
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

1 Aim, scope, and book structure 

This book is about crime and community safety in rural areas. Crime is often 
regarded as an urban rather than a rural issue. Is this because rural areas are safer 
than urban areas? We suggest in this book that even if they are, this is just a 
partial view of what safety in rural communities is or what it is perceived to be. 
The relationship between crime and community characteristics is complex, 
determined by a set of interdependent factors that, together, create nuanced dif-
ferences of what is thought to be safety in rural areas. The chapter defines the 
aim, scope, and structure of the book. 

Aim and scope 
The aim of this book is to make a contribution to the knowledge base on crime 
and perceived safety as well as crime prevention in rural areas. This is important 
because these issues are neglected fields in both criminology and in rural studies. 
One reason they are neglected is that safety in rural areas is often regarded as 
synonymous with low crime rates. If crime rates are low, safety is not a problem 
and thus not an issue. Another reason is that patterns of crime are far too often 
considered to be homogeneous across rural areas, because “rural” is everything 
that is not urban. The implication of this rural–urban dichotomy is that it dis-
regards the impact of different rural contexts on crime and safety and neglects 
the dynamics of rural areas and residents’ agency. 

The novelty of the book is to put safety in rural areas in focus by: (1) arguing 
why we should care about crime and community safety in rural areas; (2) 
addressing safety as part of the dynamics of rural areas across countries; (3) 
placing crime and safety in Swedish rural areas in an international context; (4) 
reporting on crime prevention experiences in rural contexts; and, without going 
beyond the main aim of the book, (5) interpreting the intersectionality of safety 
and gender as a social construct experienced by those who suffer violence in the 
private realm in rural areas. 

The book is an example of Crime Science because it integrates theories from 
different disciplines to understand patterns of crime and perceived safety in a 
rural context. Crime Science is “the application of the methods of science to 
crime and disorder” (Laycock, 2005, p. 4). Crime Science focuses on crime from 



  

  
 

          
            

          
        

          
            

    

               
             

 
             

            

  
             

           
           

               
             
         

 
            

 

 
 

             

  

   
            

4 Introduction 

a wide range of sciences and disciplines using a number of tools. It brings know-
ledge together into a functional and coordinated response to crime. Crime 
Science depends on different contexts, addressing not only what works but 
where, how, and when (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). 

The Swedish case is analyzed in a systematic and detailed way by depicting not 
only levels but also patterns of crime. It also contributes to Crime Science by 
testing hypotheses to reveal mechanisms and relationships that can help understand 
crime patterns and actions to reduce crime. Moreover, as any product of Crime 
Science, the book makes use of scientific methods, combining quantitative and 
spatial methods (spatial analysis techniques, regression analysis) with qualitative 
approaches (interviews, vignette analysis). An important part of the book focuses 
on action taken against crime in crime prevention initiatives in rural areas. Using 
data and evidence from interviews, the discussion in Part V broadens the scientific 
base for understanding, analyzing, and preventing crime in rural contexts. 

The book provides an overview of crime and safety issues in rural areas using a 
Scandinavian country as a case. This is important because most of the literature on 
crime and perceived safety in rural areas is based on cases from North American 
and British studies. It is worth noting that the Swedish case study is presented 
against this background as a framework of analysis rather than a reference for 
drawing conclusions or making generalizations across countries. 

Finally, and importantly, this book builds a bridge connecting Criminology and 
Human Geography – lacking in the international literature – by making the most of 
the expanding field of criminology and of the growing professional inquiry into 
crime and crime prevention in rural areas, rural development, and the social 
sustainability of rural areas. I hope this book will act as a starting point for those 
who are carrying out or are interested in research on crime and perceived safety, 
rural geography, and comparative research in criminology. By approaching a 
number of issues never before addressed in the Swedish rural context, such as gen-
dered safety and crimes against the environment and wildlife, this book fills a 
growing niche and will satisfy demand from an expanding discipline for years to 
come. This book does not claim to provide a complete and detailed picture of pat-
terns of victimization and safety in Swedish rural areas. Instead, the book’s goal is 
to show a variety of facets that characterize a set of core issues that are perceived 
to be relevant in the Swedish rural context with regards to crime, perceived safety, 
and crime prevention practices, so far inexistent in the international literature. 

This book is intended to reach a wide group of professionals, scholars, crim-
inal justice practitioners, and policy makers interested in safety issues as well as 
people working with rural areas (criminologists, geographers, rural experts, 
people working directly with safety interventions at the community and regional 
levels). This is an ideal book for undergraduate students in criminology. 

Book structure 
The book is divided into seven parts and 15 chapters. In Part I, Chapter 1 
introduces the aim, scope, and structure of the book. Chapter 2 presents 10 



  

           

  
           

            
 

           
             

            
           

             
          

               
 

         
         

 
       
              

            
             

          
 

           

 

 
 

 

 

Aim, scope, and book structure 5 

reasons that crime and community safety are relevant to criminology and rural 
research. Chapter 3 builds the theoretical background for the book and intro-
duces the issues discussed in Parts IV to V. The chapter presents a number of 
theories of crime prevention drawing on the paradigm of Crime Science. Here 
the focus is on crimes (situations) and not on offenders. Some of these the-
ories identify societal processes at the macro level (e.g., social crime preven-
tion) that lead to crime, while others focus on micro aspects. What is 
fundamental is the discussion of the most important theories that, taken 
together, help explain why crime happens. Are they enough to reveal the 
nature of crime in a rural context? The chapter also highlights the focus of 
criminology on certain theories that neglect the nature of rural areas. In urban 
areas, lack of social control leads to crime, according to social disorganization 
theory. The opposite is often taken for granted: less crime in rural areas means 
more social control and social cohesion. Chapter 3 calls these assumptions 
into question. The chapter also discusses how rural change has affected vic-
timization and perceived safety. 

In Part II, Chapter 4 illustrates trends and patterns of crime in rural areas. Are 
rural areas becoming more criminogenic? Or are big cities still synonymous with 
big danger? Crime victimization disproportionately affects more urban than rural 
residents, regardless of country or differences in rural–urban definitions. Although 
some would claim that crime is eminently an urban phenomenon, recent changes in 
rural–urban relationships have affected regional criminogenic landscapes, making 
individuals living in some rural areas more exposed to crime than in the past. The 
chapter shows that this trend often goes undetected, because changes do not affect 
rural areas evenly across the board. As a result, victimization may be selective and 
unequal across social groups and environments. Finding evidence on how these 
changes affect criminogenic conditions is difficult because, as we will discuss, 
actual change may be hidden under generally “decreasing” or “stable” trends or 
data sources showing contradictory crime developments. 

Chapter 4 compares crime rates in Sweden with those found in the United 
States and the United Kingdom. In all these countries, urban crime rates are 
greater than rural ones, regardless of definitions of crime type and how rural 
areas are conceptualized. An alternative to official police statistics is to comple-
ment them, as much as possible, with data from national crime victim surveys, 
as is done in this chapter. Despite the limitations of these sources of data, it is 
the most reliable data available for representing the geographical distribution of 
crime in Sweden and elsewhere. An analysis of the available data appears in the 
two chapters that follow. First, trends in crime rates and prevalence are com-
pared in a select number of countries as a background for the Swedish case. The 
chapter discusses evidence about the so- called “convergence hypothesis” of 
urban and rural crime rates. Then, the analysis focuses on specific types of 
violent and property crimes in rural areas, drawing conclusions for rural areas 
across countries when possible. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the geography of property and violent crime in Sweden. 
The analysis focuses first on trends and geographical differences between urban 



  

 

 

  

 

 

6 Introduction 

areas, accessible rural areas, and remote rural areas, made feasible by the use of 
Geographical Information Systems (GIS). Then, crime rates are cross- sectionally 
modeled as a function of municipalities’ characteristics. An important change in 
the regional geography of crime is the shift of clusters of high rates of theft and 
residential burglary, from Stockholm to Skåne (Skåne, the southernmost area of 
Sweden). Modeling results show links between spatial variations in property 
crime rates and the regions’ demographic, socioeconomic, and locational charac-
teristics, both in 1996 and 2007. Evidence from regression models also indicates 
that accessible rural municipalities, particularly those located in southern 
Sweden, were more criminogenic in 2007 than they were a decade previous. 
Changes in routine activities associated with existing and new social disorgani-
zation risk factors are highlighted as potential causes of increased vulnerability 
in accessible rural areas during the past decade. 

Perceived safety in rural areas is the theme of Part III of the book. People fear 
crime less in rural areas than they do in urban areas. This fact represents a partial 
picture of perceived safety, because people can fear greatly even if they perceive 
little chance of a crime occurring. It is likely that the experience of crime in rural 
areas differs qualitatively as well as quantitatively from urban areas. This part 
looks beyond actual statistics on perceived safety in rural and urban areas to 
shed light on the nature of fear among those living in rural areas. It also suggests 
why we should care about perceived safety in rural areas. In Chapter 6, instead 
of reducing the issue of fear of crime to risk of victimization, we turn to a dis-
cussion in which fear can be discussed in a broader context of rural areas, with 
particular attention to the Swedish case. The chapter highlights the need for 
knowledge in different areas of research on fear of crime in rural contexts. 
Chapter 7 concentrates on examples of what fear of crime statistics show in dif-
ferent countries about rural and urban environments and concludes with exam-
ples from Swedish rural areas. 

In Part IV, Chapter 8 presents crime in a rural context with a focus on farm 
and environmental and wildlife crimes, youth- related problems, and violence 
against women. Chapter 8 indicates how previous literature on rural crime sug-
gests that crime in rural areas is more varied now than it once was. Rural crime 
includes thefts of fertilizer and tractors as well as environmental offenses, such 
as illegal dumping of oil. The chapter also reviews the current literature on farm 
and environmental crimes in Sweden. The Swedish case study is based on an 
analysis of both police- recorded data and Swedish print and Internet media 
coverage (newspapers) on farm and environmental crimes in rural Sweden. 
Chapter 8 concludes with a discussion of the barriers to detecting and prosecut-
ing offenders who commit farm and environmental crimes. 

Chapter 9 focuses on youngsters living in rural areas as well as youth- related 
disorder. Youth- related crime is often regarded by those working with crime pre-
vention in rural areas as the main safety problem (Ceccato & Dolmén, 2013). 
This chapter characterizes what are considered “youth problems” in rural areas 
in different country contexts (United States, United Kingdom, Australia, and 
Sweden). 



  

 

 

 
            

 
           

            
            

 

  

Aim, scope, and book structure 7 

The chapter about violence against women touches on the barriers women 
living in rural areas face in reporting violence. In Chapter 10, the Swedish case 
study is discussed by highlighting urban–rural trends, geographical patterns, and 
a discussion of determinants of violence against women. To provide a basis for 
the analysis of the Swedish case, Chapter 10 also lists individual and structural 
factors pointed out in the international literature as determinants of violence 
against women in rural areas. 

Part V is about policing and crime prevention in a rural context. Chapter 11 
starts with an international overview of what “policing” has been, with particular 
focus on the historical development of the rural police as an institution. The 
chapter also provides detailed historical development of policing in Swedish 
rural areas and discusses examples of police officers’ contemporary daily work 
with crime, crime prevention, and community safety. The chapter ends with a 
discussion of future challenges for policing in the Swedish countryside as the 
commodification of policing has become a reality and the police organization is 
becoming centralized. 

Chapters 12–14 present the challenges of those working in local crime preven-
tion in rural areas. Although this chapter draws upon empirical work done in 
Swedish rural municipalities, the analysis also reports on experiences from the 
United States, United Kingdom, and Australia. Here actions are directed to three 
types of crime. Chapter 12 concerns farm crime and crimes against nature and 
wildlife, Chapter 13 deals with prevention of youth-related crime, and Chapter 14 
is devoted to the challenges in preventing women abuse in rural communities. 

Part VI summarizes the most important issues related to crime, perceived 
safety, and crime prevention in Swedish rural areas, and, more importantly, 
Chapter 15 defines an agenda for future research. 
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