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gendered crime Myths

Madeleine mcCann, a British 4-year-old girl, disappeared from an 
apartment bed while on vacation with her family in portugal in 
2007. Her disappearance remains unsolved despite her case being 

described by the Daily Telegraph as the “most heavily reported missing-
person case in modern history.”1 in 2005, Natalee Holloway, an 18-year-old 
girl from Alabama, went missing during a high school graduation trip to 
Aruba. Her remains were never found and her murder was never solved. 
Elizabeth smart, a 14-year-old girl, disappeared from her utah bedroom in 
2002. One year later, she was found alive, having endured a horrific experi-
ence, held hostage by two fanatical religious individuals who repeatedly 
drugged, sexually assaulted, and tortured her.2 Finally, JonBenet Ramsey, a 
6-year-old girl, was found dead in her home in 1990, and the crime remains 
unsolved.3 As a frequent beauty pageant contestant, many videos of the pag-
eants circulated to the general public, providing constant media images of 
JonBenet. Whether it be madeleine mcCann, Natalee Holloway, Elizabeth 
smart, or JonBenet Ramsey, most readers can picture their faces. These 
cases capture viewer attention because of the horrific nature of each crime 
and because these victims are seen as vulnerable (young white girls).

sensationalized kidnapping cases influence what we think about crime 
and what scares us; they also affect the steps we take to prevent victimiza-
tion. you probably heard about kidnapping prevention strategies growing 
up, all of which emphasized the dangers associated with strangers. For ex-
ample, you may recall being told never take candy from a stranger or never 
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go with a stranger no matter what they say to you. if you are a parent, you 
likely teach your children similar things about stranger danger that you 
were taught growing up. While a common practice, you may be surprised 
to know that many of the core safety beliefs we hold and teach to others are 
based on crime myths that distinctively apply to women.4

statistically speaking, most people (both men and women) are never 
going to experience victimization. For example, a 2018 Bureau of Justice 
statistics report found that only 21 out of every 1,000 people in the united 
states were victims of violent crime.5 put another way, there is a 2.1 percent 
chance of experiencing personal victimization. When crime does happen, 
most offenses reported to the police are committed against men by men. The 
National Crime victimization survey consistently finds that men are more 
likely than women to be victims of a crime—except for the crime of sexual 
assault, where women are more likely to be victims. Further, women of color 
are more likely to be crime victims, including of sexual assault, than white 
women.6 so while we frequently see young, white women as victims through 
the media, statistics paint a much different picture.7

Although women (especially white women) are unlikely to become vic-
tims of crime, women are more likely to fear crime than men. This finding 
is so prominent in the research that it has been called the gender-fear para-
dox.8 Women’s fear of crime is paradoxical because it is not rooted in actual 
victimization odds. As we shall see, this paradox is partially explained 
through gendered safety myths.9 For women, especially white women, gen-
dered safety myths that dictate fear of crime are out of line with the reality 
of their victimization chances.

Why Gender Matters

stanford sociologist Cecilia Ridgeway argues that gender is one of our pri-
mary frames for organizing relations in society.10 society has different ex-
pectations for girls and boys that ultimately create what Ridgeway calls “the 
rules of gender.” There are unspoken rules that women follow because these 
things are just things that women should do.11 These daily and subtle taken-
for-granted actions are an essential part of a gendered upbringing, one that 
may not always be conscious.12 society likely influences gender roles, gen-
dered attitudes, and gendered behavior much more than we may realize. 
such gendered rules pressure people to conform to the more traditional 
gender roles and behaviors they perform each day.13 As Ridgeway says, gen-
der is like a frame for a photograph or the rose-colored glasses we some-
times wear when we see something through a lens.

There are several examples of gender rules we learn through childhood. 
in university of California, Berkeley, sociology professor Barrie Thorne’s 
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classic work Gender Play, she spent hours observing elementary school–
aged children on the playground, in the classroom, and in the lunchroom.14 
Not surprisingly, she found that gender boundaries were already apparent. 
Her work found that gender play was sex-segregated on multiple levels. Boys 
defended their identity by picking on girls and defended the boundary 
within their group of friends, and boys and girls segregated into gendered 
activities. such gendered cultures in elementary school ultimately set the 
stage for gender dynamics in later years.

Another example comes from research on gendered speech patterns 
among boys and girls. Researchers have found that boys are more likely 
than girls to use assertive speech and assertive strategies (i.e., confrontation, 
physical aggression) to mitigate conflict. in contrast, girls are more likely to 
use “affiliative strategies” (collaborative solutions, seeking to change the 
topic) to reduce conflict.15 While subtle, gender rules surrounding such 
speech patterns can inhibit girls’ confidence and assertiveness in making 
decisions.

The media further supply gender rules for young girls and women.16 For 
example, the media often portray only those women who meet idealized 
beauty standards (e.g., those who have thinner body sizes than average 
women in America) and treat them as sex objects.17 The media also present 
women in stereotypical gender roles, such as mother, girlfriend, or wife, and 
in gender-traditional occupations that emphasize nurturing characteris-
tics.18 The impact of these gendered stereotypes is often severe, especially for 
young girls and teens, who are taught from a young age that women are 
objects and only fit in traditional gendered boxes.19

For example, university of Colorado, Boulder, psychology professor 
Elizabeth Daniels and her colleagues found that more than half of stories in 
teen magazines focused on physical appearance more than anything else, 
and nearly three-quarters of advertising in these magazines did as well.20 
These findings show the importance of the idealized body image sold to 
teens who ultimately become adult consumers. in another study focusing 
on television, researchers Alexander sink and Dana mastro from the uni-
versity of California, santa Barbara, examined projections of women and 
men on tv.21 They concluded that “many empirical studies demonstrate 
that media use, particularly television viewing, exerts a small but significant 
influence on gender role attitudes and gendered behavior.”22 Women and 
girls may see other women in magazines or on television who do not neces-
sarily act or look like them and may strive to achieve such idealized notions 
of femininity.

Finally, paid work and the division of labor in the household are other 
arenas where gender rules create expectations for women.23 For example, 
women struggle with work-life balance issues, since women are responsible 
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for more housework and childcare than men, even when both partners in 
the household have full-time jobs.24 Thus, even though today’s men do more 
at home and as fathers than men did in the 1950s, gaps persist between 
women’s and men’s unpaid labor in the domestic sphere. These differences 
ultimately reinforce gender stereotypes about ideal types of women, such as 
excellent mothers who put their families before their jobs. such gender ste-
reotypes even persist in high-earning dual-career families. Jill yavorsky and 
her colleagues at the Ohio state university researched high-earning dual-
career couples who had just become parents.25 using surveys and time jour-
nals with the participants, they found some critical insights about the divi-
sion of labor. While paid work hours stayed the same for both men and 
women once they became parents, women did two hours more housework 
per day in the home after having a child, whereas men did 40 minutes of 
housework more per day. Thus, even between dual-earning couples, we still 
see a gap in the division of labor. so, even in households with the resources 
to share work in more gender-equal ways, we still see traditional gender 
norms surrounding the family and work.

The rules of gender are clear-cut for most areas of social life. However, 
it is essential to note that gender is also more than just a fixed, permanent 
role.26 put another way; you are not simply a sponge that sucks up learning 
without any ability to decide who you are or what you do. Gender is some-
thing you do, not something you are. university of California, santa Cruz, 
sociologist Candace West and university of California, santa Barbara, so-
ciologist Don Zimmerman came up with the term “doing gender” to de-
scribe this very process.27 Women learn the rules of gender, which teach 
appropriate femininity stemming from established gender norms. However, 
we have a choice in how we live out gendered lives. The key is that if we 
choose to violate these rules, it may mean that we will be punished or have 
consequences. it is also crucial that we understand that social forces are at 
work and typically push most ideas on us. For example, you may not even 
realize your daughter owns gendered toys because every toy in the “girl” 
aisle is pink, traditionally feminine, and exemplifies nurturing qualities 
(e.g., dolls). Women “accomplish” femininity, then, through a combination 
of social forces, accountability to the norms, and their own actions. Whether 
through dress, language, occupation, the management of conflicts, or the 
division of labor in the household, we accomplish gender each day.28

Gendered Safety Beliefs

you might be surprised to hear that what we learn, believe in, and value 
about safety is gendered. i’d argue that gendered safety beliefs are more an-
tiquated than beliefs about some other areas of social life. For example, 
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women learn that they are supposed to be afraid of crime (and men are not). 
Women also learn that they should fear strangers (stranger danger centers 
around men) and under what circumstances (when in public locations and 
when alone). Finally, many preventive measures women rely on to avoid 
potential victimization require total avoidance of certain spaces or reliance 
on others for protection. As we shall see, these gendered safety beliefs are 
very much a part of the white woman crime victim myth.

We can see facets of gendered safety messages emerge in childhood. For 
example, research shows that parents supervise girls at greater levels than 
boys. parents more closely monitor girls’ behaviors by keeping their daugh-
ters closer than sons and within sight range. Boys, on the other hand, are 
allowed to run free and without much supervision.29 in other words, behav-
iors of boys and girls are judged using different standards.30 Different expec-
tations for the behaviors of sons versus daughters lead to differential conse-
quences for misbehavior.31 Research has found that when boys do not live 
up to parental expectations, the consequences are less harsh than for girls 
who engage in similar behaviors. By having different expectations and levels 
of supervision for girls and boys, we create gendered safety beliefs.

Researcher saskia De Groof reinforces these points in her study with 
Flemish adolescents.32 The study found gender differences in fear of crime 
among these adolescents, with girls fearing at much higher levels than boys. 
parents of the youth participants were also surveyed in the study. De Groof 
found that parents restricted girls’ free time, whereas parents allowed boys 
more free time in public spaces (e.g., outdoors). De Groof discussed the im-
portance of socialization and the implications of the study, stating, “during 
childhood and adolescence, youngsters are taught not only what to fear but 
what not to fear, and sometimes not to show fear at all . . . girls are socialized 
to be vulnerable, to need protection, to [avoid] risk . . . , to be cautious, to 
care, and so on. Boys are socialized to protect, to take risks, and to be aware 
of their physical strength. . . . girls are allowed to fear, but boys are not. 
Women—as the symbolic paradigm suggest—are culturally coded to be 
vulnerable and helpless, men to be fearless or even aggressive.”33 De Groof’s 
research also ties to research with adults that has found that women fear 
more than men. While the reasons for these gendered differences will cer-
tainly vary as we age, the importance of social learning in this process can-
not be understated.34

safety guidelines during childhood, then, teach girls to be more afraid 
of crime and to fear strangers and public spaces, and that boys are better 
able to protect themselves from harm.35 While the difference in safety ad-
vice between girls and boys is not always this clean-cut, researchers have 
shown that gendered safety lessons and guidelines carry over to adulthood 
and may help explain women’s higher fear of crime levels.
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my research with married and divorced women found that women “do 
gendered fear.” There are many safety behaviors women engage in and many 
places they are expected to avoid because they are women. For example, 
women are expected to act fearful—we anticipate that women in society fear 
crime because we’ve taught women that this is what women should do. 
However, women also have agency (although restricted agency) in how they 
react to expectations of gendered behavior. For instance, when talking to 
recently divorced women, i found many had relied on husbands to be in 
charge of safety precautions in the home. However, once the women became 
divorced, they had to develop new ways to meet their own safety needs. 
Thus, the ways that divorced women did gendered fear was noticeably dif-
ferent post-divorce.

Whether it be from parents, schools, friends, or the media, women are 
taught gendered safety images in ways that give women little choice but to 
buy into gendered safety practices.36 it makes sense, then, that women fear 
crime more than men. Women are taught from a young age to believe they 
are the most likely crime victims. They also come to rely on the gendered 
myth that women should fear unknown men in public spaces. The reliance 
on this crime myth can have profound implications. Women may believe 
they have a higher likelihood of criminal victimization than is warranted 
and may restrict their activities based on these beliefs.

Crime Myths

There are three key gendered safety myths that most influence women’s fear 
of crime and are the focus of this book. These include the “stranger danger 
myth,” the idea that criminals are always unknown people (typically men), 
the “white woman crime victim myth,” the idea that white women are the 
most likely crime victims, and the “victim-centered crime prevention 
myth,” the idea that through individual precautionary efforts, potential vic-
tims can prevent victimization. These crime myths translate into how 
women learn and teach fear to others, thus recirculating gendered crime 
myths from generation to generation and making them a staple of our 
society.

The Stranger Danger Myth

most people are familiar with the phrase “stranger danger.” stranger danger 
suggests that all strangers have the capability to hurt people.37 However, 
statistics show that a fear of strangers is unwarranted since most crime vic-
tims know their attacker. it is important to know that your chances of being 
victimized by a stranger are very low. For example, data from the National 
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incident-Based Reporting system found that less than 12 percent of all 
crimes were committed by strangers.38 so, statistically speaking, the chance 
of being victimized at all is low, but if victimization does occur, the possibil-
ity of being victimized by a stranger is even lower.

Knowing the chances of stranger-induced victimization are low, how 
does the stranger danger myth live on in society? Historically, stranger dan-
ger became a fabric of our culture in the 1970s, when surveys with Ameri-
cans started to reveal a pattern of mistrust of other people, especially among 
those living in urban areas.39 Even these days, when looking at the General 
social survey (Gss), a national survey conducted each year, we see some 
interesting results.40 in 2018, 64 percent of Americans said that “you can’t 
be too careful” when asked the question, “generally speaking, would you say 
that most people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing 
with people.” Americans, then, lack trust toward others. in the same survey, 
33 percent of Americans said they were afraid to walk in their neighbor-
hoods at night, indicating a fear of strangers in public places. The two Gss 
questions were highly related—those who did not trust others were also 
more afraid of crime. The combination of trust, fear, and misinformation 
about the likelihood of stranger-induced victimization helps solidify the 
stranger danger myth.

The stranger danger myth is so taken for granted, so much a part of 
our lives, that we don’t even notice we primarily fear strangers. As m.A. 
stokes notes, “The stranger is the modern embodiment of the ‘wicked 
witch’ or ‘bogeyman.’ We fear more for those who we think cannot pro-
tect themselves from the bogeyman and those who are seen as more phys-
ically vulnerable (e.g., women, the elderly, and children). to avoid interac-
tions and violence by strangers, we teach ‘stranger danger’ to our children 
along with an armory of possible prevention techniques. Thus, strangers 
produce the most fear of crime among people but especially among 
women.”41

Thinking back to your childhood, do you remember learning about 
ways to stay safe from strangers? in my research over the years, i’ve found 
that when people are asked to recollect what they remember about crime 
growing up, they talk about the same images with fascinating consistency. 
Childhood images consistently focus on stranger danger and ways to pre-
vent victimization at the hands of strangers.

The personal characteristics of strangers are also part of the stranger 
danger myth. if i say the word “stranger” to you, what do you envision? 
more than likely, you envision a crime when hear the word “stranger,” and 
the stranger you see is probably an unknown man.42 The unspoken vivid 
image of male strangers is hardwired into the brains of every fourth grader 
learning about stranger danger through educational programs like mcGruff 
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the Crime Dog.43 in fact, in my research spanning 20 years on the topic of 
women’s fear of crime, not one respondent has ever mentioned, described, 
or even used a female pronoun (she, her, hers) when describing or discuss-
ing a threatening stranger. it is pretty powerful to think about this taken-
for-granted element—strangers are always male. Thus, the fundamental 
premise that male strangers are to be avoided and feared is vital for our 
mental picture of crime and influences how we teach safety lessons to 
others.

Mythical Beliefs and Stranger-Induced Crimes
Kidnapping and sexual assault are two horrific crimes that cause a lot of fear 
of crime. While both crimes are horrible, they are rarely committed by 
strangers to the victim. Nevertheless, people continually rank these two 
crimes high on the list of things they fear happening to them or their loved 
ones, in part because they are perceived as typical.44 Another reason these 
two crimes rank high on the list is that they involve two groups often per-
ceived as vulnerable to victimization—women and children.45 The impact 
of the stranger danger myth, then, is that women are fearful, and parents 
fear for children.46

When it comes to kidnapping, only 1 percent of all missing children in 
the united states are abducted by a stranger. yet parents and people in gen-
eral spend an incredible amount of time worrying about, fearing, and tak-
ing action against the possibility of this extremely rare crime. According to 
researcher Joel Best, fear of kidnapping became a national phenomenon in 
the mid-1980s.47 A fear of children going missing was not considered worthy 
of public concern until 1981, when the term “missing children” was coined. 
The timetable defining and labeling missing children as a social problem 
does not mean that children did not go missing before 1981. it only suggests 
that Americans saw missing children kidnapped by a stranger after 1981 as 
a social problem that they should worry about. As Best goes on to explain, 
“Americans saw photographs of missing children on milk cartons and gro-
cery bags, billboards and televised service messages. toy stores and fast-
food restaurants distributed abduction-prevention tips for both parents and 
children. parents could have their children fingerprinted or videotaped to 
make identification easier. . . . in short, ordinary citizens may have encoun-
tered explicit reminders of missing children more often than reminders of 
any other social problem.”48

Kidnapping messages were particularly relevant for the Generation X 
(often called Gen X) birth cohort (born between 1965 and 1980).49 Gen Xers, 
then, would have been in their elementary or middle school years when 
kidnapping campaigns were at their height (the mid-1980s) and would have 
a distinctive connection to kidnapping as visualized through this lens (at 
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the hands of strangers). When Gen Xers grew up, they began to have chil-
dren of their own, and their childhood fears of kidnapping translated into 
how they viewed safety and risk for their children. Gen Z children (born 
between 1997 and 2012), who often have Gen X parents, learned safety val-
ues and what to fear from their parents, who relied on their 1980s child-
hoods to help make sense of crime.50 in my research, Gen X parents and Gen 
Z children talk about stranger-perpetrated kidnapping with concern. par-
ents mention kidnapping as a fear-producing crime, but they also imple-
ment numerous precautions to keep their children safe from abduction. 
Children rely heavily on parental messages of kidnapping when they talk 
about their fear of crime as well. Thus, while only 1 percent of missing chil-
dren are taken by a stranger, kidnapping fears typify the stranger danger 
crime myth.

in terms of sexual assault, stranger-perpetrated sexual assault is also 
mythical. Crime statistics suggest that only 14 percent of sexual assault vic-
tims who report to the police are assaulted by an unknown person. put 
another way: sexual assault victims have an 86 percent chance of being sex-
ually victimized by someone other than a stranger.51 yet we teach and expect 
women to fear strangers and abide by safety precautions that prevent 
stranger-induced sexual victimization. it is easy to see how sexual assault 
becomes part of the stranger danger myth.

Criminology professor Hannah scott studied this very notion: how 
likely is stranger danger for women, and what do women do about it?52 us-
ing survey data with 12,300 Canadian women, she found that women over-
whelmingly feared strangers. scott explains, “What this suggests is that ex-
perience with male strangers plays a stronger formative role in fear 
production in the lives of women than how old they are, whether they are 
single, what their financial resources may be, and to a less extent what edu-
cational achievement they may have made over their lives.”53 scott also 
found that women who were the most afraid of crime avoided places or situ-
ations where strangers lurked. Women also took various precautions, in-
cluding carrying a weapon, avoiding walking by boys or men in public 
spaces, avoiding walking alone after dark, avoiding using public transporta-
tion alone after dark, checking the back seat of the car, and avoiding parking 
garages when alone after dark. These behaviors provided women options to 
avoid or protect themselves from strangers.

The stranger-induced sexual assault myth, then, has some significant 
consequences for women. First, it means that women fear the wrong types 
of people. Because women are taught from a young age to fear only un-
known men sexually assaulting them, they often worry less about the po-
tential likelihood of being sexually assaulted by a known man, such as a 
date, boyfriend, or male friend, each of whom is more likely to be the 
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 perpetrator of sexual assault. Women are rarely taught to fear known 
 attackers, thus providing the wrong message to women about sexual assault 
prevention.

Further, the stranger-induced sexual assault myth focuses on unknown 
elements of sexual assault for women (i.e., an unknown male attacker in an 
undisclosed location). With so many unknowns, many women fear all 
crime because they believe any can turn into a sexual assault. For example, 
a home invasion may turn into a sexual assault, a robbery may turn into a 
sexual assault, or a harassing encounter on the street may turn into a sexual 
assault. Ferraro used the term the “shadow of sexual assault” to explain how 
fear of sexual assault seeps over to a fear of all crime.54 since the mid-1990s, 
the shadow of sexual assault theory has been tested by many researchers and 
is a primary cause of women’s fear.55

Whether through kidnapping or sexual assault, societal fears of stranger 
danger reinforce gendered crime myths and simultaneously steer precau-
tions taken to protect “vulnerable groups” from these crimes. stranger dan-
ger myths (especially those surrounding kidnapping and sexual assault) 
supersede other reasons one might fear crime, such as other personal char-
acteristics (race, class, age) and even one’s previous experience with direct 
victimization (being a victim) or indirect victimization (knowing or hear-
ing about a victimization experience).

The White Woman Crime Victim Myth

White women are less likely than women of color to be crime victims.56 
However, while white women have low levels of victimization risk, there is 
a societal perception that white women are more likely than other types of 
people to be crime victims.57 Therefore, it is essential to understand where 
the white woman crime victim myth comes from and why it persists. The 
process of convincing women of this myth begins in childhood, where par-
ents give children guidance and rules on acting appropriately for a person’s 
gender.

Projecting Racialized Images
it is clear that crime myths are gendered and almost exclusively apply to 
women, but what is it about being a white woman that is connected to crime 
myths? First, it is important to note that because of societal norms and his-
torical factors, white women have benefitted from chivalry, mobilization, 
and opportunity compared to other groups of women.58 in addition, com-
pared to different groups of women, white women similarly benefit from the 
racialized/gendered privilege attached to perceptions of and treatment of 
crime victims.59
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As New york university researcher Kristen Day explains, “Women’s fear 
stems in part from race privilege and from race prejudice. White women, 
for instance, frequently fear men of color, who are demonized as aggressive 
and hypersexualized in relation to ‘vulnerable’ White women.”60 White 
women, then, are viewed by society as “vulnerable” when it comes to poten-
tial victimization. We know that part of the reason society sees white 
women as vulnerable is that they are perceived as vulnerable. Even though 
women of color are more likely than white women to be crime victims, 
women of color are rarely considered “vulnerable” to victimization.

society is influenced heavily by something syracuse university com-
munications researcher Carol liebler calls the “missing white woman syn-
drome” when deciding who is a likely crime victim.61 The missing white 
woman syndrome is defined as “The national media’s selective coverage of 
pretty, young kidnapping, sexual assault, and murder victims and the exclu-
sion of girls and women of color who have met the same fate.”62 We can see 
how being white is just as important here as being a woman. We do not 
think of women of color when we think of kidnapping victims because the 
media rarely pick up the stories of women of color.63 Because of these sen-
sationalized media stories that paint white women as the most likely crime 
victims, the missing white woman syndrome persists. The consequences of 
the missing white woman syndrome are significant for non-white women 
and also for white women. Both reinforce racialized and gendered ideolo-
gies and ultimately reproduce crime myths.

While white women benefit from the privilege of societal focus on their 
possible vulnerability and their victimhood experiences, such a focus is a 
smoke-and-mirrors trick, as is the focus on chivalry, vulnerability, and be-
ing viewed as in need of protection. White women ultimately need to mod-
ify their daily lives to fit in and live up to these expectations. For example, 
white women are expected to avoid public spaces after dark or when alone 
at all costs with little rationale for why they should do so. such behavioral 
modifications reduce freedom of mobility and routine activities.

sociology researcher Kristine De Welde’s work on fear of crime is an 
excellent example of the additive effect of race and gender for white women.64 
she spent three and a half years with white middle-class women who took 
self-defense classes. De Welde first explains why being a white woman mat-
ters. self-defense classes did make women feel empowered, but constant 
exposure “[reifies] the public/private split by encouraging women to remain 
‘safe’ in their homes, away from the dangers of crime-ridden streets.”65 The 
effect of the public/private split for white women is an increased fear of 
strangers and a restriction in public space. Thus, for De Welde, while being 
a white woman comes with privilege in many ways, these overblown and 

Excerpt • Temple University Press



12 / Chapter 1

unrealistic safety concerns are likely unique to white women’s lived 
experience.

A second point that becomes very important in constructing the white 
woman as a crime victim is the myth that Black men hurt white women. 
Again, the combination of race and gender here (Black man, white woman) 
make the myth so pervasive. The history of racism in America greatly con-
tributes to the prominence and apprehension of this racialized image. The 
“Black man as offender” construction and the “white woman as victim” 
construction both have a long and ugly history in the united states. Before 
and during the Civil War, Black men who were slaves were accused of and 
convicted of raping white women married to white slave owners. Research-
ers have since found that male slave owners promoted the paranoia of a re-
lationship between their wives and enslaved men to keep women and slaves 
alike in a position of powerlessness. The majority of rapes during this period 
more likely occurred when white men slave owners victimized Black women 
slaves, while most relationships between Black men slaves and white women 
were more likely to be consensual. After Reconstruction, fear of relation-
ships between Black men and white women in the south continued on, as 
explained by New york university historian martha Hodes: “the shift away 
from white toleration for sex between white women and black men accom-
panied the political transformations that came with the demise of racial 
slavery. The separation of blacks and whites was essential to southern 
whites who were determined to retain supremacy after the Civil War. . . . 
Because it was the men among the former slave population who gained suf-
frage rights and a measure of political power—and who therefore had the 
potential to destroy the racial caste system—whites focused on the taboo of 
sex between white women and black men with a new urgency.”66

The post–Civil War anxiety about Black men was also exacerbated by 
Ku Klux Klansmen, who focused on protecting white women from Black 
men. As Hodes goes on to explain, “Klansmen took offense when a black 
man acted in a manner they judged even mildly insulting to a white woman. 
in the minds of Klansmen and their sympathizers, the rape of white women 
was the logical extreme to which black men would go without the institu-
tion of slavery to restrain them.”67 What we can learn from historians, then, 
is that the image of the white woman as crime victim and the Black man as 
rapist has long been rooted in American culture.

Although inaccurate, these myths and images gained staying power and 
continued to fuel myths about victimization, offending, and perceptions of 
risk. As researchers have noted, many Americans see only Black men in 
their minds’ eyes when they think about offenders.68 some have argued that 
racial stereotyping of Black men by the criminal justice system is so com-
monplace that “race and crime are already so deeply connected that it is 
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unnecessary to speak directly of race, because talking about crime is talking 
about race.”69 False images of Black men offenders perpetrating crimes on 
white women victims provide incorrect information.70 Black men have the 
highest rate of victimization of all groups of people.

Further, most crime is intraracial, so when Black men are offenders, 
they are likely to hurt other Black men. When Black women are victimized, 
they are hurt by Black men, and when white women are victimized, they are 
hurt by white men. Thus, the white woman as victim and Black man as per-
petrator stereotype is indeed a myth.71 Although not based in reality, such 
beliefs are a powerful indication of the construction of and belief in the 
white woman crime victim myth. Because fear of crime and societal cover-
age of victims are tied to white women, we can see how the white woman 
crime victim myth perseveres in society.

The white woman crime victim myth is enhanced by the fact that there 
are very few studies on the experiences of women of color and what women 
of color learn through childhood and within the family about safety and 
fear of crime.

Because existing research is mainly focused on white experiences, we do 
not know as much as we should about Black and latinx individuals’ fear of 
crime. Black and latina women have remained virtually invisible when 
considering fear of crime and victimization risks by the general public, the 
media, and researchers alike. michigan state university criminologist Jen-
nifer Cobbina and her colleagues provide an exception in their study of 
disadvantaged urban African American youth.72 They found that African 
American women in their study took various precautions to prevent victim-
ization, indicating similarities to white women. African American women’s 
specific behaviors included avoiding public spaces, especially where men 
dominated the space. Future research needs to determine what women of 
color fear, how they try to prevent victimization, and how accurate these 
prevention efforts are in crime reduction. Further, as an extension of this 
book, i plan to examine how safety beliefs and fear are discussed and nego-
tiated in Black families.73 These critical parts of racial socialization and how 
they differentially affect various race and ethnic identities likely play into 
crime myths more than we are accounting for in the research.

Another reason this research is important is that we also do not know 
much about how women of color perceive white women’s victimization 
odds. in a study with Black, white, and latinx women in New york and New 
Jersey, sociologist Esther madriz found that non-white women also believed 
white women were the most likely crime victims.74 The respondents of her 
study, regardless of racial identity, saw white women as “innocent” and in 
need of protection. As she notes, “Consistent with my hypothesis, white 
middle-class women fit the image of the innocent victim that prevails in 
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mainstream society’s ideology of crime.”75 in other words, it is not only 
white women who believe that they are more likely to be crime victims. 
Even women who have much higher chances of becoming crime victims, 
like Black or latina women, also think that white women are more likely to 
experience victimization.

As a result, both women of color and white women are placed in catego-
ries that do not help prevent victimization. A more accurate picture of what 
women should fear and teach others about fear is needed.

The Victim-Centered Crime Prevention Myth

A final myth about crime that women are taught throughout their lifetime 
is that potential victims are responsible for victim prevention.76 This myth 
emphasizes victim responsibility rather than societal responsibility for vic-
timization prevention. When we think of victimization prevention advice, 
education, or programming, we mostly think about advice to potential vic-
tims. An alternative victimization prevention campaign seems illogical. For 
example, what would a campaign look like that taught offenders how not to 
be offenders? Or taught ways that all people (both victims and those who 
will never be victims) can reduce victimization in society as a whole? Be-
cause the focus is on victim-centered crime prevention, a variety of respon-
sibilities fall on the shoulders of potential victims, and we sidestep/miss out 
on the opportunity to focus on the societal reasons victimization against 
women occurs, such as the reinforcement of societal rape myths.77

to see this victim-focused prevention myth, one only has to look at any 
victim prevention literature. This literature tells women to avoid going out 
late at night, avoid going out alone, always take a buddy, watch how much 
they drink, watch what they wear, and always have an exit strategy. While 
some of these precautions may be good advice, they rarely protect women 
from being sexually assaulted.78

sociologist Alex Campbell studied how the victim prevention myth is 
perpetuated in society.79 Campbell found that victim-centered sexual as-
sault prevention advice is available on college campuses, at police stations, 
from ads on television, from women’s magazines, on television shows, and 
on the internet. Further, Campbell found that prevention advice across 
these sources had similarities. For example, in all areas, women were the 
market group for prevention literature that provided guidance on safekeep-
ing strategies. prevention advice further highlighted stranger danger and 
sexual assault victimization. All of these lend themselves to fear of stranger-
induced crime and victim-centered prevention.

A victim prevention document produced for police officers by the u.s. 
Department of Justice shows another example of victim-centered preven-
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tion efforts.80 The document highlights self-protection information, ways to 
report a crime, how to locate a police station, locations of dangerous areas, 
and information regarding neighborhood watch programs and sex offender 
registries. However, there is no guidance on ways to inform and educate 
potential victims of interpersonal crimes or how to prevent such crimes. 
Thus, while not the primary motivation of prevention training, police offi-
cers are trained to reinforce the victim-centered prevention myth.

Finally, even the media significantly contribute to the victim-centered 
crime prevention myth. For example, in an NBC news story, the book The 
New Super Power for Women is discussed.81 Newswriter steve Kardian dis-
cusses “the seven-second rule: how to avoid being an easy target.” in the 
NBC article, we see a picture of a woman walking late at night, grabbing her 
purse tightly as she is approached by a person we assume is a man (he is 
larger than the woman) with a black hoodie. The woman is clearly afraid. 
The article says, “it can take a seasoned criminal less than seven seconds to 
size you up. to decide whether you would be easy to rob, assault, kidnap, or 
whatever else is on his mind. Count to seven now: One. two. Three. Four. 
Five. six. seven.” The article goes on to say, “Remember to be a stAAR; 
stride: take forceful, confident steps with a gait that is neither too short nor 
too long. tall: shoulders back, chin up. Arms: let them bend naturally at 
the elbow and swing them as you walk. Awareness: take a look around as 
you walk, noticing people and things that might seem out of place. Relax: 
Above all, stay calm, cool, and collected.”82

As the stAAR campaign showcases, stranger danger and victim- 
centered prevention techniques are deemed necessary in preventing victim-
ization. Another element of potential victimization prevention involves the 
physical body. most safety advice women receive focuses on the possibility 
of being overpowered by a physically stronger male stranger. Women learn 
they cannot physically break free from male stranger attackers, but they are 
still required to be responsible for victim prevention.83 Women’s choice for 
crime prevention, then, is limited to avoiding public spaces and other places 
where strangers lurk. many women may feel that they will never physically 
measure up to a possible attacker, and, therefore, they do not try to occupy 
spaces where they believe attackers may exist. my research with my col-
leagues lynne Cossman and Jeremy porter examined the relationship be-
tween perceptions of physical vulnerability and fear of victimization.84 
When women believe they are more vulnerable to victimization, they are 
more afraid of crime.

Further, in the interview research i’ve done over the years, one key dif-
ference between men and women is that women fear all men who are strang-
ers in a public space. in contrast, men tend to fear other men who are strang-
ers in a public space based on the attacker’s size. The men i have interviewed 
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tell me this is because they are sizing up their ability to win in a physical 
attack. Women, on the other hand, feel vulnerable around strange men in 
public spaces no matter what.

The outcome of victim-centered prevention efforts is that women are 
expected to stay on high alert and take many precautions each day to avoid 
potential victimization, even though these prevention efforts are for a situ-
ation that will likely never occur.85 As discussed, sexual assault by a stranger 
is a significant fear for women, yet most sexual assaults occur between peo-
ple who know each other and in private dwellings. Thus, avoiding public 
spaces will not reduce victimization likelihood most of the time. much re-
search has also been done to show that sexual assault is not a matter of 
sexual excitement for offenders but is about enforcing power dynamics and 
taking power away from a victim. so, what a woman wears, drinks, or does 
will rarely prevent a sexual assault from occurring. These misconceptions 
about victims coupled with victim-centered prevention strategies create an 
unattainable “perfect” victim.86 victims are not supposed to know their at-
tacker and should never be in perceived dangerous places. victims also are 
expected to minimize expressions of sexuality (i.e., revealing clothes, a vo-
luptuous body type, and any sexual history) and to exert appropriate femi-
nine characteristics. unfortunately, victims rarely attain such idealized no-
tions of “perfect” victimhood.87

A consequence of not achieving perfect victim status is that women are 
held responsible for the crimes committed against them. victim blame oc-
curs when we hold a victim accountable for their victimization.88 For ex-
ample, if a woman is sexually assaulted by a boyfriend or husband or friend 
(rather than a stranger), people may say that she should have known better 
than to go out with/marry/be friends with that person. likewise, people 
may comment on the blameworthiness of a sexual assault victim who was 
drinking or wearing specific clothing. in other words, most victims are 
viewed as having characteristics that make them imperfect. since most vic-
tims know their attacker, or drink something alcoholic, or wear something 
that someone might consider sexually provocative, others think the victim 
is unworthy of attaining the perfect victim status.89

While the perfect victim status is a myth, people may start to believe 
that women who are sexually assaulted or victimized (at least under certain 
conditions) get what they deserve because of the focus on victim responsi-
bility. This idea is sometimes called the “just world hypothesis.” Good peo-
ple get good things, and bad people get what they deserve.90 Thus, victims 
feel shame, as if they should have done something differently to prevent 
their victimization. victim blame is one of the primary reasons victims of 
sexual assault have such a low rate of reporting the crime to police. Given 
the high stakes of being held responsible for victimization, it makes sense 
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that women do everything they can to adhere to the safety “rules,” even if 
the rules are based on gendered crime myths and do little to prevent actual 
victimization.

At first glance, women’s fear of crime seems really out of line with the 
reality of crime. However, through very subtle everyday interactions, 
women are taught myths about crime that fully explain this fear. Women 
(particularly white women) are taught to fear crime through the stranger 
danger myth and to rely on traditional gendered safety norms and behav-
iors, like relying on others for protection and avoiding strangers at all costs. 
Women who do not follow these gendered safety rules may be held respon-
sible for their victimization should they ever become crime victims. White 
women are left to wonder how they can protect themselves from crime but 
are also taught they don’t have the physical strength or ability to defend 
themselves. As De Welde summarizes: “the impending threat of violence, 
whether real or perceived, serves to reproduce women’s dependency on male 
protectors. . . . White women have little pragmatic power in discourses that 
propagate their vulnerability and perpetual victim status.”91 Thus, it isn’t all 
that surprising that white women fear crime independent of the reality of 
crime. Because women are also bombarded through the media with images 
of white women victims, all women have misperceptions of their chances of 
victimization and the victimization and fear of victimization among women 
of color are overlooked. Next, we turn to how women learn gendered crime 
myths through parents, school officials, and the media.
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