
VU Research Portal

Active guardianship, its agents and the effects on offender behavior

van Bavel, M.L.

2019

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
van Bavel, M. L. (2019). Active guardianship, its agents and the effects on offender behavior. [PhD-Thesis -
Research and graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam].

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/3800292e-7626-4e3f-9ff8-3355187f1b5b


Active guardianship, 
its agents and the effects on offender behavior

Maud van Bavel



© 2019, Maud van Bavel
ISBN: 978-94-92801-98-2

Cover design and layout: Guus Gijben | proefschrift-aio.nl



VRIJE UNIVERSITEIT

ACTIVE GUARDIANSHIP, ITS AGENTS AND THE EFFECTS
 ON OFFENDER BEHAVIOR

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT

ter verkrijging van de graad Doctor aan
de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam,

op gezag van de rector magnificus
prof.dr. V. Subramaniam,

in het openbaar te verdedigen
ten overstaan van de promotiecommissie

van de Faculteit der Rechtsgeleerdheid
op woensdag 2 oktober 2019 om 11.45 uur

in de aula van de universiteit,
De Boelelaan 1105

door

Mathilde Lucia van Bavel

geboren te Utrecht



promotoren:   prof.dr. H. Elffers 
     prof.dr. W. Bernasco 

 
copromotoren:   dr. D.M. Reynald
     dr. J.W. van Prooijen



PhD examining committee:  prof.dr. C. de Poot
     prof.dr. M. Felson
     dr. M. Rosenkrantz Lindegaard
     prof.dr. T. Vander Beken
     dr. R. van Steden





Nevertheless,

she persisted.



Table of contents
CHAPTER 1
GENERAL INTRODUCTION 11
1.1 Active citizens and routine activities 12
1.2 Measuring Guardianship 17
1.3 Active guardians 19
1.4 Offender and guardian interaction 22
1.5 Summary 23
  Outline of Chapters 25

CHAPTER 2
GUARDING THE DEFINITION  27
2.1 Introduction 28
2.2 Theoretical background 29
2.3 Guarding the definition? 33
2.4 Formal Guardians 39
2.5 Conclusion 42

CHAPTER 3
WHO ACTS? 
Individual level characteristics as predictors of active 
guardianship 47
  Abstract 48
3.1 Introduction 49
3.2 Guardianship and intervention 51
3.3 Method 54
3.4 Results 58
3.5 Discussion 62
3.6 Appendices 66



CHAPTER 4
EXPERIMENTS IN GUARDIANSHIP RESEARCH 71
4.1 Introduction  72
4.2 Guardianship  73
4.3 The Connection between Guardianship and Crime  74
4.4 Experiments in Repressive Guardianship  76
4.5 Experiments on Preventive Guardianship  81
4.6 Discussion and Conclusions  85

CHAPTER 5
THE EFFECT ON OFFENDERS; 
two experimental studies of offenders’ reactions  
to guardianship intensity 87
  Abstract 88
5.1 Introduction 89
5.2 Literature review 91
5.3 Experiment 1: Intensity 96
5.4 Experiment II: Vigilance 105
5.5 Conclusions & Discussion 111

CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS & DISCUSSION 115
6.1 Summary of main findings 116
6.2 Future recommendations 121

REFERENCES 126
SAMENVATTING  132
SUMMARY 136
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  138





11

CHAPTER 1 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

“A case can be made that the offender is not the most important  
actor for explaining crime” 

- (Felson, 1995, p. 53). 
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Chapter 1 | Introduction

1.1 Active citizens and routine activities

The inclusion of ‘active’ citizens (also known as ‘civic participation’) has become 
a key feature of contemporary governance, with the public domain becoming 
a sphere of coproduction. In 2013, King Willem-Alexander emphasized 
the importance of a participatory society in his first official speech, which 
inspires ‘anyone who is able to, to take responsibility for his or her life and 
surroundings’. Civic participation entails that citizens are involved in some 
capacity in shaping and/or executing policy (van Caem, 2008). In light of the 
emergent interest in active citizenship ‘within local public safety projects 
and programs’, this mode of engagement has also proliferated into crime 
prevention and control in recent years (van Steden, van Caem & Boutellier, 
2011). In contemporary societies, law enforcement now increasingly relies on 
citizens to keep a watchful eye over their own communities and lend a helping 
hand. 

In the Netherlands, active participation by citizens has taken on myriad forms, 
ranging from traditional neighborhood watches to neighborhood-based 
WhatsApp Groups and other forms of digital ‘DIY surveillance’ (Mehlbaum 
& van Steden, 2018). A recent study showed that in nearly half of all Dutch 
cities, 700 neighbourhood watch schemes actively patrol, in conjunction with 
thousands of neighborhood app groups (Lub, 2016).

Mobilizing the masses to share responsibility for public safety presumes that 
their presence and actions are capable of either deterring or disrupting crime. 
Whilst routine activities precipitate innumerable interactions within the public 
sphere, the current trend of civic participation demands that citizens engage 
with offenders and/or victims. However, the effects that such sponsored 
‘coproduction’ has on the interactions between offenders and ordinary citizens 
qua bystanders remains largely unexplored. This lacuna in extant knowledge 
is replicated in empirical research also, where offender-bystander interactions 
have hitherto been under-researched, especially at the micro-level. This 
raises the question of to what degree does the presence of others truly deter 
offenders? Moreover, why do some bystanders intervene, when others do not? 

Against this backdrop of the responsibilization of citizens in crime control, the 
present study aims to explore if and in what ways the presence and behavior 
of active citizens influences offenders. To address this question, the research 
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1
employs routine activity theory to examine the intricacies of these social 
dynamics and extending this preexisting theoretical framework. 

1.1.1 Routine Activity Theory
At a juncture in which criminological research focused exclusively on exploring 
the criminal inclinations of offenders, routine activity theory (RAT) challenged 
theoretical doxa by, firstly, presupposing that all people were criminally 
inclined, and, secondly, by instead examining the spatio-temporal convergence 
of social activities that enable offenders to turn motivation into action (Cohen 
& Felson, 1979). In other words, RAT theorists sought to explain crime in terms 
of behavioral patterns in the general population and in relation to opportunity 
(Garofalo & Clark, 1992).

Routine activities can be defined as the “recurrent and prevalent activities”, 
which form part of a person’s daily routine. The theory posits that within these 
routines, crime can occur if three different elements converge: 1) the presence 
of a suitable target (person or property) 2) the presence of a motivated offender 
3) in the absence of a capable guardian. A corollary of this maxim is that as soon 
as a guardian is present, crime is less likely to occur. Changes in activities could 
therefore lead to an increase in crime rates because they can increase one’s 
exposure to motivated offenders, the presence of suitable targets and decrease 
the level of guardianship (Miethe, Hughes & McDowall, 1991). 

The level of guardianship provided to potential targets has been recognized 
as reducing criminal opportunities (Miethe & Meier, 1994). Moreover, there is 
an implicit assumption that the effect of guardianship on crime prevention is 
similar across manifold contexts (Wilcox, Madensen & Tillyer, 2007). 

The presence and deterrent actions of citizens seamlessly fits the formulation 
of the guardianship concept within RAT. However, despite the importance 
of the concept for crime prevention and control, there is hitherto a lack of 
clear consensus in the field concerning how the term guardianship should be 
operationalized in research. 

1.1.2 Guardianology?
The routine activity approach has undergone multiple revisions and upgrades 
since its inception in 1979, which have ultimately helped it withstand the test 
of time. Historically, Newman (1972) viewed crime prevention in terms of urban 
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design and natural surveillance. According to Newman, natural surveillance 
pertains to the ability or potential of the physical environment to facilitate 
surveillance by people over the course of their regular activities. In this respect, 
the ability to see and protect places is deemed to be a by-product of natural 
surveillance. 

Furthermore, by linking RAT to Hirschi’s (1969) control theory, the theory was 
able to take informal social control into account. This resulted in two different 
kinds of agents, guardians and handlers, who were both capable of exercising 
social control. Felson (2006) purports that guardians protect a target, while 
handlers supervise a potential offender. However, Felson also proposed a 
tripartite subdivision comprised: three objects of supervision - target, offender 
and place; and three types of supervisors - guardian, handler and manager, the 
latter of which formed part of Eck’s theory (1994). 

In his study of illegal drug markets, Eck (1994) extended the original dichotomy 
by adding a place manager to the equation. This agent controls or monitors 
places, and subsequently discourages crime by supervising a specific space. 
Examples of place managers are private security officers, janitors, bus drivers, 
and so on. Taking all these elements into consideration, the theory posits that 
crime can subsequently occur when 1) an offender gets loose from his handler 
2) finds a target that is unprotected by a guardian 3) they are in a place that is 
free from managers.

Subsequent research on guardianship has further elaborated on the nature of 
guardianship and the role of guardians, handlers and place managers, who are 
also known as ‘controllers’. Most recently, Sampson, Eck and Dunham (2010) 
developed the controller model, positing that there is a group of people or 
organizations, who are referred to as ‘supercontrollers’, that provide incentives 
for controllers to engage in controlling activities.
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The collective findings of this body of work ultimately produced three  
different categories and engendered a revision of the original ‘crime triangle’ 
(see Figure 1.1.2); 

a guardian is someone who oversees a suitable target;

a handler is somebody who supervises a potential offender; 

a place manager is someone who oversees a certain space. 

Figure 1.1.2: Eck (2003, p. 89) 

It is important to note that these three categories are not mutually exclusive, 
however. Rather, who assumes what role depends on the context. For example, 
a handler could potentially be labeled a guardian if the offender he or she 
is supervising converges on a suitable target. Similarly, a place manager can 
become a guardian if a motivated offender and a suitable target happen to 
converge within the space that they oversee. One could argue that from 
a motivated offender’s perspective, the conceptual differences between 
these three types of ‘controllers’ are of secondary importance. Indeed, an 
observational study (Reynald, 2010) confirmed that within a residential context, 

Guardian

Target/Victim

Place
M
anager

O�
en
de
r

Ha
nd
le
r



16

Chapter 1 | Introduction

capable guardians can take on all three roles: a guardian of targets, a handler 
over potential offenders and, finally, a manager of a (residential) space. 

In 2006, Felson (p. 80) revisited his earlier definition of guardians, stating 
that: “a guardian keeps an eye on the potential target of crime. This includes 
anybody passing by, or anybody assigned to look after people or property. This 
usually refers to ordinary citizens, not police or private guards”. Following this, 
the present thesis therefore adheres to the original definition of guardianship, 
which posits that a guardian can be anyone who is present at a place and 
moment in time when a motivated offender and a suitable target converge. 
Furthermore, this thesis focuses solely on guardianship qua human agency in 
a residential context, as opposed to also considering organizations in a broader 
spectrum. 

Finally, by using an observational tool to measure capable guardianship as a 
feature of place, Reynald (2009) identified three dimensions of guardianship 
in action: availability, monitoring (supervision) and deterrent action. First, a 
guardian must be available to supervise a target. Second, a guardian is capable 
of supervising or monitoring people or property. Last, when an available 
guardian observes a crime while supervising, direct action can be taken to deter 
criminal violations. Reynald’s work on Guardianship in Action (GIA) is important 
as it adds a more dynamic element to the role of the guardian. 

Despite these recent theoretical elaborations on the ‘guardian’ concept, there 
is a relative dearth of empirical studies on guardianship in comparison to their 
crime triangle counterparts. Sampson et al. (2010) highlighted this gap in 
routine activities research, asserting that studies on the preventive actions of 
people and organizations are wholly lacking. Hollis-Peel, Reynald and Welsh 
(2012) argue that there is no equivalent of ‘guardianology’, claiming that 
the bulk of research focuses on measures of target hardening and offender 
behavior. Moreover, while the guardianship paradigm posits that the presence 
of a guardian can be enough to deter a motivated offender, there is scarce 
knowledge about how offenders respond to available guardians. Hence, in 
addition to further clarifying the evolution of the guardianship paradigm, 
it is also important to take the methodological implications of conflicting 
operationalizations into consideration. 
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To summarize, in the present study the concept of ‘guardianship’ will be applied 
in the broadest sense of the term, which is to say that it will include notions of 
active guardianship, as well as different gradations within this active dimension.

1.2 Measuring Guardianship

Following theoretical elaborations on the concept of guardianship, 
various empirical studies followed suit. Ideally, one widely acknowledged 
operationalization of guardianship would allow for the most accurate testing 
of the deterrent effect that guardians have on offending. However, given 
that guardianship cannot easily be defined in terms of concrete measures, 
studies have thus applied manifold operationalizations over the years in order 
to best measure guardianship. According to Hollis, Felson and Welsh (2013), 
many of these studies failed to clearly define guardianship. The contrasting 
operationalizations within the guardianship literature can be divided into three 
principal methodologies:

1. Proxy measures for guardianship
2. Self-reported guardianship
3. Observations of guardianship

1.2.1 Proxy measures
Aside from differing operationalizations, few of these studies have attempted 
to measure guardianship directly, opting instead to utilize secondary sources 
to estimate guardianship. Hollis-Peel et al. (2011) argued that many of the 
measures used in these studies were, in fact, measures of target hardening and 
target suitability rather than genuine guardianship activities. Using self-reports 
of guardianship intensity, Reynald and Elffers (2015) compared these to proxies 
of guardianship often employed in US studies. The proxies that are commonly 
used in guardianship studies are:

• owner-occupied households
• number of persons in a household over 12
• female labor force non-participation
• presence of alarm, dog, outdoor lightning, timer, stickers, etc.
• friends in the same block
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Their results demonstrated that these traditional proxies do not accurately 
measure the guardianship dimensions of home availability and supervision or 
monitoring habits. In conclusion, these proxy measures were thus found to be 
insufficient for determining whether guardianship was practiced. 

1.2.2 Self-reported guardianship 
The use of self-reported data represents a significant advancement in research 
on informal guardianship. Historically, informal guardianship primarily focused 
on examining guardianship through an environmental lens, thereby treating 
the practice of guardianship almost exclusively as a function of place. The first 
self-report measure of guardianship was introduced by Garofalo and Clark 
(1992) in their study of residential burglary. The majority of extant research on 
guardianship has focused primarily on identifying the environmental factors that 
either stimulate or discourage active guardianship (Miethe & Meier, 1990; Wilcox 
et al., 2007). However, it solely measures the availability of guardians and fails to 
consider interactions with offenders.

The work of Reynald and Elffers (2015) constituted a new method through which 
to measure residential guardianship intensity, by using self-reports from a survey 
measuring home availability over the course of the week and during different 
times of the day, as well as the frequency of monitoring by residents while they 
are at home. The results show that reported guardianship behaviors are not well 
approximated via the commonly used proxies. Consequently, the self-report 
measure developed by Reynald and Elffers (2015) will be used in the present 
study to indicate guardians’ intention to intervene in chapter 5. 

However, self-reported data are not without their pitfalls. Measures of self-
reported guardianship are subjective, since it would be nearly impossible 
to collect individual data at any given place or time. Therefore, self-reported 
guardianship is most useful at an aggregated level. The next step in measuring 
guardianship in practice would be conducting real-time observations. 

1.2.3 Guardianship in Action: observational work
One of the most notable contributions to guardianship literature introduced a 
new methodological approach and subsequently added a dynamic dimension 
to capable guardianship. The observational study by Reynald demonstrated that 
property crime was “significantly lower [in] households with a higher intensity 
of directly observable guardianship during the daytime” (Reynald, 2010, p. 2). 
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The study was replicated in the United States and Australia in both urban and 
suburban areas, all of which yielded comparable results (Hollis-Peel & Welsh, 
2012; Moir, Reynald & Hart, 2017; Hollis et al., 2019). 

Notwithstanding the importance of observational data on guardianship intensity 
within the residential context, it does beg several questions: who actively exercises 
their guardianship? how do guardians interact with offenders? and how should 
researchers accurately capture this crucial interaction? One limitation of the 
observational method pertains to the fact that it is restricted to a single moment 
in time; it is merely a snapshot of a certain situation. Moreover, the link between 
guardianship and levels of crime can only be defined at an aggregated level (i.e. 
across street segments). Consequently, examining how offenders respond to 
guardians in specific situations requires disaggregated observational data. 

To conclude, Reynald’s work showed that, while observational work is both 
valuable and promising in the field of guardianship, in order to wholly capture the 
dynamics between offenders and guardians, the combination of disaggregated 
data with an especial focus on intervention represents the best method for 
advancing our understanding of active guardianship.

1.3 Active guardians

Debates pertaining to what precisely constitutes guardianship and how it should 
be defined for the purposes of crime prevention and crime control, raises the 
more practical issue of how guardians exercise their guardianship. That is to say, 
will those guardians actively intervene if their availability proves to be insufficient 
in deterring offenders? Reynald (2009) argues that the ultimate test of capable 
guardianship is whether a guardian chooses to intervene when they are available, 
capable and recognize the potential for a criminal occurrence. Indeed, Reynald 
(2010) posits that the likelihood of disrupting a criminal event is higher with a 
direct, active response. However, there is almost no empirical research on what 
precisely constitutes active guardians (trends or patterns in characteristics of 
active guardians) and what differentiates them from inactive guardians. 
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1.3.1 Intervention
Within the guardianship paradigm, Reynald’s research provided the first 
empirical evidence to support the notion that the availability or presence of 
guardians does not automatically translate into active guardianship behavior 
when it is called for. Reynald and Elffers (2015) studied the routine availability 
of Dutch residents across days of the week and times of the day, and found 
that, on average, residents reported being available 75% of the time, but with 
a highly distinct patterning in terms of hours of the day and days of the week. 
Using the same Dutch survey dataset, Reynald and Moir (2018) found that 
guardians supervise their residential surroundings during approximately 25% 
of the time that they are at home, thus proving that availability does not equate 
to supervision.

In addition to developing an observational tool through which to reliably 
measure guardianship intensity, Reynald’s work provided valuable insight into 
guardians’ motivations beyond their availability. Household residents were 
interviewed about the different cues they pick up on when distinguishing 
criminal individuals from benevolent persons. The study also elucidated those 
factors that were pivotal to guardians’ decision-making process to either 
supervise and/or intervene. Results showed that neighborhood contextual 
factors, perceptions of residential context, personal responsibility for the 
space, familiarity with context and prior training were significant factors in how 
guardians assessed an incident. 

The findings of the abovementioned study are significant for understanding 
residential guardians’ willingness to intervene in relation to neighborhood 
contextual factors. It also highlights the fact that individual factors affect the 
decision-making process of guardians to engage in direct intervention or 
otherwise. However, there remains a clear gap in criminological knowledge 
regarding the extent of the relationship between individual level factors 
and active guardianship. Aside from their residential surroundings, which 
personality factors can be unearthed to distinguish inactive from active 
guardians? Who guards effectively?

Lastly, the abovementioned is primarily based on a series of hypotheticals. In 
order to be able to make substantiated claims about real life interventions, we 
must instead reflect on guardianship behavior as it is experienced by active 
guardians themselves. Chapter three of this thesis aims to examine individual 
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level characteristics as predictors of active guardianship via the use of self 
reported data.

1.3.2 Individual characteristics
Reynald and Moir (2018) provided the first direct exploration of the relationship 
between individual characteristics and guardianship behavior, focusing 
exclusively on the monitoring dimension of guardianship. The authors found 
that the personality factors ‘trust in others’ and ‘self-esteem’ were both strong 
negative predictors of supervision patterns. Their findings suggest that 
residents who experience lower levels of self-esteem and are less trusting of 
others are more likely to report higher levels of supervision. 

General guardianship attitudes, as well as values linked to national security 
and courageousness, were also found to be positive predictors of supervision. 
These findings suggest that respondents with high levels of courageousness 
and stronger beliefs with regards to national security are more likely to 
report a higher intensity of supervision. Admittedly, the authors contend that 
individual factors explained only a small proportion of the variance in intensity 
of supervision as a routine. Interestingly, Reynald and Van Bavel (2013) 
also identified a significant relationship between age and the self-reported 
supervision habits of Dutch residential guardians, finding that older residents 
were more likely to report higher levels of monitoring. 

While intervention has been explored to some extent in psychology, little is 
known about which individual factors, such as personality or demographics, 
affect direct intervention responses. There is also a clear lacuna in research 
concerning the difference in intervention responses by residents to lower level 
disorder incidents compared to more serious crimes. In order to address these 
gaps in extant knowledge, chapter three explores the individual differences 
between active and inactive guardians, and, conversely, examines which 
individual factors explain interventions by available guardians across disorder 
and crime. 

More specifically, chapter three focuses on the repressive forms of guardianship 
expressed through either guardian action or inaction upon witnessing a crime 
or related (disorder) event. However, as previously argued, there are specific 
limitations associated with self-report data from guardians. Moreover, the study 
only takes reactive or repressive forms of guardianship into consideration. To 
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further advance our understanding of guardianship, the penultimate section 
of this thesis proposes a more robust methodological approach and provides a 
new, complementary lens through which to examine this issue. 

1.4 Offender and guardian interaction

If an offender’s criminal inclinations are taken as a given (Cohen & Felson, 
1979) and mere opportunity dictates whether or not this predisposition is 
acted on, then it begs the question as to how an available or active guardian 
could prevent a crime from occurring? We assume that active versus inactive 
guardians have a differential effect on discouraging offenders. But how does 
one affect the other?

In the previous section, I argued that there is a scarcity of research exploring 
how offenders react to the presence or actions of guardians. However, 
somewhat remarkably, there is a well-established experimental research 
tradition examining how potential guardians react to offenders or offences, 
which is commonly referred to as “bystander” research. These different 
research traditions can provide insight into, firstly, how to stage a criminal 
occurrence as part of a field experiment, and secondly, the decision-making 
behavior of offenders. Research on the concept of the bystander effect has 
typically centred on the reactions of present bystanders to a criminal event 
or emergency situation, alongside focussing on the diffusion of responsibility 
amongst potential guardians that might occur in such settings (Fischer et al., 
2011). While there appears to be a plethora of experiments on concepts that 
closely resemble guardianship, such as the bystander effect, there is a distinct 
shortage of recent experiments on how offenders respond to guardianship 
(Hollis-Peel et al., 2012; Van Bavel & Elffers, 2013). 

Moreover, while the offender-based research tradition continues to flourish, it 
rarely incorporates experimental methods, nor does it consider the effect that 
guardianship may have on offending. The final two chapters of this thesis further 
examine experimental work and how guardianship research might benefit from 
this well-established method in social psychology. The examined literature has 
produced a relatively consistent picture of how potential guardians may react 
to a potential perpetrator, which is that guardians do not take action in all 
scenarios, but might act under specific circumstances.
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In short, while there is a rich research tradition examining guardians’ responses 
to offenders, there is a distinct lack of studies exploring how offenders react 
to guardians, despite the fact that one could argue that this is a central issue 
within RAT. There are considerable benefits to be gained from developing a 
more practical crime prevention perspective. 

Furthermore, following the call by Hollis-Peel et al. (2012) for more experimental 
studies to uncover the intricacies of the guardianship process, the present 
thesis addresses the question of how offenders react to guardians by designing 
and executing two novel experiments in this area of research, while taking cues 
from research that focuses on offender/guardian interactions. The contribution 
of the experimental approach presented in Chapter five is twofold: firstly, it 
conducts two field experiments within the realm of guardianship; and secondly, 
it focuses on the behavior and thought process of the offender upon being 
confronted by guardians. 

1.5 Summary

When attempting to build on Reynald’s work on the active dimensions of 
guardianship, three issues persist. First, differing definitions of guardianship 
prevail in extant literature, leading to the use of vastly different measures. 
Second, there is a lack of knowledge on real-time interventions by active 
guardians. The third and final gap within guardianship research pertains to 
how guardians affect the behavior of offenders. While offender research has 
made considerable progress in terms of examining environmental cues, few 
studies have focused on how guardians discourage crime from the offender’s 
perspective. Moreover, while potential guardians have been questioned about 
hypothetical situations, no studies have hitherto examined their real-life 
interactions.

1.5.1 Research questions 
To address both the aforementioned gaps in knowledge and limitations of 
prior research, this research aims to complement the existing body of work 
on guardianship by both utilizing new methods and extending the focus 
beyond available guardianship. The main research question is: “What is active 
guardianship, who exercises it and how does it affect offender behavior?” 
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The aims of the thesis are threefold: 

1) address gaps in recent work on the definition of guardianship; 
2) examine the differences between active and inactive guardians; 
3)  explore innovative ways to examine active guardianship practices in relation 

to offender behavior.

1.5.2 Outline of the PhD thesis
Chapter two provides a review of recent scholarship in guardianship research. In 
an attempt to address what constitutes guardianship, this chapter will describe 
the manifold operationalizations of the concept within extant empirical research 
on guardianship practices, as well as paying close attention to the dichotomy of 
formal versus informal guardians. 

Following the elaboration of the guardianship concept in terms of both its 
definition and operationalisation, chapter three turns its attention towards 
answering the second research question about who acts as a guardian through 
recourse to a large-scale survey. The effects of various personality, demographic 
and attitudinal variables related to active guardianship are explored, which, in 
turn allow for a thorough examination of inactive versus active guardians. 

The final two chapters address the final research question by specifically 
examining how offenders react to guardians. Chapter four focuses on examining 
guardianship from an alternative perspective, as well as through the experimental 
lens of a robust, more ‘conclusive’ methodological approach. Moreover, it 
broadens the conversation to include a discussion of both repressive and 
preventive forms of guardianship. It concludes by reviewing what lessons can be 
learned from prior experiments on preventive and repressive guardianship. 

Building on this review of experimental studies, chapter five approaches 
guardianship from a different but complementary perspective of the 
‘offender’, making a unique and significant contribution to extant literature on 
guardianship via conducting innovative experiments through which to examine 
offender reactions to different intensities of guardianship. The two experiments 
demonstrate that offenders are aware of guardians’ presence, and, in so doing, 
provide insight into which factors affect offender behavior.

Lastly, chapter six presents the general discussion and conclusions. 
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Outline of Chapters

Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5

Research Aim To describe and 
reflect on RAT and 
the evolution of 
the concept of 
guardianship

To examine 
the differences 
between 
interveners and 
non-interveners 
within the 
guardianship 
paradigm

To explore 
the use of 
experiments within 
guardianship 
research and 
propose a new 
theoretical 
framework for 
future research 

To test the effect of 
available guardians 
(intensity) on 
the behavior 
of motivated 
offenders via the 
use of experiments 

Research 
Questions

How has 
guardianship 
hitherto been 
defined and which 
concept is most 
suitable for future 
research? 

1) What are 
the individual 
differences 
between 
intervening and 
non-intervening 
guardians?
2) What individual 
factors explain 
intervention 
by available 
guardians?

Which type of 
guardianship 
experiments have 
been conducted 
and how can 
experimental 
designs 
benefit future 
guardianship 
research? 

How does 
guardianship affect 
offenders?

Research Design Literate review Quantitative Literature review Qualitative 

Data Literature Survey (n=4800) Literature Study 1 (n=40)
Study 2 (n=30)

Measures/
variables

N/A Demographic, 
Personality and 
Attitude scales

N/A Success of the 
attempt, number 
of attempts, 
overall time and 
post-interview 
statements
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Chapter 2 | Guarding the definition

2.1 Introduction

The guardian is one of the key figures in the routine activities approach. The 
theory states that three elements need to converge for crime to occur: a 
motivated offender, a suitable target and the absence of a guardian (Cohen & 
Felson, 1979). That is to say, the guardian is the actor who can effectively guard 
a target and, even by simple presence alone, ultimately prevent a crime from 
occurring. The level of guardianship over potential targets has been recognized 
as reducing criminal opportunities (Miethe & Meier, 1994), and, moreover, there 
is an implicit assumption that the effect of guardianship on crime prevention 
is similar across contexts (Wilcox et al., 2007). Despite its integral role in both 
preventing and protecting against crimes, there is a relative dearth of literature 
on the practice of guardianship itself. Indeed, historically, criminological 
research has invariably focused on victims and offenders, rather than the 
potential third parties involved in the crime triangle. However, there is now an 
emergent body of research dedicated to exploring the notion of guardianship. 
The critical issue concerns whether everyone is researching the same concept 
whilst using the same methods.

The main purpose of this study is to explore the different levels and definitions of 
guardianship and trace its development from 1979 onwards. The aim here is to 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the concept of guardianship, 
which hitherto has been heterogeneously defined and operationalized within 
many studies, by reviewing previous research on the subject. This conceptual 
clarification will serve to highlight the various forms guardianship may take, 
with an especial focus on both formal and informal guardianship. 

First, a theoretical background will be provided to gain insight into this specific 
theory and the underlying theoretical context. Then, relevant articles on 
guardianship will chronologically be examined in terms of their usage of the 
concept. Specific electronic databases were used for the literature search, using 
keywords related to guardianship. References and citations were scrutinized 
for publications that may have been missed in this initial search. Finally, the 
discussion comprises an analysis of the findings and recommendations for 
future research.
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2.2 Theoretical background

RAT posits that criminal acts are occurrences that take place in specific locations, 
across space and time, and that engage specific people. For a crime to occur, 
ultimately three elements must converge: the presence of both a motivated 
offender and a suitable target, along with the absence of a guardian (Cohen & 
Felson, 1979). Although the convergence of these three elements occurs at the 
micro-level, the theory was grounded in a more macro-approach to society, 
as Cohen and Felson (1979) argued that it was the structural organisation 
of society that determined routine activities. Changes in activities can thus 
lead to an increase in the crime rate, because they increase exposure to 
motivated offenders, the presence of suitable targets and decrease the level of 
guardianship (Miethe, Hughes, McDowall, 1991). Moreover, even if the number 
of motivated offenders and potential targets were to remain stable, changes in 
routine activities could still change the likelihood of their convergence in space 
and time (Cohen & Felson, 1979). 

The discipline of human ecology is crucial for understanding the notion of 
routine activity as it is defined here, as Cohen and Felson took recourse to 
concepts from human ecology to analyze the problem of explaining changes 
in crime rates, over time (Garofalo & Clarke, 1992). According to RAT, places, 
like people, have routine activities also, which, in turn, influence the risk of 
becoming a target of criminal violations. 

According to Reynald (2009), the core of the debate pertains to the accessibility 
of the area, and the subsequent effect this has on the ability of capable 
guardians to exercise their guardianship. Clarke and Felson (1993) are dismissive 
of the influence of human ecologists, on the grounds that, although the spatial 
dimensions of crime are included, they also included a strong motivational 
component. In contradistinction to this, Clarke and Felson (1993) recognize the 
overlap between their work and that of Hawley (1950), arguing that his work, 
like RAT, posits that besides the spatial aspect of human behavior, the temporal 
aspect also plays a significant role in understanding human behavior. In addition 
to this similarity, Clarke and Felson (1993) name two further contributions of 
Hawley’s work to RAT, namely the use of a macro-level analysis and application 
of systemic thinking, whereby people’s daily routines are understood through 
empirical data and theory. Notwithstanding the overlap with human ecology, 
RAT can also be included under the framework of criminal opportunity theories. 
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These theories hold that changes in specific conditions create opportunities 
for criminal inclinations to be expressed (Miethe, Hughes & McDowall, 1991). 
From Clarke and Felson’s (1993) perspective, by taking the criminal inclination 
as a given and shifting the emphasis instead onto the criminal event itself, the 
foundational tenets of Criminological doxa at that time were radically called 
into question. Cohen and Felson’s (1980) objective was to explore how social 
structure allowed for people to “translate their criminal inclinations into action” 
(p. 390). That is to say, they sought to explain crime in terms of behavioral 
patterns within the general population (Garofalo & Clark, 1992).

Another framework closely related to the abovementioned theories, is that 
associated with social disorganization theories, which emerged out of the work 
of the Chicago School ecologists. Contemporary social disorganization theory 
builds on the central idea of the Chicago School that certain areas possess 
features that attract crime, and that the social context itself contains certain 
elements that undermines communities capacity to control crime. Examples 
of such elements are residential mobility, neighborhood poverty and ethnic 
heterogeneity (Browning, 2002). 

Sampson, Raudenbusch and Felton (1997) proposed a model that recognizes 
the social processes that connect structural features of a neighborhood to 
criminality. According to Sampson et al. (1997), one of the central goals of a 
community is for its residents to live in an orderly and, most importantly, safe 
environment. Social control refers to the capacity of a community to control 
its members and realize these twin goals. Social cohesion in a neighborhood 
promotes informal social control, which, in turn, can foster high levels of 
collective efficacy that enable a community to effectively control crime. This 
coincides with the basic premise of RAT and the concept of guardianship, in 
that communities with a strong level of social control can effectively supervise 
their environment and thus reduce crime (Sampson et al., 1997). For example, 
Reynald (2009) found that guardians were more active when a higher degree 
of social interaction was observed between residents in a neighborhood. 
Moreover, in her research on social control and intervention, Warner (2007) 
demonstrated that, although social cohesion and trust in a neighborhood 
decrease the level of indirect informal social control, such as alerting an 
authority, it was found to have no effect on direct informal control. However, 
social ties within the neighborhood were found to increase the likelihood of 
direct informal control (Warner, 2007). 
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2.2.1 Routine Activity Theory
Since its creation in 1979, RAT has been the subject of various modifications 
and updates. By connecting to Hirschi’s (1969) control theory, RAT was also 
able to take the informal social control of offenders into account. This resulted 
in a split between two different kinds of agents, both of whom capable of 
exercising social control. A handler, such as a parent, for example, can supervise 
a potential offender just as a guardian is able to supervise a suitable target 
(Felson, 1995). Eck (1994), through his study on illegal drug markets, extended 
this dichotomy by adding the role of a place manager, who by controlling 
or monitoring specific places serves to discourage crime. Examples of place 
managers are private security officers, homeowners, bus drivers, or janitors. 
When all agents are combined, crime can nevertheless still occur if an offender 
breaks loose from his handler and finds a target unprotected by a guardian, in 
a place free from managers.

Felson notes that Clarke (1992) drew a distinction between different levels 
of responsibility for crime discouragement. The level of responsibility, as 
felt by individuals, determines the likelihood of whether a crime will be 
discouraged, as well whether such a reaction will occur directly and/or swiftly. 
The four levels of responsibility for crime discouragement within places are: 
personal responsibility, assigned responsibility, diffuse job responsibility 
and general responsibility. According to Felson (1995), these distinct levels 
of responsibility not only apply to place management, but rather also to 
guardianship over targets and the handling of likely offenders. In so doing, he 
applies the four levels of responsibility to guardianship as well, thus resulting 
in four different dimensions of guardianship. The owner of a potential target, 
such as in the example of a student watching over his own backpack, takes 
personal responsibility, while their friends may do the same for him or her. 
Assigned responsibility of guardians encompasses an employee looking after 
a specific target, such as in the example of a store clerk monitoring jewelry. 
Employees with a less specific task comprise the third level, which is diffuse 
job responsibility. For example, an accountant may discourage an individual 
from shoplifting by walking through the store on his or her lunch break, or 
by approaching an individual that appears to be hovering around the jewelry 
section. In such scenarios, whilst he or she has no assigned responsibility to 
prevent crime, they do so by responding in particular ways. 
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The final category of responsibility pertains to the general responsibility taken 
by bystanders, who may discourage individuals from committing crimes simply 
via their presence. This level of responsibility is generally viewed as being the 
weakest of the four (Felson, 1995).

2.2.2 Guardianship
The practice of guardianship is defined as follows: “any spatio-temporally 
specific supervision of people or property by other people which may prevent 
criminal violations from occurring” (Felson & Cohen, 1980, p. 392). A capable 
guardian can thus be anyone that prevents or discourages crime from occurring, 
with their mere presence alone being vital. According to Felson, the guardian 
discourages crime via their presence, and, as such, makes the occurrence of 
a criminal event more likely by being absent. Hence, a retired individual who 
stays at home may discourage a burglary during the daytime in both their own 
home and that of their neighbors. In this respect, the guardian is one of the key 
figures of the ‘crime triangle’ Felson (2006) purports, as he or she keeps a close 
watch on potential targets of crime. The word guardian does not refer merely 
to guarding a target, but rather should be understood in terms of supervising a 
target. According to Felson (2008), a guardian can be anyone whose presence 
can discourage crime form occurring. According to Sherman (1986), the 
deterrent threat of official and unofficial policing is implied within the concept 
of guardianship. However, Felson’s conceptualization of guardians ordinarily 
does not include police officers or security guards. Due to this omission, a 
distinction is often made between formal and informal guardians, in which 
formal guardians are official agents of the state, such as the police, whereas 
informal guardians are residents of neighborhoods, family members, visitors 
and passersby. 

With respect to guardianship capability, Felson (2006) observes that guardians 
must take into consideration the risk of retaliatory attacks when deciding 
whether to intervene. The capability of a guardian is determined by his or 
her knowledge of what to look out for during supervision. Guardianship is of 
critical importance for being able to understand how specific opportunities 
either inhibit or facilitate crime (Wilcox et al., 2007). 

Although this theory has been widely adopted from the early 1980’s onwards, 
the definition of guardianship has been subjected to rather liberal interpretation 
over the years, which has led to researchers not only using different definitions of 
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guardianship, but also applying manifold operationalizations. Given the multi-
dimensionality of the concept, there is no universal measure of guardianship 
(Reynald, 2009). The next subsection provides a chronological overview of 
some of the most relevant publications on the concept of guardianship. 

2.3 Guarding the definition?

2.3.1 Miethe, Stafford and Sloane (1990)
Studies dedicated to measuring the criminal victimization risk of individuals 
have made a significant contribution to the concept of guardianship. Although 
their analytical focus is the target of crime, their research on the lifestyles 
of potential victims is nevertheless of interest because they take third party 
guardians into account, based on the fact that a decrease in guardianship over 
various routine activities puts potential targets at greater risk of becoming 
a victim. Using this assumption as the basis for their study on victimization 
risk, Miethe, Stafford and Sloane (1990), define guardianship by its measure, 
that is, whether the availability of potential guardians, i.e. the number of 
persons in a household over the age of 12, had increased, decreased or 
remained the same over time. Safety precautions, such as security alarms and 
possession of weapons, were classified as separate measures for reducing 
the risk of victimization, and, as such, were not included as direct measures 
of guardianship. Their results showed that, when considering victimization 
over time, individuals who decreased their level of guardianship ultimately 
increased their risk of victimization. Conversely, decreases in both daytime and 
nighttime activity outside of the home, along with increases in guardianship 
were associated with a decrease in the risk of victimization, over time. Although 
the definition of guardianship adopted by Miethe et al. (1990) rightly excludes 
the use of safety precautions, they do make use of measures that estimate the 
level of guardianship.

2.3.2 Garofalo and Clark (1992): proxy and primary guardianship
According to Garofalo and Clark (1992), the concept of guardianship has 
evolved over time, in part, due to major social trends such as the labor market 
participation of adults and the decreased size of households. They also point 
out that guardianship can be manipulated by potential targets, such as, for 
example, by decreasing the proximity to potential offenders. In their paper 
on guardianship and residential burglary, Garofalo and Clark (1992) state that 
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different types of guardians exist than those considered in prior studies, which 
focused exclusively on the guardianship performed by household members. The 
authors purport that non-household members can also engage in guardianship 
through community programs such as Neighborhood Watch, or other more 
informal arrangements. They add that devices such as locks and alarms can also 
exercise guardianship. In their work, non-household members are designated 
as proxy guardians, whereas household members are designated as primary 
guardians. Primary guardianship is measured by the frequency of household 
occupancy, while the indicators used to measure proxy guardianship include 
factors like the presence of a dog, an alarm system, a timer for lights or a radio, 
informal arrangements with neighbors and other security measures. Garofalo 
and Clark (1992) determined that both primary and proxy guardianship 
contribute to a reduction in the likelihood of residential burglaries. The effect is 
strongest when both types of guardianship are deployed simultaneously. The 
increased use of proxy guardianship also leads to a further reduction in risk, 
with the same effect being found for neighbours watching each other’s homes 
and using security devices.

 Although Garofalo and Clark (1992) state that different types of guardianship 
can be exercised, and, consequently, that research should not focus exclusively 
on household members qua guardians, it is highly questionable whether a lock 
can truly be counted as a guardian. Having said this, the inclusion of informal 
arrangements such as neighborhood watch schemes does represent one 
notable advantage of their definition.

2.3.3 Miethe and Meier (1994): social and physical guardianship
Miethe and Meier (1994) define guardianship as “the ability of persons or 
objects to prevent the occurrence of crime” (p.90). According to the authors, 
guardianship is ordinarily defined as including physical and social forms. 
Physical guardianship involves the practice of target hardening, which includes 
burglar alarms, extra locks, street lighting and participation in Neighborhood 
Watch programs. Social guardianship comprises friendship networks, the 
number of household members and/or neighbors watching a residence. 

The availability of guardians is critical, so the authors argue, because it increases 
the risk of being seen or caught for potential offenders, in turn, decreasing the 
opportunity of becoming a victim. Physical guardianship is represented by an 
eight-item index of the safety precautions taken, as well as whether residents 
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consider themselves capable of defending against an attack. The number of 
persons in a household over the age of 16 is the measure of social guardianship; 
if the respondent has friends or relatives living on the same block; and a five-
item index of activities performed with neighbors to indicate the informal social 
control and social integration. The aggregate measure of guardianship in their 
research, calculated from survey data in Seattle, was the average household 
size. They did not find evidence for the deterrent effect of social or physical 
guardianship on an individual’s risk of being exposed to a (predatory) crime, 
with the exception being individuals who took more safety precautions, since 
they were at a significantly lower risk of (residential) burglary. 

A key advantage of using this particular definition is that it includes participation 
in a Neighborhood watch scheme, which can be understood as a group of 
informal guardians coming together to collectively exercise their guardianship. 
However, the authors also concede that their usage of the concept may deviate 
from its original usage. Moreover, as with Garofalo and Clark (1992), including 
the use of safety precautions in the definition of guardianship is questionable.

2.3.4 Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003)
In their study of the lifestyles and self-protective behaviors of college students, 
Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003) posit that, according to RAT, when a potential 
offender meets a suitable target in the absence of a capable guardian, the 
likelihood that a criminal event will occur increases. Guardianship occurs both 
at the formal level, which refers to official and institutionalized guardians, and 
the informal level, which implies personal behavior. According to Tewskbury 
and Mustaine (2003), there is a scarcity of knowledge about the latter level 
and individual (protective) behavior, respectively. They stress that research 
has shown that guardianship is most effective at the informal level. The 
authors highlight that previous successful studies on guardianship, such as 
Miethe and Meier’s (1990) work, fail to take a broad variety of guardianship 
measures into account, as well as the way in which they relate to specific 
offenses and individuals. Interestingly, Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003) 
define guardianship in terms of self-protective measures, such as carrying a 
knife, mace, a body alarm or a club, and that guardianship activities vary by 
social status, age, ethnicity, gender and educational background. The authors 
found that exposure to neighborhood characteristics (presence of police 
stations and unsupervised youths) and proximity to potential offenders have 
the most influential effects on their specific measure of guardianship, i.e., 
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self-protective measures. However, conceptualizing guardianship qua self-
protective measures has received considerable criticism (Wilcox et al., 2007; 
Reynald, 2009). Although Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003) recognized that the 
manifold operationalizations of guardianship used in research are ‘indirect’, 
their measure of guardianship “represents a significant departure from the 
routine activity theory conceptualization of capable guardianship” (Reynald, 
2009, p. 9), because, simply put, carrying a gun is not the same as supervising 
people or property. 

2.3.5 John Eck and others
According to Eck and Weisburd (1995), a guardian is someone who can protect 
targets, and includes friends as well as authorities, such as security guards and 
the police. If targets are separated from their guardians, they have a higher risk 
of victimization.

The authors identify place managers, handlers and guardians as three types 
of crime controllers. The concept of place is crucial. In routine activity theory, 
places are problematic because of the types of people that are present at a 
certain location, and absent. Although studies have found that offenders avoid 
targets with high levels of guardianship, the authors caution that effective 
guardianship is often linked to place management (Eck & Weisburd, 1995). 
Sampson, Eck and Dunham (2010) posit that although routine activity theory 
provides a foundation for understanding crime and crime patterns, it does 
not explain why certain agents are absent or ineffective. According to routine 
activity theory, the three conditions necessary for crime to occur (a motivated 
offenders, targets and places), each have a controller, in the form of a handler, 
manager or guardian. The handlers have an emotional attachment to the 
offender, and their goal is to keep them out of trouble. Managers look after 
places, as either the owner or a representative of an owner, to make sure it 
functions properly. According to the authors, guardians are the protectors of 
targets, and vary greatly. They indicate that guardianship can include everyday 
citizen behavior, watching each other, or those employed for the purpose 
of protection such as police and security guards. Much guardianship is self-
guardianship, according to Sampson, Eck and Dunham (2010), which means 
that people take some sort of measure to protect themselves. As with Tewksbury 
and Mustaine, defining the use of self-protective measures as guardianship 
activities has received criticism. 
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2.3.6 Wilcox, Madensen and Tillyer (2007)
In their article on guardianship in context, Wilcox et al. (2007) point out that 
previous research has utilized incomprehensive definitions and imprecise 
measurements of guardianship. They also state that previous studies 
were limited in scope, both due to their focus on only one or two types of 
guardianship and their disregard for the different dimensions and interactions 
involved in this process. In their research on guardianship and burglaries, they 
draw a distinction between individual level guardianship and neighborhood 
or environmental level guardianship. At the individual level, the definition 
of guardianship refers to “possessing qualities that relate to social ties and 
interpersonal control”, (p.62) with the latter concept referring to what degree 
individuals and objects in a bounded space can be observed and prevented 
from experiencing crime, due to the presence of informal and formal control, 
as well as technological means of protection. 

Environmental level guardianship can be understood in terms of “the collective 
degree to which individuals or objects in a bounded locale possess qualities 
related to social ties and social control”. (p. 64) Social control is defined as 
formal, informal and nonhuman security. Subsequently, these two levels 
of guardianship can both be subdivided into four different dimensions: 
personal, physical, social and natural. The personal dimension of guardianship 
corresponds to home occupancy, the physical dimension implies target 
hardening, social guardianship refers to informal control and, finally, the 
natural dimension of guardianship designates natural surveillance in the 
form of design (Wilcox et al., 2007). Results showed that individuals who used 
a greater range of physical safety precautions were at a lower risk of being 
burgled than those who used fewer precautions. Interestingly, the authors 
did not find the expected significant relationship between either burglary 
victimization and informal social control, or burglary victimization and home 
occupancy. The authors’ definition of guardianship encompasses manifold 
levels. This constitutes a key advantage of this approach, as it is capable of taking 
multiple factors into consideration, such as natural surveillance, which is an 
underexplored dimension of guardianship. Having said this, the heterogeneity 
of their approach also makes for an unnecessarily complicated model. A further 
advantage of adopting Wilcox et al.’s definition is that it distinguishes between 
the individual and collective levels.
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2.3.7 Reynald (2009) ‘Guardianship in action’ 
In her thesis on active guardianship, Reynald (2009) adopts an observational 
method, while measuring the presence of household residents and focusing on 
a specific type of guardian. The author is critical of the use of indirect measures 
of guardianship, such as the number of household owners or self-reporting on 
presence in the house, because they fail to measure guardianship first-hand. 
Through recourse to the original concept and her own observations, Reynald 
identifies three different levels of active guardianship.

The first level comprises the availability of a potential guardian, because the 
presence of a guardian was deemed to be the most crucial aspect (Cohen & 
Felson, 1979). The second level corresponds to a guardian’s capability of 
supervising or monitoring. Reynald relates the capability of a guardian to 
the design of the environment, specifically its ability to allow for (natural) 
surveillance and monitoring. The final level of guardianship is the intervention 
stage, which depends on the willingness of the guardian to intervene. 
Intervention is defined here as a direct interference with the express intention 
to deter. Reynald (2009) found that guardianship increases in intensity when 
surveillance opportunities increase. When these factors increase, so does 
the image of the space (the management and maintenance of properties). 
The results also showed that when social interaction among neighbors 
increased, the intensity of guardianship tended to also be higher. Furthermore, 
property crime decreased as the level of guardianship intensified from simple 
availability to concrete intervention. There was a significant drop between the 
invisible and available stage, thus indicating that availability alone can make a 
difference. A relevant advantage of Reynald’s definition is that it takes its lead 
from the original definition of guardianship, but connects it to an innovative 
observational tool through which to measure the concept and distinguish 
between three levels of intervention. One side note is that the third level of 
intervention differs from the original ‘supervision’ aspect of guardianship. 
Despite this, this definition is expedient for the simple fact that it allows 
researchers to take active guardianship into account. 

2.3.8 Recent additions
Building on Reynald’s framework (2009), several researchers have either 
subsequently applied the observational tool or used the more active dimension 
of guardianship in their studies of guardians. In particular, recent work on the 
guardianship paradigm has included cyberspace as a potential setting through 
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which to exercise one’s guardianship (Vakhitova & Reynald, 2014), as well as 
examining sexual offenses and the role of gender (Cook & Reynald, 2016). 
Hollis-Peel and Welsh’s (2014) findings support the notion that residential 
guardianship combines the physical potential for guardianship with acts of 
monitoring and intervening. Further, van Bommel et al. (2014) used the term 
bystanders and informal guardians interchangeably, showing that the presence 
of cameras can trigger bystanders into action in situations where others would 
view intervention as being ‘heroic’. 

2.4 Formal Guardians

As mentioned, most research on guardians focuses on the informal guardian 
qua ordinary citizen. Its counterpart, the formal guardian, has received 
comparably less attention in routine activity related studies. Clarke and Felson 
(1993) noted that when the concept of the capable guardian was devised, it 
was generally not seen as relating to policemen or security guards, because 
the aim was to distance RAT from those theories overly focused on the criminal 
justice system as the principal cause of crime. Despite this, according to Felson 
(1994), the concept of guardianship does remind a lot of people of police 
officials, although they are unlikely to be on the spot when crime occurs. 

2.4.1 Police and security
Felson (1994) states that it is not easy for public police and private security 
to prevent crime during patrols, because they have a lot of ground to cover 
and have scarce time to watch over a specific location. The author argues 
that the most significant guardians in society are ordinary citizens, and that, 
ultimately, individuals themselves are the best guardian for their own property, 
and, in lieu of this, friends, relatives and even strangers can step in and serve 
as guardians. RAT speaks of supervision and the presence of a guardian, and 
even though the police cannot be present in every neighborhood, because 
the reactive approach is inherent to policing, their physical presence alone 
will have a strong deterring effect. All guardians can be absent when a crime 
occurs, and although this may be more likely to happen in the case of a formal 
guardian, they should not be discounted as potential guardians. If something 
does happen, it is far more likely that people will contact the police, before 
intervening themselves (Reynald, 2009). Furthermore, putting their absence as 
capable guardians aside, in their role as formal guardians who interact with 
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citizens, they are nevertheless a crucial influence upon informal guardians’ 
behavior. Therefore, formal guardians and their interactions with their informal 
counterparts constitute an important issue, although they are rarely included 
in guardianship research. In his article on those who discourage crime, 
Felson (1995) failed to include the police as an agent in his model of various 
responsibilities, arguing that the police do not always operate in the same 
role. Indeed, some officers predominantly watch places, others follow people 
or potential targets, while others either have specific assignments or broad 
range of responsibilities, such as in the case of patrol officers. Patrol officers, 
in turn, cannot be compared to place managers, because their duties extend 
well beyond place assignment. Felson (1995) states that, whilst some forms 
of policing, such as community policing or problem-oriented policing, may fit 
into the personal and place responsibility levels, discouragement from crime is 
invariably done best when a crime is prevented without any arrests or modes 
of punishment.

Stahura and Sloan (1988) used three measures of guardianship in their study 
of suburban crime, in the process deviating from the original definition of 
the term and instead measuring the household ratio, as approximated by the 
percentage of female labor force participation as well as per capita police 
expenditure and police employment per 100.000. They also caution that the 
original concept of guardianship formulated in the seminal work of Cohen and 
Felson (1979) did not include police variables.

In a simulation of routine activity and street robberies, Groff (2007) distinguishes 
between formal and informal guardians or civilians and the police, stating that 
these are individuals other than the target and the offender, which converge at 
the same place and thus impact on the decision to offend. Formal guardians, 
such as police officials, are strong deterrents because they are more likely to 
intervene and, as such, their mere presence raises the likelihood of getting 
caught. Subsequently, other individuals’ deterrent level is determined by their 
potential to intervene in a crime.

2.4.2 Guardian objects
In a study of social inequality and criminal victimization, Cohen, Kluegel 
and Land (1981) extended the list of possible guardians to include not only 
people such as pedestrians, law enforcement officers and security guards, but 
also objects like locks, burglar alarms and window bars. In their formulation, 
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guardianship is defined in terms of the effectiveness of guardians (persons 
and objects) in preventing a criminal violation from occurring, either via their 
presence, or via direct or indirect action. Although they recognized them as 
guardians, the authors did not include law enforcement officers or security 
guards in the empirical component of their research.

2.4.3 Self-guardianship
In their article on routine activities and social control in the aftermath of natural 
catastrophes, Cromwell, Dunham, Akers and Lanza-Kaduce (1995) noted that 
guardians can be formal or informal. The former refers to guards, police, private 
security and others employed to provide security and protection from crime, 
while the latter refers to the presence of household members, or neighbors 
who watch over a street or neighborhood. They found that in those areas that 
were affected the most, that is, those places where formal guardianship was 
essentially absent, an informal system of control almost immediately came 
into being, which helped maintain order and guard property. In general, law 
enforcement respondents supported the practice of informal guardianship. 
Interestingly, in areas where formal control and guardianship were still present, 
there was little informal efforts undertaken, because, according to the citizens 
themselves, there was no need since they relied on the police presence. This 
would appear to suggest that the activities of informal guardianship relied 
predominantly on both the presence and absence of formal guardians. 
According to the authors, the fact that most people stayed home after the 
catastrophe to repair their property, thus, in turn, serving as their own guardian, 
most likely played the biggest role in reducing crime in the aftermath. 

Hope (1999) distinguishes between three different types of guardianship in 
the suburbs. The term ‘self-guardianship’ refers to personal resources and the 
investments that an individual might make to improve their own safety via 
private enterprises. Collective guardianship of a residential area refers to the 
type of guardianship exercised by one’s neighbors; for example, actively moving 
to a neighborhood where residents share the same norms and conventions, 
means that one can rely on the trust placed in their neighbors’ guardianship 
practices. Finally, both residents and their private property can also gain from 
public guardianship, which is enforced by law enforcement. Hope (1999) points 
out that guardianship goods are scarce, and that the guardianship services 
provided by the police are subject to demand, thus leading to congestion in 
supply and reducing the quality of policing.
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2.4.4 Semi-formal guardians
The third, and often-overlooked, type of guardian, is the one that exercises 
semi-formal guardianship. The term ‘semi-formal’ derives from the framework of 
social control and refers to initiatives that are organized to exercise supervision, 
albeit not in an official capacity. These organizations, such as neighborhood 
watch programs and other types of civilian police patrols, set out to improve 
social control and raise the overall level of safety within a specific area. In 
their article on burglary victimization, Tseloni, Wittebrood, Farrell and Pease 
(2004) used involvement in neighborhood watch programmes as a measure of 
physical guardianship, as did Garofalo and Clark (1992) and Miethe and Meier 
(1994). Although it is a given that informal guardians are engaged participants, 
the level of organization and assigned responsibility involved make this type 
of guardianship neither one nor the other, but rather a blend of both informal 
and formal guardianship activities. Many examples exist in both the US as well 
as Europe, but yet semi-formal guardians are rarely included as a separate 
category in extant research on guardianship.

2.5 Conclusion

RAT has undergone several modifications since its formulation by Cohen and 
Felson in 1979. Clarke (1992) and Eck (1994) added two additional categories 
to the guardian, thereby expanding the crime triangle to also include handlers 
and place managers. Although routine activity remains a popular approach 
in criminological research, it continues to lag behind in terms of theoretical 
development (Tewskbury & Mustaine, 2003). Moreover, while it is widely used, 
the concept remains unclear, as evidenced by the various definitions used in 
guardianship research. The review presented in this chapter sought to provide 
a comprehensive overview of some of the key publications on guardianship, as 
well as casting light on the manifold conceptualizations and operationalizations 
used to measure and determine guardianship within extant literature.

In their article on ‘Guardianship and residential burglary’, Garofalo and Clarke 
(1992) define guardianship as being exercised by residents, neighbors and 
devices. Whether or not objects such as security systems can be classified as 
guardians remains an unresolved issue, however Garofalo and Clark (1992) do 
also include neighborhood initiatives such as Neighborhood Watch projects in 
their study of guardianship. Such initiatives can be understood as a collective 
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mode of semi-formal guardianship, a point that is invariably forgotten. 
Miethe and Meier (1994) also take objects into account in their definition 
of guardianship. The two categories they use are social guardianship, which 
includes the presence of networks and the number of people in a household, 
and physical guardianship which, similarly to Garofalo and Clarke’s (1992) 
proxy, includes the presence of a security system, but also includes whether or 
not people believe they are capable of defending themselves, a factor hitherto 
not considered in guardianship research. Tewskbury and Mustaine (2003) 
received criticism, firstly, for focusing solely on guardianship qua self-protective 
measures taken by people, and, secondly, for claiming to subsequently measure 
the concept of guardianship. Wilcox et al.’s (2007) definition of guardianship 
encompassed a host of different factors, such as household occupancy, informal 
social control and natural surveillance, but their model becomes convoluted 
due to the overdetermined nature of their definition. Reynald (2009) built upon 
the concept of guardianship as it was devised in 1979, but extends it by adding 
an active dimension, specifically via the use of observations.

There is much to be gained from utilizing different elements from these range 
of conceptualizations. For example, elements such as collective guardianship 
versus individual level guardianship, as proposed by Wilcox et al. (2007), are 
of critical relevance for research focused on individual informal guardians and 
semi-formal guardians. The latter category was also included by both Garofalo 
and Clarke (1992) and Miethe and Meier (1994) under the guise of involvement 
in community programs.

Notwithstanding the expedience of these different definitions within extant 
literature, in accordance with Reynald (2009), there is a clear need for conceptual 
clarity within guardianship research, with respect to both the target and 
guardianship activities. At the target level, several authors have included the 
use of devices when measuring guardianship, and thus define guardianship 
as such (Garofalo & Clark, 1992; Miethe & Meier, 1994; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 
2003). According to Sampson et al. (2010), much of the guardianship exercised 
by people are forms of ‘self-guardianship’. However, objects such as security 
cameras in shopping districts, street-lighting in neighborhoods, as well as the 
possession of firearms and installations of alarms are all part of target hardening 
strategies, a category also found in Wilcox et al.’s conceptualization, which when 
taking into account the class crime-triangle of RAT can be understood as falling 
under the category of target suitability. This point is also made by Miethe, 
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Stafford and Sloane (1990) who deemed safety precautions to be separate 
measures for reducing the risk of victimization, and thus did not include these 
precautions as direct measures of guardianship.

In terms of future research examining guardianship, the ‘Guardianship in 
action’ concept represents an especially expedient definition (Reynald, 2009) 
for several reasons. For one, it builds on and subsequently extends the original 
concept, thus enriching guardianship research. In Reynald’s work, guardianship 
is broken down into three observable levels, which importantly adds a new 
‘active’ dimension. Stages such as availability and capability are critical for 
gaining a complex understanding of guardianship and can be assumed 
to already be part of the original theory. However, the added dimension 
of intervention provides researchers with an opportunity to test active 
guardianship via observations and experiments. Whilst guardianship research 
has primarily focused on household occupancy, both as part of the definition 
and as a measure of guardianship, thereby emphasizing the availability stage, 
these proxies do not however measure guardianship first-hand. To adequately 
research active guardians, emphasis must be placed on the next phases of 
capability and intervention, rather than solely on their assumed availability. 
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CHAPTER 3
WHO ACTS? 
Individual level characteristics as 
predictors of active guardianship1

1 An adapted version of this chapter has been submitted for publication by M. van Bavel & D. Reynald
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Abstract

While guardianship has long been recognized as an important crime prevention 
mechanism within criminology, it has garnered renewed academic interest as 
of late. However, most extant research on guardianship has focused primarily 
on identifying the environmental factors that either stimulate or discourage 
active guardianship. Critical factors in the decision to intervene are often 
individual rather than collective, yet how these individual factors relate to 
active guardianship behavior is still under-researched. To address this lacuna in 
knowledge about active intervention by available guardians, we examined the 
individual differences between inactive and active guardians, using self-report 
data from a sample of 4,824 respondents in the Netherlands. The data included 
information on demographics, personality and attitudes. 

The analyses revealed that age and level of urbanization were strong predictors 
of intervention by guardians, with extraversion and prior security training also 
making a significant contribution to explaining the variance in intervention. 
Lastly, the results showed differences between intervention responses to 
disorder and crime.
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3.1 Introduction

According to RAT, capable guardians pose a serious threat to offenders (Cohen 
& Felson, 1979), and, hence, perform an important function in crime prevention 
and control. More specifically, Felson (1994) stated that the guardian “serves by 
simple presence to prevent crime, and by absence to make crime more likely” 
(p. 53). 

The presence, or availability, of guardians as a crime deterrent has been the 
focus of manifold guardianship studies in recent years, and has been measured 
through the use of proxy measures, self-report measures and direct measures 
(Wilcox et al., 2007; Reynald, 2009; 2011; Hollis-Peel & Welsh, 2014). Furthermore, 
through her observational work on guardianship intensity, Reynald (2009; 
2011) has made a strong case for the need to develop the conceptualization 
and measurement of guardianship beyond mere availability. This research 
provided the first empirical evidence to support the notion that the availability 
or presence of guardians does not automatically translate into active 
guardianship behavior when required. Reynald and Elffers (2015) studied the 
routine availability of Dutch residents across days of the week and times of the 
day and found that, on average, residents reported being available 75 percent 
of the time, but with a rather distinct pattern across hours of the day and days 
of the week. Using the same Dutch survey dataset, Reynald and Moir (2018) 
found that guardians supervise their residential surroundings approximately 
25 percent of the time that they are at home, thus supporting the fact that 
availability does not equate to supervision. This study builds on these findings 
by exploring the self-report data from Dutch residents to examine how they 
respond to crime or crime-related events in their residential surroundings. 

The use of this type of self-report data represents a significant development 
in research on informal guardianship, which has hitherto focused mainly on 
examining guardianship through an environmental lens, while the practice 
of guardianship has been studied almost exclusively as a function of place. 
Indeed, most extant research on guardianship has focused primarily on which 
environmental factors either stimulate or discourage active guardianship 
(Miethe & Meier, 1990; Wilcox et al., 2007). However, the critical factors in 
people’s decision to intervene are often individual rather than collective in 
nature, and crime interveners have been shown to differ distinctly from non-
interveners (Huston et al., 1981). 
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Despite this aforesaid variance between interveners and non-interveners, 
Reynald and Moir (2018) argue that the question of how individual factors 
relate to active guardianship behavior remains wholly under-researched. To 
date, their study examining the extent to which individual level characteristics 
explain guardians’ supervision patterns remains the only foray into this area, 
with no body of work within criminology having focused on different types of 
intervention as a critical dimension of active guardianship (Reynald, 2010). 

To address the gap in knowledge apropos the individual factors that explain 
active intervention by available guardians, we performed a secondary analysis 
of the Dutch guardianship survey conducted by Reynald in 2011. The CentErdata 
panel on guardianship was the first large-scale survey of its kind, asking a 
sample of 5,000 Dutch households to self-report about their guardianship 
behavior and related factors, along with obtaining demographic and other 
individual level information about participants, such as personality traits and 
attitudes. Using the same dataset, Reynald and Moir (2018) examined which 
individual factors explain supervision patterns by active guardians. The present 
study extends their work by exploring the defining characteristics of active 
guardians, and considering whether individual factors play a more significant 
role in explaining the intervention dimension of active guardianship than the 
supervision dimension of guardianship. Due to the dearth of criminological 
research investigating individual factors and intervention by guardians, 
the current study instead takes recourse to existing literature on bystander 
intervention and helping behavior. 

With this in mind, the present study aims to complement extant guardianship 
research by pinpointing the individual level demographic, personality and 
attitudinal factors that differentiate inactive from active guardians. For the 
purposes of this study, we contrast available but inactive guardians against 
those who reported having exhibited guardianship, which means that they 
either monitored, or directly or indirectly intervened by alerting others. 

The two overarching research questions underpinning the present study are: 
‘What are the individual differences between intervening and non-intervening 
guardians?’ And ‘What individual factors explain intervention by available 
guardians?’
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In order to examine these questions, we explore the individual level 
characteristics of both inactive and active guardians in relation to occurrences 
of disorder or criminal acts, using self-reported data from a Dutch sample. We 
first provide a review of recent developments in research on active guardianship 
and the theoretical implications of this work. Next, the methodology section 
delineates information on the sample, survey and analyses, preceded by a 
presentation of the results. Finally, the results will be discussed further in the 
conclusion and their relevance for future research outlined. 

3.2 Guardianship and intervention

3.2.1 Guardianship in Action
In recent years, the guardian has garnered renewed academic attention as a 
key actor in crime control, reaffirming its importance for the prevention of 
crime (Reynald, 2010; Hollis-Peel & Welsh, 2014). Through her observational 
research, Reynald (2009) established the model of guardianship in action, which 
comprised three critical stages of guardianship: visible availability, monitoring 
and intervention. Direct intervention is defined as physically intervening, 
whereas indirect intervention refers to alerting others and calling the police. 
Reynald’s studies (2009; 2010) showed that as guardianship increases, property 
crime decreases. More specifically, she showed that the presence or availability 
of guardians has a strong deterrent effect; indeed, street segments with a 
low or no presence of guardians had considerably higher crime figures than 
those where potential guardians were observed in higher numbers. Presence 
had the strongest effect, whereas monitoring and intervening were shown to 
not be significantly associated with property crime levels. Both monitoring 
and intervention were, however, shown to be dependent on presence. These 
findings were subsequently replicated in the US (Hollis-Peel et al., 2012). 

3.2.2 Individual characteristics
An interview study by Reynald (2010) explored which factors affect a guardian’s 
self-reported willingness to intervene when confronted with suspicious 
activities in their environment. The results showed that twenty percent of the 
respondents (n=225) admitted they would not directly intervene, whereas 
eighty percent reported that they would intervene in some way, when faced 
with crime related or suspicious activities. Additionally, 16 percent of the 
interveners indicated that they would take deliberate action to prevent 



52

Chapter 3 | WHO ACTS? Individual level characteristics as predictors of active guardianship

or disrupt a crime, either by confronting those involved, or by physically 
intervening. Interestingly, Reynald (2010) identified several factors related to 
direct and indirect intervention by residential guardians. Firstly, residents from 
both middle- and high-income neighborhoods were found to be more willing 
to intervene directly. Secondly, the results showed that direct intervention was 
lowest among residents from neighborhoods with a large proportion of ethnic 
minorities, while indirect intervention was highest amongst respondents from 
neighborhoods with the lowest number of ethnic minorities. Moreover, Reynald 
(2010) identified six salient factors, as reported by the respondents, that 
impacted on their decision to intervene. Specifically, the interveners reported: 
a sense of obligation or responsibility; their perception of their surroundings; 
(prior) training; risk to their personal safety; tools for protection; and lastly, 
physical competence. 

The results of the aforesaid study provide significant insights into the relationship 
between residential guardians’ willingness to intervene and contextual factors 
in their neighborhood, as well as highlighting how individual factors affect 
the decision-making of guardians in terms of intervention. There remains, 
however, a clear gap in current criminological knowledge about the extent 
of the relationship between individual level factors and active guardianship. 
Aside from their residential surroundings, which personality factors distinguish 
inactive from active guardians? 

Reynald and Moir (2018) provide the first analysis of the relationship between 
individual characteristics and guardianship behavior. Focusing exclusively on 
the monitoring dimension of guardianship, the authors found that personality 
factors such as trust in others and self-esteem were both strong, negative 
predictors of supervision patterns. More specifically, their findings suggest 
that residents who have lower levels of self-esteem and are less trusting of 
others are more likely to report higher levels of supervision. Interestingly, 
guardianship attitudes, as well as values associated with national security 
and courageousness were found to be positive predictors of supervision, thus 
suggesting that respondents with high levels of courageousness and stronger 
beliefs vis-á-vis national security are more likely to report a higher intensity 
of supervision. Overall, the authors contend that individual factors explained 
only a small proportion of the variance in the intensity of supervision as a 
routine. Reynald and Van Bavel (2013) also established a significant relationship 
between age and the self-reported supervision habits of Dutch residential 
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guardians, showing that older residents were more likely to report higher levels 
of monitoring. 

3.2.3 Intervention literature
The guardianship dimension of active intervention is closely related to 
the concepts of bystander intervention and helping behavior from social 
psychology. However, it should be noted that the bystander research paradigm 
focuses on the likelihood of intervention by an available bystander, or potential 
guardian, as a function of the presence of others. The present study focuses 
solely on guardians’ self-reported actions, without any reference to the 
availability and/or presence of others. Whilst there are clear differences between 
active guardians and intervening bystanders, field experiments examining 
their activities have also shown a distinct degree of overlap between them 
(Van Bavel & Elffers, 2013). Inspired by the Kitty Genovese case, the inception 
of the ‘bystander effect’ led to various field experiments testing the behavior of 
bystanders and their responses to criminal events (Fischer et al., 2011). Research 
on the bystander effect has traditionally focused on the effect of group size on 
helping behavior, and the resulting diffusion of responsibility in larger groups 
(Banyard, 2008). A recent study by Philpot et al. (2019) called this effect into 
question, based on cross-national surveillance footage of 219 public conflicts. 
Specifically, their study showed that increased bystander presence was linked 
to a greater likelihood of intervention. 

Notwithstanding the relevance of group size and context, research has also 
explored which characteristics either stimulate or hinder bystander intervention 
(Banyard, 2008; Van Bommel et al., 2016). According to Tice and Baumeister 
(1985), researchers have had difficulty predicting bystander intervention based 
on personality variables, due to the importance of situational factors in helping 
behavior; however, predictors that were included in Darley and Latané’s (1968) 
model were related to personality traits that could potentially influence 
bystander behavior. For instance, they found that highly masculine subjects 
were less likely to intervene in emergency situations, whereas femininity had 
no effect on helping behavior (Tice & Baumeister, 1985). 

In their meta-analytic review, Eagly and Crowley (1986) found situational 
differences in the helping behavior of men and women, with men more likely 
to intervene in either a serious situation or an emergency. In their interview 
study (n=32), Huston et al. (1981) found that crime interveners were generally 
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more exposed to crime, along with being heavier, taller and better trained to 
cope with emergency situations than those who did not intervene. Personality 
factors relating to the Big Five, such as agreeableness, conscientiousness and 
extraversion, have also been found to significantly affect prosocial behavior 
(Carlo et al., 1991; Davis et al., 1999; Carlo et al., 2005; Graziano et al., 2007). 

As argued by Reynald and Moir (2018), though the abovementioned studies do 
not focus on guardianship, intervention as an active dimension of guardianship 
can and should be considered as a form of prosocial behavior, and, consequently, 
the findings in these studies can provide useful clues for guardianship research. 

While intervention has been explored to some extent in psychology, there is 
scarce knowledge in criminology about what individual factors, e.g. personality 
or demographics, affect intervention responses. There is also a clear lacuna 
in the field about how intervention responses differ when residents are 
responding to lower level disorder incidents, compared to more serious crimes. 
In order to address this gap in extant knowledge, the present study explores 
the individual differences between intervening and non-intervening guardians, 
and, conversely, examines what individual factors explain intervention by 
available guardians. 

3.3 Method

3.3.1 Data
The present study comprises a secondary analysis of data on guardianship 
behavior from the CentERdata questionnaire administered to the LISS panel 
(Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences) in August 2011 to over 
5,000 Dutch households (n=5,198). The Guardianship module designed by 
Reynald (2009) was incorporated into the LISS panel survey and was completed 
by 4,824 respondents. The module was distilled from Reynald’s observational 
and interview ‘Guardianship in Action’ research findings (2009; 2010; 2011), and 
included questions on topics ranging from residents’ household availability and 
supervision habits, to respondents’ experiences with disorder and crime on their 
streets, guardianship attitudes and attitudes towards the police. In addition to 
the Guardianship survey, data on the demographics, personality, health and 
political attitudes of the sample was also available from CentERdata. Income 
data was gathered partly in 2010 and completed in August 2011. Personality 
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was measured in the sample from June 2011. Due to the administering occurring 
during different waves, variables on personality and political attitudes were not 
present for all respondents included in the Guardianship survey.

3.3.2 Measures
The dependent variables in the present study concern the self-reported 
guardianship routines and behaviors of respondents. Guardianship behaviors 
are actions reported by residents in response to events witnessed on their 
streets. The survey asked residents to report what they did upon witnessing 
a crime or a related event in their surroundings. Unsurprisingly, the majority 
of respondents reported not having witnessed crime and/or disorder in their 
neighborhood over the past year. 

We distinguish between respondents who witnessed public disorder  
(n= 1,100) and those who witnessed one or more instances of a variety of 
different crimes (n =1,018) in the preceding year. A total of 701 respondents 
witnessed both disorder and crime in their neighborhood in the past year. The 
disorder category comprised respondents’ experiences with public disorder, 
which were defined as either nuisance behavior or vandalism. Following 
Reynald’s typology of active guardianship, reactions to witnessing disorder 
were broken down into five answering categories: ‘I did nothing’ (inactive 
guardians), ‘I monitored’, ‘I called the police’, ‘I called the neighbors or others’ 
and lastly, ‘I did something myself ’.

The crime category encompasses their self-reported experiences of witnessing 
crime in their own neighborhood, and covered a wide range of offenses, 
including robbery, assault, pickpocketing, theft, burglary, drug dealing or 
‘other’ offences. Respondents were asked what they did upon witnessing one 
of these crimes they had encountered over the past year. Once again, based 
on previous findings, their reactions to witnessing a crime were broken down 
into the same five answering categories: ‘I did nothing’ (inactive guardians), ‘I 
monitored (covertly)’, ‘I called the police’, ‘I called the neighbors or others’ and 
lastly, ‘I did something myself ’.

The present study seeks to examine which factors determined the hetero-
geneity of the reported guardianship reactions, when encountering crime 
compared to public disorder. The independent variables included individual  
level characteristics. Extant literature has suggested that various types of 
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explanatory variables may influence someone’s active guardianship behavior. 
Specifically, we investigate the explanatory power of each of the following 
three groups of variables: demographics, personality and attitudes toward law 
enforcement. Given that we are conducting a secondary analysis of an existing 
dataset, we are limited to the variables included in the original survey. 

3.3.3 Demographics
The demographic information included in our analyses comprised gender, age, 
number of household members, number of children in the household, civil 
status, type of dwelling, the level of urbanization of the place of residence (high/
low), primary occupation, net household income and level of education. Lastly, 
respondents were asked whether they had taken any prior first aid training (no/
yes), prior security training (no/yes) and prior self-defense training (no/yes). 

3.3.4 Personality
In addition to demographic information, our analysis took other individual-
level measures into account, specifically personality and political affiliations 
and attitudes. Based on variables from the Personality and Values Survey, 
personality was measured in accordance with Goldberg’s (1990) well-
established Big Five scale, that utilizes 50 items on a 5 point-scale to determine 
the emotional stability or ‘Neuroticism’ (α=.88), Conscientiousness (α=.79), 
Extraversion (α=.87), Agreeableness (α=.81) and Openness to Experience or 
‘Intellect/Imagination’ (α=.77) of the respondents. 

A combination of two separate measures, the Rosenberg Scale (1965) and an 
additional three-item scale developed by Radboud University, was used to 
indicate self-esteem (α=.92) (See Appendix 3). Finally, life satisfaction and trust 
were both based on single items using a 10 point-scale. Life Satisfaction was 
derived from the Dutch POLS (‘Permanent Onderzoek Leefsituatie’) survey and 
the LSO (‘Leefsituatie Onderzoek’) survey, and asked respondents: How satisfied 
are you with the life you lead at the moment? The Trust item was derived from 
the European Social Survey (ESS), which asked: Generally speaking, would you 
say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with 
people? All personality variables were dichotomized below and above their 
mean scores (low/high). 
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3.3.5 Attitudes
Variables containing information on respondents’ political attitudes and 
affiliations in the LISS-panel are limited to a national context. On a scale ranging 
from one (very dissatisfied) to five (very satisfied), respondents were asked 
about their confidence in and satisfaction with major political institutions, 
such as the Dutch government, the legal system and the local police, as well as 
whether they identified as either Left or Right wing politically. Finally, in order 
to determine respondents’ opinion of their local police force (as opposed to 
their attitude towards the police generally), we used a number of questions 
available in the survey to construct a scale measure of perceptions of local 
police (relationship with local police), which contained the following seven 
items (α= .91):

1. The police in my neighbourhood are effective at combating crime
2. You can rely on the police in my neighbourhood
3.  The police in my neighbourhood respond promptly when they are called for 

service
4. The police in my neighbourhood take residents’ concerns seriously
5.  The police in my neighbourhood are never there when you need them 

(reverse coded)
6. The police in my neighbourhood do a good job
7. The people in this area have a good relationship with the police

In a similar vein to the personality constructs, the political attitudes variables 
were dichotomized below and above their mean scores (low/high).
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3.3.6 Analytical strategy
The study aims to explore how guardianship reactions are linked to independent 
variables. In recognition of the fact that both guardianship reaction variables 
(reactions to witnessing disorder or a crime) have five nominal answer 
categories, we propose to conduct five separate analyses, one for each nominal 
category, i.e. we study the following ten variables:

Variable Dichotomous Outcomes

Within subsample of those who reported witnessing disorder

reaction to witnessing public disorder INACTIVE did nothing // did something

reaction to witnessing public disorder MONITORS did monitor // did not monitor

reaction to witnessing public disorder ALERTS 
OTHERS

did warn neighbors // did not warn neighbors

reaction on witnessing public disorder ALERTS 
POLICE

did warn the police // did not warn the police

reaction on witnessing public disorder 
INTERVENES DIRECTLY

did intervene himself or herself // did not 
intervene himself or herself

Within subsample of those who reported witnessing a crime

reaction to witnessing crime INACTIVE did nothing // did something

reaction to witnessing crime MONITORS did monitor // did not monitor

reaction to witnessing crime ALERTS OTHERS did warn neighbors // did not warn neighbors

reaction to witnessing crime ALERTS POLICE did warn the police // did not warn the police

reaction to witnessing crime INTERVENES 
DIRECTLY

did intervene himself or herself // did not 
intervene himself or herself

Table 3.3.1

The different variables and constructs were dichotomized accordingly, before 
being entered into a binary logistic regression model in blocks. A total of ten 
logistic regression analyses were performed on the ten variables from table 
3.3.1. Each analysis first looked into the contribution of the three groups of 
independent variables (demographics, personality, attitudes towards the legal 
environment) separately, secondly, identified which variables were significant 
predictors of the independent variable, before finishing with a logistic 
regression analysis of those variables that were identified together in the prior 
step for final analysis. 
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3.4 Results

3.4.1 General results
To answer our two research questions, we first selected the respondents who 
filled out the Guardianship Survey (n=4,824). The sample consisted of 2,217 
male respondents (46%), and 2,607 females (54%), from places of residence 
with varying degrees of urbanization. The mean age of the respondents was 
50.4 years old, with an average net income of 1,000-1,500 euros a month. 

We analyzed outcomes for those who reported having witnessed public 
disorder (n=1100), and for those who reported having witnessed criminal 
events (n=1018) during the past year. In total, 3,407 respondents reported not 
having seen any crime or disorder in their neighborhood in the past year, which 
constitutes 71 percent of the sample. All numerical results are summarized in 
Appendix 1 and 2. Here, we provide an overview of the outcomes.

3.4.2 Inactive versus active guardians
When faced with an instance of disorder, 23 percent of the respondents (n=255) 
reported not taking any action, whereas 16 percent of the respondents (n=164) 
remained inactive after witnessing a criminal occurrence in their neighborhood. 
With respect to disorder, four variables were found to be predictive of inactivity. 
Age and level of urbanization were significant negative predictors of non-
intervention, thus indicating that younger respondents and those from more 
urban locations are more likely to remain inactive when faced with disorder. 
Interestingly, prior security training was found to be a positive predictor of 
inactivity. Lastly, the personality variable ‘Openness to Experience’ was found 
to be a positive predictor of inactivity upon witnessing an act of disorder.

In a similar vein to disorder, both age and level of urbanization were found 
to be significant negative predictors of inactive guardianship upon being 
confronted with a criminal event. The results suggest that regardless of the 
severity of the act (i.e. disorder or crime) witnessed in their street, inactive 
guardians were significantly younger and lived in more urban areas, compared 
to those guardians that reported having acted. Contrary to our expectations, 
no personality factors or attitudes towards law enforcement and a fortiori 
the relationship with the local police contributed to explaining inaction by 
potential guardians of crime. 
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3.4.3 Active Guardians
Disorder
The level of urbanization was found to be a significant positive predictor of 
three of the four stages of active guardianship apropos disorder: surveying 
disorder, alerting the neighbors or others and lastly, direct intervention by 
the guardian. These results imply that when faced with disorder in their 
neighborhood, respondents from rural areas are more likely to actively exercise 
guardianship. Interestingly, the level of urbanization was found to be a negative 
predictor of whether people alerted the police in the event of disorder, thus 
suggesting that respondents from more urban areas are more likely to call 
the police. Another demographic variable, age, was shown to be a significant 
positive predictor of alerting neighbors and calling the police, which means 
that older respondents are more likely to alert others and the police when 
confronted with an occurrence of disorder. Prior security training was the final 
demographic variable found to be a positive predictor of whether people 
called the police, their neighbors and intervened directly, thus indicating that 
those who receive such training are more likely to alert others or intervene 
themselves after witnessing an instance of disorder.

With regards to personality traits, extraversion was found to be a significant 
positive predictor of three stages of active guardianship: calling the police, 
alerting neighbors or others, and lastly, direct intervention by the guardian. 
This appears to suggest that respondents with higher scores on ‘Extraversion’ 
are more likely to engage others or act themselves upon witnessing an act 
of disorder. A second personality construct, ‘Openness to Experience’ was 
also identified as being predictive of calling the police. Interestingly, ‘Self-
esteem’ was a negative predictor of alerting neighbors, which suggests that 
respondents with lower levels of self-confidence are also more likely to reach 
out to their neighbors, when witnessing disorder. 

Respondents’ attitudes towards the police and the legal system generally were 
found to be predictive for two types of active guardianship: surveying and 
calling the police upon being faced with disorder. Confidence in the police was 
found to be a significant positive predictor of surveying disorder, thus indicating 
that respondents with high levels of confidence in the police are more likely to 
keep monitoring after witnessing disorder. Interestingly, confidence in the legal 
system was found to be a negative predictor of monitoring disorder, suggesting 
that guardians with low confidence in the Dutch legal system are less likely to 
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monitor their neighborhood after witnessing an instance of disorder. Similarly, 
confidence in the legal system was identified as a negative predictor for alerting 
the police upon witnessing disorder, which suggests that respondents with 
low confidence in the Dutch legal system are less likely to alert the authorities 
when faced with an occurrence of disorder in their neighborhood. Interestingly, 
confidence in the police was not found to be predictive of alerting the police, 
whereas confidence in the legal system as a whole was shown to be. 

Crime
In contrast to disorder, the level of urbanization was found to be a significant 
predictor only of direct personal intervention by guardians, which implies 
that guardians from less urban places of residence are more likely to directly 
intervene when witnessing a crime. Additionally, age was found to be a positive 
predictor for alerting neighbors and calling the police when confronted with 
a criminal event, suggesting that older guardians are more likely to reach out 
to others and the authorities. Surprisingly, gender was found to be positively 
predictive of alerting neighbors or others, hence indicating that women are 
more likely to reach out to those within their neighborhood after having 
witnessed a criminal occurrence. Lastly, prior security training was positively 
predictive of calling the police and personally intervening after witnessing a 
crime. Respondents with first aid training were also found to be more likely to 
alert the authorities. 

With respect to personality, three variables were found to be significant. Firstly, 
‘Extraversion’ was positively predictive of alerting the neighbors and calling the 
police, which is to say that extraverted guardians are more likely to engage 
with others when confronted with a crime in their neighborhood. Secondly, 
the construct ‘Openness to Experience’ was found to be a positive predictor 
of direct intervention in a crime by a guardian. And thirdly, ‘Self-esteem’ was 
shown to be negatively predictive of direct intervention in the case of a criminal 
event, which would appear to imply that respondents with lower levels of self-
confidence are more likely to directly intervene themselves, when faced with a 
criminal event in their neighborhood. 

As with disorder, confidence in the police was also found to be a significant 
positive predictor of surveying crime, suggesting that respondents with high 
levels of confidence in the police are more likely to monitor their neighborhood. 
Surprisingly, attitudes pertaining to confidence in and satisfaction with 
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law enforcement in general were not found to be predictive of alerting the 
authorities.

In short, the results demonstrate that with regards to inactive guardians, 
less than a quarter of residents who witnessed disorder or crime reported 
not having taken any action. Inactivity in cases of disorder was found to be 
significantly associated with younger age, a higher level of urbanization, prior 
security training and the personality variable ‘Openness to Experience’. As 
with disorder, both age and level of urbanization were found to be significant 
negative predictors of inactive guardianship upon being confronted with a 
crime. 

The present study also showed that active guardianship was linked to a host 
of different individual factors, with different results for disorder and crime. 
Aside from age and level of urbanization, the most striking factors found to be 
predictive of active guardianship were prior security training and ‘Extraversion’.

3.5 Discussion

This self-report survey study sought to examine the individual differences 
between active and inactive guardians, by investigating what individual factors 
explain active guardianship by available guardians who either witnessed an act 
of disorder or crime in their neighborhood. 

The two central research questions were:

1. What are the individual differences between inactive and active guardians?
2. What individual factors explain active guardianship by available guardians?

The individual characteristics analyzed included demographic variables, 
personality variables, and lastly, attitudes towards law enforcement.

3.5.1 Inactive guardianship
Firstly, in terms of the comparison between inactive versus active guardians, the 
results demonstrated that only two characteristics, age and urbanization, were 
predictive of inactivity when faced with either disorder or crime, thus indicating 
that older respondents and those from more rural locations are more likely to 
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exercise their guardianship. This result is in accordance with previous research 
on prosocial and helping behavior. Surprisingly, the age of respondents 
was found to not be predictive of whether guardians would monitor their 
surroundings or directly intervene themselves. Conversely, age was positively 
associated with calling the police or alerting neighbors for both disorder and 
crime, which implies that older respondents are more likely to reach out to 
others after having witnessed crime or disorder in their neighborhood. 

Interestingly, prior security training and ‘Openness to experience’ were found 
to be positively predictive of inactive guardianship with regards to disorder. 
One possible explanation for this finding might be that those respondents who 
received proper security training were more adept at interpreting whether or 
not a situation demanded interference or not, or were primed to react sooner, 
since prior security training also proved to be a strong predictor of calling the 
police, alerting neighbors and intervening directly in the case of disorder. This 
interpretation finds support in the fact that in the case of crime, those trained 
guardians were also more likely to engage in the two most active stages: calling 
the police and direct personal intervention. These results are in line with the 
findings of Reynald (2010), whose interview-based study showed that participants 
who indicated they would intervene directly often mentioned prior training. 

Finally, ‘Openness to experience’ was also found to be predictive of inactive 
guardianship when witnessing disorder, which, similarly to security training, is 
suggestive of a certain tolerance or experience with regards to acts of disorder.

3.5.2 Active guardianship
Secondly, the individual characteristics that were found to be predictive of 
active guardianship by respondents were split into demographics, personality 
and attitudes. In terms of demographic factors, the results reconfirmed that 
age and urbanization were strong, positive predictors of active guardianship, 
meaning that older people from less urbanized places of dwelling are more 
likely to display active guardianship. 

Only one personality variable was found to be strongly predictive of various 
types of active guardianship: ‘Extraversion’. For disorder, ‘Extraversion’ was 
found to be a strong positive predictor of calling the police, alerting the 
neighbors or others, and direct intervention by a guardian. In relation to crime, 
‘Extraversion’ was shown to be a positive predictor of calling the police and 
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alerting neighbors. These results seem to imply a strong social component, 
as well as the fact that extraverted guardians are more likely to reach out to 
others after witnessing an act of crime or disorder in their neighborhood. 
A second personality trait, ‘Openness to experience’, was only moderately 
predictive of active guardianship, in terms of alerting the police in the case of 
disorder and direct intervention by a guardian after having witnessed a crime. 
As aforementioned, this result is indicative of a certain tolerance or level of 
experience in terms of the severity of the act and guardians’ response. 

In contrast to what Reynald and Moir (2018) found in their study of supervision, 
the two (negative) strong predictors of supervision, ‘Trust in others’ and ‘Self-
esteem’, did not hold for active guardianship. ‘Trust in others’ was not found to 
be predictive of any dimension of active guardianship, including monitoring 
after an incident had been observed. ‘Self-esteem’ was found to be negatively 
predictive of calling neighbors after witnessing disorder, which seems to 
suggest that low ‘Self-esteem’ urges a guardian to reach out to their neighbors. 
Surprisingly, a low level of ‘Self-esteem’ was also negatively predictive of direct 
intervention after having witnessed a crime. The literature suggests that certain 
acts of helping behavior might boost one’s reputation and ‘Self-esteem’, which 
is why low levels of ‘Self-esteem’ can potentially spur guardians into action. 

Lastly, attitudes towards law enforcement and the local police were found to be 
of little consequence for predicting active guardianship dimensions, including 
alerting the authorities. Remarkably, the only clear result found for confidence 
in the police pertained to monitoring either a crime or an act of disorder. 
Confidence in the legal system also appeared twice in the case of disorder to 
be a negative predictor of monitoring and alerting the police. This potentially 
suggests that lower levels of confidence in the legal system, and the outcomes 
of possibly keeping an eye on disorder or alerting the police, could lead to 
guardians remaining unresponsive. 

When viewed in combination, the results suggest that when explaining 
guardianship it is important to distinguish between different types of 
reactions, as well as distinguishing between disorder and crime, due to the fact 
that differing responses to both types were found to be related to different 
explanatory variables. 
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This study had several limitations, foremost being its reliance on self-reported 
data. While the respondents answered questions about their actual experiences 
over the past year, rather than theorizing about their guardianship behaviors 
in relation to hypothetical scenarios, it still relied on information reported 
by the respondents themselves. Consequently, a range of issues, including 
memory problems or social desirability bias, may have affected their answers. 
A second limitation concerns the available data, specifically the fact that the 
Guardianship survey did not contain information on types of disorder and 
crime, or any further contextual information. Furthermore, the measurement of 
attitudes towards law enforcement and the local police used newly constructed 
scales, which have hitherto not been employed in other research or had their 
soundness validated. Despite this, the reliability and face validity of the scales 
seems to hold, which leads us to believe that the scale is reliable and, thus, 
that the non-results found with regards to active guardianship and attitudes 
towards law enforcement are valid.

Lastly, the present study relied exclusively on data reported by guardians qua 
residents, which means that it is limited to the residential context, and, as such, 
the results cannot be generalized to peoples’ guardianship behavior when 
witnessing disorder or crime in other settings, e.g. in public spaces or at work. 

Based on the limitations of the present study, recommendations for future 
research would include incorporating environmental data in relation to the 
neighborhood, as well as collecting more detailed information about the 
severity of the acts of disorder and crime witnessed by the guardians. Greater 
incorporation of the social dimension could be achieved through collecting 
additional information on whether the guardians witnessed a victimless crime, 
or if a victim was involved. Another interesting avenue for future research 
would be to explore guardianship reactions to crime and disorder outside of 
the residential setting. This is because one could argue that residents have a 
vested interest in keeping their neighborhood safe, and, thus, would be more 
motivated to act, whereas the same might not be the case in different contexts. 

Practical implications that can be drawn from the results revolve mostly 
around the effect that security training has on active guardianship, as neither 
demographics nor personality are easily changeable. Since ‘Extraversion’ is a 
robust personality trait, and demographic factors such as age and urbanization 
are also not fluid, offering security training to residents is one way through 
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which to make a positive impact on the active guardianship of residents in 
more urbanized neighborhoods. 

In summary, the findings of the present study constitute the first systematic 
examination of individual characteristics in relation to active guardianship behavior. 
Age and level of urbanization were confirmed as being important predictors of 
active guardianship behavior, while the personality variable ‘Extraversion’ and prior 
security training emerged as two additional key predictors. 

3.6 Appendices

Appendix 1. Logistic regression results 
Dependents:   Five types (I, II, III, IV, V) of guardianship responses to (A) disorder and to (B) 

crime.
Independents:   Three blocks of explanatory variables, entered as blocks in the order (1) 

demographic variables; (2) personality variables; (3) attitudes w.r.t. law 
enforcement (L.E.)
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DEPENDENT 
VARIABLE

BLOCK of 
EXPLANATORY 

VARIABLES

(A)
Analysis of
DISORDER

(B) 
Analysis of 

CRIME
I. 

 IN
A

CT
IV

E
(d

oe
s 

no
th

in
g)

DEMOGRAPHY Age 
Urbanization 
Security training

– 0.840
– 0.852 
+ 2.349

Age 
Urbanization

– 0.843
– 0.867 

PERSONALITY Openness Experience + 1.434 none

ATTITUDES L.E. none none

total R2 = .064 total R2 = .044

II.
 

M
O

N
IT

O
RS

DEMOGRAPHY Urbanization + 1.152 none

PERSONALITY none none

ATTITUDES L.E. Confidence Police 
Confidence Legal

+ 1.677
– 0.665

Confidence Police + 1.440

total R2 = .035 total R2 = .020

III
. 

A
LE

RT
S 

TH
E 

PO
LI

CE

DEMOGRAPHY Age 
Urbanization 
Security training

+ 1.144
– 0.896
 + 1.983

Age 
First aid training 
Security training

+ 1.129 
+ 1.381
 + 2.406

PERSONALITY Extraversion 
Openness Experience 

 + 1.321
+ 1.375

Extraversion + 1.291

ATTITUDES L.E. Confidence Legal – .638 none

total R2 = .053 total R2 = .047

IV
. 

A
LE

RT
S 

N
EI

G
H

BO
RS

 
O

R 
O

TH
ER

S

DEMOGRAPHY Age 
Urbanization 
Security training

+ 1.168
+ 1.143
+ 2.107

Age 
Gender 

+ 1.153
+ 1.508

PERSONALITY Extraversion 
Self Esteem 

+ 1.920
– 0.752

Extraversion + 1.430

ATTITUDES L.E. none none

total R2 = .067 total R2 = .042

V.
IN

TE
RV

EN
ES

 
D

IR
EC

TL
Y

DEMOGRAPHY Urbanization 
Security training

+ 1.166 
+ 2.537

Urbanization 
Security training 

+ 1.180
+ 2.428

PERSONALITY Extraversion + 1.338 Openness 
Experience 
Self Esteem 

+1.555
– 0.772

ATTITUDES L.E. none none

total R2 = .062 total R2 = .060
Note: these are the results of a final blockwise logistic regression analyses; independent variables 

in these final analyses are selected as follows: first, three separate logistic regression analyses 
are executed, for the three blocks of independent variables, as listed in Table Y. Those variables 
displaying a significant contribution are subsequently retained in the final analyses, while other 
variables are deleted. 

Total R2 is Nagelkerke’s R2 after all blocks have been entered. 
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Appendix 2. Overview of variables used in analyses summarized in Appendix 1

Dependent variables • Guardianship reaction to witnessing a case of public disorder 
• Guardianship reaction to witnessing a crime

Independent variables 
group demographics

• Gender 
• Age
• Number of household members
• Number of children in the household
• Civil status
• Type of dwelling
• The level of urbanization in the place of residence (high/low)
• Primary occupation
• Net household income 
• Level of education
• Prior first aid training (no/yes)
• Prior security training (no/yes)
• Prior self-defense training (no/yes)

Independent variables group 
personality

• Emotional stability (dichotomized: low/high)
• Conscientiousness (dichotomized: low/high) 
• Extraversion (dichotomized: low/high)
• Agreeableness (dichotomized: low/high)
• Openness to Experience (dichotomized: low/high)
• Self-esteem (dichotomized: low/high)
• Life satisfaction (dichotomized: low/high)
• Trust (dichotomized: low/high)

Independent variables; group 
attitudes law enforcement (L.E.)

• Confidence in government (dichotomized: low/high)
• Confidence in legal system (dichotomized: low/high)
• Confidence in police (dichotomized: low/high)
• Satisfaction with government (dichotomized: low/high)
• Satisfaction with legal system (dichotomized: low/high)
• Satisfaction with police (dichotomized: low/high)
• Political orientation (dichotomized: left/right)
• Relationship with local police (dichotomized: low/high)
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Appendix 3. Self Esteem Scale Items - Rosenberg (1965) & Radboud University Nijmegen 

1 – totally disagree to 7 – totally agree

1)  I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others  

2)  I feel that I have a number of good qualities 

3)  All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure

4)  I am able to do things as well as most other people  

5)  I feel I do not have much to be proud of 

6)  I take a positive attitude towards myself  

7)  On the whole, I am satisfied with myself  

8)  I wish I could have more respect for myself  

9)  I certainly feel useless at times  

10)  At times, I think I am no good at all

11)  I am satisfied with the way I look  

12)  I feel good about myself  

13)  I have confidence in my capabilities  
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2 This chapter was published as: Van Bavel, M. & Elffers, H. (2013). Experiments in guardianship research. 
In B.C. Welsh, A. Braga & G. Bruinsma (Eds.) Experimental Criminology: Prospects for Advancing Science 
and Public Policy (pp. 90-107). Cambridge University Press.
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4.1 Introduction 

Experimental research has long been regarded as the gold standard in terms 
of testing causal models. Farrington (1979) posited that experimentation is ‘the 
most conclusive methodology’ for testing hypotheses. Despite its pivotal role 
in the prevention of crimes and renewed interest in the concept in recent years, 
there is a relative dearth of experimental tests of guardianship. In their article 
on the role of guardianship in crime prevention, Hollis-Peel et al. (2011) found 
that most research on guardianship makes use of macro-structural analysis 
and survey-based data, and relies on cross-sectional and non-observational 
approaches. The authors proceed to argue that that there is a comparative 
lack of, and pressing need for, quasi-experimental and experimental designs in 
guardianship research. 

Following this aforesaid call for more experimental research on guardianship, 
the aim of this chapter is to explore in greater detail whether experiments would 
be expedient for guardianship research. To achieve this, we provide a review 
of experimental research in the field of guardianship studies. Over the course 
of this chapter, we propose a reformulation of the concept of guardianship 
by distinguishing guardianship before a crime (“preventive guardianship”), 
from guardianship during or after a crime (“repressive guardianship”). This 
distinction between two phases of guardianship has profound consequences 
for how experimental research into guardianship should be designed. We 
observe that experimental work on repressive guardianship in the 1970s 
and 1980s is potentially undermined by concerns about its validity, whereas 
experimental work on preventive guardianship is altogether absent. Finally, 
we discuss potential means through which to improve the design of repressive 
guardianship experiments, before proceeding to examine the feasibility of 
preventive guardianship experiments. 
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4.2 Guardianship 

RAT holds that criminal acts take place in specific locations, across space and 
time, and engage with specific people. For crime to occur, three elements must 
converge with one another: the presence of a motivated offender as well as a 
suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian (Cohen & Felson, 1979). 
Although the convergence of these three elements occurs at the micro-level, 
the theory was grounded in a macro-level understanding of society, in that 
Cohen and Felson (1979) believed that the structure of society affects people’s 
routine activities. Changes in activities can lead to an increase in crime rates, 
because they increase exposure to motivated offenders as well as the presence 
of suitable targets, while decreasing the level of guardianship (Miethe, Hughes 
& McDowall, 1991). Even if the number of motivated offenders and potential 
targets were to remain stable, changes in routine activities could still change 
the likelihood of their convergence in space and time (Cohen & Felson, 1979). 

The guardian is one of the key figures in the routine activities approach. 
According to Felson (1995), the guardian discourages crime via their presence, 
and, consequently, their absence makes the occurrence of a criminal event more 
likely. A capable guardian is therefore anyone who prevents or discourages 
crime from occurring. Their mere presence alone is vital for crime prevention: “a 
retired individual staying at home may discourage burglary during the daytime 
of not just his or her own home, but also the neighbors” (Felson, 1995, p. 53). 

Recent work on guardianship takes recourse to Reynald’s (2009, 2011) 
reconceptualization of the definition of guardianship. Expanding on the 
original concept, Reynald (2009, 2011) identified three different levels of 
active guardianship. The first level comprises the availability of a potential 
guardian. The second level encompasses a guardian’s capability of supervising 
or monitoring. The final level of guardianship corresponds to the intervention 
stage and is dependent on the willingness of a guardian to intervene. Reynald 
(2009, 2011) devised an observational method of assessing guardianship (the 
“Guardianship in Action” or GIA-tool) and applied it to household residents 
qua potential guardians. Overall, her study demonstrated that guardianship 
increases in intensity when surveillance opportunities increase, while when 
social interaction among neighbors increased, the intensity of guardianship 
tended to also be higher. Furthermore, property crime was less frequent in 
street segments in which the observed level of guardianship was more intense, 
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with the largest differences being observed at the availability level (Reynald, 
2009, 2011). 

Guardians can come in two forms: formal and informal. Formal guardians are 
those people who have a formal duty to guard against crime, such as police 
officers and security staff. In contrast, informal guardians are anyone who 
might be present when a potential offender meets a suitable target, but yet 
have no official duty to guard against crime, such as inhabitants, passersby 
and neighbors. In this thesis, the analytical focus is on human beings qua 
their capacity as informal guardians. To this end, we adopt the definition of 
guardianship advanced by Hollis-Peel et al. (2011, p. 54): “the physical or 
symbolic presence of an individual (or group of individuals) that acts (either 
intentionally or unintentionally) to deter a potential criminal event.” 

4.3 The Connection between Guardianship and Crime 

As aforesaid, RAT implies that the level of guardianship influences the (non-) 
occurrence of crime: motivated offenders may refrain from attacking suitable 
targets if they perceive a high degree of present guardianship (Bernasco & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2005). However, the opposite could also be true: people may feel 
an urge to exercise their guardianship more when they are actually confronted 
with crime. Hence, not only do we hypothesize that higher levels of guardianship 
diminishes the occurrence of crime (indicated by G → – C), we also propose that 
the occurrence of crime increases the level of guardianship (indicated by: C →+ G). 

To dissect the guardianship/crime process, we investigate the time sequencing of 
both these elements in the process. When a motivated offender spots a suitable 
target, the phase of imminent crime begins: the offender determines (implicitly 
or explicitly) whether he or she detects the presence of a capable guardian(s). He 
or she may be afraid that guardians will be present (although they may not be 
visible at all); he or she may indeed see them; or they may conspicuously show 
that they are actively monitoring his or her actions; or even intervene (e.g., by 
asking questions). This phase of guardianship occurs before a crime is executed 
and, as such, is designated as the phase “preventive guardianship.” The potential 
offender reacts to their perception of guardianship. For example, they may decide 
that the guardianship level comes with too high of a risk to commit the intended 
crime. If so, no criminal occurrence takes place. 
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Alternatively, the offender may decide that the available guardianship is not a 
significant enough threat and will continue onto the phase “actual crime.” This 
execution of a crime may trigger a second phase of guardianship: “repressive 
guardianship”. This phase is when a guardian may exercise her or his guardianship 
as a direct response to a criminal event occurring. This can take the form of actively 
monitoring a crime, which increases the likelihood of arrest and conviction of the 
offender afterwards, or of intervention. In turn, this intervention may be direct 
(i.e., the guardian him- or herself intervenes), thus either stopping the crime 
during its execution or enhancing the possibility of the offender being arrested. 
It can also be indirect (i.e., the guardian warns the authorities), which, once again, 
may stop the crime in time, or enhance the likelihood of an arrest (Reynald, 2011). 

Reynald (2011) introduced the terms “preventive” and “defensive” guardianship. 
In the author’s usage of the term, “defensive guardianship” takes place during 
a crime event, whereas “preventive guardianship” takes place either before 
or after a crime, in which case the author envisages it as being preventive of a 
future crime. Note here that the mechanism via which preventive guardianship 
is effective is through creating doubt or fear in the mind of an offender that 
repressive guardianship could be exercised, once he or she actually proceeds 
to commit the crime. The phase of repressive guardianship commences once 
the offender acts, and the guardian has the opportunity to exercise his or her 
guardianship in response to this criminal occurrence. 

It is evident that the two phases of guardianship introduced thus far have a 
different relationship to crime. The first type, preventive guardianship (PG), may 
influence the occurrence of crime (i.e., PG → – C), whereas the second type, 
repressive guardianship (RG), is triggered by crime (i.e., C →+RG) and may help 
prevent further harm and/or result in the solving of a crime by catching the 
offender. 

Reynald’s (2009) observation that guardianship has a variety of distinct stages 
(from presence to intervention) necessitates a more sophisticated method 
of testing whether the above expectations hold, rather than constraining 
ourselves to merely observing and correlating levels of guardianship and  
crime. The preceding analysis shows that the relationship between guardianship 
and crime is a mutually and time-dependent interaction reinforces this 
argument considerably. 
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Most research on guardianship takes the form of measuring the level 
of guardianship within various units of analysis (e.g., street segments, 
neighborhoods) and measuring the crime levels in these same units, over 
a fixed period of time. For example, Garofalo and Clark (1992) defined non-
household members as being proxy guardians, whereas household members 
were defined as primary guardians. Primary guardianship can be measured by 
the frequency of household occupancy and indicators, such as the presence 
of an alarm system, informal arrangements with neighbors and other security 
measures. Tewksbury and Mustaine (2003) defined guardianship in terms 
of self-protective measures, such as carrying a knife or a club, and argued 
that guardianship activities vary by social status, age, ethnicity, gender, and 
education. Miethe and Meier’s (1994) aggregate measure of guardianship, based 
upon Seattle survey data, was the average household size. As aforementioned, 
aggregated data is not particularly expedient for establishing causal relations. 

According to Hollis-Peel et al. (2011), clarifying the causal mechanisms 
underlying the relationship between crime and guardianship is the most 
important contribution that experiments on guardianship can make to the field 
of inquiry. However, to accurately test actions and reactions to guardianship, 
these experiments would be subject to the same dichotomy. From the preceding 
analysis, we can deduce that there are two potential types of experiments that 
can be envisioned: C → RG experiments and PG → C experiments. 

The first type (C → RG) attempts to manipulate potential guardians by 
bringing them into an environment where a crime is staged, and subsequently 
observing their (re)actions to the staged crime event: do they display repressive 
guardianship? Logically, the experimental condition of ‘no crime’ may in itself 
fail to elicit repressive guardianship. If nothing occurs, then subjects will not 
react, thereby negating the need to include a ‘no crime’ condition. Regressive 
guardianship-behaviors can therefore only be observed when a crime occurs 
within their scope of observation. Such experiments understandably offer 
a variety of different staged criminal events for guardians, in changeable 
circumstances, to observe their reactions. A number of these classic experiments 
are discussed in the next section. 

The second type of experiments (PG → C) poses a number of challenges. It 
requires that researchers stage various intensities of preventive guardianship 
and subsequently present them to a number of motivated offenders, while in 
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the presence of suitable targets. As one can imagine, it is extremely difficult to 
enlist offenders for such an experiment. Moreover, by seeking their cooperation, 
their natural propensity to engage in crime is distorted. Ethical considerations 
also exacerbate issues with organizing such an experiment, with respect 
to both the offenders and the potential victims and guardians, especially in 
relation to serious crimes. Moreover, when no crime occurs, we are faced with 
the problem of how to observe whether a potential offender harbored the 
intrinsic motivation but classified the available target as unsuitable, or whether 
preventive guardianship levels did indeed halt the criminal occurrence. We 
discuss research of this kind in the section reviewing experiments on preventive 
guardianship. 

4.4 Experiments in Repressive Guardianship 

There is a number of small-scale field experiments in the literature that resemble 
repressive guardianship, albeit without using this term. These studies test the 
reactions of subjects who are present when a crime is staged (C → RG), thus 
making actively exercising repressive guardianship the dependent variable. The 
studies stage a criminal occurrence in a semi-natural setting, and subsequently 
observe whether the subjects react by either monitoring or intervening. This 
classic set-up follows the lead of Latané and Darley’s (1970) social psychological 
studies on helping behavior and ‘bystander effect’. These authors staged an 
event in which the helping behavior of naturally present bystanders was elicited 
via a situation where a person (an accomplice of the experimenter) appeared 
to be in urgent need of assistance due to an emergency, rather than a criminal 
event. They showed that the likelihood of helping as a bystander is a function 
of the number of other bystanders. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, several studies in this vein were carried out in 
criminology, whereby the staged event was either a crime or an attempt to 
commit a crime. Some studies simply observed intervention rates in a fixed 
condition only, while others experimentally manipulated the conditions. The 
conditions used in this type of experiment often augmented the features of a 
staged crime event with incitements to intervene, or via the presence of formal 
guardians at a distance. The studies featured various crime types and produced 
highly divergent results, as reviewed below. 
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Gelfand et al. (1973) conducted staged shoplifting incidents in order to 
investigate whether bystanders observed and reported these incidents, in 
relation to bystander and shoplifter characteristics. Despite attracting attention, 
only 28 percent of the participants noticed the shoplifting, of whom 28 percent 
then reported the incident. 

Another experiment by Dertke, Penner and Ulrich (1974) investigated the 
reporting of a staged shoplifting in a university bookshop that had clearly been 
seen by subjects. Their results showed that in 8 percent of all cases another 
customer spontaneously reported, but when asked if they had witnessed the 
theft, 51 percent of the customers confirmed that they had saw the “thief” steal 
a book. It was also found that black males and females were both reported or 
confirmed more often than white males or females. 

Moriarty (1975) introduced as an experimental condition the alerting of 
bystanders. On a beach a bather leaves his portable radio on his blanket while 
taking a dip. When having been asked by the bather beforehand to keep an 
eye on the radio, bystanders intervened in 95 percent of the cases of staged 
theft, whereas only one in five intervened when they had not been alerted by 
the bather beforehand. Moriarty subsequently replicated the experiment in a 
cafeteria, with an unattended suitcase serving as the target. 

In Israel, Schwartz and Gottlieb (1976) staged a violent theft in a different room 
as part of a fictional study; subjects heard the theft over an intercom. Sixty-five 
percent of subjects intervened, 29 percent of who rang the bell to alert the 
researchers, 22 percent tried to enter the victim’s room, while 14 percent got 
out of their room to alert the researchers. The researchers found that awareness 
was the key factor, in that subjects were more likely to respond when others 
could be aware of their reactions (74%) compared to when this was not the 
case (39%) (cf. van Bommel et al., 2012). 

Schwarz et al. (1980) expanded on Moriarty’s (1975) beach experiment. A theft 
of a calculator was staged, and several parties were asked to watch someone’s 
belongings. People in the first commitment condition were directly asked by 
the victim to watch the calculator; bystanders in the second-party condition 
made a commitment to the victim to watch another student’s belongings. All 
people in the first commitment condition intervened; people in the second 
commitment condition showed a 60 percent intervention rate, whereas people 
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in the no commitment condition had only a 40 percent intervention rate. The 
latter group also took the longest time to intervene (on average 42 seconds, 
as opposed to 2 seconds in the first condition and 31 seconds in the second 
condition). 

Takooshian and Bodinger (1982) staged a theft from a car: a “thief” forcibly broke 
into a parked car with a wire hanger and removed a large valuable object. Only 
three percent of subjects intervened, 32 percent noticed, 45 percent ignored 
it, while 20 percent fell under the category “other,” which meant that they 
displayed an uncategorized response. A remarkable result was found in the 
“other” category, which was that passersby helped the suspect remove property 
from the car, without seeking clarification as to whether it belonged to them. In 
later replications of the same set-up across various cities in the United States, 
the authors noticed wildly different fractions of people intervening, from 0 to 
100 percent. 

Lastly, Roëll, Van Dijk, and Steinmetz (1982) carried out a bike theft experiment 
in a major Dutch city and surrounding towns. The number of passersby who 
intervened was fewer than five percent, while the presence of nearby police 
officers had no significant effect. Couples intervened significantly more than 
men or women on their own, or those in a group. Lastly, they found that three 
of the four thefts were reported to the nearby policeman in those cases in 
which, prior to the theft, the policeman in question had greeted the passersby. 

4.4.1 RG designs
The aforementioned line of research has not sketched a clear picture of the 
complex effect of the mutually interacting situational factors of crime type, 
number of bystanders and reacting to an intervention. A common problem 
apropos the ecological validity of these experiments is that they are constructed 
in such a way so that criminal actors do not react to the presence of others 
(i.e., to preventive guardianship)¸, which is contrary to what, is expected in real 
life. Some did not even respond to being seen by the guardians, which in all 
probability made the situation an abnormal one for the would-be guardians. 
Consequently, this may have factored into their decision-making process 
when contemplating whether to intervene. For example, in Takooshian and 
Bodinger’s (1982) experiment, the “thief” demonstrated overt behavior (in this 
case, breaking into the car), even in front of policemen. It can therefore be said 
that, although these experiments tested the reactions and actions of guardians 
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when faced with a criminal occurrence, it presupposed their presence. 
Resultantly, presence lost its preventive effect, because both the criminal 
occurrence and the presence of a guardian were already a given. Conversely, if 
one wants to test experimentally the actions of guardians, then they need to be 
present at the time of an actual criminal occurrence. 

Another point of concern stems from the fact that most of these studies provoke 
guardianship behavior by asking would-be guardians to look after somebody 
else’s belongings, therefore clearly transferring part of the responsibility onto 
the guardian. This has the effect of nullifying the natural order of informal 
guardianship behavior. Moreover, the presence of sometimes rather large 
numbers of other bystanders – often not experimentally controlled – may have 
lowered intervention rates, as evidenced by previous research on the bystander 
effect (Fischer et al., 2011). Hence, its relevance for measuring the likelihood 
that single guardians would exercise their guardianship is negligible. Further, 
Winkel (1981) observed that it is invariably unclear in these experiments 
whether prospective interveners have even observed the incident or whether 
they instead have classified it as an impending crime. 

Experiments in this vein could and should be made considerably more valid 
by letting the actor who plays the role of offender display “normal” criminal 
behavior when they are actually seen or observed by the experimental subjects, 
and to not pursue his or her criminal intent as if he or she is alone/unseen. 
One possibility is to design and execute a bike theft experiment in which the 
thief ’s placement (a confederate) prevents him or her from seeing a potential 
guardian (natural, uncontrolled subject) entering the scene. Researchers 
could then observe, via the use of security cameras, whether the potential 
guardian becomes aware of the fact that something antisocial is going on and, 
subsequently, whether he or she monitors or intervenes (directly or indirectly). 
We foresee such an experiment as resolving the three main criticisms leveled 
against these classic repressive experimental designs: the unnatural behavior of 
the offender; the lack of control over the number of bystanders; and uncertainty 
over whether subjects have seen a crime at all. 
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4.5 Experiments on Preventive Guardianship 

Compared to C → RG experiments, experiments on preventive guardianship 
(PG → C) are altogether more complex and rare (see Hollis-Peel et al., 2011). 
There are examples of experiments in which people are lured into committing 
certain transgressions, but these do not involve guardians in the experiments. 
For example, Farrington and Knight (1980) pioneered a criminological variant 
of Milgram’s original “lost letter” experiments (Milgram, 1977). In their research, 
members of the public found a seemingly lost, addressed, open envelope, 
containing a small banknote and a short message explaining to the addressee 
why he or she had received the money. If somebody picked up the envelope, 
inspected the contents, and took no action to ensure that the letter is sent 
on to the addressee, then he or she was deemed to have committed theft or 
embezzlement - although it is unclear whether these “finders” were aware that 
they were committing a criminal act by failing to post the envelope. Introducing 
guardians in this set-up would not be straightforward, because it is unclear at 
what moment the finders decide to pocket the money illegally. 

A different strand of research lured citizens in various laboratory scenarios into 
engaging in tax evasion during the filing of an artificial tax return (Webley et 
al., 1991). In these experiments, formal guardians were at least theoretically 
available in the background, in the form of tax inspectors who might audit the 
tax returns completed by the subjects. However, no informal guardians were 
present during the actual criminal acts in this research, and, indeed, it would be 
difficult to introduce them because tax declaration is a rather private activity. 

To be able to devise satisfactory experiments on preventive guardianship, we 
must delve deeper into the different stages of preventive guardianship and 
consider its influence on potential offenders. It is important to consider here 
that a discrepancy can occur between actual levels of guardianship (at the 
side of the guardian) and perceived levels of guardianship (at the side of the 
offender). We envision a motivated offender who has just observed an attractive 
target (i.e., in the phase of imminent crime) and is now contemplating the level 
of preventive guardianship around his or her target.
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4.5.1 PG designs
For expedient experiments on preventive guardianship to be conducted, 
motivated offenders and suitable targets must be manipulated into being 
present. This is crucial for studying the effect of the independent condition, vis-
á-vis the presence of various levels of preventive guardianship. 

It appears feasible to manipulate levels of guardianship in these locations, for 
example, by either sending in confederates that can act or be perceived as 
preventive guardians, or by exploiting natural differences in the people passing 
a certain place (quasi-experiment). However, actively controlling naturally 
available guardians is likely outside the realm of possibilities within normal 
settings, which would signal artificial environments as being the most useful 
setting for this type of experiment. 

It is a much more difficult proposition to find and control motivated offenders in 
a natural setting, to provide them with suitable targets, and subsequently test 
their reactions to guardians. This means that researchers will have to construct 
situations in which a crime is thought to be imminent, and where motivated 
offenders and suitable targets are likely to be present. We are hampered in 
this endeavor by the fact that it is often difficult, if not impossible altogether, 
to observe whether someone is a motivated offender in the imminent crime 
phase or not, as well as if the increased levels of preventive guardianship have 
had any effect. This implies that we should devise experiments in such a way 
that we can induce experimentally the motivation to transgress. Hence, is it 
possible to ask subjects to act as if they were criminals, without undermining 
the ecological validity of the study? 

Following Webley et al. (1991), we could argue that what we need to do in a 
field experiment is induce the same decision-making structure in the mind 
of the experimental subjects that is presumed to be present in the mind of 
a real offender. That is to say, we need to place them in a situational context 
in which they can balance their motivation to perform a rule transgression –
experimentally induced– against the fear of guardianship being exercised – 
also experimentally induced. 

Once again, there are several ethical concerns that arise with such an approach. 
For instance, researchers would have to make it possible for a crime to take place 
and then determine how to treat the provoked offender, as well as safeguard 
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the guardians, victims, and other bystanders against untoward effects from 
such a crime occurring. This points towards designing experiments in which 
the crimes to be provoked are relatively minor in nature. 

Inspiration for these kinds of experiments can be drawn from specific types 
of quasi-experiments used to measure the effects on crime of policies that 
increase guardianship. This type of research does not consider the individual 
offender and individual guardian as units of analysis, but rather analyzes 
aggregated data on crime and guardianship rates within specific geographical 
areas or time periods. The vast majority of these experiments explore whether 
implementing an intervention, such as adding more (formal) guardians to a 
certain setting, has an (aggregated) effect on crime. Of these studies, the 
ones that focus on crimes that are clustered in a specific geographic area 
are of especial interest for guardianship research. Examples of these include 
experiments conducted to test police crime prevention efforts, such as hot spots 
policing and problem-oriented policing. Systematic reviews of interventions of 
this kind have been carried out on hot spots policing (Braga, 2006), closed-
circuit television surveillance (Welsh & Farrington, 2006), and improved street 
lighting (Farrington & Welsh, 2006). A concise treatment of this research stream 
was provided by Hollis-Peel et al. (2011). Of course, we must be cognizant of the 
fact that such experiments are sensitive to factors other than the experimental 
influences that distinguish between the experimental and control conditions, 
notably, the possibility of selection or reaction effects for people, which 
includes guardians as well as offenders. 

An additional option is to make use of “natural field experiments,” which 
would involve exploiting the fact that temporarily, or in certain areas, more 
or fewer guardians are present, owing to a process not under the control of 
the researchers. To cite an example of such research, Elffers and Visscher 
(2002) analyzed the effect of the United Nations World Conference on Climate 
Change, held in The Hague in November 2000, when a disproportionate part 
of the Hague Police Force was used for security at the conference (which was 
attended by manifold heads-of-state and 5,000 other participants), hence 
presumably decreasing surveillance (formal guardianship) elsewhere in the 
city. Their findings showed that there was no difference between crime rates in 
the period of the conference and crime rates in earlier time periods. 
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Another example draws on cases in which, during strikes or in the aftermath 
of a natural disaster, both informal and formal guardianship may be spread 
thinly or allocated differently. In their article on routine activities and social 
control in the aftermath of natural catastrophes, Cromwell et al. (1995) found 
that in the most affected areas, where formal guardianship was essentially 
absent, an informal system of control almost immediately came into being, 
which ultimately helped to maintain order and guard property. In general, law 
enforcement respondents supported the practice of informal guardianship. 
According to the authors, the fact that most people stayed home after the 
catastrophe to repair their property, in the process functioning as their own 
guardian, in all likelihood played the biggest role in reducing crime in the 
immediate aftermath (Cromwell et al., 1995). Of course, this type of natural field 
experiment is also vulnerable due to the lack of control over other factors. 

One possible design capable of testing the basics of guardianship would 
involve staging a common offense; this could take the form of an experiment 
in which subjects are sent in with the explicit task of stealing (parts of ) a bike 
from a public place, where potential “natural” guardians (passersby, not under 
the control of the experimenter) are available in differing intensities measured 
by the experimenters. The motivation of the subjects (i.e., would-be offenders) 
would be secured through a monetary reward system in which the offenders 
could earn money by successfully stealing the object without being approached 
by guardians. Moreover, subjects could earn a smaller sum of money if they 
choose to refrain from executing the theft altogether, due to their estimation 
that the imminent threat of the guardian’s presence is too high. No money 
would be earned if a guardian intervening or calling for assistance interrupted 
the attempted theft. This design would resolve the problem of ensuring that 
a potential offender has the motivation to go for a given target. It would also 
constitute an expedient test of the basic tenets of the crime triangle; does the 
presence of guardians influence the criminal behavior of offenders? The varying 
guardianship levels that are present during the task would be observed, and 
subjects’ behavior during the experiment would be recorded. 
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4.6 Discussion and Conclusions 

In response to Hollis-Peel et al.’s (2011) call for more experimental research on 
guardianship, the aim of this chapter was to explore the potential expedience of 
conducting experiments in guardianship research. By breaking down the process 
of guardianship and crime into two different phases (preventive and repressive 
guardianship), we found that most experimental research on phenomena similar 
to guardianship (e.g., the bystander effect), focused on guardians’ reactions to 
crime, which occurs in the phase of an actual crime (C → RG). 

Within the realm of the C → RG experiments, where a repressive course of action is 
required from the guardian, one notable issue we identified in extant studies was 
the unnatural behavior of the criminal actor who, according to RAT, should react 
to guardianship instead of carrying on as if no guardian is present or active. Other 
problems pertained to the uncontrolled number of bystanders and the issue of 
whether an experimental subject actually notices and identifies what is occurring 
as a criminal event. 

Furthermore, this chapter demonstrated that there is a distinct lack of experimental 
research on the effect that the level of guardianship has on offenders, as well as how 
preventive guardianship operates in practice (PG → C). Here, the main obstacle to 
be overcome in terms of designing experiments concerns ensuring that a potential 
offender is intrinsically motivated to commit a crime. 

Recognizing that experimental research is indispensable for rigorously testing 
the theoretical claims of RAT on the role of guardianship, we proposed several 
designs for new experiments in the field. Because experiments are ideally suited 
for guardianship research, and a great deal stands to be gained from conducting 
more work on this subject, a first recommendation is to take into consideration that 
the guardianship process should be dichotomized into preventive and repressive 
phases. Viewing guardianship as a process comprised two distinct phases will help to 
both gain a better theoretical understanding of the practice itself and shape future 
experimental work on this subject generally, because, as aforesaid, the preventive 
phase has long been neglected in similar experiments. Consequently, researchers 
ought to conduct experiments on both types of guardianship: preventive (PG → 
C) and repressive (C → RG). Putting them to the test and analyzing the results can 
only make a truly convincing argument about the feasibility and expedience of 
both types of guardianship experiments. This represents yet another opportunity 
to advance experimental criminology. 
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Abstract

Within RAT, the capable guardian functions as a critical actor in crime 
prevention by disrupting the interaction between a motivated offender and a 
suitable target. The underlying rationale here is that an offender is discouraged 
by the presence and subsequent behavior of guardians. While research on 
guardianship is growing, there remains a relative dearth of experimental work 
in this domain. This study presents a novel method through which to test the 
effect of available guardians on the behavior of motivated offenders, through 
conducting two field experiments. In the first experiment, participants (n 
= 20) were asked to steal a bicycle crate, while the intensity of the available 
guardianship was varied between the two attempts (n = 40). The results of 
the first experiment showed that varying levels of guardianship influenced 
the behavior of offenders; specifically, when more guardians were present, 
offenders tended to abort their attempt at stealing the crate more frequently, 
as well as feeling a higher degree of surveillance. In the second experiment, 
participants (n=30) were asked to steal a laptop from an office space, while 
the vigilance of an available guardian was manipulated. The results of the 
second experiment demonstrated that offenders were aware of the guardian’s 
presence and overall level of vigilance, and, moreover, felt significantly more 
watched when the guardian was vigilant. In addition to this, in the condition 
with the vigilant guardian, offenders were also more aware of the presence 
of others, more fearful about getting caught, rated the experiment as more 
difficult to complete and believed there to be significantly more bystanders 
than were actually present at the time. The implications for theory and research 
following these results are then discussed.
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5.1 Introduction

According to the crime triangle, which constitutes an integral model within 
RAT, crime occurs when a motivated offender meets a suitable target in the 
absence of a capable guardian (Felson & Cohen, 1980). From the perspective 
of RAT, crime will not occur when a capable guardian is present, even if a 
motivated offender is aware of a suitable target. How offenders respond to 
the presence of such guardians, however, remains under-researched and 
inadequately understood. The present study provides a direct experimental 
test of this corollary: it introduces a motivated offender into an environment 
in which a suitable target is present, and subsequently observes offenders’ 
behavior under varying levels of guardianship. Simply put, the study explores 
the deterrent effect of guardianship by empirically investigating whether 
guardianship discourages offenders from committing crime.

Guardianship entails the supervision of people or places by a guardian, who 
may prevent crime from occurring (Felson & Cohen, 1980), and, as such, serves 
as a critical crime control mechanism within RAT. A small corpus of research on 
guardianship has developed since its inception in the 1980s. More specifically, 
these studies have tested the effectiveness of capable guardianship, confirming 
the importance of this mechanism in crime prevention (Garofalo & Clark, 1992; 
Miethe & Meier, 1994; Wilcox et al., 2007; Reynald, 2010). However, as noted by 
Hollis-Peel et al. (2011), the vast majority of these studies use highly divergent 
definitions of the concept of guardianship, which, in turn, leads to even more 
diverse operationalizations. 

Notwithstanding these differing operationalizations, some of these studies 
have attempted to measure guardianship directly, by opting to utilize 
secondary sources to estimate guardianship. As argued by Hollis-Peel at al. 
(2011), the concept of guardianship is well-suited to an experimental approach, 
due to the degree of overlap between classic bystander research. Whilst a 
modest experimental research tradition studying the behavior of guardians 
does exist, as evidenced by van Bavel and Elffers (2013), there is a distinct lack 
of experimental tests on the effect of guardianship on offenders. Despite the 
fact that the offender-based research tradition continues to flourish, it rarely 
utilizes experimental methods or explores the effect guardianship may have 
on offending. 
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For the purposes of the current study, an experiment in which offender behavior 
is observed in a manipulated context was preferred over self-reporting about 
hypothetical situations via the use of vignettes or simulations. Nee and Taylor 
(2000) argued that “the most reliable and valid way to test the use of cues during 
a burglary would be to undertake participant observation with a sample of 
persistent burglars” (p.50). However, such an observational real-life approach 
is not suitable for experimental work, where the aim is to manipulate the 
circumstances that a would-be offender is introduced in to. Setting aside the 
difficulties involved in attracting subjects for such a study, the experimental 
paradigm is also inherently at odds with reality. This is because, both ethically 
and practically speaking, it is impossible to induce any type of offender to commit 
a crime within a controlled experimental setting, which involves varying levels 
of guardianship. Conversely, it is difficult to empirically establish the effects of 
guardians on offenders’ behavior without the degree of control afforded by the 
experimental tradition. 

Consequently, in the present study we sought to emulate two different criminal 
events, by asking University students to behave in such a way that emulated the 
mindset of motivated offenders. In the first experiment, participants were asked 
to steal a bike crate, while the number of available guardians in the vicinity of the 
offender was varied. In the second experiment, participants were instructed to steal 
a laptop from an office space, while the level of vigilance displayed by the present 
guardian was manipulated. Moreover, participants were motivated through a 
financial incentive to conduct their task as effectively and inconspicuously as 
possible. The offender’s motivation to engage in criminal activity was thus held 
constant, while we subsequently investigated the presupposed deterrent effect 
of available guardianship on participants’ emotional state and behavior during 
the ‘criminal’ event. In so doing, this constitutes a distinct departure from classic 
experiments and guardianship research, which have hitherto focused on the 
behavior of guardians and bystanders, rather than offenders. 

The contributions of the present study are twofold: firstly, it focuses on the behavior 
and thought processes of offenders; and secondly, it conducts two unique field 
experiments within the realm of guardianship. Taken together, these constitute 
a new research stream within this body of research. Building on the findings of 
previous research (Reynald, 2010), we hypothesize that the more intensive the 
level of guardianship is, the less criminal behavior that will occur. 
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This chapter firstly provides a brief overview of the literature on guardianship 
and recent developments in the field. The proceeding section discusses domains 
from which hypotheses can be drawn about predicting the behavior of offenders; 
specifically, methods used in bystander research and offender-based research will 
be described. In the methodology section, the scenarios in the two experiments 
and the different conditions will be discussed, followed by a presentation of the 
results. Finally, the conclusion and discussion section summarizes the results 
and underscores the key implications of the experiments, before proceeding to 
delineate the limitations of the current study and offer several recommendations 
for future research.

5.2 Literature review

5.2.1 Guardianship
Before unpacking the present study, it is first necessary to provide a brief 
description of guardianship research and highlight recent developments 
in the field. Cohen and Felson (1979) defined routine activities as “recurrent 
and prevalent activities which provide for basic population and individual 
needs, whatever their biological or cultural origins” (p. 593). According to RAT, 
crime occurs as a consequence of an overlap of routine activities, specifically a 
motivated offender coming into contact with a suitable target in the absence 
of a capable guardian (Cohen & Felson, 1979). The authors defined the term 
guardianship as follows: “Any spatio-temporally specific supervision of people or 
property by other people which may prevent criminal violations from occurring” 
(Felson & Cohen, 1980, p. 392). From this perspective, then, anyone can ultimately 
function as a guardian; indeed, someone could even engage in guardianship 
unintentionally, by discouraging an offender merely via their presence (Felson, 
2005). Hence, it serves as an important mechanism in situational crime prevention 
(Reynald, 2009). 

Despite its importance to crime prevention, only a limited range of studies have 
focused on the process of guardianship in comparison to that of victimization and 
offending (Reynald, 2010). While a small body of work on guardianship does exist, 
Hollis-Peel et al. (2012) purport that such work is limited by the variety of ways 
in which guardianship is defined and operationalized in this work, claiming that 
many studies that seek to measure guardianship are, in actual fact, measuring 
different constructs. For example, living with another household member over 
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the age of sixteen (Miethe & Meier, 1994), versus asking household members to 
indicate how often they were home and using proxy measures of guardianship, 
such as the presence of an alarm (Garofalo & Clark, 1992). 

Research based on observations and interviews with guardians by Reynald 
(2009), measured guardianship directly and explored the role of guardians 
beyond availability. The ‘Guardianship in Action’ instrument delineated three 
critical stages of capable guardianship. The first level comprises the availability 
of a potential guardian, as the presence of a guardian has been deemed to be 
the most crucial aspect (Cohen & Felson, 1979). The second and most relevant 
level for the present study, encompasses a guardian’s capability to supervise 
or monitor, which is related to the design of the environment, specifically the 
extent to which it allows for natural surveillance and monitoring. The final level 
of guardianship is the intervention stage, which is dependent on the willingness 
of guardians to intervene, as defined as a direct interference for the purpose 
of deterring. Reynald showed that, at the aggregate level, more guardianship 
is related to less crime, a key finding which has been replicated outside of the 
Dutch context (Hollis-Peel et al., 2012). 

Inspired by Reynald’s work, Van Bavel and Elffers (2013), in their review of the 
use of experiments in guardianship research, proposed a dichotomy in the 
guardianship process between the phase of imminence, which contains the 
threat of crime, and ‘the actual phase’, which begins when a crime occurs (cf. 
Reynald, 2010). Assigned to these different stages are two types of guardianship: 
preventive and repressive (or defensive) guardianship. Preventive guardianship 
is possible in the imminence phase in which a crime is threatening to occur, and a 
guardian can subsequently discourage or scare off a potential offender, either via 
their presence alone or by actively intervening. However, if the presence and/or 
intervention by the guardian does not deter the offender, then the process then 
moves on to the stage of an actual crime, at which point repressive guardianship 
plays a critical part. Within this phase, the guardian is confronted with a crime 
and can choose to act accordingly (Van Bavel & Elffers, 2013). The present study 
seeks to test the effect of preventive guardianship, and the influence of available 
or vigilant guardians on the behavior of motivated offenders. To achieve this, 
we adopt Hollis-Peel et al.’s (2012, p.54) definition of guardianship, which 
understands it as “the physical or symbolic presence of an individual (or group of 
individuals) that acts (either intentionally or unintentionally) to deter a potential 
criminal event.”
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5.2.2 Experiments on Guardianship
Given that no true experimental tests on the practice of guardianship have 
hitherto been conducted, the present study thus takes recourse to different 
research domains to provide insight into, firstly, how to stage a criminal occurrence 
as part of a field experiment, and secondly, the decision-making behaviour of 
offenders. As argued by Van Bavel and Elffers (2013), although there is a plethora 
of experiments in other disciplines on concepts analogous to guardianship, 
such as the bystander effect, there remains a distinct shortage of experiments 
on guardianship (Hollis-Peel et al., 2012; Van Bavel & Elffers, 2013). Research on 
the bystander effect has typically focused on the reactions of present bystanders 
to a criminal event or emergency situation, while examining the diffusion of 
responsibility that may occur in such settings (Fischer et al., 2011). 

However, the proposed experiments aim to highlight a new dimension of the 
crime event. Specifically, rather than focusing on the reaction of guardians as 
per classic bystander effect experiments, the experiment sets out to test the 
influence of guardians and, in so doing, redirect attention onto the offender 
instead, in order to test whether offending behavior is influenced by varying 
levels of available guardianship intensity.

5.2.3 The Offender’s Perspective on Guardianship
Given that the current study focuses specifically on the behavior of the offender 
upon being faced with guardians, we can develop further the present line of 
reasoning through recourse to offender-based research. An extensive range 
of research on the cognitive processes employed by offenders when choosing 
certain targets has focused on (residential) burglars and their property selection 
(Nee & Meenaghan, 2006). In the early 1990s, two experiments by Cromwell et 
al. (1991) and Wright and Decker (1994) signaled a shift towards conducting 
interview-based research on active burglars. After interviewing active offenders, 
they were taken to the sites of their previous burglaries to discern both how 
the crime was perpetrated and discuss the target’s vulnerability. Interestingly, 
Cromwell et al. (1991) noted that there was a marked difference between the 
responses provided in interviews and the ‘on-site’ evaluations of targets with 
respect to planning. On the whole, offenders tended to adopt a more rational 
approach in interviews where they were asked to describe everything in a 
rational manner, but behaved wholly differently when taken to the actual site. 
The studies, however, did not particularly address guardianship issues, nor were 
they field experiments in the truest sense of the term. 
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Offender-based research invariably addresses issues of guardianship only in 
passing, and instead tends to focus more on the behavior of victims and the 
cognition of offenders. However, a recent example in which the presence of 
bystanders qua guardians was noted was the work of Lindegaard et al. (2012), 
who interviewed robbers that had engaged in 104 either successful or aborted 
recent robberies. In the stories recounted by the robbers, bystanders seldom 
played a role, but when questioned afterwards, they sometimes acknowledged 
the presence of bystanders as a reason for aborting a burglary in progress. 
To conclude, then, no experimental studies on real offender behavior, under 
varying intensities of guardianship, were found in extant literature. 

5.2.4 The present study
To address the abovementioned lacunae in extant literature, the present 
study explores the potential deterrent effect that the presence of guardians 
has on prospective offenders. The first experiment focuses on the intensity 
of guardians in terms of numbers (intensity), whereas the second experiment 
explores the effect of the watchfulness of guardians (vigilance). The two 
experiments differ with respect to how guardians are included in the set up. In 
the first experiment, potential guardians were ‘real world’ passers-by, who were 
thus not under the control of the researcher. In the second experiment, if there 
were any guardians, then they were confederates acting under the instructions 
of the researcher. 

In summary, subjects were invited to take part in an experiment on anti-social 
behavior. When arriving for their scheduled appointment, they were asked to 
either steal a plastic crate from a bicycle or steal a laptop from an office. In 
accordance with the requirements of the Ethical Research Committee of the 
faculty, several measures were taken to ensure the safety of the participants:

1. Participation was voluntary. The assignment itself stated that the subjects 
were free to refuse to take part or to end their attempted theft at any point 
during the experiment. 

2. The assignment underlined the fact that participants would not be breaking 
any laws or rules, as the item they were asked to steal was the property of the 
researcher. In order to rule out any ambiguity, the items were both clearly 
marked. 

3. All participants were given a note, printed on University stationary and 
signed by the researcher, which they could show in the event that bystanders 
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interfered during the experiment. The note stated that the theft was part of 
an experiment and that no rules were being broken.

4. The researcher was present during every attempt and ready to intervene and 
explain the situation as soon as a bystander chose to intervene. A script for 
this situation was set-up beforehand. 

5. During the debriefing after the attempted thefts, it was once again stressed 
that the subjects had not broken any laws, and it was explained that the 
experiments had made use of several confederates. 

In return for their participation in the experiment, subjects were paid €5. While, 
on the one hand, this protected the interests of the subjects; on the other 
hand, a monetary incentive structure was also offered to mirror what transpires 
during the decision-making process of an offender. Gains or losses (in addition 
to the 5€ fee for taking part) were wholly dependent on subjects’ performance 
during the experiment. 

a) Subjects were granted a limited time frame of five minutes to perform a 
theft, without being addressed by a guardian.

b) They would earn €5 when they succeeded in doing so.
c) They would get nothing if they decided to abstain from the theft due to the 

danger of being addressed, or if they surpassed the 5-minute time limit.
d) They would lose (not receive) the €5 note if they were addressed by a 

guardian during their attempted theft. 

We contend that this incentive structure mimics real world incentives and the 
cost-benefit analysis associated with property crime: successful crime pays, 
being caught results in a negative outcome, and refraining from crime is neutral. 

5.3  Experiment 1: Intensity

This study was conducted in 2012-2013 at the VU University campus. Students 
were asked to ‘steal’ a plastic crate from a bike, while managing to escape the 
attention of passersby. All participants carried out two attempts, between 
which the intensity of available guardianship was manipulated.

The Law Faculty is located on a street close to a tram and metro stop and 
has a large passageway that is used by both students and employees, which 
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guarantees a constant flow of people both to and from the building. To the left 
of the building, parallel to the tramline, there is a large, open-air bike parking 
facility comprising around 20 bike racks containing several hundred bikes, 
which is used by both students and employees of the Law Faculty. 

5.3.1 Research Design
Experiment I manipulated potential offenders in such a way that they were (1) 
‘motivated offenders’ in every respect (2) provided them with a suitable target, 
and (3) confronted them with either many or only a few capable guardians, thus 
setting the stage in-line with routine activity standards. 

Firstly, in accordance with RAT, the experimental set-up included motivated 
offenders via the use of the monetary incentive structure outlined above. 
The participants who posed as offenders were all enrolled students at the VU 
University, who were recruited through leaflets distributed across campus. 
Motivation was established via a reward system and time constraints. In order 
to create a mindset analogous to real offenders, participants were given an 
incentive to offend via installing a reward system, whereby they were promised 
a pre-set monetary reward of € 2 when their “crime” was successful, but told 
they would lose € 2 if they were addressed by a guardian, in which case their 
crime attempt was deemed to be disrupted. If they were addressed or in any 
way halted in their efforts, they would not receive any money. If participants 
decided to give up on their attempt, but were not addressed by a guardian, they 
would also get nothing. We also added a bonus for velocity, thus increasing the 
pressure on subjects. Successful thieves would be paid an additional bonus of 
€ 2 when they handed in the stolen crate within 3 minutes. We contend that 
this incentive structure parallels what a real offender may expect: a high reward 
when they are effective; a lesser reward if they have to abandon an attempt; 
and nothing if they are addressed by a guardian. In addition to this results-
dependent reward structure, all participants received €7 for taking part, thus 
making up the incentive structure outlined in the table below: 
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Result of stealing attempt Result dependent 
reward

General reward Total reward

crate stolen € 2  
( + € 2 bonus when 
within 3’)

€ 7 € 9 / € 11

crate not stolen, but not addressed by  
a guardian

€ 0 € 7 € 7

addressed by a guardian - € 2 € 7 € 5

Table 5.3.1

The second element of the crime triangle, the suitable target, consisted of a 
black bicycle with a white plastic crate securely tied to the front carrier. Inside 
the crate, a sheet of paper was taped to the bottom, stating: ‘Yes, this is the 
one you need’ with the NSCR logo on it. Both the bicycle and crate were the 
legitimate property of the researcher.

Thirdly, the available guardians in the experiment comprised natural passersby, 
who happened to pass the experimental scene and were, as such, beyond the 
control of the researchers and entirely unaware of their role. By choosing the 
time to conduct an experimental session (expecting an ample or minimal flow 
of guardians), we were able to vary the intensity of the guardianship levels. 
All subjects were asked to take part twice: once when we expected many 
(>10) natural guardians qua passersby; and once with only a few guardians 
(<5). Hence, guardianship intensity was a within-subjects experimental factor. 
Subjects were randomly assigned to the two conditions. We organized the 
availability of natural guardians by sending subjects into the experimental 
area during busy and quiet periods of the day, respectively. The expected 
flow of people was determined in the weeks prior to the experiment, through 
observations. These were carried out on different days, at different times, and 
made note of the number of passing pedestrians, cyclists, scooters, smokers 
and any other relevant information. Subjects received instructions to cease 
their efforts immediately upon being addressed by a guardian, and had to 
subsequently show the letter detailing the experiment and then wait for the 
researcher to come along and explain what was happening to the guardian. 
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Conditions
In order to assign the subjects to the two different conditions and conduct a 
within-subjects experiment, appointments were scheduled in advance. The 
subjects were not informed of the true nature of the experiment prior to their 
attempts, but instead were told the experiment was on ‘antisocial behavior’. 
Upon arrival, participants were given instructions by the research-assistant. The 
instructions read that subjects needed to steal the crate off a black bike (Gazelle 
brand). We chose to conduct an experiment that involved a theft component: 
instead of bicycle theft, it consisted of a theft from a bicycle (Sidebottom, Thorpe 
& Johnson, 2009). This choice was made for practical reasons. Participants were 
not given any information on the exact location of the bike or the color of the 
crate. Approximately, one in twenty of the parked bikes donned a plastic crate 
on the front. However, participants were informed that the crate was marked 
clearly on the inside, and if they were in doubt about whether they had located 
the right crate, they should not proceed further with the theft. Participants 
were sent out twice, albeit never on the same day. To ensure high versus low 
levels of guardianship, when the natural flow of guardians in the high condition 
was found to be lacking in intensity, several confederates were added to the 
condition with high guardianship. These confederates were instructed to walk 
along the experimental site, but not to interfere. Only on a few occasions was it 
deemed to necessary to send in extra guardians. 

While the attempted theft was in progress, the activity around the experimental 
site was observed and recorded by the researcher in charge. This included the 
number of pedestrians (nearby and further away), cyclists (nearby and further 
away), scooters, smokers standing outside and any other relevant information. 
After each completed attempt, no matter the outcome, participants were given 
a post-experimental questionnaire.

The questions pertained to general information about their gender, age and 
studies, as well as more specific questions about their experiences: how did 
bystanders react? Was it difficult to not be noticed? Were you afraid of getting 
caught? Would you say it was busy/crowded? The majority of the survey 
questions used a five-point scale, ranging from 1 = ‘does not apply to me’ to 
5 = ‘does apply to me’. Specifically, subjects were asked to report how many 
times they had interrupted an attempt to remove the crate due to the fear 
of a guardian intervening. In addition, the researcher also noted down any 
remarks made by the participants afterwards, including how they felt during 
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the experiment. After their first attempt, participants were not provided with 
any further information prior to their second try, but rather just made an 
appointment. Therefore, they did not know that it would be identical until they 
read the instructions five minutes prior to engaging in their second attempt at 
the theft. 

Debriefing
A debriefing on the experiment was provided to participants upon completion 
of their second and final attempt. During the debriefing, it was once again 
stressed that they had not broken any laws, as they had permission from 
the owner of the crate to remove it. Moreover, during the post-experimental 
interview, the researcher further reassured subjects if they remained concerned. 

Safeguarding procedures
Several procedures were set in place to immediately abort an attempt if natural 
guardians, who were unaware of the experiment, interfered in any way. Before 
the attempt took place, subjects were given a letter to carry with them for their 
own protection, in case a zealous guardian decided to intervene. The letter, 
which was printed on official University stationary and signed by the researchers, 
clearly stated that the person carrying it was taking part in an experiment and 
was not an actual thief. The presence of a researcher near the scene, observing 
the attempts, also ensured the safety of participants. The researcher was ready 
to intervene between the subject and guardian if the latter was overzealous, and 
had a prepared text ready to inform the guardian that he/she had not witnessed 
a theft, but rather an experiment.

Having said this, we did not expect any trouble from natural guardians as it was a 
minor offense, and, further, most people would assume that the crate belonged 
to the would-be thief. If guardians did decide to intervene, we anticipated it 
would be more along the lines of offering support because the participants were 
clearly looking for something. Indeed, nothing untoward happened during the 
experiments, although one subject did manage to break the scissors and steal 
the wrong crate. In all cases, the subject had no need to present the prepared 
“this is not a crime” statement, while any intervention by the researcher also 
proved to be unnecessary. Furthermore, instructing the participants that the 
experiment would end at the precise moment that a guardian confronted them, 
as well as that the reward would be lost, ultimately served to ensure the safety of 
the natural guardians who were not part of the experiment. 
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Power considerations
As the organization of the experiment was labor intensive, not to mention a 
burden for participants, we decided to limit ourselves to a small-scale experiment, 
comprising 20 respondents. Power computations (Cohen, 1988) show a moderate 
but adequate power for such a between-subjects experiment. The sign test for 
the null hypothesis that the within-subject difference between a quantity of high 
guardianship and low guardianship is symmetrical around zero (i.e., probability p 
of a negative or zero difference =.5) against the alternative that it is positive has 
a power of .42 for p= .65 (medium difference in the sense of Cohen) or .75 for p = 
.75 (large difference in the sense of Cohen) for alpha = .05 one-sided. Overall, this 
was considered to be adequate for a first experiment.

5.3.2 Results of Experiment I
The principal objective of the first experiment was to assess the effect of 
guardianship intensity on the behavior of offenders. The dependent variables 
used during the analyses were: (DEP1) the failure rate of the participants; (DEP2) 
the number of aborted attempts (DEP3); and time it took the subject to finish 
the assignment (curtailed at 5’).

As a manipulation check, we asked subjects to what degree they felt they were 
watched during the experiment. 

In order to be able to rule out concurring explanations, we asked subjects to 
rate whether they felt uncomfortable, insecure, scared and shameful; their fear 
of being caught; and their difficulty in reaching a decision about whether to 
steal or not. These variables were also checked to gauge whether people were 
indeed carrying out the task as if it were a real theft. Statements made during 
the post-experimental interview were also used for this purpose.

A total of 20 subjects participated in both the high and low intensity guardianship 
conditions, accounting for 40 recorded attempts. Of the participants, seventeen 
were female and three were male. The mean age of the sample was 21 and 
almost one third (six participants) of the participants studied Psychology, four 
studied Public Administration, four were in the Law or Criminology program, 
while the remaining six were from various other disciplines. One prospective 
participant (not included in the data-set further on) declined to take part 
in the experiment subsequent to reading the instructions, stating she felt 
uncomfortable with stealing the item.
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Sequencing effects
It is necessary to address the potential effects that the sequencing of the two 
experimental conditions may have had on the dependent variables, because 
some participants carried out their first attempt during the high intensity 
condition, whereas others started in the low intensity condition. During the 
post experimental questionnaires, several participants indicated that the 
second attempt was less frightening in comparison. 

Respondent 8: “When you haven’t been caught the first time, you go for your 
target a lot quicker the second time around.”

Respondent 12: “The second time is less scary, because you’ve already done it.”

However, we were able to rule out that the sequencing of the two experimental 
situations interfered with our analysis. This was done by comparing difference 
scores (using a two-sample Mann-Whitney test) or the dependent variables 
between high and low intensity for the two sequencing groups on the two 
relevant dependent variables, with DEP1: # of persons not being able to steal the 
crate, DEP2: # aborted attempts, and DEP3: time taken. Ultimately, sequencing 
had no effect on any of the dependent variables. These results demonstrate 
that sequencing does not threaten the interpretation of any of the differences 
in the experimental conditions. 

Equivalence of conditions
The post-experimental interviews revealed that six of the twenty participants 
reported feeling afraid and uncomfortable in the high intensity guardianship 
condition, whereas two subjects made similar comments apropos the low 
intensity guardianship condition. 

Respondent 6: “That was really uncomfortable.” (High intensity)

Respondent 14: “I was terrified.” (High intensity) 

The main analysis compares behavior over conditions within persons, between 
the low intensity guardianship and high intensity guardianship condition, by 
using Wilcoxon’s non-parametric test for paired samples. In order to be able 
to interpret whether behavioral differences stemmed from the experimentally 
manipulated guardianship levels, we first checked the similarity of the 
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conditions, by looking into the distribution of other variables that may have 
influenced offending behavior across the two experimental conditions (low 
intensity of guardianship and high intensity of guardianship).

When formally tested on five-scales ranging from ‘does not apply me’ to ‘does 
apply to me’, on average, it was found that participants did not feel significantly 
more uncomfortable, afraid or insecure, did not find it more difficult to decide 
when to steal, and finally, did not experience significantly greater feelings of 
shame in the high intensity guardianship condition. Figure 1 shows that the 
differences in relation to all these variables are small, and non-significant 
(Wilcoxon paired sample test, all p levels >.05). We therefore concluded that 
influences other than the intensity level of guardianship were evenly distributed 
over the experimental conditions.

On average, the subjects did not feel too uncomfortable taking part in the 
experiment, but nevertheless experienced a moderate degree of shame 
and discomfort. We interpret this as a sign of the validity of the experiment, 
in that it confirms that the subjects did not see the task as a game. Indeed, 
post-experimental interviews corroborated this interpretation, as several 
respondents expressed their concern over someone potentially seeing them 
steal, as well as expressing relief over the fact that no guardians addressed 
them. Moreover, some stressed that the idea of being seen by somebody they 
knew was especially threatening. 

Checking the experimental conditions
As a manipulation check, we examined the reported “perception of feeling 
watched”, which indeed turned out to be significantly higher in the high intensity 
guardianship condition compared to the low one (p = .04), thus suggesting that 
we succeeded in manipulating the threat of available guardianship. However, 
the participants did not indicate that they noticed a significantly higher 
number of passersby (though, in fact, the experimenter observed that the 
numbers were higher). Hence, while people did perceive a significantly higher 
level of guardianship, they were unable to attribute this to a higher number of 
available guardians. 

Post-experimental interviews appear to corroborate these results, as they 
showed that most of the participants did notice the differential threat of 
available guardians. Of the twenty participants, ten mentioned the number of 
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people or reported feeling more watched because of it, in the high intensity 
condition.

Respondent 1: “There were a lot more people this time.” 

Respondent 6: “The second time [high intensity,] I was far more concerned with 
whether I was being watched.” 

Respondent 16: “There were more people, so I was definitely more afraid of 
getting caught.” 

Main analysis: behavioral effects of low versus high guardianship 
intensity

For the three dependent variables, we compared the scores between the high 
and low guardianship intensity, within-subjects, by using Wilcoxon’s paired 
samples test, one-sided.

Observed score in 
condition  
(means or %-ages)

Variable FEW 
GUARDIANS

MANY 
GUARDIANS

Wilcoxon’s paired 
samples test  
(p-level, one-sided)

Dep: 1: percentage failure 5% 10% n.s.

Dep 2: number of aborted attempts (n=20) 1 6 0.019

Dep 3: mean time to complete the task  
(with a max of 5)

1.6 1.6 n.s.

Table 5.3.2  n.s. = not significant at α = 0.05, one-sided

For the first dependent variable, we found that participants did fail significantly 
more at the theft in the high guardianship intensity condition. In fact, almost all 
subjects did succeed in stealing the crate. Out of the forty attempts, only three 
were unsuccessful at stealing the crate. However, with respect to the second 
dependent variable, it was found that subjects did report significantly more 
aborted attempts in the high intensity guardianship condition. The researcher 
observed these self-reported aborted attempts during the course of the 
experiment, as well as in the post-experimental interviews. 
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Respondent 9: “I did wait with my attempt until it quietened down a bit.” 

Respondent 20: “I had to wait a bit, because people walked right past me.”

However, we should note that the size of the difference between aborted 
attempts in the high and low guardianship conditions was relatively small; 
indeed, the majority of subjects had no difficulty in executing their crimes. In 
terms of the third dependent variable, no significant differences were found, as 
the average time was almost equal. The results are therefore somewhat mixed. 
While we were able to demonstrate a minor effect of more intense guardianship 
in terms of number of attempts that had to be interrupted by guardians’ behavior, 
the differences are small and did not succeed in less crime. 

Further results
When asked how the available guardians responded to their behavior, a quarter 
of the participants in the high intensity guardianship condition mentioned that 
people let them know by looking intensely at them to let them know that they 
were ‘on to’ them but did not intervene, as opposed to a mere five percent in 
the low intensity guardianship condition. Moreover, fifteen percent of the 
participants said that they found it difficult to choose the right moment for their 
theft in the high intensity guardianship condition, whereas only five percent 
admitted to having the same difficulties in the low intensity condition. 

Interestingly, remarks made during the post-experiment interviews also revealed 
how participants tended to get caught up in their role as an offender, which 
added to the experimental realism. Though it was clear that the experiment 
would be stopped if a guardian approached or confronted them, many of the 
participants had nevertheless prepared a background story, excuses or other 
clever ways of hiding their illicit behavior. For example, respondent three was 
observed using his phone as a cover, when people passed him by.

Respondent 7: “I already came up with a background story, because there was 
one girl standing really close by.”

Respondent 13: “I was able to steal the crate by putting my bag into it, and the 
moment someone looked at me, I pretended to be looking through my bag. I did 
get certain looks from people.”
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Respondent 15: “I thought someone noticed me, so I pretended to be testing 
‘my’ crate.”

Finally, when asked what they would do if they witnessed someone stealing a 
bike crate, the majority indicated that they would let the offender know that 
they were on to them (75%). Ten percent of the participants said they would 
confront the offender, while another ten percent said they would implore 
others to help them stop the theft from occurring. Only one participant said 
she would alert campus security (5%). 

Conclusions on Experiment I
In general, it is encouraging that the experimental approach proved to be 
feasible, and, moreover, expedient for demonstrating the small effect that 
guardianship intensity had on the number of aborted theft attempts. However, 
it is important to acknowledge that, even in the high guardianship condition, 
the threat of guardianship was not significant enough to halt most people from 
committing a crime. Indeed, subjects appeared to judge that even if a guardian 
was nearby, it was possible to deploy adequate countermeasures to escape 
guardians’ interventions and commit the crime regardless. 

5.4 Experiment II: Vigilance

The following study is based on an experiment conducted in 2015 on the VU 
University campus. In this second guardianship experiment, students were 
asked to ‘steal’ a laptop from an enclosed office space, which was located  
on the ground floor of the Law Faculty building, which comprises around 
twenty offices. Employees and visitors can only enter this space with a 
security pass.

5.4.1 Research Design
The second experiment used the same experimental manipulations as the 
previous one: 1) “motivated to offend”, (2) provided with a suitable target, and 
(3) confronted with either a non-present guardian or only one guardian, as in 
accordance with routine activity standards. A reward system and time limit 
were then used as incentives and to add time pressure to complete the task 
within five minutes. In accordance with the first experiment, students were 
recruited by distributing leaflets on campus and via an online newsletter. In 
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this experiment, a between- subjects design was used to compare the effect 
of the different levels of guardianship on the different subsamples.

5.4.2 Conditions
Appointments were arranged in advance and scheduled for the end of the 
day, when most staff members would have already left the office, and thus 
not interfere with the experiment. The subjects were assigned to one of three 
possible conditions, and thus only participated once: 

1) no guardian present
2) one guardian present, not paying any attention
3) one guardian present, paying close attention

The guardian was a confederate and, in the condition when they were present, 
would be seated in an office opposite that where the laptop was placed. The 
walls between the offices and the corridor are made of glass, so the guardian 
had a good vantage point and was easily visible to passersby. The confederate 
was instructed not to address the subject. Conditions 2 and 3 differed in terms 
of the level attention paid by the guardian: in condition 2, the guardian did not 
pay attention as they were busy working on a desktop computer and were not 
facing the corridor, while in condition 3 the guardian was sitting at a table facing 
the corridor and the crime scene, while reading a book, and occasionally raising 
their eyes. During the recruitment process, the subjects were not informed of 
the true nature of the experiment, but instead told that the experiment was on 
‘antisocial behavior’. Upon arrival, participants were given instructions by the 
researcher. The instructions read that subjects needed to steal a laptop, which 
had been clearly marked to avoid any confusion. Participants were not given 
the exact location of the laptop, but merely provided information about the 
brand. 

While the attempt was in progress, the subject’s behavior was observed and 
recorded by the researcher in charge. This included their initial response to 
reading the instructions, questions that were asked by the participants prior 
to their attempt, behavior during the attempt and any remarks afterwards. 
After the completed attempt, no matter the outcome, participants were asked 
to complete a post-experimental questionnaire. Questions asked for general 
information about their gender and age, as well as more specific questions 
about their experiences: how many attempts were needed? Was it difficult to 
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not be noticed? Were you afraid of getting caught? The majority of the survey 
questions used five-point scales, ranging from ‘does not apply to me’ to ‘does 
apply to me’. In addition, the researcher also noted down any remarks made 
by the participants afterwards, such as, for example, how they felt during the 
experiment. 

Safeguarding 
The same debriefing approach was used as in the previous experiment. Despite 
organizing the experiments to take place when almost all staff had left the 
office, it was still possible that a coworker of the researcher would pass by the 
scene. In the event of this, the researcher was ready to interfere, although such 
a situation did not occur.

Analytical strategy
The aim of the second experiment was to assess the effect of guardians’ 
vigilance on the behavior of offenders, whilst keeping the intensity (i.e. 
the number of guardians) and proximity of the guardian constant. The 
observational dependent variables used during the analyses were (1) whether 
the subject failed in their attempt to steal the laptop (2) the number of aborted 
attempts (3) the time it took the subject to complete the task. Further, we 
explored various independent variables generated via the post-experimental 
questionnaire, including feelings of fear, whether participants felt watched 
or insecure, and the perceived likelihood of them being caught, which were 
all measured on Likert scales. Three post-experimental questionnaire items 
were open-answer formatted questions about how the subject felt during the 
task, which strategy he/she had adopted, and whether they suspected they 
were seen during their attempt without having been addressed. Finally, two 
additional sources of information stemmed from comments made immediately 
following the experiment, as well as reports from guardian-confederates about 
the behaviour of the participants. 

For each of the dependent variables, we examined the effect of guardianship 
intensity on the expected value of that variable. Let μi be the expected value 
of the dependent variable in conditions i (i=1,2,3). The null hypothesis that was 
tested was that all μi are equal (no effect of guardianship condition) against the 
one-sided ordered alternative that μ1 < μ2 < μ3 (more intensive guardianship 
increases the failure rate, increases the number of aborted attempts, and 
increases the time taken to achieve success). Testing was done by means of 
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the non-parametric Jonckheere–Terpstra test for ordered alternatives (α = 0.05, 
one-sided). 

5.4.3 Results of Experiment II
Participants were recruited through leaflets and an online newsletter. A total of 
30 subjects participated, ten per each condition. Of the participants, twenty-
four were female and six were male. The mean age of the sample was 24. 
Twenty-two of the respondents were enrolled students at the VU University, 
while the remaining two were recent graduates. Over seventy percent (73%) 
of the subjects reported finding the attempt suspenseful or stressful. In 
accordance with the first experiment, research subjects were asked whether 
they had a certain strategy in mind when stealing the laptop. A common theme 
was to avoid being noticed and to not ‘stand out’. 

As soon as the researcher revealed the assignment to the subjects, it was 
evident that some of the participants found it unnerving, but most were rather 
surprised or tickled by what was being asked of them. While it was explained 
that the laptop was the property of the researcher, most remarked still feeling 
uneasy about having to steal it from an office. We interpret this as a sign that 
most experimental subjects managed to adopt the frame of mind of an offender.

Experimental conditions
Firstly, the time it took to complete the theft was found to significantly increase over 
the three conditions (p=.07). As expected, subjects reported feeling significantly 
more watched (p=.009) in the condition of a vigilant guardian. Participants were 
also significantly more fearful of being caught when a vigilant guardian was 
present (p=.014). The same result was found with respect to the level of difficulty 
of stealing the laptop. One of the experimental checks was met on the vigilant 
guardian condition, when subjects were asked whether they suspected that 
someone had seen them steal, but neglected to intervene. A final significant result 
was found for the number of others present during the attempt. Interestingly, 
subjects reported having seen more people in the vicinity in the condition of a 
vigilant guardian (p=.028), even if factually – as recorded by the experimenter - 
this was not the case. 

Similar to the first experiment, the aborted attempts and overall success rate were 
not found to be significantly different; despite feeling more watched, 80 percent of 
the subjects (n=24) managed to find and successfully steal the laptop. Moreover, 
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subjects reported not experiencing higher levels of fear prior to, during and after 
their attempt. They also did not abort significantly more attempts while being 
watched, and while six out of ten guardians in the vigilant condition reported to 
being fearful they would get caught, this result was not found to be significant. 

Unsuccessful 
A total of six subjects were unsuccessful. Though the results were not 
significant, it did show a steady incline per condition in unsuccessful thefts. 
In the third condition, where a vigilant guardian was stationed near the office 
containing the laptop, three out of ten subjects failed in their attempts. Of the 
three, one subject was unable to locate the laptop within the five-minute time 
frame, while the other two subjects gave up. Subject #1 stated that he knew he 
would get caught the moment he made eye contact with the vigilant guardian: 
“I didn’t have the nerve.” Subject #2 tried to remain inconspicuous, by reading 
leaflets and the back of books, while keeping an eye on the guardian before 
realizing it made her look more suspicious. 

Post-experimental interviews
One manipulation check to determine the validity of the experiment was to 
assess whether the subjects experienced different levels of guardianship. 
When asked whether they thought they were seen during their attempt to 
steal the laptop, there was a clear difference across the three conditions: one 
person reported suspecting that someone watched the attempted theft in the 
non- guardian condition; four subjects also thought this was the case in the 
inattentive guardian condition; while seven participants reported this in the 
attentive guardian condition. 

People generally reported feeling very involved in the experiment, and most told 
us that they felt like they were a thief, even if they knew it was not a “real theft”:

“it was really stressful, I really felt like a criminal” (L.)

“… Oh yes, I did feel like a bad person, messing about with other peoples’ 
belongings” (J.)

“… My heart rate went up, sweat beading on my forehead …” (S.)

“.. very stressful, I even perceived changes in how I moved …” (T.)
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“… I couldn’t convince myself that it was not a real crime” (M.) 

Very few participants (4 in total) reported experiencing only a limited amount of 
stress:

“A bit of stress, but fine enough, because I know of course it is just an experiment” 
(M2)

“… Just time pressure” (L2)

“Oh, not too stressful, as you know it is just an experiment” (F)

“Just walking around in a rather relaxed way” (M3)

During the debriefing, the researcher emphasized that the subjects need not 
feel ashamed of themselves, as they had not broken any laws. Many participants 
reacted that they were cognizant of this, but nevertheless acknowledged that 
during the experiment they could not distance themselves from the offender 
mindset. 

Subjects were also asked about their strategy. Their answers showed a distinct 
difference between the non-guardian and guardian conditions. In the ‘non-
guardian’ condition, none of the subjects mentioned employing a strategy to 
remain unseen; rather, they all mentioned searching for the target and thinking 
about where it might be hidden. In conditions that did include a guardian, most 
(15 out of 20) subjects reported thinking about how to deal with the people 
that could or did see them. In short, the qualitative accounts generated via the 
post-experimental questionnaires underlined that most subjects behaved as 
if they were carrying out a real offender’s task, and, when relevant, were aware 
of guardians and heeded their presence, either by interrupting or stalling their 
attempts or by adopting countermeasures. 

From the reports of the guardian-confederates, we could also discern that people 
who observed a guardian in attendance and apparently decided to steal the target 
regardless, tended to adopt the strategy of shielding himself or herself from the 
guardian (turning their back to the guardian, behaving as if they were unaware of 
the guardian) to hide the laptop.
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5.5  Conclusions & Discussion

We hypothesized that the more intensive the level of guardianship, the less 
criminal behavior would occur among motivated offenders. With regards to the 
first experiment, our findings demonstrated that guardianship intensity levels 
do influence offender behavior, because offenders had more aborted attempts. 
However, the chosen guardianship levels do not appear to be sufficiently 
intense to instill a compelling fear, and thus offending behavior is slowed down, 
but not prevented. This suggests that a future replication of the experiment 
with a much higher intensity of guardianship as one of its conditions would 
be worthwhile. The intensity of available guardianship did not influence 
participants’ reported feelings of shame, fear, insecurity and decision-making 
process about when to commence with the theft, so the observed differences 
may be ascribed to the guardianship threat as such. 

Interestingly, while participants felt more watched in the high guardianship 
intensity condition, they did not count significantly more guardians, thus 
suggesting that this was largely dependent on their own implicit perception 
of available guardianship during the experiment. This implies that using 
aggregated proxy variables to indicate guardianship is not an expedient 
exercise in this field. From the interviews, we got the impression that would-be 
offenders implicitly or explicitly classify a possible guardian as either being a 
threat or not. It may be the case that this has something to do with guardians’ 
proximity to the scene, or the way the guardians behaved. 

Another interesting finding from the first experiment pertained to the 75 
percent of participants who indicated that, in the event that they were ever 
faced with a similar situation, they would let the offender know they were 
‘onto them’. From the experiment, it became clear that presence alone was 
not sufficient to deter them, but rather merely slowed down their efforts. 
Many participants mentioned receiving ‘strange’ looks from bystanders, yet it 
was never enough to deter them from committing their crime. Finally, it was 
evident that most participants developed some sort of strategy to commit 
the theft. For some, this was limited to their behavior, e.g. acting ‘normal’ and 
avoiding drawing attention to themselves, whereas others developed a whole 
background story in case of confrontation, or utilized available props (e.g. a bag 
or phone). This contributed to the experimental realism, in that it suggests that 
participants got into character. 
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The second experiment comprised three different conditions in which the 
vigilance of one present guardian was manipulated. Similar to the first 
experiment, subjects were significantly slower when watched by a guardian, 
yet very few chose to abort their attempt. Additionally, participants were 
significantly more fearful of being caught in the condition of a vigilant guardian, 
and, moreover, found the attempted theft significantly more difficult. One of 
the experimental checks was met in the vigilant guardian condition, when 
subjects reported that they suspected that someone had seen them steal in the 
vigilant guardian condition, but that this person had neglected to intervene. 

Another interesting finding in contradistinction to those from the first 
experiment, was that participants counted significantly more bystanders in 
the office space than were factually present, whereas in the first experiment 
subjects tended to underreport the number of bystanders. This result could 
suggest that the effect of one vigilant guardian counts for more than many 
inattentive guardians. 

Limitations
In the present study, we recruited VU University students who do not constitute 
a representative sample of the population displaying criminal behavior. 
Whilst we were observing real-life behavior, we did not use real offenders in 
the experiment due to ethical objections. Rather, we attempted to motivate 
participants via a reward system, in order to display as close a proxy as possible 
to criminal behavior. Students have different morals and are inexperienced, 
which means that they were possibly more affected by these experiments than 
others would be. One can also safely assume that students are not offenders, 
and what they were asked to do was not inherently criminal. As aforesaid, it was 
made abundantly clear to the participants that both the crate and the laptop 
were the property of the experimenter, with the NSCR logo placed on it. Under 
these circumstances, the set-up is rather more like a real-life game scenario. 
A further critique that needs to be addressed pertains to the fact that these 
results offer some insight into how first time or novice offenders would respond 
to guardianship, and that this may be wholly different for more experienced 
offenders. In this respect, the subjects are not a representative sample of the 
(thieving) offender population.
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Furthermore, all the participants were successful in their attempts to steal the 
crate. This could be due to the ambiguous nature of the theft; participants 
were fully aware that the guardians would not know that the bike or laptop did 
not belong to them. A higher difference between the high/low guardianship 
conditions in experiment I and a generally higher number of participants in 
both experimental designs may impact these outcomes. 

In conclusion, more experimental research focusing on guardianship 
mechanisms is required in the field. Future research could test offenders’ 
perception of the level of threat when faced with an active or inactive 
guardian. This may shed further light onto how guardianship behaviors affect 
offenders’ decision-making processes. Furthermore, physiological methods 
such as measuring arousal levels may also offer interesting insights into the 
subconscious, physical reactions of offenders. This would be particularly 
relevant for real offenders versus a control group of non-offenders. 
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6.1 Summary of main findings

This thesis aimed to complement extant work on guardianship by both exploring 
the active dimensions of guardianship that extend beyond availability and by 
utilizing innovative research methods. The main research question was: 

“What is active guardianship, who exercises it and how does it affect offender 
behavior?” 

The aims of this PhD thesis were therefore threefold: 

1) To provide conceptual clarification by exploring what guardianship is; 
2) To examine who exercises their guardianship capabilities; 
3) To empirically test how guardianship may affect offender behavior

The two chapters dedicated to conceptual clarification provided the foundations 
for the empirical work outlined in chapters four and five, by recognizing 
that there were further complexities within the guardianship process than 
availability or intervention. Essentially, the effectiveness of guardianship is 
challenged in the two phases leading up to an offense or crime: 

1) either preventive guardianship through availability and/or monitoring work;
2) or it does not, in which case repressive guardianship is needed; 

The thesis thus takes both phases into account, from those events an available 
guardian might discourage, up to intervention because availability alone was 
deemed to be insufficient for dissuading a motivated offender. 

Firstly, this thesis examined the underlying mechanisms of preventive 
guardianship. Preventive guardianship only works if a guardian is:

i) available, which they oftentimes are 
ii) if the offender responds to preventive guardianship and is deterred by it

However, what if a motivated offender remains undeterred by a guardian’s 
presence? This would require an active stance from guardians. Chapter four 
explored the different types of guardians, including those who move beyond 
availability and veer into a more active dimension of guardianship. Finally, the 
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effect that their presence and actions may have on motivated offenders, which 
is presented in chapter five, represents the first of its kind in guardianship 
research. 

The key findings will be discussed in the following section. Paragraph one 
summarizes the results concerning terminology and methodology; the second 
paragraph reviews conclusions related to who exercises their guardianship 
abilities; and finally, paragraph three provides a brief summary of the offender 
perspective. To conclude, future recommendations for research and policy are 
discussed. 

6.1.1 What is guardianship?
Given that guardianship is not easily defined in terms of clearly measurable 
constructs, studies have applied a wide range of operationalizations over the 
years in order to adequately measure guardianship. According to Hollis, Felson 
and Welsh (2013), many of these studies failed to provide a clear definition of 
guardianship. The contrasting operationalizations found in the guardianship 
literature can be divided into three different types of methods: proxies, self-
reporting and observations of guardianship. The first chapter delineated that 
in order to develop future research and further elaborate on the practice of 
guardianship, the ‘Guardianship in action’ concept (Reynald, 2009) was the most 
suitable fit for this purpose, due to the fact that it derives from but extends the 
original formulation of the concept. In Reynald’s work (2009), guardianship is 
divided into three observable levels, each with differing dimensions of activity. 
Whilst stages such as availability and capability constitute a critical aspect 
of the original concept, the added dimension of intervention allows for the 
empirical application and testing of active guardianship. 

Historically, guardianship research has predominantly focused on household 
occupancy, in so doing prioritizing the availability stage. With respect to future 
research on active guardians, the emphasis must be placed on the subsequent 
phases of capability and intervention as opposed to solely on the availability 
of guardians. In this thesis, we have made the case for utilizing one widely 
acknowledged operationalization of guardianship, which would allow for the 
most accurate testing of the preventive and/or deterrent effect that guardians 
may have on offenders. 



118

Chapter 6 | Conclusions & discussion

6.1.2 Who exercises guardianship? 
In this chapter, we turned our attention to the agents of guardianship and the 
differing levels of activity ranging from inactivity to intervention. Though testing 
active or direct guardianship through experiments would have been preferable, 
ensnaring unsuspecting guardians into a criminal scenario would have raised 
ethical concerns and practical difficulties. The third chapter contributed to 
extant literature by analyzing reliable guardianship data generated through 
self-report surveys by active and inactive guardians, in order to examine who 
exercises their guardianship capabilities. The self-report survey study set out to 
examine the individual differences between active and inactive guardians, by 
investigating what individual factors explain active guardianship by available 
guardians for those who either witnessed an act of disorder or crime in their 
neighborhood. 

Comparing inactive versus active guardians, the results showed that only two 
characteristics (age and level of urbanization) were predictive of inactivity 
in the face of witnessing either disorder or a crime. This indicates that older 
respondents and those from more rural locations are more likely to exercise 
their guardianship than their younger urban counterparts. Interestingly, the age 
of respondents was not predictive of guardians monitoring their surroundings 
or directly intervening themselves. However, age was found to be predictive of 
1) calling the police and 2) alerting neighbors, in terms of both disorder and 
crime. These results imply that older respondents are more likely to reach out 
to others (be it the authorities or neighbors) after having witnessed a crime or 
disorder in their neighborhood. Aside from age and level of urbanization, two 
other remarkable factors found to be predictive of active guardianship were 
prior security training and ‘Extraversion’ as a personality trait. These findings 
are suggestive of a strong social component, but also challenge the notion that 
‘no one’ acts when faced with an instance of crime or disorder. 
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6.1.3 How do offenders react to guardianship?
In recognition of the fact that experimental research is indispensable for a 
thorough testing of routine activity, the thesis highlighted various new designs 
for experimental research seeking to explore the following fundamental 
question: does guardianship work? Given that experiments are ideally suited 
for guardianship research, and there are significant gains to be made from 
deepening our insight into real-life interactions, a first recommendation deriving 
from our review of the experimental literature was to split the guardianship 
process into preventive and repressive phases. This dichotomy provides a better 
theoretical understanding of the practice itself and helps shape experimental 
work on the subject generally, especially since the preventive phase has long 
been neglected in similar experiments. Therefore, researchers should conduct 
experiments on two types of guardianship: preventive and repressive.

Although there is a surplus of experimental work investigating the repressive 
side of guardianship (as outlined in chapter four), there is a dearth of studies 
examining the preventive aspect. For the purposes of the present study, we 
thus sought to design two different criminal events, by recruiting University 
students as motivated ‘offenders’, as discussed in chapter five. In the first 
experiment, participants were asked to steal a bike crate while the researchers 
manipulated the number of available guardians in the vicinity of the offender. 
In the second experiment, participants were instructed to steal a laptop from an 
office space, while the researcher manipulated the level of vigilance displayed 
by the present guardian. 

Moreover, in both experiments the participants were motivated via a financial 
incentive to conduct their task as quickly and inconspicuously as possible. The 
offender’s motivation to engage in criminal behavior was thus held constant, 
which marked a clear point of departure from classic experiments in other 
disciplines and extant guardianship research, which have primarily focused on 
the behavior of guardians or bystanders, rather than offenders. 

In the first experiment, participants (n = 20) were asked to steal a bicycle 
crate, while the intensity of available guardianship was varied during their 
two attempts (n = 40). Results revealed that guardianship intensity levels do 
influence offender behavior, since there were more aborted attempts under 
high levels of guardianship. Furthermore, the results indicated that varying 
levels of guardianship affected the behavior of offenders; specifically, when 
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more guardians were present, offenders tended to more frequently abort their 
attempt at stealing the crate, and felt that they were significantly more watched 
than they actually were. However, the chosen guardianship levels appeared to 
lack a sufficient level of intensity through which to instill a genuine sense of 
fear, which, ultimately, meant that offending behavior was slowed down but 
not prevented. This suggests that future replications of this experiment with 
a much higher intensity of guardianship as one of its conditions would be 
worthwhile. 

Furthermore, the intensity of available guardianship did not influence 
participants’ feelings in terms of negative emotions, thus suggesting that 
the observed differences may be ascribed to the guardianship threat as such. 
Interestingly, while participants felt more watched in the high guardianship 
intensity condition, they did not count significantly more guardians, which 
implies that it this was largely dependent on their own perception of available 
guardianship during their attempted theft. Once again, this lends credence to 
our earlier claim that using aggregated proxy variables to indicate guardianship 
is not an expedient exercise in this field.

Another interesting finding from the first experiment pertained to the 75 
percent of participants who indicated that, in the event that they were ever 
faced with a similar situation as a guardian, they would let the offender know 
they were ‘onto them’. From the experiment, it became clear that presence 
alone was not a sufficient deterrent, but merely slowed offenders down in their 
efforts. Lastly, the majority of participants developed some sort of strategy for 
the theft in order to avoid suspicion. 

In the second experiment, participants (n=30) were asked to steal a laptop from 
an office space. The single guardian posted near the laptop was manipulated 
to either be absent, distracted or noticeably vigilant during the attempt. Much 
like the first experiment, subjects were found to be significantly slower when 
watched by a guardian, yet only a few offenders chose to abort their attempt. 
Moreover, participants were significantly more fearful of being caught in the 
condition involving a vigilant guardian, and also found the attempt to steal the 
laptop significantly more difficult. One of the experimental checks was fulfilled 
on the vigilant guardian condition, when subjects consistently reported that 
they had suspected someone had seen them steal in the vigilant guardian 
condition, but that this person had neglected to intervene. One final finding 
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was that the participants counted significantly more bystanders in the office 
space than were factually present, whereas in the first experiment subjects 
tended to underreport. This result could suggest that one vigilant guardian 
counts for more than many inattentive guardians. 

6.2 Future recommendations

The present thesis has extended the theoretical model of guardianship to 
gain a more thorough comprehension of the active dimensions. It shed light 
on individual characteristics of guardians who were confronted with an 
instance of disorder or crime. Furthermore, the thesis explored the feasibility 
and advantages of using experiments and was uniquely able to connect the 
offender perspective to the current theoretical framework. 

In summary, four of the most relevant findings are: 

1) The conceptual distinction between the preventive [availability & monitoring] 
and repressive [active: intervening] phases of guardianship; 

2) People are often prepared to exercise repressive guardianship, when 
witnessing both disorder and crime in their own neighborhood; 

3) Older guardians from less urbanized neighborhoods are more likely to 
intervene, while having received prior training was also shown to make a 
difference;

4) In an experimental setting, preventive guardianship does influence potential 
offenders, but the level of available guardianship and additional contextual 
factors necessary to prevent crime remain unclear; 

While the studies conducted for the purposes of the present thesis have 
limitations and leave room for improvement, they have nevertheless provided 
invaluable insights and suggestions for future guardianship research, ranging 
from lessons learned on the use of new methodological approaches to the 
insights gained in regards to individual level characteristics. Recommendations 
for future research and policy are discussed below.
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6.2.1 Active guardianship
In the present thesis, a survey approach was chosen over an experimental one in 
order to uncover the underlying personality traits and examine how these might 
promote active guardianship. Though the decision to intervene may be a reaction 
based on impulse or emotion, the study was a first attempt at a more in-depth 
exploration of different and overlapping static traits in a representative group of 
guardians. 

Future studies researching the factors affecting active guardianship should take 
this micro-level into consideration too. Age proved to be a significant factor for 
calling the authorities or neighbors, though it did not correlate with gender, level of 
urbanization or confidence, for example. Complementing this quantitative finding 
with a qualitative design, it would be interesting to uncover why older guardians 
feel more inclined to intervene. It could be due to a greater sense of responsibility, 
or experience. Are these older guardians better connected to their neighbors? 

As such, a meso-level approach cannot be excluded in future research. Contextual 
and situational factors may shape decision-making processes occurring on the 
micro-level. The survey did not include questions about the overall setting, apart 
from the incident having occurred in the subjects’ neighborhood. As such, not 
much is known about the type of neighborhood, the exact location of the incident, 
the number of other guardians, targets or offenders involved. Moreover, the type 
of disorder or crime should be considered too. After all, a guardian would have 
very different reactions to different types of crime. Situations of conflict, fear and 
high stress elicit different reactions in people. A low level offense such as littering 
or vandalism might invoke a different response than a more violent incident, for 
example.

A qualitative study by Reynald (2010) identified six salient factors, which, as 
aforesaid, impact upon the decision to intervene. Interveners identified a sense of 
obligation or responsibility, their perception of their surroundings, (prior) training, 
risk to personal safety, tools for protection, and lastly, physical competence. 
Interestingly, prior training was also found to be predictive of active guardianship in 
the present thesis, which further highlights this factor’s importance. Future studies 
could explore which types of training most significantly affect guardian behavior, 
as well as unpacking whether this factor corresponds to an increased sense of 
physical confidence, better fitness or a greater degree of general awareness of, and 
experience with, certain situations. 
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The present research into the individual characteristics of active guardians 
revealed critical information about not only the overlapping traits of those 
that intervene, but also shed light on how law enforcement and policy makers 
might use this knowledge to their advantage. As mentioned, age was found to 
be predictive of active guardianship. This implies that the older a guardian is, 
the more likely he/she is to actively practice their guardianship. Policies aimed 
at engaging younger guardians could subsequently be beneficial in stimulating 
active guardianship. 

Urbanization was another factor found to be significant. This result appears 
to reaffirm more well-established differences between rural and urban 
landscapes, in which citizens of the latter feel less inclined to act because of 
a disconnect and/or lack of responsibility. Measures aimed at encouraging 
greater social cohesion could therefore be advantageous in more urbanized 
areas. Notwithstanding age and level of urbanization, two other factors 
found to be predictive of active guardianship were prior security training and 
‘Extraversion’. While research has yet to delve into the most beneficial types 
of security training in order to confirm its effect, offering such programs to 
local residents is proven to stimulate active guardianship. Since ‘Extraversion’ 
is a robust personality trait that cannot be influenced by external forces, and 
demographic factors such as age and urbanization are also static, offering 
security training is one way through which to make a positive impact on the 
active guardianship of residents in more urbanized neighborhoods. 

Similarly, gaining a better understanding of how offenders experience the 
presence and behavior of guardians could provide useful insights into the 
inner workings of guardianship as a tool for preventing crime. The effect 
that guardians have on offenders can be tested further through conducting 
interviews with offenders. Recent research has also made use of official camera 
footage to study the interactions between offenders and possible guardians, 
albeit this offers a more static view of their dynamics and predominantly focuses 
on bystander behavior in emergency or conflict situations. Complementing 
this method with interviews or surveys may offer important information about 
the behaviors and underlying motivations of both parties. 

Finally, while the present thesis has offered important insights into the 
characteristics of individual guardians, future research could delve deeper 
into offender-based territory by examining what types of offenders are more 
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susceptible to the availability and actions of guardians, as well as different 
intervention cues. Innovative, experimental methods may offer interesting new 
ways of exploring the aforementioned.

6.2.2 Experimental avenues
An important avenue for future research on guardianship is experimental work. 
Whilst, as this thesis has demonstrated, the topic lends itself to experimentation, 
a review of extant literature revealed that experiments in the guardianship 
domain are a largely underused methodology. Future research would thus 
benefit from designing different kinds of scenarios, particularly experiments 
that focus on both offenders’ and guardians’ decision-making processes. 

As shown in chapter four, the preventive phase of guardianship is well suited to 
experimental testing. Assessing the dynamics between offenders and guardians 
prior to a crime taking place via experiments and observations allows for a more 
interactive, real-time exploration of different ‘crime’ scenarios. By comparison, a 
survey of offenders (i.e. thieves) would have been more strenuous, as they are 
a notoriously difficult group to reach and organize. Conducting experimental 
research into new avenues can be problematic. Apart from being labor intensive, 
there are also ethical issues associated with the design of such experiments. 
While the current thesis has proven that it is not impossible to surmount these 
aforesaid ethical problems, largely through a thorough debriefing procedure 
and adequate safeguards to protect both subjects and the experimenter, other 
experiments might face different or greater concerns. 

The subjects who participated in these experiments were all University 
students: a limited and specific subset of the population. Motivating them 
to commit an artificial low-level offense already presented ethical concerns 
and potential limitations: the design was only tested on this specific group 
of subjects and, consequently, may not be applicable to others. Furthermore, 
the design evidently does not lend itself to more severe offenses, such as 
violent crimes. As proposed in these studies, experiments should be applied 
to uncover patterns in small sections of the guardianship process, in order to 
dissect the dynamics at play in the different phases. An integrated research 
program taking the different processes into consideration would be needed 
to examine these interactions in the requisite level of complexity. Conversely, 
conducting experiments in a similar setting with real offenders would lead to 
a host of issues also. It is for this reason that we recommend that this type 
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of experimental research should be supported by surveys, observations and 
interviews. 

Notwithstanding these challenges and limitations, more experimental research 
focusing on guardianship mechanisms in real-time is needed in order to 
accurately capture how guardianship processes play out in the real world. 
Future experimental research in the realm of guardianship could include:

Guardians who physically intervene
The second experiment presented in this thesis included vigilant guardians; 
they monitored the ‘thieves’ but were instructed against directly intervening. 
Given the number of successful thefts, it would be interesting to design an 
experiment that allows for all dimensions of active guardianship to be exercised. 

Use of physiological measures
This thesis used a classic experimental set-up and brief interviews to question 
how participants felt after getting into the role of offender and stealing an 
item. One method of gauging how would-be or real offenders feel during an 
attempt and to circumvent social desirability in their answers could be through 
the use of physiological measures to measure heart rate, skin conductance etc. 

The use of Virtual Reality scenarios to engage guardians and offenders
Currently, virtual reality (VR) techniques are being tested across different 
settings, including mental healthcare, the judicial context (Cornet, Besten & 
van Gelder, 2019) and even programs to combat extremism (Open University 
UK, 2019). Where some experimental designs may fall short of raising the real-
life stakes, VR can deliver realistic scenarios. These could be used to study 
how real offenders operate and react to guardians with the added advantage 
of being able to include many possibilities and alter conditions. Conversely, 
virtual reality scenarios could be employed to examine how guardians respond 
to more different crime scenarios without the ethical concerns attached to 
conducting a similar experiment. This thesis showed that having received prior 
training increases the likelihood that guardians intervene and virtual reality 
training could possibly contribute. 
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SAMENVATTING 
(DUTCH SUMMARY) 

De laatste jaren worden burgers in toenemende mate medeverantwoordelijk 
gemaakt voor veiligheid in het publieke domein. Ook in eigen buurt worden 
zij aan de slag gezet middels buurwachten en WhatsApp groepen. Hoewel 
dergelijke initiatieven volop bestudeerd zijn, wordt er weinig aandacht besteed 
aan de interactie tussen de drie mogelijke partijen die elkaar in dit publieke 
domein ongetwijfeld tegen zullen komen: doelwit, dader en guardian. In dit 
proefschrift worden op basis van de routine activiteiten theorie de laatste twee 
nader bekeken

De inleiding van het proefschrift behandelt kort het theoretisch kader en 
enkele recente inzichten uit de literatuur. In dit hoofdstuk worden daarnaast 
leemtes en onduidelijkheden in bestaand onderzoek naar guardianship 
bondig beschreven alsmede enkele beperkingen behorende bij verschillende 
methodes van dataverzameling, om vervolgens te komen tot de centrale 
onderzoeksvraag.

De hoofdvraag luidt: wat is actief guardianship, wie beoefent het en hoe beïnvloedt 
het dadergedrag? 

Het doel van dit proefschrift is drieledig: 

1)  inzicht te krijgen in lacunes rondom de definitie van guardianship in 
wetenschappelijke studies; 

2)  het verkennen van de mogelijke verschillen tussen actieve en inactieve 
guardians ; 

3)  het toepassen van innovatieve methodes om actief guardianship in relatie 
tot dadergedrag te bestuderen

Het tweede hoofdstuk omvat een uitgebreid literatuuronderzoek van empirische 
studies die uiteenlopende definities hebben gebruikt om guardianship te 
meten. Wie kan guardianship uitoefenen en hoe is dit diffuse begrip meetbaar te 
maken? Onderzocht is welke methode en definitie het meest geschikt zijn voor 
toekomstig onderzoek. De resultaten laten zien dat de recente toevoeging van 



133

‘actief guardianship’ gebaseerd op observaties het meest adequaat en robuust 
is: deze definitie blijft het dichtste bij de oorspronkelijke theorie, neemt ook 
actieve dimensies van guardianship mee en is aantoonbaar te repliceren in 
verschillende omstandigheden.

Voortbouwend op bovenstaande gaat hoofdstuk 3 verder in op actief 
guardianship met een kwantitatieve studie naar actieve en inactieve guardians. 
Door middel van een enquête is een representatieve steekproef van de 
Nederlandse populatie (4,800 respondenten) bevraagd naar hun ervaringen 
met guardianship bij overlast en criminaliteit in de eigen buurt. De twee 
onderzoeksvragen die in dit hoofdstuk worden beantwoord zijn: wat zijn de 
individuele verschillende tussen guardians die wel of niet ingrijpen? En, welke 
individuele kenmerken verklaren het ingrijpen door actieve guardians? De 
resultaten laten zien dat een aantal kenmerken voorspellend zijn voor het 
ingrijpen door guardians: leeftijd, urbanisatiegraad, veiligheidstraining en 
extraversie. 

Hoofdstuk 4 en 5 richten zich vervolgens op het verkennen van een 
experimentele methode om guardianship gedrag meetbaar en inzichtelijk 
te maken onder realistische omstandigheden, in plaats van gebaseerd 
op schattingen of zelfrapportage. Het vierde hoofdstuk geeft middels 
een literatuurstudie inzicht in het gebruik van experimenten in de sociale 
wetenschappen en breidt het theoretisch kader verder uit. Een belangrijke 
bevinding is het gebrek aan experimenten waar ook het effect op dadergedrag 
in beschouwing wordt genomen. Hoofdstuk 5 rectificeert deze leemte door 
middel van twee experimenten: het eerste experiment manipuleert het aantal 
aanwezige guardians tijdens een diefstal; het tweede experiment manipuleert 
de mate van activiteit van aanwezige guardians tijdens een diefstal. De 
resultaten laten zien dat zogenaamde ‘dieven’ trager zijn in beide condities, en 
angstiger om gepakt te worden door een guardian die oplettend is.

Opmerkelijk genoeg zijn de mate van succes en het aantal afgebroken 
pogingen niet hoger in condities waar dit wel werd verwacht: 80 procent van 
de subjecten kon uiteindelijk het item stelen. Veel van hen bedachten ook een 
strategie of goed doordachte smoezen voor het geval zij werden aangesproken. 
Tenslotte telde een groot deel van de participanten meer guardians dan 
werkelijk aanwezig waren, terwijl in het experiment waar meerdere guardians 
zijn gebruikt juist onder gerapporteerd werd. Dit kan logischerwijze betekenen 
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dat een oplettende guardian, vanuit het daderperspectief, meer indruk maakt 
dan veel onoplettende guardians. 

Dit proefschrift heeft een bijdrage geleverd aan verdere theorievorming 
betreffende guardianship door het toepassen van experimenteel onderzoek; 
door inzicht te geven in de individuele kenmerken van actieve en inactieve 
daders; en door een daderperspectief te koppelen aan het theoretische kader. 
Tot slot zijn er in dit proefschrift ook nieuwe mogelijkheden voor toekomstig 
onderzoek naar guardianship geïdentificeerd. 
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SUMMARY
In recent years, citizens have increasingly become more responsible for safety 
in the public domain, for example through neighborhood watch programs 
and Whats App groups. Although these initiatives have garnered academic 
interest, little attention is paid to the interaction between the three possible 
parties that will undoubtedly converge in this public domain: target, offender 
and guardian. In this PhD thesis, the last two are examined in more detail using 
routine activity theory.

Chapter 1 introduces the theoretical framework and various relevant insights 
from the literature. This chapter further highlights gaps in existing guardianship 
research, as well as limitations associated with different methods of data 
collection. Based on the abovementioned, 

the main research question is defined as: what is active guardianship, who 
exercises it and how does it affect offender behavior? 

The aims of this thesis are threefold:

1) address gaps in recent work on the definition of guardianship; 
2) examine the differences between active and inactive guardians; 
3)  explore innovative ways to examine active guardianship practices in relation 

to offender behavior.

The second chapter includes an extensive literature review of empirical studies 
that have used divergent definitions to measure guardianship. Who can practice 
guardianship and how can this diffuse concept be made measurable? Suitable 
methods and definitions for future research are explored. The results show 
that the addition of “active guardianship” based on observations is the most 
adequate and robust: this definition remains closest to the original theory, 
includes active dimensions of guardianship and is demonstrably replicable in 
different circumstances.

Following the above, Chapter 3 elaborates on active guardianship with a 
quantitative survey of active and inactive guardians. A representative sample 
of the Dutch population (4,800 respondents) was questioned about their 
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experiences with guardianship in the event of disorder and crime in their own 
neighborhood. The two research questions that are answered in this chapter 
are: what are the individual differences between guardians who do or do not 
intervene? And, which individual characteristics explain the intervention by 
active guardians? The results show that several characteristics are predictive 
of intervention by guardians: age, degree of urbanization, safety training and 
extraversion.

Chapters 4 and 5 focus on exploring an experimental method to accurately 
measure guardianship under realistic circumstances, rather than based on 
estimates or self-reporting. The fourth chapter provides insight into the use of 
experiments in social sciences through a literature study, and further expands 
the theoretical framework. An important finding is the lack of experiments on 
the effect on offender behavior. Chapter 5 aims to close the aforementioned 
gap through two experiments: the first experiment manipulates the number of 
guardians present during a theft; the second experiment manipulates the level 
of activity of guardians present during a theft. The results show that so-called 
“thieves” are slower in both conditions, and more afraid of being caught by 
guardians who do pay attention to their surroundings. Remarkably, the degree 
of success and the number of canceled attempts are not higher in conditions 
where this was expected: 80 percent of the subjects were able to steal the item. 
Many also devised a strategy or well thought out excuses in case they were 
addressed by others. Finally, a large proportion of the participants counted 
more guardians than were present, while underreporting in the experiment 
where numerous guardians were used. This finding could indicate that from 
the offender’s perspective, an attentive guardian makes more of an impression 
than many inattentive guardians.

In short, this thesis has furthered guardianship research through the innovative 
use of experimental designs; by providing insight into individual characteristics 
of active and inactive offenders; and by linking a perpetrator perspective to the 
theoretical framework. Finally, this PhD thesis also identified policy implications 
as well as new avenues for future research into guardianship.
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