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Figure 2 Perceived safety in Beeston Hill & Holbeck 
A: Daytime 
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B: After dark 
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Physical and social factors 
Despite this fluidity and complexity, there was a collective dimension to perceptions of safety in 
particular types of spaces. Residents assessed the safety of these spaces on both their physical 
character and social uses, which varied by time of day. 
 
Types of spaces perceived the safest, such as main roads, correlated with high levels of ‘natural’ 
surveillance. Hence, reassurance connected with people’s everyday routine activities as well as with 
formal policies and practices. Residents often advocated the more mixed use of space to maximise 
surveillance. Types of spaces perceived the most unsafe, often green spaces (e.g. parks) and 
enclosed spaces (e.g. ginnels), correlated with a range of visible disorders, fewer people around, 
social tensions and sense of ownership.   
 
Clean and attractive spaces were not necessarily safe spaces. Both residents and local professionals 
felt that formal strategies, which attempted to create the appearance of order without addressing 
social factors, were inherently limited in affecting perceptions of safety.  

 
The look of the area is not necessarily going to make it actually safer, it is just making it feel safer…If you 
are confronted by a load of kids, you know, wanting to give you trouble, it doesn’t really matter how clean the 
place is. (White male resident) 
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Trust and predictability 
Close bonds between relatives, friends and neighbours that residents knew well, increased 
involvement in informal security networks that were a key factor in enhanced perceptions of 
security. More broadly, local social relations were characterised by a lack of trust and predictability 
in the orderliness of social exchange. This was a principal factor influencing perceptions of 
insecurity in public space and, in turn, avoidance of certain parts of the neighbourhoods. Social 
tensions between generations and ethnic groups, a lack of interaction and negative interactions, 
stereotypes and area reputations largely informed the nature of local social relations. 
 
However, casual interactions and everyday familiarity in certain places, over time, served to 
increase predictability that ‘others’ could be trusted to be neither harmful nor disorderly. Resident 
concern expressed that the closure of local facilities, including supermarkets and day centres, 
where different social groups mixed and became familiar, reduced these forms of interaction. 

 
We’ve lost seeing local people buying their goods and they become familiar. And then you might see them on 
the street and it just makes that difference, seeing people. You know they’re not a threat, they’ve been buying 
their groceries at the same place you have. (Long-standing resident, White male) 

 
While group discussions generally highlighted a desire to bridge social divides, they also discussed 
the difficulties of achieving this and many felt that stimulation was required from authorities and 
youth centres. 
 
The degree to which residents were familiar and got along with each other had important 
implications for the extent to which they felt able to deal with disorder informally. In turn, this 
influenced the level of demand for formal intervention in disorder and reassurance. The following 
extract captured this point well: 

 
P1: When children get into an argument then it escalates to a fight, if they are Bangladeshi, we are able to 
solve it amongst ourselves, but when it’s a Black minority involved it’s difficult to resolve due to their attitude 
and behaviour.  
P2: They are very disrespectful but, if we knew them from our street or from the community, we might 
intervene. (Asian female residents) 

 
Perceptions, crime and reassurance 
Perceptions of safety did not neatly correspond to the distribution of actual crime, especially after 
dark when insecurities increased (see, for example, Figure 3).  
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Figure 3 Actual crime and perceived safety after dark in Chapeltown & Harehills 
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Focus group discussions highlighted that crime was one of a broader range of potential harms that 
generated feelings of insecurity. Moreover, people contested the safety of the same spaces 
according to different harms, some of which narrowly related to crime while others linked to 
broader community safety concerns: 

 
Roundhay Road is safe and unsafe. It’s unsafe because of car accidents and stuff but safe because it’s the 
busiest road. (Asian male resident) 

 
Furthermore, crime was not always a decisive factor in shaping perceptions of insecurity. A 
common example of this, given by young people, was drug dealing. They felt that it had become 
an ordinary and unremarkable sight with limited consequences for personal safety: 

 
P1: It’s not like we would be “oh my god there's drug dealers” because it’s nothing new for us.  
P2: They keep it their business. That’s why I think none of us worry and what makes this area quite safe. 
(Asian female residents) 

 
There was not always a correspondence between the location of formal interventions (e.g. CCTV, 
dispersal zones, alley gates and environmental clean ups) and (i) places of highest crime and anti-
social behaviour and (ii) places perceived as particularly safe or unsafe during the daytime and after 
dark. See, for example, Figure 4. The perceived absence of formal initiatives and guardianship of 
public space at times and in places where residents felt they were most needed to ‘hold the line’ 
against disorder, informed insecurities. There were multiple and differential demands by residents 
as to the placement and kinds of formal interventions desired for their greatest reassurance. This 
raises the important issue of managing expectations. While neighbourhood management addresses 
matters of public concern and unease more deeply, there remains a significant question as to the 
‘finer point’ at which local subjectivities ought to, or could feasibly, be managed.  
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Figure 4 Perceptions of safety, Crime and Reassurance in Beeston Hill & Holbeck  
A: Distribution of crime and formal interventions 
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B: Unsafe spaces and formal interventions during the daytime 
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C: Safe spaces and formal interventions during the daytime 
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Improvements in neighbourhood conditions and reduced crime risks did not always lead to 
enhanced perceptions of security for the older residents, as past experience and knowledge of 
victimisations continued to influence their assessments of potential security threats. 
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Older generations are still scared. They are still afraid because they have had bad experiences in the past. 
Probably nothing will happen but still they are scared… Although conditions have changed, people’s mental 
attitude to safety is still there. You know, something might happen, it’s a scary place. (Long-standing 
resident, Asian male) 

 
These issues present difficulties for measuring the success of agencies’ work through perception 
targets.  
 
Paradoxes of reassurance  
This research found that visible signs and symbols of security could be a problematic way of 
communicating reassurance, especially in the context of high crime and disorder. Residents 
interpreted these signs ambivalently; they had the capacity to both reassure and to engender 
insecurity. For example, residents interpreted police presence as a sign of both safety and danger:  
 

P1: Potternewton Park is not safe.  
P2: Because there are always police there. 
P3: I think you will feel safe if there were loads of police there. 
P1: Yeah but you don’t know why they are there.  
P2: They are there because something has happened. 
P3: They might just be there to make it safe but you don’t know. It might be that something is wrong.  
P1: Like someone has been murdered and they are looking for him in the park.  
P2: I don’t think, “oh they are just there”. I think, what is happening to make them there? (Asian female 
residents) 

 
The policing of young people drinking or using drugs was felt by some older residents to be a 
‘buffer’ rather than dealing with the underlying social problems. As such, the provision of more 
security did not have the intended reassurance effect:  
 

Young people have a drinking problem, a drug problem… I think everybody recognises that, but nobody is 
coming to solve this problem. Although we can see lots of patrol, actually it's not stopping it. Nobody looks at 
the root causes, of why it is happening. (Long-standing resident, Asian male) 

 
Residents also held contradictory perceptions about certain other types of visible security. 
While many residents perceived metal grilles on their doors and windows as a necessary protection 
against the threat of crime, this type of security was widely seen to have a detrimental effect on 
public reassurance. The visibility of metal grilles reminded people of their vulnerabilities and, 
especially in the context of high crime, contributed to communicating a fragile and insecure social 
order.  
 

P1: People put them on their house but it makes them look worse than what it really is. 
P2: It makes the area look unsafe. 
P1: When people see them, they think there is more crime. (Black female residents) 

 
In this way, the pursuit of security may serve to reproduce insecurities. 
 
This study found that the two different styles of alley gates had different implications for the feel 
of social space and perceptions of security. Balmoral-style gates, described as having a ‘prison-like’ 
feel, had the capacity to be ‘intimidating’ and to engender insecurity. The newer style gates were 
aesthetically pleasing but still had their basis around security.  
 
Alley gates had a reassuring effect on residents despite formal reviews indicating their limited 
capacity to affect objective risk of acquisitive crimes. Residents felt that gates enhanced their 
perceptions of security by improving liveability and well-being and reducing particular crimes and 
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disorders that mattered to them (e.g. drug dealing, joy riding and nuisance noise). By increasing 
control and ownership of back streets, residents suggested that the gates stimulated protective 
neighbouring and positive relationships. These aspects of alleygating produced a positive 
communication effect amongst residents of the areas. 
 
However, implemented under a crime reduction agenda, there was a danger that gating became 
associated with ‘bad streets’ despite the improvements they fostered. Furthermore, many residents 
expressed concern about what visible security hardware signified about their area and identified 
implications for neighbourhood stigmatisation: 
 

Everybody thinks robbers come from Beeston; they must think this is a bad area, that’s why bars and gates 
are needed. (Asian male resident) 

 
These paradoxes of reassurance show that the mechanisms agencies use to provide security and 
communicate reassurance are equally important in shaping perceptions as ‘how much’ security 
they provide. On an informal level, while young people derived reassurance and a sense of safety 
from being together, this engendered insecurity for other residents. 
 

I feel safer when I am with most of my friends. Some people say that is anti-social behaviour and it is bad, 
but some people feel safer in groups. (Asian male resident) 

 
Tensions in police reassurance 
The quality of police interactions with different publics influenced residents’ confidence in, and 
reassurance by, the police. Central to this was a tension between the lack of assurance experienced 
by those who were the subject of police attention perceived to be unwarranted, and the 
reassurance value of the police for their ‘customers’:  
 

I think that the normal law abiding citizen, they see a PCSO walking down the street in uniform, then that 
is police, that’s security, that counts as some sort of comfort if you like. (Long-standing resident, White male) 

 
Young people, particularly those of Black and Asian ethnicity, identified widespread concerns 
about police attitudes, adversarial contacts and perceptions of unfair treatment. One of the 
persistent criticisms by the young people related to the way police used their powers of stop and 
search. While some young people felt that the police were ‘just doing their job’, many others 
expressed that the police ‘stop you for no reason’ or search you ‘to make it look like they’ve done 
better work’. In addition, many young people highlighted that the police unfairly and regularly 
questioned their everyday use of public space: 
 

Police are called all the time… even if we’re not doing anything. (Asian male resident) 
 
Some young people felt less able to access the police for protection, which had implications for 
their confidence and reassurance: 
 

P1: When you ring the police, they do not trust kids.  
P2: That lowers confidence in young people believing they can help… and they are not as willing to call the 
police when there are other major problems. (Asian male residents) 

 
Moreover, the widespread mocking of PCSOs as ‘wannabe coppers’, contributed to a general 
perception among residents that they had insufficient powers and limited capacity to act 
authoritatively in controlling those who were visibly engaging in crime and anti-social behaviour. 
This had implications for their reassurance value, especially where residents did not perceive their 
presence as a legitimate form of control:  
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Police people should be there just for a presence, as a deterrent. But unfortunately, I’ve seen people 
misbehaving while the community police were there and once actually they just walked past. (Asian male 
resident) 

 
Resident engagement 
Many of the examples of residents building capacity have had some formal facilitation, support 
and stimulus in a variety of ways, financial and otherwise, by those involved in neighbourhood 
management. Generally, while residents did not want to intervene directly in local crime and 
disorder problems, strong and supportive links with agencies and formal mechanisms stimulated 
their engagement in local projects and actions that helped to facilitate neighbourhood order. For 
example, some residents identified Neighbourhood Improvement Plans, a key strategy of the INM 
programme, as a stimulus for engagement: 
 

We had a meeting that involved lots of different agencies and put together a neighbourhood improvement plan. 
To me, that was great because if anything was wrong, all parts of the council came and it was written down 
and sorted out. Things like that should carry on. (White male resident) 

 
Policy and practice implications 
The study findings improve understanding of the ways policy and practice can enhance 
perceptions of security through more effective local reassurance and engagement strategies.  
Residents’ interpretations of local reassurance strategies were complex, conditional and contested. 
Future strategies are required to be more sensitive if they are to reassure different publics and limit 
perverse effects. In the current period of greater financial constraints and spending cuts, policy 
attention should focus on improving the mechanisms agencies use to provide security and 
communicate reassurance, as these were just as important in shaping perceptions as issues of 
quantity.  
 
Agencies should seek to build upon local reassurance strategies well received by residents. 
Alleygating measures contributed to a more holistic sense of security, involvement and ownership 
by residents themselves while counterbalancing formal initiatives focused directly on crime and 
disorder reduction. Continuation of proactive management at the local level, involving greater 
joint working with agencies well placed to deal with liveability issues, would give more focused 
attention to the broader range of factors that informed perceptions of insecurity. High crime and 
deprived areas need additional support to deepen residents’ sense of place and their experience of 
local social order. These are important for resident’s well-being and could enhance latent social 
interactions, intricate networks of social support and affect the way they interpret wider social 
change and developments. 
 
In addition, formal environmental interventions that embedded security more seamlessly into the 
fabric of the neighbourhoods had less potential to engender feelings of insecurity. The newer style 
alley gates were an example of improved good practice. Some residents suggested that agencies 
should promote the use of ‘extra protective’ front doors rather than security grilles, which were 
problematic for public reassurance. Authorities’ stimulation of resident involvement in the design 
of formal interventions and ‘architectures of reassurance’ may reduce the likelihood of perverse 
effects and assist the long-term sustaining of improvements.  
 
This study showed that residents’ ambivalent interpretations of police presence were problematic 
for reassurance. Greater clarification about local policing activities, information and feedback 
systems would help to address this. This study also identified challenges for the police relating to 
their contact and interactions with young people in general, and young people from different 
ethnic groups, in particular. The challenge for police is to provide reassurance whilst being 
perceived as a fair and legitimate form of control. Attention should focus on the ways in which 
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adversarial contacts may be reduced, positive encounters promoted and skills in officers’ 
interactions with young people developed. 
 
To address a principal factor shaping perceptions of insecurity, authorities should seek to develop 
the kinds of non-threatening casual contacts and familiarity between social groups that residents 
identified as helping to engender greater feelings of trust, predictability and security. In addition, 
greater focus might be given to supporting and promoting a range of local institutions, projects, 
events, forums and neighbourhood networks that draw out respect, empathy and mutual ground 
across generations and ethnic groups, countering negative stereotypes and building positive area 
reputations. 
 
Formal agencies’ ability to stimulate positive local social relations could greatly facilitate the 
informal aspects of maintaining order and security and reduce demand for formal intervention in 
disorder. Social measures, for example, a free childcare service alongside events and education 
courses, were a good way of incentivising resident involvement in their neighbourhoods, which 
may well have beneficial impacts for social connectivity, capacity building and perceptions of 
security. There were also a number of examples where formal agencies and mechanisms had a 
motivating effect on residents to work together, which have benefits for neighbourhood security 
and order. For longer-term sustainability, formal agencies could strengthen their dissemination of 
the benefits of resident involvement.  
 
There was a collective dimension to perceptions of insecurity in particular types of spaces and 
times of day. Proactive effort by agencies to understand and manage these is likely to engender 
widespread reassurance. A reassurance strategy with too strong a focus on improving the look of 
the environment without adequate focus on social factors and use of space are likely to produce 
only modest results with little impact on long-term reassurance. Problem-solving approaches that 
engage with the underlying issues and wider causes of insecurity are likely to reduce formal 
demand for reassurance and help to create the conditions whereby individuals and 
neighbourhoods are better able to manage and regulate themselves. Evaluative mechanisms (e.g. 
Gating Order reviews) were clearly valuable in establishing the specific conditions and operational 
issues by which initiatives could be made a more effective crime reduction tool and reassurance 
initiative. 
 
About the study 
Anna Barker, a research student in the Centre for Criminal Justice Studies at the University of 
Leeds, conducted this research in collaboration with Safer Leeds. The Economic and Social 
Research Council and the Leeds Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership (ESRC CASE Award 
ES/F032870/1) funded the research. 
 
The main findings of this research were based on data from twenty-two focus group interviews 
with 121 residents of various ethnic and age groupings, broadly reflecting the local composition of 
the study areas, and ten one-to-one interviews with long-standing residents. These were conducted 
between January 2009 and February 2010. Participants were aged 12-19 and over 35 and were of 
White, Asian and Black ethnicity. In groups, residents charted their perceptions of safety on 
detailed 1:10,000 scale Ordinance Survey maps, which were subsequently analysed using 
Geographical Information Systems with assistance from the School of Geography. Data supplied 
by the research partners on the patterning of recorded crime, anti-social behaviour and formal 
reassurance initiatives enhanced this analysis.  Interviews with local professionals, observation of 
key neighbourhood management meetings, secondary analysis of official data and field visits gave a 
deeper understanding of the case study contexts. 
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