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ABSTRACT 

Fear of crime is associated with a range of negative outcomes, not only in terms of individual 

and community quality of life but also with broader economic and political implications. This 

study employed a quantitative, correlational survey design to examine the factors contributing 

to Dublin residents’ fear of crime in the city centre. Validated psychological scales were used 

to measure fear of crime, social media engagement, and sense of community alongside age, 

gender and Irish or non-Irish identification. The final sample consisted of 341 Dublin 

residents (148 male, 193 female, 257 Irish nationals, 84 non-Irish; mean age = 50.72). Results 

indicated that participants who reported higher levels of affective engagement with social 

media, characterised by emotionally driven interaction, also reported significantly greater fear 

of crime. Conversely, higher behavioural engagement, such as using social media for 

relaxation during downtime, was associated with significantly lower fear scores. These 

findings underscore the differential effects of divergent modes of social media engagement, 

emphasising the need for future research to treat social media as a multi-faceted construct by 

investigating how instead of merely how often. This study advocates for the integration of 

media literacy education to inform users of the psychological impacts of emotionally charged 

content. It also highlights the potential value of regulatory policies aimed at promoting ethical 

platform design that empowers users to manage their exposure to fear-inducing content, 

mitigate misinformation and engage more mindfully with digital media.  
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Sharing is Scaring: Online and Offline Behaviours Shaping Fear of Crime in Dublin 

Fear of crime plays a fundamental role in individual and community well-being in 

urban environments. When residents’ feel safe in their city, it fosters a sense of stability 

which encourages social participation and enhances overall quality of life (Maslow, 1943; 

Sirgy et al., 2010). Conversely, a high prevalence of crime fear in a densely populated urban 

landscape, such as in Dublin city, can result in significant social, communal and economic 

consequences. Individuals who feel vulnerable to victimisation are more likely to experience 

poorer mental and physical health outcomes (Lorenc et al., 2012). These impacts can be 

exacerbated by pre-existing effects that place city-adjacent populations at greater risk for 

mood and anxiety disorders and higher stress levels (Peen et al., 2010). Socially, proliferating 

crime fear can sow distrust in communities, eroding collective efficacy and limiting mobility 

(Ceccato, 2012; Sampson et al., 1997). The fiscal implications of high fear levels in a 

population include hindered economic growth, as avoidance behaviours diminish the 

profitability of tourism and hospitality sectors (Lisowska, 2017). In an increasingly digitised 

world, researchers must move beyond traditional demographic and environmental variables 

to understand the influences of digital behaviours and social network services (SNS) on 

perceptions of crime in cities. 

Mental and Physical Health Outcomes 

Sustained fear of crime can result in mental health outcomes such as heightened levels 

of anxiety, depression, and general psychological distress (Lorenc et al., 2012; Pearson & 

Breetzke, 2014). This distress can lead individuals to adopt avoidance behaviours, limiting 

their movement or access to certain public spaces (Ceccato, 2012). The physical health 

implications of these behaviours are similarly significant, as individuals with greater fear of 

crime engage in fewer outdoor physical activities, reducing cardiovascular fitness and overall 

health-related quality of life (Jackson and Stafford, 2009). Additionally, Stafford et al. (2007) 
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linked higher fear of crime with poorer cognitive functioning. Overall, the subjective 

experience of crime fear can be deeply damaging. These consequences are not merely 

individual but also collective, as safety concerns tend to discourage civic participation and 

limit collective efficacy in communities. 

Deterioration of Community Life 

When residents perceive their neighbourhoods as unsafe, they are less likely to 

engage in collective social activities or interact with neighbours, eroding the networks that 

support communal life (Cozens & Love, 2015). This fragmentation of community is 

compounded by the development of avoidance behaviours, including reluctance to access 

local amenities such as healthcare services, recreational spaces or public transport (Lorenc, et 

al., 2012). This disengagement also intensifies social exclusion for vulnerable groups, 

including the elderly, immigrants, and low-income individuals, exacerbating social 

inequalities (Bertotti et al., 2012). The cumulative result is a self-reinforcing cycle where 

perceived insecurity leads to isolation, reduced social networks, and further avoidance, which 

in turn can degrade the urban fabric of communities and increase feelings of vulnerability 

(Ceccato, 2012, 2020). 

Economic Impacts of Crime Fear 

As the primary gateway for international visitors to Ireland, Dublin’s reputation as a 

safe, accessible city has direct implications for economic health. In 2019, tourism contributed 

€9.5 billion to the Irish economy, representing 3.6% of GNP and supported an estimated 

260,000 jobs (Fáilte Ireland, 2020). Negative public sentiment presents a considerable risk to 

the vitality of the tourism industry, as tourists are sensitive to perceptions of disorder and 

criminality, which can strongly influence destination selection (Lisowska, 2017). A rise in 

crime fear can suppress tourist numbers and limit repeat visitation, and this reputational 

damage may have enduring effects on destination competitiveness. As Buckley et al. (2007) 
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identified, tourist perceptions of Dublin city as a friendly, safe location were key 

determinants influencing visitation.  

Beyond tourism, fear of crime also affects nightlife, hospitality and retail sectors. 

Businesses dependent on consistent footfall, particularly pubs, restaurants, and entertainment 

venues, are vulnerable to reductions in consumer presence caused by fear-based avoidance. 

This avoidance is more pronounced in evening hours, when dimly lit or poorly monitored 

areas can increase perceived risk, with women being particularly affected (Scarponi et al., 

2023). This relationship between crime fear and economic health underscores the importance 

of understanding the factors involved in shaping public perceptions. 

Fear of Crime, Politics and Policy 

Residents’ perceptions of criminality are not only important for individual and social 

well-being, but they also carry significant political implications. Fear of crime may directly 

influence public attitudes toward government, voting behaviour, and policy support, 

particularly in areas related to justice and social investment. Heightened fear is associated 

with increased support for political platforms prioritising punitive responses such as 

expanded policing and harsher sentencing (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). This aligns with the 

concept of penal populism, where widespread crime fear drives support for punitive over 

preventative solutions (Jennings et al., 2016).  

Conversely, communities low in fear are more likely to endorse community-based 

interventions that address root crime causes in youth outreach and healthcare access in 

addiction and mental illness (Carpenter et al., 2024). These community-oriented initiatives 

have been shown to reduce crime and enhance social trust (Charkauskas et al., 2020; 

Gearhart, 2022). This divergence is crucial, as policy decisions based on public insecurity, 

rather than objective need, can lead to disproportionate consequences for already vulnerable 

populations. These implications emphasise the importance of viewing fear of crime as a 
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complex socio-political phenomenon. Failing to address these complexities risks establishing 

a cycle where perceived insecurity fuels reactive policy choices that exacerbate the very 

conditions they seek to repair. 

Dublin’s Crime-Related Discourse 

Recent surveys indicate a reported deterioration of the Dublin experience among 

residents, with concerns of rising crime and anti-social behaviour (ASB) in the city.  

According to the Dublin City Council (2023), 47% of residents claimed safety concerns 

deterred them from visiting the city, a sharp increase from 21% in 2020. These reports align 

with a public opinion survey conducted by political party Fianna Fáil (2024), which reported 

over 90% of respondents believed ASB in the city had significantly worsened in recent years. 

These reports are corroborated by crowd-sourced statistics platform Numbeo (2024), which 

indicates that perceptions of crime in the city suggest high levels of concern, with 74% of 

respondents reporting that crime had increased over the past five years. While Fianna Fáil 

and Numbeo may offer insights into public sentiment, these reports should be treated with 

caution due to the lack of peer-review or independent oversight. Fianna Fáil, as a political 

party, has inherent motivations that may bias data collection and interpretation. These reports, 

if valid, reflect a concerning diminishment of residents’ perceived security which can have 

broad, far-reaching societal consequences, but how do these perceptions align with the actual 

prevalence of recorded crime? 

Crime Perception vs. Prevalence 

Fear of crime among residents holds particular significance in cities, where high 

population and increased demand for law enforcement converge to shape individual 

perceptions (Hale et al., 1994). However, these perceptions often diverge from the realities of 

recorded crime, with Truman (2005) identifying the consumption of local TV news as a more 

predictive factor. Furthermore, in an investigation of 22 European countries, Reese (2009) 
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identified that fear levels decreased as crime increased. This schism is also noted by Møller 

(2005), who suggests that crime fear can yield more harmful outcomes in well-being than 

actual victimisation. In the context of inner-city Dublin, while public anxiety has intensified, 

actual crime rates have not increased in parallel (CSO, 2023). Notably, the incidence of 

burglary has declined, theft from the person has remained stable, and assault causing harm 

has shown slight decreases. This disparity between perceived and actual threat levels 

necessitates an investigation into the social and digital influences shaping crime fear. In 

identifying these factors, the present study seeks to inform evidence-based interventions 

targeting crime fear in urban environments. 

The Present Study 

This study aims to broaden the understanding of the psychological and demographic 

factors associated with fear of crime in urban environments, with a focus on Dublin’s city 

centre. It addresses notable gaps in the literature by examining the roles of diverse modes of 

SNS engagement, residents’ sense of community, and group-based influences, such as age, 

gender and nationality, in shaping public perceptions. 

SNS Engagement and Crime Fear 

Perceptions of public disorder and ASB are prominent contributors to individuals’ 

fear of crime. These perceptions may be built by what is seen on the news, and in the age of 

social media, the ways in which news is disseminated and consumed have changed 

drastically. News engagement trends reveal that 51% of consumers choose SNS over 

traditional news sources (Newman et al., 2016). In the United Kingdom, this trend is more 

pronounced among younger individuals: 82% of 16 to 24-year-olds primarily get their news 

from SNS platforms (Ofcom, 2024). These findings indicate a shift towards SNS for news 

consumption, where without sufficient regulation, misinformation and harmful narratives can 

spread rapidly and unchecked.  
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SNS engagement has never been higher and is rising exponentially, with over a 

quarter of a billion new users in the last year, bringing the global total to 5.07 billion 

(DataReportal, 2024). This widespread adaptation of SNS mandates research into their 

potential psychological effects. Alongside illustrating the deleterious effects of SNS, 

Baccarella et al. (2018) suggest that under the right conditions, it may promote resilience by 

enabling social connectedness and peer support. This stands in contrast to a growing body of 

research emphasising only the negative psychological outcomes of its use (Ventriglio et al., 

2024; Zenone et al., 2024). If people are increasingly deferring to SNS to inform their 

perspectives, and given the limited nature of the literature, research into the relationship 

between SNS engagement and fear of crime is timely and necessary. Additionally, the current 

body of research focuses on frequency of exposure and typically isolates children and 

adolescents (Ventriglio et al., 2024), without analysing the differential influences of 

engagement modes across the lifespan. To address this, the present study will investigate how 

users engage with SNS, not merely how often and broadens the scope by surveying adult 

residents. 

Algorithms and Content Curation 

Society today can be viewed as existing in the gap following the advent of the internet 

but preceding the introduction of sufficient regulatory legislation that safeguards its users. 

The content shown to users on SNS is selected and dispersed algorithmically. Pasquale 

(2015) dubbed algorithms the “invisible hand” governing the flow of information, describing 

their influential power and the enigmatic ways in which they operate. An algorithm is a set of 

instructions designed to perform tasks or solve problems through a sequence of 

computational steps. In the context of digital media, algorithms are employed to prioritise and 

personalise content delivery based on user data and engagement patterns (Gillespie, 2014). 

DeVito (2016) identified that prior engagement and implicitly expressed interests determine 
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what appears on a user’s news feed. This prioritisation of content based on prior engagement 

may contribute to heightened perceptions of risk. When an individual interacts with a post 

(e.g. content depicting ASB), platform curation systems are likely to present similar material 

in succession. This repeated exposure can create an illusion of prevalence, where users come 

to believe such incidents are increasingly frequent in their locality, thereby intensifying crime 

fear and diminishing perceived safety. 

Exploitation of Cognitive Biases 

The algorithms governing content distribution are designed to maximise user 

engagement to generate advertising revenue (Diaz Ruiz, 2025). SNS can be seen to capitalise 

on limitations in media literacy and inherent cognitive biases in users to achieve these 

monetary goals (Kozyreva et al., 2020). This incentive helps to explain the proliferation of 

content that provokes strong emotional responses, such as fear or outrage.  

Negativity Bias. Humans possess a natural tendency known as negativity bias, which 

is the psychological phenomenon whereby negative stimuli elicit stronger emotional reactions 

and receive greater attention than those that are neutral or positive (Baumeister et al., 2001). 

SNS exploit this by prioritizing provocative content to capture attention. Dramatic content 

evokes stronger emotional reactions and users then comment on and share this content. In 

turn, algorithms amplify this material by promoting posts with higher engagement metrics, 

increasing their reach and perpetuating a cycle of negativity-driven attention (Vosoughi et al., 

2018). The same mechanism also rewards inflammatory content creators by means of 

outreach and monetisation. Consequently, this dynamic has significant implications for 

mental health, the propagation of misinformation, and public discourse around crime 

prevalence. 

Availability Heuristic. The availability heuristic is a cognitive shortcut through 

which individuals estimate the likelihood of an event based on how easily it can be recalled 
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(Tversky and Kahneman, 1973). Online, users repeatedly exposed to posts discussing 

criminality may come to believe that such incidents are more widespread than they are. This 

can occur independently of objective crime rates and contributes to inflated perceptions of 

risk. 

Confirmation Bias. Confirmation bias is the tendency to seek, interpret and recall 

information that confirms existing beliefs, while ignoring contradictory evidence. In the 

context of SNS, users who already hold concerns about rising crime may selectively engage 

with content that validates those fears (Vedejová & Čavojová, 2022). Algorithms reinforce 

this cycle by presenting users with increasingly similar content. Over time, this can deepen 

misperceptions and reduce receptiveness to counterevidence, including empirical crime data. 

Emotional Contagion. Emotional contagion refers to the process by which 

individuals absorb and reflect the emotional states of others, particularly within social 

networks. Kramer et al. (2014) demonstrate that emotions can be transmitted at scale through 

SNS, even in the absence of direct interpersonal communication. Fear-based or emotionally 

charged posts, particularly those related to victimisation, can propagate quickly, shaping 

fear-based narratives and amplifying perceived threats across a user’s network. This effect 

may be exacerbated in individuals who feel more emotionally engaged with the content and 

discourse they encounter online.  

Sense of Community as a Buffer against Crime Fear 

The degree to which residents feel connected to their community, through shared 

activities and informal social ties, can significantly influence their levels of crime fear 

(Perkins & Taylor, 1996). This sense of belonging fosters social cohesion and promotes trust 

among neighbours. One foundational framework underpinning this relationship is collective 

efficacy, which refers to a neighbourhood’s shared belief in its capacity to maintain social 

order through mutual trust and coordinated action and this belief is associated with reduced 
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perceptions of disorder and crime fear (Sampson et al., 1997). Cherakauskas et al. (2020) 

found that community-led interventions aimed at fostering trust and social cohesion resulted 

in increased feelings of safety and reductions in localised violence. Pabayo et al. (2020) 

further support this assertion, indicating that communities with high levels of social cohesion 

reported stronger levels of collective efficacy, irrespective of local crime prevalence. If 

misleading narratives about crime proliferate online, this cohesion may act as a buffer against 

digitally mediated fear. Accordingly, this study investigates if sense of community will serve 

as a buffer against crime fear. In analysing Dublin residents’ fear of crime, particular 

attention will be given to reported community ties and perceived collective efficacy, as well 

as SNS engagement behaviours and other key demographic variables. 

Demographic Variables and Crime Fear 

Demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and nationality have been 

consistently linked to variations in crime fear in urban settings. Understanding the influence 

of these variables is essential for developing tailored interventions that address specific 

community needs. 

Age and Fear of Crime 

Perceptions of danger often vary across the lifespan, influenced by differences in 

routine, mobility and vulnerability. Traditionally, criminological literature on the subject has 

consistently reported that individuals become more fearful as they grow older (see, e.g., Box, 

et al., 1988; Braungart, et al., 1980; Clarke & Lewis, 1982). However, societal changes and 

developments may have weakened this relationship in the contemporary context. Recent 

studies have reported mixed findings on the influence of age on crime fear, with Bolger & 

Bolger (2019) finding no significant relationship. Notably, their sample may have been biased 

by the presence of a major university and high prevalence of rental properties in the area. 

This may have affected the mean age of their sample, given the large student population and 
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that rental properties are more often occupied by younger tenants. Furthermore, while 

investigating disadvantaged communities, Köber et al. (2022) found that young people were 

almost as fearful as older people. Given the mixed nature of the literature on the association 

of age with crime fear, the present study aims to analyse this relationship in a contemporary 

Irish context. 

Gendered Fear of Crime 

Central to the role of gender in fear of crime is the way in which fear influences how 

women navigate urban environments. In a qualitative study, women described their vigilance 

when traversing their locality due to experiences of harassment (Chomiak, 2014). Johansson 

& Haandrikman (2023) indicate that women reported higher insecurity, however, the 

researchers noted the insufficiency of their selected model in catering to gender-based 

differences in crime fear. Choi & Merlo (2020) offer another consideration. In their study, 

men ranked far lower on crime fear than women, however, the researchers reported that this 

may be partially explained by gendered differences in reporting, i.e. the suppression of fear 

expression associated with the performance of masculinity. The present study intends to 

ameliorate this potential factor by means of an anonymous online survey design.  

Avar & Karami (2025) emphasise the importance of the cultural differences that shape 

gender roles and societal expectations in how women navigate their environments, 

particularly concerning the fear of victimisation. However, their study reported common fear 

levels and concerns across women in the studied cultural contexts. Recognising the potential 

for cultural differences warrants the investigation of the present study into the main and 

interaction effects of gender and nationality on crime fear in the Dublin context. 

Nationality and Fear of Crime 

 Nationality is another significant social determinant of crime fear, particularly in 

densely populated environments like Dublin city. Migrant and non-migrant populations have 
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been found to report differences in levels of perceived vulnerability, particularly in relation to 

violent victimisation (Grinshteyn et al., 2020; Pain, 2001). This vulnerability can be 

compounded by factors like the negative coverage and political articulation of immigration 

by extreme right-wing platforms (Abreu Rivera & Piatkowska, 2024). These narratives in 

both public and online discourse play a powerful role in shaping fear of crime in migrant and 

non-migrant individuals. Diaz Ruiz (2025) and Truman (2005) illustrate the ways in which 

media platforms can act as accelerants of these fears. This is particularly pronounced on SNS, 

where misinformation and prejudicial narratives portraying migrants as inherently linked to 

crime can spread rapidly. This can increase anxiety among native populations, who may 

internalise these messages, while also intensifying insecurity among non-nationals, who may 

feel stigmatised or targeted in their host country. In a study of perceived immigrants’ impact 

on crime in 21 European countries, Ceobanu (2011) reported higher crime fear in countries 

with a larger stock of non-European migrants. However, it was noted that these perceptions 

were unaffected by personal experience with crime, prison population rate or the ratio of 

foreign inmate to non-European foreign population, indicating that expressions of concern 

regarding non-nationals’ impact on crime may stem from personal prejudice over personal 

experience.  

In digital environments, these sentiments are further amplified by algorithmic 

curation, where engagement with xenophobic content elicits more of the same (DeVito, 

2016). SNS frequently exploit cognitive and cultural biases to boost engagement, with little 

consideration to the reinforcement of harmful stereotypes (Kozyreva et al., 2020; Susser et 

al., 2019). Given the developments in crime-related discourse in recent years, the present 

study intends to capture the potentially differential perceptions of migrant and non-migrant 

residents regarding crime fear in Dublin. 



17 
 

Research Aims and Contribution 

Despite the proliferation of research on media and perceived security, empirical 

studies that investigate the direct influence of SNS engagement remain limited. Williams 

(2018) found no significant relationship between SNS usage and fear of crime. However, this 

study was restricted in scope as the sample consisted primarily of 18 to 19-year-old college 

students and focused solely on Facebook. This restriction may have limited the 

generalisability to broader populations (non-students and other age groups) or to users of 

other platforms. Truman (2005) found that fear of crime was more closely linked to local TV 

news consumption than to actual crime rates, however, this study predated the widespread 

adoption of SNS and thus cannot account for the influence of digital media.  

With regard to sense of community, Yuan & McNeeley (2015) found a negative 

association with crime fear, though this study utilised indirect measures by analysing data 

collected in 2002. Further, Riger et al. (1981) found that sense of community had a stronger 

inverse relationship with fear of crime than actual crime rates. The data in both studies was 

collected in social contexts vastly different from today’s digitally mediated environments. To 

that end, this study aims to address these gaps by being the first empirical 

investigation examining the relationship between SNS engagement and fear of crime in an 

Irish cohort. Focusing on a more diverse sample allows for the exploration of variation in 

crime fear across demographic groups. Furthermore, distinguishing between SNS 

engagement styles (affective, behavioural, cognitive) may reveal differences across users. 

Utilising validated psychological scales to ensure methodological reliability, this study 

intends to evaluate the psychological and demographic variables associated with crime fear to 

inform SNS related policy, media literacy campaigns and the promotion of more mindful 

online behaviours. By employing a cross-sectional, correlational design, the study will gather 

self-reported data through an online survey to capture a snapshot of modern Dublin. This 
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approach facilitates the exploration of the variables relating to crime fear, contributing to a 

contemporary understanding of these dynamics in an Irish urban context. 

 

Hypotheses 

The hypotheses of the present study are as follows: 

●​ Hypothesis 1 (H1): SNS engagement style and sense of community will predict fear 

of crime scores. 

●​ Hypothesis 2 (H2): There will be a difference in fear of crime scores between male 

and female participants. 

●​ Hypothesis 3 (H3): There will be a difference in fear of crime scores between Irish 

and non-Irish nationals. 

●​ Hypothesis 4 (H4): There will be an interaction effect between gender and nationality 

on fear of crime scores.  

●​ Hypothesis 5 (H5): There will be differences in fear of crime scores across age 

groups. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

This study employed a non-random, self-selecting sample of adult residents of 

Dublin. Participants were recruited through a combination of online advertisement and 

snowball sampling, with the aim of capturing a broad cross-section of the population. The 

final sample consisted of 341 participants (approximately .04% of the 922,000 eligible 

Dublin residents), following the removal of incomplete responses and those who did not meet 

the eligibility criteria. Inclusion criteria required participants to be aged between 18 and 80, 

to reside primarily in Dublin, and to provide informed consent. Individuals who were under 

18 or over 80, who were not residents of Dublin, or who declined consent were excluded 

from the study (n = 19 removed). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 80 years (M = 50.72, 

SD = 15.26). The final gender breakdown consisted of 148 males and 193 females. 84 

participants (24.6%) identified as non-Irish nationals, while the remaining participants were 

Irish nationals (n = 257). 

Design 

This study employed a non-experimental, cross-sectional, correlational design using 

an online survey format. The design was chosen to examine the relationships between 

psychological and demographic variables and self-reported fear of crime in the context of 

Dublin’s city centre. The dependent variable was fear of crime, gauged through responses to 

the “worry about crime” subscale of the Fear of Crime Scale (Jackson, 2009). The 

independent variables included social media engagement (measured across cognitive, 

affective, and behavioural dimensions), sense of community, gender, age, and nationality.  

Materials 

The following materials and measures were utilised in the conduction of this survey: 

●​ Fear of Crime Scale (FOCS, Jackson, 2009) [see Appendix A]. 
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●​ Social Media Engagement Scale (SMES-A, Ni et al., 2020) [see Appendix B]. 

●​ Brief Sense of Community Scale (BSCS, Peterson et al., 2008) [see Appendix C]. 

●​ Information Sheet [see Appendix D]. 

●​ Consent Form [see Appendix E]. 

●​ Debrief Form [see Appendix F]. 

Fear of Crime Scale 

The Fear of Crime Scale (Jackson, 2009) is a well-established instrument used to 

assess individuals’ perceptions around victimisation. The current study employed the “worry 

about crime” subscale, deemed most relevant to urban safety perceptions and the aim of the 

study. This subscale includes 4 items designed to measure the extent to which participants 

worry about specific crime-related scenarios. Participants were instructed to answer each 

question based on how they feel about Dublin’s city centre. An example item is: “I worry 

about being robbed by a stranger on the streets.” Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Scores were summed to 

produce a composite score ranging from 4 to 20, with higher scores indicating greater crime 

fear in the context of the city centre. For greater applicability to the present study, some 

minor alterations were made to the presentation of this subscale. One item from the original 

subscale: “I worry about someone breaking into my home while my relatives are inside it” 

was contextually altered to “I worry about harm coming to my relatives while they are in the 

city centre.” This adjustment was approved by the project supervisor to enhance the 

applicability of the item to the study’s focus on crime fear in the city, rather than in domestic 

settings. Furthermore, in the original subscale, Jackson (2009) instructed participants to 

indicate how frequently they worried about the crime-related events using a time-based 

5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (every day). The present study framed the 

items as attitudinal statements for better applicability and reduced risk of fluctuating scores 
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due to differences in city visitation recency. Despite these adjustments, the integrity of the 

scale was retained, and internal consistency remained strong (α = .88), supporting its 

reliability in this context. Recent research has also reported high reliability for this scale, with 

a Cronbach’s alpha score of α = .81 for the worry dimension (Reyes-Sosa & Molina-Coloma, 

2017). The scale demonstrates both face and construct validity and is frequently used in 

criminological and psychological research. 

Social Media Engagement Scale (SMES-A) 

The SMES-A (Ni et al., 2020) was designed to assess three distinct types of SNS 

engagement (cognitive, affective and behavioural). The scale includes 11 items (3 cognitive, 

4 affective and 4 behavioural). Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Each dimension was scored separately, and scores 

were summed to produce a composite score ranging from 3 to 15 for cognitive and 4 to 20 for 

affective and behavioural engagement, with higher scores indicating greater engagement in 

that style. An example item from the affective subscale is: “I feel anxious when I can’t use 

social media.” An example item from the cognitive subscale is: “I get fulfilled from the 

attention and comments of others on social media,” and from the behavioural subscale: “I 

often use social media to relax in habit.” Affective engagement pertains to the emotional 

reactions of SNS users, such as anxiety or distress. Cognitive engagement refers to 

interaction-based attention and investment in SNS. Behavioural engagement refers to the 

habitual use of SNS, as in downtime or as a method for relaxation. In the original validation 

study by Ni et al., (2020), the SMES-A demonstrated excellent internal consistency 

(Affective, α = .85; Cognitive, α = .84; Behavioural, α = .87). While originally developed for 

adolescents, the scale was deemed suitable for use in adult populations for exploratory 

purposes and is particularly applicable to the present study which explores the distinct 

engagement styles investigated by this scale. 
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Brief Sense of Community Scale (BSCS) 

The Brief Sense of Community Scale (Peterson et al., 2008) is a validated measure of 

psychological sense of community, adapted from the longer Sense of Community Index 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The BSCS was developed to reflect improvements in clarity and 

reliability and was chosen over the traditional index for these reasons as well as for survey 

brevity to limit participant fatigue. It includes 8 items, each rated on a 5-point Likert scale 

from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Participants were instructed to consider 

their local community when responding. An example item is: “I feel connected to this 

neighbourhood.” Scores were summed to produce an overall sense of community score, 

ranging from 8 to 40, with higher values reflecting stronger perceived community ties and 

efficacy. The BSCS has shown high internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha reported at α 

= .89 (Peterson et al., 2008). It has also demonstrated good construct validity across urban 

samples. 

Procedure 

The study was conducted entirely online using Microsoft Forms, which allowed for 

efficient data collection while maintaining participant anonymity. The survey link was 

distributed via online advertisements and snowball sampling. Participants were informed that 

the study was voluntary, anonymous, and aimed at understanding Dublin residents’ 

perceptions of safety in the city centre. Upon accessing the survey, participants were first 

presented with the Information Sheet, outlining the study’s purpose, inclusion criteria, and 

ethical considerations. This was followed by the Consent Form, which participants were 

required to complete before proceeding. Individuals who did not meet the inclusion criteria, 

specifically those under 18 or over 80 years of age, non-residents of Dublin, or those who 

declined consent, were automatically redirected to the Debrief Form, ending their 

participation. Eligible participants then completed the main body of the survey, beginning 



23 
 

with a short set of demographic questions (age, gender and nationality), followed by the three 

psychological measures in the following order: the Fear of Crime Scale (FOCS), Brief Sense 

of Community Scale (BSCS) and the Social Media Engagement Scale (SMES-A). All items 

were presented using a standard 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (Strongly 

Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The survey concluded with a Debrief Form, which offered 

additional information about the study’s aims and provided contact details for the researcher, 

project supervisor and relevant support services. The survey took participants approximately 

4 minutes and 19 seconds to complete. It was accessible via both desktop and mobile devices, 

and participants completed it at a time and location of their choosing. 

Ethical Considerations 

This research was conducted following approval from the DBS College Human 

Research Ethics Committee and in full accordance with the DBS Ethical Guidelines for 

Research with Human Participants (DBS, 2019) and the Code of Professional Ethics of the 

Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI, 2010). Additionally, the core guiding principles of the 

Belmont Report (1979) outlined by the DBS Code of Ethics (DBS, 2019) were adhered to 

and the design and administration of this study was guided by and reflected these principles 

at every stage. 

Respect for the Rights and Dignity of the Person 

In accordance with the first principle of the PSI Code of Professional Ethics (2010), 

affirming that individuals must be treated with dignity and as autonomous agents, all 

participants were provided with a detailed Information Sheet [see Appendix D] outlining the 

nature, purpose, and procedures of the study. Informed consent was obtained prior to 

participation via the Consent Form [see Appendix E]. Participants were advised of their right 

to withdraw at any stage without consequence and were informed that no identifiable 

information would be collected. To respect participants’ privacy, all responses were collected 
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anonymously via Microsoft Forms, at a time and place of the participants choosing. To 

protect vulnerable groups who may not be able to provide informed consent, no individuals 

under the age of 18 or over 80 were included in the study. 

Competence 

Aligned with the second principle of the PSI Code (2010), the researcher 

acknowledged the limits of their expertise and acted within the boundaries of their training. 

The study design, measures, and procedures were selected based on current empirical 

standards and were reviewed by the DBS College Human Research Ethics Committee. The 

researcher remained attentive to ethical obligations throughout and followed the guidance of 

DBS faculty members on best practices. 

Responsibility and Beneficence 

In accordance with the third principle of the PSI Code (2010) and the second principle 

of The Belmont Report (1979), the researcher took all reasonable steps to protect participants 

from harm. While the topic of crime carries the potential to provoke discomfort, the survey 

questions were minimally invasive to minimise distress. As a precaution, the Debrief Form 

[see Appendix F] included contact details for the Crime Victims Helpline and Samaritans in 

case support was needed. 

Integrity & Justice 

Following the fourth principle of the PSI Code (2010), honesty and transparency were 

maintained throughout the research process. The study’s aims were clearly communicated to 

participants in the Information Sheet [see Appendix D] and deception was not used at any 

stage. The data will be analysed and reported accurately, and the findings will be used solely 

for academic purposes. The study also ensured adherence with the Belmont principle of 

justice by treating each participant equitably and without discrimination (Belmont Report, 

1979). 
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Data Storage and Dissemination 

Finally, data collected was stored securely on a password-protected laptop accessible 

only to the researcher. In compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), 

research data will be stored for a maximum of five years and then deleted (European Union, 

2016). Participants were informed that their anonymous responses may be used for 

publication but would remain entirely untraceable. 
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RESULTS 

The final sample consisted of 341 participants. All participants were primarily 

resident in Dublin and fell within the inclusion criteria of being aged 18 to 80. Participants 

were divided into six age groups with a mean age of 50.72 years old (SD = 15.26). The 

sample was gender-balanced with 148 men (43.4%) and 193 (56.6%). A majority identified 

as Irish nationals (n = 257, 75.4%), while the remainder identified as non-Irish nationals (n = 

84, 24.6%). 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics were computed for all continuous variables, the Fear of Crime 

Scale, Sense of Community Scale, and the three dimensions of the Social Media Engagement 

Scale. All psychological measures were treated as scale-level measurements. 

Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics for Key Psychological Measures with Reliability. 

Variables Mean Median Mode SD Skewness Kurtosis a 

FOCS 15.89 17 20 3.82 -1.22 1.11 .88 

BSCS 27.88 29 29 7.28 -.48 -.36 .90 

Behavioural Engagement 15.36 16 20 3.88 -.87 .5 .87 

Cognitive Engagement 7.89 8 7 2.95 .28 -.52 .74 

Affective Engagement 7.94 8 4 3.53 .73 -.01 .83 

Note. a = Cronbach’s alpha values. 

Internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and all measures 

demonstrated good to excellent internal reliability (see Table 1). In an analysis of fear of 

crime scores across demographics, those aged 45-54 reported the highest mean levels (M = 
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16.78, SD = 3.60) and 35-44 the lowest (M = 15.25, SD = 3.77), female Irish nationals scored 

highest (M = 16.12, SD = 3.7) and male non-nationals the lowest (M = 15.35, SD = 4.13). 

Assumption Checks 

Visual inspection of the histogram showed that the data was relatively normally 

distributed, with moderate skewness (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1  

A Histogram Showing Regression Standardised Residuals for Fear of Crime Scores. 

 

Despite moderate skewness shown in Figure 1, a P-P plot of standardised residuals 

confirmed normality (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

A P-P Plot of Standardised Residuals for Fear of Crime Scores. 
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Note. DV = Fear of Crime Scores, N = 325. 

Furthermore, Levene’s tests for homogeneity of variance were non-significant across 

all ANOVA models, indicating that the assumption of equal variances was met. Partial 

regression plots supported the assumption of linearity. Taken together, the data satisfied the 

assumptions required for parametric analysis. 

Inferential Statistics 

Inferential analyses were conducted to assess whether the key variables significantly 

predicted or influenced fear of crime among Dublin residents. 

H1: Social Media Engagement Styles and Sense of Community will Predict Fear of Crime. 

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine whether cognitive, 

affective, and behavioural social media engagement, and sense of community predicted fear 

of crime. The model was statistically significant (F (4, 320) = 3.31, p = .011), explaining 

approximately 3% of the variance in crime fear scores (Adjusted R² = .03), indicating a small 

effect size (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Multiple Regression Predicting Fear of Crime from SNS Engagement and Sense of 

Community 

    95% CI 

Predictor B Beta p LL UL 

Sense of Community -.05 -.09 .124 -.10 .01 

Behavioural Engagement -.14 -.14 .04* -.27 -.1 

Cognitive Engagement .11 .08 .288 -.09 .3 

Affective Engagement .17 .16 .034* .01 .34 

Note. Adjusted R² = .03. DV = Fear of crime scores. Asterisk indicates p < .05. 

Among the predictors (see Table 2), affective engagement (β = .16, p = .034, CI 

(95%) = .01, .34) and behavioural engagement (β = –.14, p = .040, CI (95%) = -.27, -.01) 

emerged as significant (p < .05). These findings suggest that affective and behavioural 

engagement with SNS can significantly influence crime fear positively and negatively, 

respectively. Therefore, the null hypothesis for H1 was rejected. 

H2: There will be a Difference in Fear of Crime between Male and Female Participants. 

H3: There will be a Difference in Fear of Crime between Irish and Non-Irish Nationals. 

H4: There will be an Interaction Effect between Gender and Nationality on Fear of Crime.   

A two-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to examine the role of gender 

and nationality on fear of crime scores and found no significant main effect for gender (F (1, 

336) = 1.46, p = .228, np² = .00) or nationality (F (1, 336) = .14, p = .707, np²= .00) and the 

interaction effect between gender and nationality was not significant (F (1, 336) = .11, p = 

.736, np² = .00), each reporting a negligible effect size. These findings suggest that there were 

no statistically significant differences in crime fear based on gender or nationality, and no 
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significant interaction between the two. Therefore, the null hypotheses for each effect were 

retained. 

H5: There will be Differences across Age Groups in Fear of Crime Scores. 

A one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to examine whether fear of crime 

scores differed across the age groups. The analysis revealed that the effect of age group on 

fear of crime was not statistically significant (F (5, 334) = 1.28, p = .272, np² = .02) 

indicating a small effect size. This suggests that there were no statistically significant 

differences in crime fear across age groups. Therefore, the null hypothesis was retained. 

Additional Analyses 

Following the discovery of a significant positive relationship between affective 

engagement and fear of crime, further analyses were conducted to explore differences across 

the demographic variables. 

Gender, Nationality and Affective Engagement  

Another two-way between-groups ANOVA revealed no main effects for gender (F (1, 

334) = 2.65, p = .105, np² = .01) or nationality (F (1, 334) = .55, p = .460, np² = .00) on 

affective engagement and the interaction effect between gender and nationality was not 

significant (F (1, 334) = .03, p = .874, np² = .00), each effect indicating a negligible effect 

size. These findings suggest that there were no statistically significant differences in affective 

engagement based on gender or nationality, and no significant interaction between the two. 

Age and Affective Engagement 

 Another one-way between-groups ANOVA revealed that the levels of affective 

engagement differed significantly between age groups (F (5, 332) = 3.94, p = .002), with a 

small effect size (np² = .06). Specifically, Tukey HSD post hoc analyses highlighted that 

those aged 18–24 reported significantly higher affective engagement than those aged 35–44, 
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45–54, and 55–64 (see Table 3). Differences between other groups approached significance 

but did not reach the threshold. 

Table 3 

Comparison of Affective Engagement Scores Across Age Groups. 

Comparison Between Groups Mean Difference p 

18-24 vs. 35-44 +3.55 .012* 

18-24 vs. 45-54 +4.13 .001* 

18-24 vs. 55-64 +3.96 .002* 

Note. DV: Affective Engagement Scores. Asterisk indicates p < .05. 

These results suggest a significant difference between age groups in affective engagement 

(see Table 3), with 18-24 and 45-54 showing the greatest difference. These findings suggest 

that younger people may engage with SNS platforms in a more emotionally charged manner 

than those in other age groups. 

 



32 
 

DISCUSSION 

Interpretation of Findings 

This study aimed to examine the psychological and demographic factors associated 

with fear of crime among Dublin residents, focusing on predictive variables: SNS 

engagement styles and sense of community, and group-based influences: gender, age, and 

nationality. The hypotheses were tested through a multiple regression analysis and one and 

two-way between-groups ANOVAs. This section evaluates each hypothesis in turn, assessing 

whether the results supported them, and discusses their alignment with prior research. 

H1: Social Media Engagement Styles and Sense of Community will Predict Fear of Crime. 

The first hypothesis was partially supported. Among the four predictors tested, 

affective SNS engagement and behavioural SNS engagement emerged as significant, with a 

positive and negative relationship, respectively, while cognitive SNS engagement and sense 

of community were not found to be significant predictors. 

Affective Engagement. Participants who reported greater emotional investment in 

their social media activity also reported significantly higher levels of crime fear. This finding 

is consistent with psychological literature suggesting that emotionally evocative content can 

amplify perceived risk, especially when reinforced by negativity bias and the availability 

heuristic (Baumeister et al., 2001; Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). When users are emotionally 

affected by crime-related posts, they are more likely to overestimate the prevalence and 

severity of crime. In addition, algorithmic curation may help to explain this result. As DeVito 

(2016) notes, SNS platforms like Facebook promote content based on prior engagement, 

meaning that interacting with emotionally charged crime-related content likely leads to more 

of the same, creating an echo chamber that may reinforce or intensify fear. 

Behavioural Engagement. In contrast, higher behavioural SNS engagement was 

associated with lower crime fear. This finding runs counter to expectations but offers a 
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compelling avenue for interpretation. It suggests that users who interact with SNS content 

more passively may engage with it in a more mindful way. Engaging in a more regulated 

manner may indicate a higher level of control or information processing, mitigating fear by 

enabling individuals to contextualize what they see or disengage from distressing content. 

This supports prior literature suggesting that some online behaviours may promote resilience 

through connectedness (Baccarella et al., 2018). It is also plausible that individuals who 

engage in this way are less prone to the algorithmic pipelines associated with affective 

engagement (DeVito, 2016). In this way, two users of the same SNS platform may observe 

vastly different newsfeeds: one rife with provocative, emotionally charged content, and the 

other composed of unobtrusive entertainment pieces. Daily exposure to these divergent feeds 

could lead users to form vastly different perceptions of their city and their safety therein 

(Baumeister et al., 2001; Tversky & Kahneman, 1973).  

Together, these opposing effects highlight that how one engages with SNS and not 

merely the quantity of exposure is critically important. These findings reveal that SNS usage 

is not monolithic, and individual differences in emotional responses to content can lead to 

significantly different psychological outcomes. They also underscore the need for future 

interventions and educational efforts focused on mindful media consumption and digital 

resilience. 

Sense of Community. Contrary to expectations, this variable did not significantly 

predict fear of crime scores. This finding is inconsistent with literature that describe how 

strong community ties can act as protective against crime fear (Sampson et al., 1997). One 

possible explanation is that while participants may have reported connection to their 

communities, the quality or frequency of their interactions may not have been sufficient to 

build the kind of collective efficacy known to reduce fear. Additionally, as participants were 

collected across Dublin, they may perceive the city centre as distinct from their own local 
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communities, possibly weakening any moderating influence of sense of community on 

perceptions of city-centre crime. 

H2: There will be a Difference in Fear of Crime between Male and Female Participants. 

H3: There will be a Difference in Fear of Crime between Irish and Non-Irish Nationals. 

H4: There will be an Interaction Effect between Gender and Nationality on Fear of Crime.   

The second, third and fourth hypotheses were not supported. A two-way 

between-groups ANOVA reported that neither gender nor nationality had a significant main 

effect on fear of crime or displayed a significant interaction effect.  

Gender. These findings stand in contrast to a substantial body of research which 

consistently report that women experience greater fear of victimisation in public spaces than 

men (Johansson & Haandrikman, 2023; Pain, 2001). Given the relatively large sample size 

and strong balance of male and female participants, this result could indicate that gender 

plays a less influential role in crime fear in Dublin than traditionally reported in 

criminological and psychological literature. Elements like online behaviour and social 

network participation unaccounted for in previous literature may exert a more powerful effect 

than gendered differences. 

Nationality. In the investigation of nationality effects, the results contradict previous 

studies which found that immigrants or ethnic minorities often report higher levels of crime 

fear (Grinshteyn et al., 2020). Group heterogeneity may serve as a contextual factor to help 

explain this result. The non-Irish participant group was likely culturally diverse in a way 

unaccounted for by the present study. For example, the psychological experiences of a 

European expatriate versus an asylum seeker may differ dramatically. Furthermore, the 

non-significant interaction effect echoes Avar & Karami (2025), who, despite describing 

cultural differences in gendered crime fear, found no significant variations across the studied 

cultural contexts. Finally, with Irish nationals making up 76% of the sample, the reduced 
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statistical power for detecting group differences may have masked subtle effects. Ultimately, 

these findings would suggest that in contexts like Dublin, digital environments and media 

exposure may play a more central role in shaping crime fear than nationality alone, and that 

future studies should explore subgroup differences and incorporate variables such as 

ethnicity, length of residence, and perceived belonging. 

H5: There will be Differences across Age Groups in Fear of Crime Scores. 

The fifth hypothesis was also unsupported, as the results of a one-way 

between-groups ANOVA reported no significant differences in crime fear across age groups. 

This stands in contrast to a long-standing position in criminological literature that suggests 

crime fear increases as people get older (Box, et al., 1988; Braungart, et al., 1980; Clarke & 

Lewis, 1982). The contradictions of the present study may indicate that crime fear is now 

more heavily influenced by contemporary social and digital factors over traditionally reported 

demographic influencers. This result may also be partly explained by the lesser number of 18 

to 24-year-old participants (n = 13) in comparison to the larger 65-80 group (n = 66). This 

limited representation of younger adults in the sample may have reduced the statistical power 

to detect significant age-related differences, limiting the generalisability of findings across 

the full adult age spectrum. 

Additional Analyses of Gender, Age and Nationality on Affective Engagement. 

Additional investigations were carried out following the reported positive relationship 

between affective engagement and fear of crime to investigate the prevalence of affective 

engagement across the demographic variables.  

Gender and Nationality. In a two-way between-groups ANOVA, there was no 

identified interaction effect between gender and nationality on affective engagement, nor 

were there any main effects identified. This would indicate that gender and nationality do not 

play a key role in determining individuals’ propensity for this style of SNS engagement.  
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Age Group Comparison. In a one-way between-groups ANOVA, results indicated 

that age had a significant effect on affective engagement. Younger participants (aged 18-24) 

were found to display higher affective engagement than all other age groups. This bolsters 

Ofcom (2024), which highlights that young people primarily choose SNS to stay informed on 

current events and this could be tied to a more emotionally reactive experience. 

Limitations 

While the present study offers valuable insight into the role of SNS engagement styles 

in crime fear perspectives, several limitations should be considered when interpreting the 

findings. 

Scope of the Fear of Crime Scale 

This study employed only the “worry about crime” subsection of the Fear of Crime 

Scale (Jackson, 2009). While this subscale was deemed most relevant for assessing 

perceptions of Dublin’s city centre, the exclusion of other subsections may have narrowed the 

conceptual scope of the measure. As a result, the study may not fully capture the multifaceted 

nature of crime fear, which could include dimensions beyond worry alone. 

Self-Selection and Participant Motivation 

A substantial portion of participants were recruited through online advertisement and 

social media outreach. While this method enabled access to a broad and diverse sample, it is 

possible that individuals with stronger opinions on crime, particularly those with heightened 

concerns about urban safety, were more likely to engage with and complete the survey. This 

could have subtly inflated fear of crime scores across the sample. 

Nationality Categorisation and Representation 

In examining nationality differences, participants were split into Irish and non-Irish 

nationals. This broad classification likely concealed important cultural, ethnic, and 

experiential differences within the non-Irish group. Individuals from different cultural 
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backgrounds likely experience issues of safety or crime differently and this heterogeneity 

may have diluted possible group effects. Future studies would benefit from more distinct 

demographic categorization to uncover potential subgroup differences. Furthermore, as 

non-Irish nationals comprise 25% of the sample, the statistical power for detecting group 

differences was reduced and this may have obfuscated differences between the groups.  

Age Distribution Within Sample 

Another limitation concerns the uneven age distribution within the sample, 

specifically the underrepresentation of participants aged 18–24 (n = 13) compared to other 

age groups. This may have reduced the statistical power to detect age-related differences in 

fear of crime and limited the ability to generalise findings across the broader adult 

population. The small sample size in this age bracket may also have dampened variability 

within the group, potentially obscuring trends that are typically observed in the literature. 

Strengths 

Despite these limitations, this study boasts several noteworthy strengths that enhance 

the validity, relevance, and contribution of its findings.  

Large, Diverse and Statistically Relevant Sample 

The study was conducted on a relatively large sample (N = 341). The gender 

distribution within the sample was well-balanced, comprising both male and female 

participants in comparable proportions, which allowed for the analysis of gender-based 

differences in fear of crime. Notably, all participants were Dublin residents, ensuring direct 

relevance to the study’s focus on safety perceptions within Dublin’s city centre. Importantly, 

the survey’s brevity (average completion time of 4 minutes and 19 seconds) likely 

contributed to the strong response rate and minimised participant fatigue, ensuring 

high-quality data collection. This streamlined approach also facilitated the collection of a 

larger sample, increasing the generalisability of the findings within the Dublin population. 
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Novel Application of Research 

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, this is the first study to investigate the 

relationship between SNS engagement and fear of crime in an Irish context. This originality 

is significant given Ireland’s unique sociopolitical, cultural, and media landscape, particularly 

in relation to recent public discourse around urban safety. The study is also the first to employ 

the use of the SMES-A, which distinguishes between modes of SNS engagement, in the 

investigation of their relationship with crime fear. 

Utilisation of Valid, Reliable Measures 

The study employed standardised, validated psychological measures for all core 

constructs, enhancing both reliability and comparability with previous research. The FOCS, 

BSCS, and SMES-A demonstrated excellent internal reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha values 

well above accepted thresholds across all scales. This strong internal consistency lends 

support to the reliability of the measurements used. 

Implications and Applications 

The findings of this study offer several important implications for the growing field of 

research at the intersection of digital behaviour and public perception. It also presents a range 

of practical applications that extend across public health, education, SNS governance, and the 

development of digital policy. Although this research focused specifically on Dublin, the 

results are highly relevant to other urban contexts with similar social and digital media 

climates, where perceptions of safety are increasingly shaped not only by direct experience, 

but by engagement with online content. 

The results provide a meaningful expansion of the framework surrounding crime fear 

by introducing SNS as a multifaceted predictor, and not merely a unidimensional construct. 

Prior research has focused on SNS exposure frequency with less attention paid to the 

emotional, behavioural and cognitive modes of interaction. The differential predictive values 
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of the varying engagement types, particularly the positive association between affective SNS 

use and fear of crime, underscores the need for future researchers to consider how users 

engage with SNS and not simply how often. These findings suggest that affective 

engagement may amplify cognitive biases reinforcing fear-based perceptions regardless of 

actual risk. Furthermore, the identification of higher affectivity among younger SNS users 

provides a crucial insight into how younger individuals may navigate their online 

environments, and the associated emotional toll. In light of these findings, a key potential 

application lies in the development of media literacy education, particularly for younger 

demographics, to foster critical awareness of how emotionally provocative content can distort 

their perceptions and lead to poorer mental and physical health outcomes. This study supports 

the integration of this education into national curriculums, encouraging students to evaluate 

the credibility and emotional tone of content they encounter online. Through such initiatives, 

educational institutions can play a pivotal role in fostering more mindful digital consumption 

and reducing the emotional reactivity that may intensify fear-based thinking. 

The identification of behavioural engagement as a practice which may reflect a more 

mindful, emotionally measured approach to SNS is novel and contradicts a growing body of 

research outlining the influence of SNS as wholly negative. Studying the underlying 

mechanisms of this kind of engagement could reveal psychologically resilient practices 

which could inform public awareness campaigns that promote constructive dialogue and 

critical reflection around SNS content. These campaigns could safeguard the public against 

the spread of misinformation and the adverse psychological effects of emotionally charged 

content. 

At a policy level, this study emphasises the importance of transparency and 

accountability in platform algorithms, particularly in how emotionally charged content is 

prioritised. Governments and regulatory bodies should consider supporting ethical algorithm 
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design and funding independent research into the psychological effects of content curation. 

These efforts would be complemented by the actions of SNS platforms themselves, who 

could implement features that empower users to limit their exposure to harmful content or 

access reliable information regarding public safety trends. These tools that aid users in taking 

a more active role in their content curation could reduce emotional affectivity and promote 

healthier online discourse. 

Mental health professionals and public health authorities may also find these results 

applicable to their work. Practitioners could consider integrating strategies into therapy and 

preventative care that help individuals differentiate between actual and perceived threats, 

particularly in urban populations regularly exposed to online narratives that diminish their 

sense of safety. Emotional regulation techniques and education regarding the influence of 

SNS algorithms could assist in the management of anxiety that stems, not from personal 

experiences, but from repeated online exposure to harmful content. 

Finally, the use of the SMES-A, originally designed for adolescents, revealed rich 

insights into adult users’ SNS behaviours. However, the absence of an adult specific scale 

limits the precision with which adult engagement patterns can be interpreted. The current 

study supports the development of a version tailored to adult populations to improve the 

reliability of future studies and better capture the psychological processes underpinning 

different SNS engagement styles across the lifespan. 

Directions for Future Research 

While the present study provides valuable insight into how social media engagement 

relates to fear of crime, it also opens up several important avenues for further investigation. 

As fear of crime becomes increasingly mediated by digital content and algorithmic exposure, 

continued research into the psychological processes behind these relationships is both timely 

and necessary. 
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One of the clearest directions for future research involves the adaptation of the Social 

Media Engagement Scale for Adolescents (SMES-A) for adult populations. While this 

instrument proved highly informative in the present study, it was originally developed for 

adolescent use. A version tailored to adult users would allow for a more precise measurement 

of SNS engagement (inclusive of the three outlined dimensions of engagement) across age 

groups, particularly in studies focusing on mental health, safety perception, and digital 

behaviour. 

Further research into affective engagement is strongly warranted, especially given its 

significant positive association with fear of crime. This engagement type may interact with 

cognitive biases such as negativity bias or confirmation bias, which could distort perceptions 

of risk when individuals encounter emotionally charged or provocative content. Studies that 

explore the emotional regulation mechanisms that mitigate these effects would greatly enrich 

current understanding.  

The finding that higher behavioural engagement was associated with lower levels of 

fear of crime is also novel. This counterintuitive result suggests a potential protective 

mechanism wherein mindful and measured SNS engagement may foster resilience or critical 

evaluation of content. Future studies should examine this relationship in greater detail, 

investigating whether behavioural engagement reflects a more controlled digital interaction 

style that could be encouraged through interventions or platform design. Exploring the 

potential of behavioural engagement as a psychological buffer against digitally induced fear 

could have considerable value for both academic theory and practical application. 

Although sense of community did not significantly predict fear of crime in this study, 

its theoretical relevance remains strong. Future research could explore updated scales that 

include digital behaviours in addition to traditional signifiers to reflect an increasingly digital 

social environment. 
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Another important area for future research is the role of nationality and cultural 

background. The categorisation of participants as either Irish or non-Irish may have masked 

meaningful differences in experience and perception. Subsequent studies should seek to 

diversify this category, incorporating variables such as ethnicity, length of residence, and 

country of origin. These dimensions may significantly affect how individuals interpret 

crime-related SNS content, offering a richer understanding of the cultural factors that 

underpin crime fear. 

Finally, there is a strong rationale for pursuing longitudinal and experimental research 

designs to better establish the directionality and causality of the observed relationships. While 

this study identified significant associations, the cross-sectional nature of the data impedes 

definitive conclusions about the effects of SNS on crime fear. Experimental studies could 

examine how exposure to curated content influences fear, while longitudinal work could track 

changes in fear levels over time in relation to shifts in engagement styles. 

Conclusion 

This study investigated how SNS engagement and sense of community predict fear of 

crime among Dublin residents. By examining predictive psychological variables alongside 

demographic and sociological factors, the research offers timely insight into how social and 

digital interactions shape fear of crime in Dublin city. The findings revealed that affective 

SNS engagement significantly predicted greater fear of crime, while behavioural engagement 

was linked to lower fear levels: a novel and potentially protective relationship. These results 

outline the importance of differentiating engagement patterns, rather than treating SNS as a 

unidimensional construct. Residents’ sense of community, age, gender, and nationality did 

not emerge as significantly associated with fear of crime, suggesting that traditional 

influences may be less impactful in the modern digital context than previously 

acknowledged. Additional analyses also suggest a relationship between age and affective 
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engagement, identifying that 18–24-year-olds exhibited higher levels of this engagement 

style than all other age groups. The results of this study underscore that SNS is not a neutral 

force in shaping how individuals perceive crime in urban environments. The ways in which 

people emotionally or behaviourally engage with content can influence, not only their 

personal fear of crime, but the collective narratives that surround city life. These findings 

offer tangible pathways for action, inviting collaboration between educators, policymakers, 

and platform designers to promote safer, more psychologically informed digital and urban 

spaces.  
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Appendix A: Fear of Crime Scale (FOCS) 

Participant Instructions​

Below are a set of statements concerning worry about crime. Please indicate the extent to 

which you agree or disagree with these statements by selecting the appropriate box. Base 

your answers on how you feel about Dublin’s city centre. 

 
Items and Results of FOC Scale when Conducted by Reyes-Sosa & Molina-Coloma (2017). 

Only the worry about crime subscale was utilised by this study. Responses on a 5-point Likert 

scale ranged from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 5(Strongly Agree). Responses were summed to 

produce composite scores, with higher scores indicating higher crime fear. The present study 

amended item 4 of the worry about crime subscale from “I worry about someone breaking 

into my home while my relatives are inside it” to “I worry about harm coming to my relatives 

while they are in the city centre.” This adjustment was approved by the project supervisor to 

enhance the applicability of the item to the study’s focus on crime fear in city.  
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Appendix B: Social Media Engagement Scale (SMES-A). 
 
Participant Instructions​

Below are a set of statements about social media use. Please indicate the extent to which you 

agree or disagree with these statements by selecting the appropriate box. 

 

 
Note. Items and Results of SMES-A Scale by Ni et al. (2020). 

Responses on 5-point Likert scale ranged from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 5(Strongly Agree). 

Responses in each dimension (cognitive, affective, behavioural) were summed individually to 

produce composite scores, with higher scores indicating higher prevalence of the selected 

engagement style. 
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Appendix C: Brief Sense of Community Scale (BSCS) 

Participant Instructions 

Below are a set of statements about your neighbourhood. Please indicate the extent to which 

you agree or disagree with these statements by selecting the appropriate box. 

 

 
Note. Brief Sense of Community Scale (BSCS) Items and Categorisation.​

Responses on 5-point Likert scale ranged from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 5(Strongly Agree). 

Responses were summed to produce composite score, with higher scores indicating higher 

sense of community. 
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Appendix D: Information Sheet. 
 

Information Sheet 
Social Network Service Engagement and Sense of Safety in Dublin’s City Centre. 

 
My name is Seán and I am conducting research in the Department of Psychology that 
explores Dublin residents’ sense of safety in the city centre, also looking at their sense of 
community and their social media habits. This research is being conducted as part of my 
studies and will be submitted for examination. 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study that will form the basis for an 
undergraduate thesis. Please read the following information before deciding whether to 
participate. 
 
What are the objectives of the study? The nature of this study requires participants to 
complete a set of surveys to explore the topic of how safe they feel Dublin’s city centre is. 
This study also intends to look at factors such as social media engagement and individuals’ 
involvement with their local community.  
 
Why have I been asked to participate? I would like to collect information from different 
people regarding their perception of safety in Dublin’s city centre.  

●​ Must be primarily resident in Dublin. 
●​ Must over 18 years of age 

 
What does participation involve? You are invited to take part in this study and participation 
involves completing and returning the attached anonymous survey. While the survey asks 
some questions that might cause some minor negative feelings, it has been used widely in 
research. If any of the questions do raise difficult feelings for you, contact information for 
support services are included on the final page. Participation is completely voluntary and so 
you are not obliged to take part.  
 
Right to withdraw Participants have the right to withdraw from the research at any time for 
whatever reason. Participation is anonymous and confidential. Thus, responses cannot be 
attributed to any one participant. For this reason, it will not be possible to withdraw from 
participation after the questionnaire has been collected. 
 
Are there any benefits from my participation? While there will be no direct benefit from 
participation studies like this can make an important contribution to our understanding this 
topic further. As such, the findings from this study may be presented at national and 
international conferences and will be submitted for publication in peer-reviewed journals. 
Interim and final reports will be prepared. However, no individual participant will be 
identified in any publication or presentation. Individuals will not be offered any monetary or 
other rewards for their participation. 
 
Are there any risks involved in participation? There are no known risks associated with 
participation. Any inconvenience involved in taking part will be limited. Any questions prior 
to participation can be asked following the review of this sheet. After participation, a 
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debriefing stage will be offered where any further questions will be answered, or any 
questions can be emailed to my email address below. 
 
Confidentiality All individual information collected as part of the study will be used solely for 
research purposes. The questionnaires will be securely stored and data from the 
questionnaires will be transferred from the paper record to electronic format and stored on a 
password protected computer. They will be stored safely and will not be publicly displayed or 
published without prior consent. Data collected is stored in the EU, for five years, and will be 
used for research purposes to generate research content such as publications and 
presentations. 
 
Please note this research has been ethically approved by the DBS College Human Research 
Ethics Committee. 
 
Contact Details 
Should you require any further information about the research, please contact  
Seán Hoey Dolan, 10591423@mydbs.ie. My supervisor, Michael Collins, can be contacted at 
Michael.collins2@dbs.ie. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. 

 

mailto:10591423@mydbs.ie
mailto:Michael.collins2@dbs.ie
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Appendix E: Consent Form 
 

Consent Form 

Social Network Service Engagement and Sense of Safety in Dublin’s City Centre. 

 

The following should be attached to the anonymous survey and answered (but not signed) 

 

I have read and understood the attached Information Sheet regarding this study.  

Yes / No 

 

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason 

and without this affecting me. 

Yes / No 

 

I agree to take part in the study, the results of which will be published. ​  

Yes / No 

​ ​  

I agree to have my data relating to this study to be stored confidentially as described in the 

Information Sheet. 

Yes / No 

 

I consent to participating in the study. 

Yes / No 
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Appendix F: Debrief Form 

Debrief Form 

Social Network Service Engagement and Sense of Safety in Dublin’s City Centre. 

 

Thank you for participating in our research study. We would like to provide you with more 

information about the research and explain exactly what we are trying to study.  

For this study we are interested in the relationship between what we see on social media 

and how we feel about safety in Dublin’s city centre. We’re also interested in how residents’ 

sense of community might affect their perceptions of the city. 

If you have any questions about this research feel free to contact the principal investigator 

Seán Hoey Dolan at 10591423@mydbs.ie or their supervisor at Michael.collins2@dbs.ie. If 

you feel you have been affected by the content of this survey, please contact the Crime 

Victims Helpline at (01) 116 006 or the Samaritans at (01) 116 123. See the Crime Victims 

Helpline website for operating hours. The Samaritans are available by phone 24/7. If you 

have any questions regarding your rights as a participant in this research project, please 

contact the DBS College Human Research Ethics Committee. 

 

Thanks again for your participation in this study and your valued contribution to our 

research. 

 

 

mailto:10591423@mydbs.ie
mailto:Michael.collins2@dbs.ie
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