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Abstract 

This paper considers and explicates the general question: “whose risk (men’s or 
women’s) of criminal victimization evokes a stronger sense of public concern for, and 
subsequent response to, that victimization; and why is that the case?”  The relative level 
of perceived risk and fear associated with stranger crime and acquaintance crime is 
examined.  Victimization rates, which provide an indicator of actual risk, suggest men 
experience higher incidence of the former and women higher incidence of the latter type 
of crime. Following the lead of others, it is argued that both the fear of crime and the 
experience of crime differ for men and women. However, it is argued that because people 
(including the police) are thought to fear the stranger, this motivates a stronger and more 
complete law enforcement response to the “stranger” criminal.  What results are official 
responses that are more oriented to respond to the victimization of males and thus, 
potentially, to protect males. We suggest this response focus is largely irrelevant to the 
type of crime victimization females typically experience.  Adding information about 
these differences to police training curriculum and subsequent crime response tactics are 
among the recommendations presented. 
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Stranger Crimes and Police Response 

This paper considers police and public response to two categories of crimes against 
persons: those done by strangers and those done by acquaintances, including intimates of 
the victims.  As a way of illustrating important themes, we begin with a description of 
three crime events that occurred in the recent past. Each was an ordinary, almost 
mundane, example of a crime involving a victim.  In addition, none of these events 
produced a significant amount of social harm.  However, of the three events, only the first 
two elicited an extraordinary response from the police agencies that were called.  In the 
first incident, a lone perpetrator, who threatened with but did not display a gun, robbed a 
gas station of an undetermined amount of cigarettes; no cash was taken.  The suspect then 
left on foot.  This crime was investigated and the suspect was searched for by all the local 
officers on duty at the time, with assistance by police from the neighboring village and 
the K-9 unit.   At the conclusion of this intensive search, the person remained at large 
(“Gas Station,” 2000).  

 
The second incident occurred six months later in a rural village in the same county.  



Again it involved a robbery, but of a drug store and in the daytime.  The suspect 
demanded and was given 88 doses of a prescription pain-killing drug. According to a 
witness, he was reported to have a gun in his waistband.  The robbery occurred in the 
same village as the headquarters of the county sheriff’s department.  Upon being notified 
of the crime, the police initiated an intensive search.  “We had investigators at the store 
and deputies followed residents’ tips…we also utilized road blocks, K-9 unit dogs and the 
helicopter.  This is a very extensive manhunt and it is continuing,” the sheriff was quoted 
as saying (“Police Searching,” 2001).  Again, this search failed to locate the suspect and, 
as with the first, a reward was offered for information leading to his capture.  Four days 
later, the suspect in the second incident surrendered to authorities, while the first was 
never apprehended.  

 
The third event is an account given by a victim of her encounter with police (from 

research reported in Stephens & Sinden, 2000).  She described being driven to a state 
police barracks at 3:00 a.m. to seek assistance against her husband for having battered her 
on several occasions during the evening and night (leaving “horrible bruises all on my 
arm”).  In response to a question “what do you want to do?” from the command post 
officer, she indicated….  
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