decreasing in the 1980s. With regards to ‘mugging’ and 
‘burglary’, the data indicate a slightly different pattern—one that began to rise simul-
taneously in the 1960s and 1970s, before peaking in the 1980s for ‘mugging’, and in 
the 1990s for ‘burglary’. Again, this is to be expected, given the aforementioned ‘moral 
panic’ around mugging in the late 1970s and the sharp rise in domestic burglary in the 
1990s (Morgan 2014). Finally, government deliberations on ‘car theft’ were less com-
mon than all other crime types; references to it did not increase until later in the time 
period, peaking in the 1990s before quickly decreasing.

Once a categorization of cohorts is devised, it is crucial to establish how individu-
als are assigned to a generation. Because we are interested in political socialization, 
year of birth was used to allocate individuals to the five different political generations 
based on the historical phase in which they have spent the majority of their formative 
years (Table 1) (Grasso 2014). Given that we are examining the formation of attitudes 
in relation to the dominant political landscape, we expect that political socialization 
will occur during the mid-teens to the mid-20s (Grasso 2014). The assumption here is 
also that each political period was sufficiently different as to warrant the distinction.9 
This means we define ‘Thatcher’s Children’ as those born between 1959 and 1976 and 
coming of age in the protracted period of Conservative rule between 1979 and 1997. 
Likewise, we define the New Labour generation as those born during 1977 and 1990 
whose formative years occurred during the administration led by Tony Blair and later 
Gordon Brown between 1997 and 2010.

9The key period of socialization will largely depend on the mechanism implied in theory (Bartels and Jackman 2014). Given 
that we are interested in the influence of political socialization on attitudes towards crime and antisocial behaviour, we follow 
Grasso’s (2014) method.

Table 2  Independent variables

Independent variables included Format

Total number of (self-reported) victimizations in previous year Numeric
Recorded crime rate per 1,000 head of the population for England and Walesa Numeric
Year of interview Numeric
Sex Binary
Age groups (16–34; 35–59; 60+) 3 categories
Political generations (see Table 1) 5 categories
Ethnicity (white; black; Indian/Pakistani; mixed/other) 4 categories
Marital status (married or cohabiting; single; widow; divorced; separated) 4 categories
Education status (higher education; A/AS levels/B Tech; O levels/CSE/GCSE; 
other/no qualifications)

4 categories

Employment status (employed full-time; employed part-time; unemployed; retired/
education/homemaker/other)

4 categories

Income status (low 25%; mid 25–75%; top 25%) 3 categories
Tenure (owner/mortgage; renters; other) 3 categories
Inner-city resident Binary

aThese data are adjusted for the 1998/99 rule change (Home Office 2012; 2014).
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Data

The data we use come from a merged dataset of the BCS for the period between 1982 
and 2010 (Jennings et al. 2015). The BCS is a repeated cross-sectional survey in which 
respondents are only ever interviewed once, but in which attitudinal and other ques-
tions are repeated over time.10 The collation of this material resulted in a dataset of over 
440,000 individual respondents. It thus provides rich individual-level data on attitudes 
about crime as well as necessary control variables (age, gender, victimization) over a suf-
ficiently long time to conduct an APC analysis. To provide a measure of official crime 
rates at the time of interview, we have also included one variable from the annual num-
ber of crimes for England and Wales (Home Office 2012; 2014).

The political generations (Table  1) form one of 13 independent variables tested, 
alongside a range of individual and socio-demographic markers and measures of 
recent victimization in the respective recorded crime rate at the time of data collection 
(Table 2). Notably, BCS data do not provide a consistent geographic marker (to protect 
the anonymity of participants); however, we have employed an indicator for ‘inner-city’ 
that is based on a population weight derived from ward-level information.11 Table 3 lists 
the dependent variables; these questions follow standard wording on fear of crime and 
perceptions of disorder in the United Kingdom appearing in national and local govern-
ment and police surveys. The questions include a range of fears relating to property and 
violent crime as well as concerns about popular manifestations of antisocial behaviour 
(Burney 2005) that are available on a longitudinal basis in the BCS (some measures of 

*The last time-period is limited to January 2000 to March 2005, when the data ceases.  
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Fig. 2 Number of debates in which keywords were discussed in Parliament (Hansard) per decade 
1920–2005. The last time-period is limited to January 2000 to March 2005, when the data cease.

10First conducted in 1982, the BCS moved to an annual collection from 2001. As well as collecting information on victimi-
zation and fear of crime, it includes attitudinal data and demographic information. The survey sampling is structured to be 
representative of two groups, namely residential households in England and Wales, and adults (aged 16 years and over) living 
in those households. The survey does not collect information from those living in alternative accommodation. The BCS sample 
size has increased from 11,000 in 1982 to over 47,000 in 2005/06. There have also been further methodological changes, e.g. 
adjustments for non-response to improve the quality of the survey (Jansson 2007).

11Wards are the key building blocks of UK administrative geography. Across England and Wales, wards have a mean popula-
tion size of 6,600 (Office of National Statistics 2013).
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‘worry’ in the survey only appear for a limited period).12 The scaled measures of fear of 
crime and antisocial behaviour were recoded into dichotomous variables.13

Results

The first section of the analysis presents the APC models on six separate dependent var-
iables. The controls were generally significant and behaved as expected. The first cat-
egory (the pre-consensus generation) was the reference category in all cases (Table 2).

Worry about burglary, robbery/mugging and car theft

The results presented in Table 4 confirm findings previously established in the fear of 
crime literature (Hale 1996). Recent victimization (12 months preceding the interview) is 
positively associated with worry about burglary, mugging/robbery and car theft. Similarly, 
as we might have expected, official recorded crime rates are associated with increased 
worry about all three crimes examined, although the odds ratios are small and not as 
powerful as recent victimization. Holding other variables constant, women reported 
higher levels of worry than men, particularly in relation to worry about mugging/robbery. 
Notably, people from black or minority ethnic backgrounds (compared to white people) 

12One measure of antisocial behaviour refers to whether ‘teenagers hanging around’ was perceived as problematic. Scholars 
have noted that from the late 20th century young people in the United Kingdom were unduly associated with crime and antiso-
cial activities (Burney 2005; Crawford 2009). A United Nations report on the Rights of the Child stated that the human rights 
of young people in the United Kingdom were threatened by a ‘general climate of intolerance and negative public attitudes’ 
towards young people exemplified by antisocial behaviour prevention that degraded the youth population (2008: 6).

13Following previous studies (i.e. Farrall et al. 2009; Jackson and Gray 2010; Pantazis 2000), we classify respondents who said 
they were ‘not very worried’ about various crimes as unworried for the purposes of our dichotomous modelling strategy (see 
Table 3). Similarly, those who said that local environmental matters were ‘not a big problem’ were recoded as not concerned 
about the form of ASB in question. Such responses acknowledge minimal or insignificant experience of worry or concern. We 
therefore believe they can be meaningfully compared to instances where explicit worry about crime and/or problematic antisocial 
behaviour is reported.

Table 3  Dependent variables

Question set 1: Fear of Crime. ‘Could 
you tell me how worried you are 
about...?’

Original response categories Recode for analysis

1) Being mugged/robbed (1982–2010) 1) very worried 2) fairly worried 
3) not very worried 4) not at all 
worried

1/2 = 1 worried
2) Being burgled (1982–2010) 3/4 = 0 not worried
3) Having your car stolen (1984–2010)

Question set 2: Anti-social behaviour. 
‘How common a problem in this area 
are...?’

Original response categories Recode for analysis

4) Vandalism or deliberate damage to 
property? (1982–2010)

1) very big problem 2) fairly big 
problem  
3) not a very big problem 4) not a 
problem

1/2 = 1 a problem

5) Groups of teenagers hanging around? 
(1982–2010)

3/4 = 0 not a problem

6) Noisy neighbours (1984–2010)
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also reported higher levels of fear about these three offences. Prominently, respondents 
from the Asian community expressed over 2.6 times more anxiety about mugging/rob-
bery than their white counterparts. People who were married or cohabiting (compared 
to single/divorced/separated people); those with the lowest standard of education (com-
pared to those in higher education); those on the lowest 25 per cent incomes (compared 
to those in the middle 50 per cent and top 25 per cent of incomes) and those living 
in an inner-city all identified higher levels of worry about these three separate offences. 
Respondents who identified as unemployed were more likely to state that they had wor-
ried about burglary and mugging/robbery than those who were employed. Meanwhile, 
worry about car theft increased for those who were in full-time work. Noticeably the age of 
the respondent was significant for car theft; the youngest age category (16–34) reported 
higher levels of worry about this property-related offence compared to the older groups. 
Age was not significant for mugging/robbery. Meanwhile participants in rented accom-
modation expressed lower levels of worry about burglary (compared to people with mort-
gages/homeowners), but higher anxieties about mugging/robbery and car theft. These 
results chime with earlier studies (Hale 1996) and describe a wide spectrum of individual, 
social and economic drivers to the fear of crime.

In addition to the expected variables related to crime fears, the results herein also 
reveal a complex political-generational story. The additional period and cohort effects 
in our model add new statistically significant considerations. The year of interview was 
significant for worry about burglary, mugging/robbery and car theft, although the odds 
ratios were modest. There were also significant coefficients in the model related to 
the political generation respondents were assigned to. The pre-consensus generation 
reported the least amount of worry about burglary, mugging/robbery and car theft 
compared to all other political generations. This in itself is noteworthy because this 
generation was the eldest when surveyed, suggesting that the fear of crime–age nexus 
is only part of the story. Compared to the reference category, the Wilson/Callaghan 
and Thatcher/Major generations expressed the highest level of worry about domestic 
burglary—which is salient, given the fact the Thatcher generation ‘came of age’ during 
the dramatic rise in property crime during the 1980s and the attendant focus on ‘law 
and order’ by politicians. The Wilson/Callaghan generation expressed the highest lev-
els of worry about mugging/robbery. Interestingly, this political generation spent their 
formative years during a time in which there was considerable public attention to and 
anxiety about a ‘crime wave’ of ‘mugging’. More specifically, this narrative was wrapped 
up with ethnic tensions and the considered threat young black men posed on the streets 
(Hall et  al. 1978). Examining car theft, we found that the New Labour and Wilson/
Callaghan generation reported the highest levels of worry about theft of a car, although 
this offence peaked in frequency in the mid-1990s.14

Perceptions of antisocial behaviour

As one might expect from the literature, the results presented in Table 5 regarding 
public perceptions of antisocial behaviour tell a similar story to the results earlier in 
relation to worry about crime. Females (compared to males) and people from Asian 

14Unauthorized theft of a motor vehicle peaked in 1993 with 592,660 (Office of National Statistics 2012).

POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION, WORRY ABOUT CRIME AND ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

447

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjc/article/59/2/435/5067283 by U

.S. D
epartm

ent of Justice user on 16 August 2022



backgrounds (compared to white) were more likely to perceive ‘teenagers hanging 
around’, ‘noisy neighbours’ and ‘vandalism’ in the local area as a fairly or very big ‘com-
mon problem’. Those with the lowest education (compared to those with the highest 

Table 4  Worry about burglary, mugging/robbery and theft of a car, APC logistic regression model

Worry about 
burglary

Worry about 
mugging/robbery

Worry about theft 
of a car

Odds ratios
Sex (female = 0, male = 1) 0.810*** 0.466*** 0.841***
Age category 16–34 (Ref) – – –
Age category 34–59 0.993 0.999 0.957*
Age category 60+ 0.938* 1.035 0.919**
White (Ref) – – –
Black 1.455*** 1.540*** 1.435***
Asian 1.894*** 2.631*** 1.670***
Mixed/other 1.317*** 1.619*** 1.202***
Married/cohabiting (Ref) – – –
Single 0.802*** 0.936*** 0.962*
Widow 0.771*** 0.829*** 0.816***
Divorced/separated 0.786*** 0.879*** 0.883***
Employed fulltime (Ref) – – –
Employed part-time 0.971* 1.017 0.898***
Unemployed 1.106*** 1.192*** 1.002
Education/retired/homemakers/other 0.979 1.015 0.838***
Higher level education (Ref) – – –
A/AS levels/B-tech 1.232*** 1.353*** 1.307***
O-levels/CSE/GCSE 1.346*** 1.504*** 1.366***
Other/none 1.486*** 1.798*** 1.475***
Income—bottom 25% (Ref) – – –
Income—mid 25–75% 0.884*** 0.897*** 0.919***
Income—top 25% 0.773*** 0.735*** 0.744***
Total victimization in previous year 1.184*** 1.119*** 1.209***
Total recorded crime rate per 1,000 
population at year of interview

1.005*** 1.007*** 1.012***

Inner-city (0 = inner-city resident,
1 = non-inner-city)

0.745*** 0.650*** 0.713***

Year of interview 0.963*** 0.976*** 0.965***
Mortgage/owners (Ref) – – –
Rent 0.970** 1.154*** 1.134***
Other/none 0.815*** 1.057* 1.003
Pre-consensus generation (Ref) – – –
Post-consensus generation 1.431*** 1.252*** 1.397***
Wilson/Callaghan generation 1.598*** 1.304*** 1.545***
Thatcher/Major generation 1.583*** 1.141*** 1.412***
New Labour generation 1.482*** 1.265*** 1.566***

Statistics – – –
 Constant 70,529 41,961 69,626
 n 341,665 340,575 263,274a

 Log likelihood 453,202 417,451 342,355
 Pseudo R2 0.075 0.117 0.090

aThe sample size is smaller here as the question is only fielded to people who have regular access to a car.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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qualifications), those with the lowest incomes (compared to the top 25 per cent), those 
who were unemployed (compared to people in full-time employment), those who were 
married (compared to all other categories), those living in rented accommodation 
(compared to those who owned their homes) and those who resided in an inner-city 
all reported higher levels of concern about ‘antisocial’ behaviours, namely noisy neigh-
bours, visible groups of teenagers ‘hanging around’ and vandalism. As before, these 
results reaffirm much of the literature on antisocial behaviour and disorder discussed 
previously.

Notably, respondents who had been a victim of crime during the 12 months preceding 
the interview were more likely to report anxiety about all three measures of neighbour-
hood ‘problems’. However, national crime rates followed a different pattern to personal 
experience of crime; not only were the odds ratios more modest, but crime rates were 
positively associated with ‘vandalism’, negatively associated with ‘noisy neighbours’ and 
not significant for ‘teenagers hanging around’. This highlights how immediate and prox-
imate experience measures of crime (i.e. victimisation) are more sensitive to perceptions 
of local disorder than aggregate crime rates (Farrall et al. 2009).

Turning to the impact of APC effects, the youngest age group (age 16–34) reported 
significantly higher levels of concern about ASB than all of their older counterparts. 
Year of interview was significant for perception of teenagers and vandalism, although 
the coefficients on these variables were small. As demonstrated with the fear of crime 
earlier, however, membership of a political generation was the strongest predictor in 
these multivariate models. The New Labour generation reported the highest levels of 
concern about these three forms of antisocial behaviour, followed by the Thatcher/
Major generation. Those who grew up in the era of New Labour reported that ‘teen-
agers hanging around’ the local area, ‘noisy neighbours’ and vandalism posed a fairly 
or very big problem in the neighbourhood, compared to the reference category. 
This suggests the public discourse around antisocial behaviour that emerged towards 
the end of Major’s time in office and which became fully developed during the New 
Labour administrations (Burney 2005) had biggest impact on the youngest political 
generation in this study. Not only did this generation consider visible groups of teen-
agers—of whom they were not much older—as ‘problematic’, they were also more 
likely to associate noisy neighbours and vandalism as a problem. In short, the polit-
ical generation who came of age during an era where criminal justice was intensely 
focused on ‘antisocial behaviour’ later exhibited the lowest tolerance for low-level 
public order offences.

Given the large sample size and the constraints of the APC model, it is imperative 
to test the results robustly (Yang and Land 2013; Bell and Jones 2014). To do this, 
we employed a three-step method to verify the estimates, involving regression ana-
lysis, Wald tests and GAMs (Grasso 2014). The Wald tests allow us to formally test 
whether certain political generations express stronger emotional reactions to crime 
and antisocial behaviour than others did. Although the APC logistic regression mod-
els presented in Tables 4 and 5 allow us to assess whether differences between each 
cohort included in the model and the reference category are significant, Wald tests 
allow us to test for coefficient differences between the cohorts included in the model. 
The results for the Wald tests are presented in Table 6 and confirm the overwhelming 
influence of political generations when considering worry about crime and percep-
tions of antisocial behaviour.
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Table 5  Perceptions of problematic behaviour in local area: APC logistic regression model

Common local 
problem: ‘noisy 
neighbours’

Common local 
problem: ‘teenagers 
hanging around’

Common 
local problem: 
‘vandalism 
and deliberate 
damage’

Odds ratios
Sex (female = 0, male = 1) 0.874*** 0.926*** 0.972***
Age category 16–34 (Ref) – – –
Age category 34–59 0.956* 0.971* 1.055***
Age category 60+ 0.787*** 0.834*** 0.957***
White (Ref) – – –
Black 1.050 0.988 0.937*
Asian 1.237*** 1.318*** 1.065*
Mixed/other 1.185*** 1.096*** 0.963
Married/cohabiting (Ref) – – –
Single 0.977 0.921*** 1.001
Widow 0.725*** 0.863*** 0.799***
Divorced/ separated 0.988 0.953*** 0.942***
Employed fulltime (Ref) – – –
Employed part-time 0.908*** 0.954*** 1.068***
Unemployed 1.162*** 1.072*** 1.150***
Education/retired/homemaker/other 0.906*** 0.870*** 0.999
Higher level education (Ref) – – –
A/AS levels/B-tech 1.055* 1.214*** 1.181***
O-levels/CSE/GCSE 1.057*** 1.235*** 1.240***
Other/none 1.121*** 1.277*** 1.240***
Income—bottom 25% (Ref) – – –
Income—mid 25–75% 0.877*** 0.870*** 0.910***
Income—top 25% 0.599*** 0.648*** 0.672***
Total victimization in previous year 1.159*** 1.262*** 1.362***
Total recorded crime rate per 1,000 
population at year of interview

0.993*** 1.000 1.016***

Inner-city (0 = inner-city resident,
1 = non-inner-city)

0.662*** 0.697*** 0.580***

Year of interview 0.998 0.988*** 1.018***
Mortgage/owners (Ref) – – –
Rent 1.655*** 1.239*** 1.167***
Other/none 1.028 1.045 1.019
Pre-consensus generation (Ref) – – –
Post-consensus generation 1.463*** 1.461*** 1.421***
Wilson/Callaghan generation 1.770*** 1.811*** 1.645***
Thatcher/Major generation 1.955*** 2.012*** 1.693***
New Labour generation 2.223*** 2.296*** 1.985***

Statistics – – –
 Constant 1.506 22.912 −38.686
 N 422,680 422,249 422,033
 Log likelihood 256,885 480,903 453,099
 Pseudo R2 0.074 0.087 0.102

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Generalized additive modelling

To validate the results from the APC models, we also assessed the results from the 
GAMs. In particular, we examined the plots of the smoothed cohort effect from the 
full model with all controls included, as presented in Figures 3–8. Across all six indica-
tors, the patterns are unambiguous; there is an upward swing in worry about burglary, 
worry about mugging/robbery, car theft and perceptions of antisocial behaviour once 
the Wilson/Callaghan generation is born after the 1940s. These patterns suggest that 

Table 6  Wald tests for intergenerational differences from the APC models

Worry about 
burglary

Worry about 
mugging/ 
robbery

Worry about 
car theft

How 
common a 
problem… 
are noisy 
neighbours?

How 
common a 
problem... 
are 
teenagers 
hanging 
around?

How 
common a 
problem... is 
vandalism?

Post-War 
Consensus 
Generation &

*** ** *** *** *** ***

Wilson/Callaghan 
Generation
Post-War 
Consensus 
Generation &

*** *** n.s *** *** ***

Thatcher/Major 
Generation
Post-War 
Consensus 
Generation &

n.s n.s ** *** *** ***

New Labour 
Generation
Wilson/Callaghan 
Generation &

n.s *** *** *** *** *

Thatcher/ Major 
Generation
Wilson/Callaghan 
Generation &

** n.s n.s *** *** ***

New Labour 
Generation
Thatcher/Major 
Generation &

*** *** *** *** *** ***

New Labour 
Generation

A significant result implies cohort differences between each given pair in the rows for each of the dependent 
variables in the columns. For the direction of difference see model estimates.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, n.s. signifies non-statistically significant differences.
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anxiety about crime and antisocial behaviour grew considerably and notably peaked 
for some generations around particular historical moments. Worry about burglary 
(Figure 3) noticeably peaks for those who spent their formative years living under the 
Wilson/Callaghan and Thatcher/Major administrations. Worry about mugging/rob-
bery (Figure 4) fluctuates somewhat but is most apparent, again, for those born after 
1940 (the Wilson/Callaghan generation). Similarly, worry about car theft fluctuates 
with inclines around those born after the 1940s (the Wilson/Callaghan generation) 
and during the 1980s (the New Labour Generation) (Figure 5). Meanwhile, percep-
tions of antisocial behaviour (Figures  6–8) showed considerable synergy across the 
three measures; they all demonstrate an increase in concern amongst people born 
in the 1960s (i.e. the Thatcher/Major generation) before peaking for those who were 
born around the early 1980s (the New Labour Generation). In all examples, the curves 
do not return to the levels of the pre- and early consensus generations. As such, we 

Fig. 3 Worry about burglary

Fig. 4 Worry about mugging/robbery
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Fig. 6 How common a problem are teenagers hanging around?

Fig. 7 How common a problem are noisy neighbours?

Fig. 5 Worry about car theft
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have a clear and upwards tendency towards greater worry about crime and antisocial 
behaviour over time, which provides considerable support for the theoretical literature 
discussed earlier.

Conclusion

The criminological literature acknowledges that fear of crime and perceptions of anti-
social behaviour may be shaped by the political and social landscapes an individual 
resides in. However, despite the scale of this work, this is the first study to adopt an 
APC method to explore the relevance of political generations on worry about crime 
and disorder. Drawing on generational modelling and political socialization theories, 
we have sought to test if the political era in which a cohort spent their formative years 
made them more likely to report anxiety or concern about manifestations of crime and 
antisocial behaviour. In addition, we asked if such cohort effects could persist net of 
associated individual-level attributes and other demographic factors. Our results out-
line the theoretical and empirical significance of political cohorts and although there 
are challenges involved in APC investigations, we found that the method has consider-
able potential, particularly for those committed to interdisciplinary evaluation.

Our results indicate that the political generation in which a respondent spent 
their ‘formative years’ was a significant predictor of various manifestations of crime 
fears, namely worry about burglary, mugging/robbery, theft of a car and identifica-
tion of antisocial behaviour as a local ‘problem’. Although our modelling confirmed 
the well-established socio-demographic antecedents of fear of crime and perceptions 
of antisocial behaviour (Hale 1996; Ferraro 1995; Farrall et al. 2009), it also revealed 
a longitudinal story of enduring anxieties about crime via political generational differ-
ences. Notably, the Wilson/Callaghan and Thatcher/Major generations expressed the 
greatest level of worry about domestic burglary. This is a notable finding, given that 
these generations ‘came of age’ as crime rose dramatically (particularly so in terms 
of burglary during the 1980s, Morgan 2014) and political attention towards ‘law and 
order’ increased in the United Kingdom and United States (Garland 2001; Farrall et al. 
2009). The Wilson/Callaghan generation expressed the highest levels of worry about 

Fig. 8 How common a problem is vandalism or deliberate damage to property?
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‘mugging’ and robbery—an offence that featured in intense public debates throughout 
the years of their political socialization (Hall et al. 1978). Meanwhile, the New Labour 
generation reported the highest level of concern about ‘problems’ in the local area, 
such as vandalism, ‘teenagers hanging around’ and noisy neighbours, all of which were 
controversial motifs (Burney 2005; Crawford 2009) of ‘antisocial behaviour’ that the 
New Labour administration strongly emphasized. Our analysis appears to confirm the 
notion that political socialization can be a formative process with the ability to cast an 
enduring influence on public perceptions of crime and antisocial behaviour. Indeed, 
we found there were substantial differences between the political cohorts tested, with 
some exhibiting high levels of concern about problems in their environment caused 
by antisocial behaviour, whereas others expressed greater worry about property crime 
or violent crime. The example herein demonstrates the value of developing a close 
dialogue with political history (c.f. Gottschalk 2006; Aviram 2015; Enns 2016; Loader 
and Sparks 2016), and perhaps, as criminologists we could profit further from creating 
further opportunities to examine generational effects.

This exploration has reiterated the diverse components that are associated with beliefs 
about crime. Fear of crime and perceptions of antisocial behaviour can be responsive to 
both episodic tangible experiences (i.e. recent victimization) and dynamic personal 
circumstances (i.e. tenure or employment), as well as borne out of deep-rooted atti-
tudes that have their origins in the political conditions that individuals were exposed to 
growing up. Entangled in our narratives of crime and antisocial behaviour are hidden 
stories that can tell us something important about our current circumstances and, in 
some cases, our political history.

Our work implies that political socialization can cast a long-term impression on pub-
lic attitudes about crime. It can exert an influence as individuals’ transition from young 
adulthood into middle age and as new policy cultures become established. Those who 
grew up during the Callaghan/Wilson generation (formative period 1965–78)—a time 
when Hall et al. wrote the seminal Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law—were 
more likely than others to report anxiety about mugging into their middle age. Likewise, 
children who grew up with the Thatcher and Major governments—with its concomitant 
high crime rates and broad emphasis on law and order (Hay 1996)—sustained high 
levels of worry about property crime and antisocial behaviour up to and into the 2010s. 
This underlies the idea that concerns about crime can involve an enduring legacy. As 
Elias has noted, ‘the strength, kind and structures of the fears and anxieties that smoul-
der or flare in the individual never depend solely on his own “nature”’. Rather they 
are ‘always determined, finally by the history and the actual structure of his relations 
to other people’ (1982: 327). Building temporally sensitive theoretical frameworks has 
been stressed by Pierson (2004), who has argued that when politics is understood as 
a ‘moving picture’ (2004: 2) rather than a static scene, it has the ability to enrich our 
understanding of social dynamics and improve the theories and methods that we use 
to explain them. Indeed, criminologists have much to learn from the writing of histor-
ical institutionalists who have for some time pointed to the influence of ‘slow-moving 
causal processes’, which means ‘systematically situating particular moments (including 
the present) in a temporal sequence of events and processes stretching over extended 
periods’ (Pierson 2004: 2).

From our perspective, the value of generational analysis is not simply about expand-
ing our appreciation of the ‘wider contexts’. Fear of crime and perceptions of antisocial 
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behaviour are likely shaped via a broad and long sequence of events, and the pattern of 
those events may be critical in determining the meanings ascribed to those particular 
crimes by the public. Assuming that, as we argue, people travel through life with some 
of the political anxieties and beliefs that they were exposed to in their formative years, 
then, as that generation takes on the mantle of social, economic and political leader-
ship (i.e. as they become parents, employers, voters and part of the moral leadership of 
a society), so their formative experiences shape both their own responses to pressing 
social issues (such as crime) and the practical and policy responses they pursue. In this 
way, the fear of crime is not simply an immediate response to a perceived threat, but 
also a lagged consequence of earlier policy debates.

Although this article has presented some novel findings, there are other approaches 
one could take here. Alternative generational schema might also produce interesting 
results, such as generations based on economic phases or fluctuations in crime. As part 
of our work, we tested a method for dividing the sample into ‘crime cohorts’, based on 
marked shifts in the long-term patterns of crime in England and Wales.15 Although this 
configuration was theoretically and empirically important to test and provided some 
useful data, statistically it was not as powerful as those models based on political gen-
erations in this instance. Certainly, understanding the public’s emotional relationship 
to crime and antisocial behaviour is an intricate and dynamic task; we cannot directly 
explain the casual mechanisms that account for the association between political gen-
erations and fear of crime and perception of neighbourhood problems. It could reflect 
differences in the nature of policy debates that took place during one’s formative years 
(Garland 2001), or the ways in which a particular crime is framed culturally (Hall et al. 
1978), but it could also represent the interaction of both macro or micro-level processes 
(Enns 2016; Jennings et al. 2016). Notably, although the modelling herein has revealed 
some meaningful findings, a substantial amount of variation remains unexplained. 
Employing secondary longitudinal data limits one to the variables that were considered 
necessary at the inception of the original survey, and comparable future research might 
benefit from other variables that might afford a tighter model. Nevertheless, the results 
clearly emphasize the relevance of political influence and suggest that a comprehensive 
understanding of fear of crime and perceptions of antisocial behaviour requires infor-
mation about both the characteristics of individuals, their community and the political 
environment in which they live.

In Memoriam

In Memory of Sir Roger Jowell (1942–2011) and Professor Jason Ditton (1949–2015), 
both of whom worked tirelessly to produce the data needed to study social issues such as 
the fear of crime, and whose ideas have shaped a vast body of work, including our own.

15In testing different cohort formulations, we devised one based on ‘crime cohorts’ based on the long-term rise and fall 
of all recorded crime in England and Wales from 1940 to 2012. The analysis repeated the same three-step model employed 
herein, regression analysis, post-estimation Wald tests and GAM. The cohorts were ‘consistently low’ (1940–55); ‘slow and subtle 
increase’ (1956–76); ‘sharp rise’ (1977–92); ‘fluctuating’ (1993–2004) and ‘decreasing’ (2005–12). For further information on 
the results, please contact the corresponding author.
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