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What is often termed ‘fear of crime’, might, in many ways, be better understood as ‘fear 

of disorder’. The adoption of the concept of fear of disorder can be supported on two 

grounds. The first is conceptual and reflects how a diverse array of scholars (including 

Durkheim and Howard Becker amongst others) have shown that ‘crime’ is a socially 

maintained classificatory system that is applied to acts that involve transgression of a 

collective’s norms and conventions of social order. As such, those incidents that are 

labelled and treated as ‘crimes’ simply comprise a heterogenous collection of acts that 

involve breaches in a social order – they are forms of disorder.  

 

The second support for focusing upon the fear of disorder is more pragmatic, reflecting 

the fact that although the concept fear of crime has become common-place in academic, 

governmental, media and popular discourses, public attitude surveys on crime and related 

issues have repeatedly found that if you ask people about local problems, their concerns 

frequently gravitate around issues of physical and social disorder. Analyses of these 

surveys find that for many people, including those living in what police recorded crime 
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statistics classify as ‘high crime areas’, incivilities and forms of anti-social behaviour 

assume more salience than do those crime types that juridical discourses typically define 

as more serious. For example, a recent analysis of the 2003/4 British Crime Survey 

(BCS) found that experience of anti-social behaviour (ASB) was far greater than for 

crime, with over three-quarters of respondents saying they felt that some form of anti-

social behaviour was a problem in their area and over a third saying it constituted a ‘very 

big problem’. Indeed, when questioned about whether anti-social behaviour had changed 

in their area over the past two years 42% said it had got worse, 51% that it had stayed the 

same and only 8% thought it had got better (Wood, 2004). 

 

Figures such as these need to be set against a backdrop where public concerns about 

incivility and anti-social conduct have been growing. In the figure below, data for the 

previous decade has been extracted from various sweeps of the British Crime Survey and 

plotted to illustrate some interesting trends. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FIGURE 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
In the graph the blue line tracks changes in levels of crime victimization indexed at 1981 

levels. This shows that since the mid-1990s there has been a significant reduction in 

overall victimizations of the sort recorded by the BCS. This is confirmed by police 

recorded crime figures that suggest that levels of criminal offending peaked in about 

1995 after which there were significant reductions, followed by a period of stabilization. 

The green line depicts a small decline in the percentage of people self-identifying as 

‘worried’ about burglary. I use this as a proxy measure for fear of crime overall, as it is 

an indicator where there is long-term trend data available. But the really interesting 



patterns are those represented by the red and black lines. The red line shows that between 

1992 and 2002/3 there was a 13% increase in the number of respondents perceiving 

teenagers as constituting a problem in their area. Over the same period there was a 9% 

increase in the number of BCS respondents identifying vandalism as a local problem. 

Although in the most recent sweep of the BCS (2003-4) there is a suggestion that there 

has been a decline in the percentage of people perceiving young people and vandalism as 

problems in their areas, the general trend is nevertheless interesting. At a time when it is 

widely agreed that there were real reductions in crime victimization, it appears that 

people were increasingly concerned by forms of physical and social disorder. 

 

The aim of this paper is to start to outline a conceptual framework based upon concepts 

of signal and signalling that helps us to understand why disorder matters so much for 

people, and how experiences of and knowledge about disorderly conduct is imbricated in 

the symbolic construction of social space. 

 

The data and discussion is based upon empirical fieldwork conducted as part of the 

National Reassurance Policing Programme (NRPP) funded by Surrey Police, the Home 

Office, ODPM and ACPO. This fieldwork involved nearly 300 in-depth qualitative 

interviews with members of the public living in 16 wards throughout England. During the 

interviews respondents were asked a range of questions about their experiences of crime, 

disorder, policing and social control in their neighbourhoods and further afield.  

 

ON SIGNALS 



 

The concept of signals is familiar to those researching the field of risk largely as a result 

of the notion of ‘signal value’ introduced via the work of Paul Slovic and colleagues. 

Stripped to its essentials, this construct proposes that some events in the life of a social 

collective exert considerable influence because of how their presence is interpreted as 

denoting the potential for other similar or more serious problems to occur in the future. 

This sense that certain incidents function as what I will term ‘signal events’, exerting a 

disproportionate impact upon public beliefs and attitudes when compared with their 

‘objective’ consequences, is pivotal in understanding how and why social groups respond 

in certain ways to dangerous people, places and events. However, in order to develop and 

refine the analytic purchase of the signal event concept, I am going to remove it from the 

psychometric risk approach favoured by Slovic  and draw instead upon the compatible 

concepts of signal and signalling proposed separately (and somewhat differently) by 

Erving Goffman and Umberto Eco. 

 

Goffman’s (1972; 1969) notion of signalling is to be found as part of his wider exposition 

of the ways in which all organisms scan their environment in order to identify any signals 

that might denote the presence of a potential threat to their safety. In this context he 

describes a signal as, 

‘a conventional sign, which, by prearrangement, has been arbitrarily established 
for this purpose – the purpose of announcing that there is something about which 
to be alarmed’. (Goffman, 1972: 247) 

 

It is important to note Goffman’s emphasis upon the role of convention in the denotation 

of a signal. He is explicit in remarking that in human group life the meaning of a signal is 



symbolically constructed. The behaviours and events that function as signals to people 

will vary across space and time, according to the experiences, collective memories and 

situations that different groups are located in. It is in this respect that semiotics becomes 

useful, for it provides a formal methodology for the analysis of communicated meaning. 

More than this though, in his Theory of Semiotics, Umberto Eco (1976) also deploys a 

concept of signal to orientate his analysis. As one might predict given the theoretical 

underpinnings of Eco’s work, his is a more abstract and technical formulation when 

compared to that of Goffman. Eco defines a signal as a unit of information that induces 

change in the receiver of the information. 

 

Although on the surface these two approaches appear to be rather different in their 

respective emphases, there are important affinities and complementary dimensions to 

them. Indeed, if one synthesizes these two definitions one arrives at the idea that a signal 

is a sign that has an effect. A signal involves the communication of information from a 

transmitter to a receiver which induces a change in the latter, on the basis of the socially 

conventionalised meanings that are attached to this information. Utilising such a 

definition and the theoretical frameworks that underpin it we can extend this further to 

suggest that a signal is comprised of three component parts: an ‘expression’; a ‘content’; 

and an ‘effect’. In terms of understanding how such a formulation is applied to analysing 

signal events we can identify that the expression is the incident to which reference is 

being made, for example a burglary. The content would then be the meaning that is 

attached to the expression, for example, in relation to the occurrence of a burglary in a 

house, this might connote a sense of a risk to property amongst the neighbours to the 



property. Finally, the effect is the change that is induced by the conjoining of the 

expression and its content. In the case of a burglary it might involve the neighbours 

investing in a burglar alarm. 

 

In the research that we conducted, this conceptual framework was used to analyse how 

people talked about their experiences and knowledge of crime, disorder and policing in 

their neighbourhoods. Adopting this approach we have been able to identify that certain 

crime and disorder incidents (but not other ostensibly similar incidents) function as signal 

events in the life of a community, communicating a profound sense of risk to people 

living there. Thus some burglaries alter collective perceptions of risk but other burglaries 

do not. Similarly, some incidents of vandalism appear to be interpreted as signals whilst 

others feature as little more than background noise in everyday life. 

 

In what follows, although I will make reference from time to time to the concept of 

‘signal crimes’, my focus is upon two particular types of signal events: social signal 

disorders; and physical signal disorders. The former relating to types of behaviour that 

although they may not be defined as strictly criminal in law, nevertheless breach situated 

conventions of social order. Examples of this might be people drinking alcohol in public 

spaces or groups of youths being rowdy. In a similar manner, physical signal disorders 

relate to instances of deliberate environmental degradation, such as vandalised public 

utilities, graffiti or large amounts of litter in public spaces. In these cases the signal 

emanates from the physical damage itself. 

 



As an example of how physical disorder can function as a signal, in the following 

interview extract, the respondent living in an area of Leicester was discussing the rubbish 

and general levels of physical degradation in the area,  

It’s deteriorated at such an alarming rate. We thought it was bad when people 
moved into the area and didn’t bother with things like gardens. Then we got 
people fly-tipping and dumping rubbish anywhere they wanted. (Newp-123) 

 

In this example the expressions are ‘fly-tipping’ and the ‘dumping of rubbish’. The effect 

of which is to make them perceive that the area is ‘deteriorating’ at an ‘alarming rate’. On 

this basis we can infer that the presence of this sort of physical disorder is being 

interpreted as an indicator of a risk to the quality of life of the people living in the area. 

Because it is possible to identify an expression, content and effect we can say that rubbish 

in this area is being interpreted as a physical signal disorder by this individual. In general, 

it appears from the data that when they occur in isolation physical disorders are unlikely 

to signal increased risk. Rather, it is when types of physical disorder co-occur either with 

other signs of physical degradation, or with social disorders or crimes that they seem to 

exhibit an enhanced signal value. 

 

In the next quotation, the respondent who lives in Oldham is talking about some of the 

problems experienced in the area as a result of the disorderly conduct of groups of 

youths, 

The gangs that roam about are pretty intimidating and it’s not just in this 
particular part of Failsworth, it’s all over Failsworth, you’ll see gangs roaming 
about. They’re intimidating in so far as the fact that a type of uniform as I would 
call it that they wear, with the hoods, the baseball jackets the baseball caps and 
the long coats and things. They look intimidating, they act intimidating and 
they’re pretty scary to people, to most people and they’re quite a big worry to 
everyone I think that lives in Failsworth. (FWW-316) 



 

If gangs of youths is the expression for this social signal disorder then the effect that they 

are perceived as having is clearly articulated several times – ‘intimidation’. The content 

for the signal is evident in terms of how the individual concerned makes reference to the 

fact that these gangs are ‘pretty scary to people, to most people’, conveying a sense that 

their activities are interpreted as posing a risk to most of those who live in the area. 

 

These two examples show how identifying expressions, contents and effects in this 

manner can be used to diagnose those incidents that really matter to individuals in an area 

and to establish a sense of why they matter.  

 

By way of summary, Figure 2 below brings together the findings from the empirical 

fieldwork to detail the key contents and effects that people regularly attached to crime 

and disorder expressions. As the figure illustrates, the ‘effects’ of these signal events was 

to change in a variety of ways how people think, feel or act. Importantly it can be seen 

that ‘fear’ was only one of a number of different effects that experience and knowledge 

about crime were held to induce. These effects arise from the interpretative meaning that 

the expressions assume for people situated within the context of their everyday lives. As 

can be seen, the reason that these events assume a salience for people is because of the 

sense of increased risk that is communicated by their presence. Importantly, and as 

captured in the diagram, there are a range of different risks that are perceived. Different 

people perceive different risks as being connected to different problems. Some people 

articulated risks to self or significant others, others identified risks to property, whilst a 



significant part of people’s crime talk concerned a more generalised risk to social and 

moral order either of their neighbourhood or more widely. Despite these permutations, it 

is clear that the reason why disorder assumes such salience for people has less to do with 

the material properties of an incident than the semiotic. Disorder and crime events 

assume significance because they symbolically communicate the presence of threat. 

 

FIGURE 2: Summary of Key Signal Components 

 

 

Having established a conceptual framework that can be used to locate signals in 

individuals’ talk about neighbourhoods, the next step for the empirical research was to 

examine which of these signals were shared with other co-residents. In essence, we were 

interested in whether there was a collective dimension to risk perception in terms of 

which crime and disorder events were functioning as signals to people. Through the 
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research it was identified that the majority of people tend to share between 3 and 5 signal 

crimes or disorders in common with their co-residents. This was not all the crime and 

disorder that they talked about, for there was a lot more that they discussed during the in-

depth interviews. However, a lot of this seemed to be little more than background noise 

to them, having little discernible impact upon their perceptions and/or beliefs. In contrast 

to this noise, the signals were the events that actually impacted upon and shaped 

collective  concerns.  

 

Using this approach, in order to summarise the findings from across the 16 research sites, 

Table 1 provides a rank ordering of the strongest and most coherent signals, with the 

most coherent located at the top of each column. Each of the cells identifies a signal, and 

the different signal types have been colour-coded so all youth signals are green and all 

drugs signals are red and so forth. Looking at the colours in the table is quite confusing 

and that is precisely the point. For it serves to illustrate that there is a significant degree 

of local variation between sites in terms of what problems are signalling risk to local 

people. That this should be the case is not altogether surprising. However, its importance 

lies in the fact that attempts to measure fear of crime have, with a few exceptions, tended 

to be based upon national surveys. The findings of the work on signal crimes and signal 

disorders suggests that any such nationally administered surveys will tend to miss this 

important local variation.  

 

 

TABLE 1: Comparison of Top Signals 
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A second thing confirmed by the table is that, in the eyes of the public, physical and 

social disorders are very often stronger and more coherent signals than the types of crime 

that the criminal justice system tends to focus upon. Even where the problem is 

ostensibly criminal, such as the strong signal that is evident in relation to drugs, the 

concern was actually often generated by the disorder caused by the drug addicts. This 

was illustrated in an estate in Brunswick ward in Lancashire, an area with very high 

levels of drug dependency amongst the resident population. A number of surveys had 

identified drugs as a problem for many residents. But through our more detailed 

qualitative work with residents on the estate we were able to diagnose that it was not the 

drugs use per se that was causing them concern. But rather the physical and social 

disorder caused by people travelling to and from the drugs houses. It was these forms of 



behavioural and environmental disorder that served to convey the presence of risk to 

people and to reinforce the concerns that they had for their personal safety.   This 

suggests a rather different set of interventions than if the problem is simply construed as a 

drugs problem. 

 

WHY DISORDER MATTERS 

 

So far in this paper I have outlined some empirical findings that support the notion that 

some disorder events (and not other ostensibly similar incidents) are interpreted by 

members of the public as signals of risk. It is an approach that suggests that the reason 

why disorder matters is because of the interpretative meaning it is ascribed. People ‘read’ 

the presence of disorder as an indicator about the state of a local social order and the 

efficacy of community governance mechanisms and social control. The visible presence 

of one type of problem is construed as a connotative signifier of an increased probability 

of other types of risk occurring here also.  

 

Analysis of the data collected suggests that different types of disorder signal different 

types of risk to different people. For example, looking at the patterns present in the data, 

a common feature of physical disorder is that people tend to interpret it as indicative of a 

risk to social order more generally. When discussing physical degradation and a 

disorderly built environment they did not talk in terms of an explicit risk to their personal 

safety, rather they tended to couch their comments in terms of a perceived risk to the 

local social order. High levels of physical disorder were particularly interpreted as 



indicative of a lack of informal social control and a lack of discipline in the local 

population. This was particularly well illustrated by one of the sites in Lancashire, where 

during their interviews a number of the respondents who were living in a tower block 

drew attention to the repeated vandalism of a public telephone kiosk. For these people, 

the fact that the phone box would be vandalised and then repaired and then vandalised 

again, had become a potent signifier of the inability of the authorities to exert effective 

control over anti-social behaviour in the area. Similar patterns were found in the other 

research sites. 

    

It is apparent in the rank ordering of signal coherency provided in Table 1 above that 

young people hanging around, being rowdy and causing a nuisance was amongst the 

strongest and most coherent signals for a significant number of the research sites. In 

examining the nature of the risk signalled by youths, an intriguing difference was evident 

between the attitudes of the adult and younger respondents. When we looked at how 

adults talked about the risks posed by young people it was evident that many of them 

identified them as a risk to their personal safety. But when we asked them about their 

actual experiences of knowledge about young people causing problems, with a couple of 

exceptions, they all talked about damage to property. In contrast to which, when we 

interviewed young people, they often identified other groups of youngsters as signalling a 

risk to their safety, but their actual experiences were often of direct threats and violence. 

In an effort to investigate in more detail the risks signalled by the anti-social behaviour of 

youths we used a technique called semiotic cluster analysis derived from the work of 

Peter Manning (1987). This shows that in fact the high signal value attributed to youths is 



an artefact of the fact that they are engaged in different behaviours. Thus although 

individual respondents may express different concerns about youths and focus upon 

different problematic behaviours, an appearance of homogeneity is provided by blaming 

these diverse activities on youths. 

 

FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

This analysis demonstrates that the actual concerns that people had about groups of 

youths were in fact diverse in nature. Youths were identified as a problem because they 

cause: physical disorder; social disorder; crime; and because they engage in violence and 

substance abuse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: Semiotic Cluster Analysis of ‘Youths” 
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SIGNALS VS BROKEN WINDOWS 

 

Incorporating notions of signalling and risk interpretation into an analysis of public 

reactions to crime and disorder helps to separate this approach from Wilson and Kelling’s 

(1982) far more well known ‘broken windows’ hypothesis. This approach and 

particularly the suggestion that it can inform a ‘zero-tolerance’ approach to policing has 

captured the imagination of a number of politicians and has featured prominently in mass 

media discourses. 

 

When compared with broken windows, the concepts of signal crime and signal disorder 

provide a far more robust and coherent theoretical foundation for understanding public 

reactions to crime and disorder. In essence, broken windows posits a causal sequence of 

community decline whereby the presence of disorder in an area can, under certain 

conditions, generate fear amongst the populace which in turn leads them to retreat from 

using public spaces with the outcome that informal social control declines and therefore 

more serious crime starts to occur increasingly frequently. The only problem with this 

logic is that despite the political plaudits it has received, when its central claim was 

empirically tested it was found not to hold. Several American studies (Taylor, 2000; 

Harcourt, 2001; Sampson and Raudenbusch, 1999) have attempted to validate the 

longitudinal logic of decline that is the core idea of broken windows, and they have found 

at best only weak empirical supports for it (cf. Innes, 2004).  

 



In contrast the research that I have been doing is grounded in and based upon detailed and 

in-depth empirical analysis of people’s accounts of where they live and the problems that 

they encounter and experience. On this basis disorder is important not because it 

ultimately generates higher crime, but because of what it connotatively signifies about 

levels of risk and threat, and the condition of social order and control in an area. Disorder 

is particularly potent in this respect when it is encountered regularly and when different 

forms of disorder co-occur with each other. As such, disorder generates perceptions of 

risk by itself and its significance should not be defined solely as a precursor of other 

problems. 

 

THE ORDER IN DISORDER 

 

Turning to consider the issue of how events are defined and classified as ‘disorderly’ 

there is, somewhat paradoxically, a form of order and social organization present. On the 

basis of the of the analysis conducted it seems that public understandings of crime and 

disorder risks are manufactured through a situationally sensitive rationality that looks at 

what the occurrence of such problems might be taken to portend about any future threats 

to safety. In a sense then, some incidents of disorder that tend to be dismissed as trivial 

by juridical institutions and their discourses actually appear to assume a significant role 

in terms of how ordinary people symbolically construct their understandings of different 

places. What thinking in terms of signal disorders and signal events helps us to do is 

apprehend how people produce socially organised understandings of what is to be defined 

as disorder. The empirical data shows that some events (but not others) are likely to 



assume a disproportionate impact upon collective security because of their ‘signal value’ 

and that there are ‘rules’ governing which will become a signal and which will not.  In a 

very real sense then, there is an order to disorder.  

 

To be able to locate a process of social organisation in terms of crime risk perception 

does not though help us to understand how or why, more people should be defining 

disorder as a problem in their local area, as shown in Figure 1. In order to explain such 

trends we need to turn to consider the trajectory of development of the wider social order. 

 

Writing in the mid-1990s, Richard Sennett (1996) identified an increasingly prevalent 

and influential ‘myth of the purified community’. According to Sennett, confronted by 

the emergence of a seemingly more fluid social order less constrained by the dictates of 

convention and tradition, many people were increasingly driven to seek refuge in a notion 

and spirit of ‘community’ that was increasingly intolerant of difference. People were, 

Sennett argued, increasingly driven to seek refuge in sheltered enclaves of like-minded 

souls. Individuals sharing similar facets of social identity and similar values were 

increasingly turning inwards in an attempt to manufacture some sense of ontological 

security and protection from a perceived encroaching disorder. Sennett’s principal 

concern was to chart the ultimately pernicious effects that he sees as following on from 

such developments. He suggests that the reluctance to experience disorder in the urban 

environment is having a stultifying impact upon personal and social development. 

Sennett’s provocative position is ultimately an anarchistic one, but where his diagnosis 



falls down somewhat is its failure to account for how and why this increasing intolerance 

of disorder has arisen. 

 

Across several of her works, Mary Douglas (for example, 1970) has identified that one of 

the chief functions of culture is the definition and classification of a range of physical and 

symbolic threats to the safety of the collective social order. Now whilst one may chose 

not to accept all aspects of her analysis, the basic premise is correct. But further to this, it 

seems that the divination of the ‘pure’ from the ‘impure’, the risks and dangers from the 

protectors and security providers becomes a particularly significant cultural imperative in 

times of rapid social change.  

 

There are now a range of analyses of different theoretical hues that suggest that the 

defining characteristic of the contemporary moment is rapid, ongoing and unrelenting 

social change (cf. Giddens, 1991a; 1991b). One consequence of which is that people feel 

less connected to one another and less likely to possess a common socio-spatial identity 

(Putnam, 2000). The disintegration of these bonds is amplified by the presence of 

multiple and intersecting forms of insecurity that combine to render any sense of security 

more fragile. People feel themselves placed in danger by myriad ‘manufactured risks’ 

(Beck, 1992), there is increased job insecurity due to globalizing economic forces, 

conceptions of identity are wrought less stable as a result of cultural globalization 

processes (Giddens, 1991b), and an array of personal safety risks are regularly featured in 

media discourses (Garland, 2001). 

 



It is under conditions such as these that signal disorders assume their saliency to people 

as connotative signifiers of the condition of a local social order. In more stable times, the 

capacity of less serious issues to trouble people and ‘drive’ patterns of insecurity is likely 

to be more limited. But in an era which is, in part, as a result of threats to national 

security in the form of terrorist attacks and neighbourhood security in the forms of crime 

and anti-social behaviour, increasingly defined by a pervasive and permeating sense of 

‘ambient insecurity’ (Innes, 2004), people are cognitively and emotionally on a  

heightened state of alert. They are particularly sensitive to and attuned to those events 

that might indicate a risk of potential harm. As such disorder at a local level becomes a 

connotative signifier capturing the risks and threats posed by a whole world of trouble. 
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