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A m y C a i a z z a

Don’t Bowl at Night: Gender, Safety, and Civic Participation

W hile writing this article, I received the following e-mail from my
neighborhood association:

At approximately midnight on Sunday, April 15, a female resident
was abducted at knifepoint from the alley behind [her house] by
two assailants. . . . Upon abduction, the victim screamed. She was
then forced to give up her wallet and credit cards and jewelry and
drive her car [away]. She was then told to strip naked and was
threatened with sexual assault and physical injury. Eventually, she
was allowed to drive away and she was not injured. Her wallet and
credit cards were returned. Her jewelry was not. The 3D police
department has been notified and is putting the area on special alert.

An hour later, the next message followed: “There was a similar case on
April 7 [a few blocks away], same MO except for the stripping part and
they drove the female to several ATM machines.” Both of these incidents
occurred within five blocks of my home. During the week in question, I
planned to attend an evening yoga class and a community association
meeting, both of which would have meant walking home in the dark.
When these e-mails appeared, I was less happy about the plans. Instead,
my community involvement seemed like a bad idea—a way of putting
myself at increased risk of becoming a victim of crime.

This experience confirmed the importance of considering several issues
that have not been explored extensively in analyses of civic and political
engagement among men and women: Do perceived levels of safety from
crime or violence influence men’s and women’s decisions to become in-

This article was written in part with the support of the John S. and James L. Knight
Foundation as part of a project on gender and civic engagement. Kevin Moore, economics
doctoral candidate at The Johns Hopkins University, and Gi-Taik Oh, former research analyst
at the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, assisted with the data analysis in the article. I
would also like to express gratitude to Heidi Hartmann, Barbara Gault, and two anonymous
reviewers for helpful and constructive comments.



1608 ❙ Caiazza

volved in their communities? Since many of these activities are scheduled
after work, in the evenings, when it is dark out, does fear of the dark keep
people from participating in them? And do men and women approach
these issues differently? That is, does perceived vulnerability to crime in-
fluence a woman’s choice to become involved in different ways than it
influences a man’s?

I investigate these questions by studying the relationships between
men’s and women’s levels of perceived safety from crime and violence in
their neighborhoods and communities, on the one hand, and their in-
volvement in community organizations and activities, on the other hand.
I analyze the ways that perceived safety interacts with other predictors of
civic engagement, including income, residence, education, and parental
and marital status, to influence overall levels of involvement. I find that,
overall, levels of perceived safety have a more significant effect on women’s
civic engagement than they do on men’s. For women as a group, a sense
of perceived safety is strongly related to involvement in the community,
while a lack of perceived safety is linked to disengagement. In contrast,
among men as a group, safety plays a relatively insignificant role in en-
couraging or discouraging engagement.

Perceived safety does not, however, have a uniform relationship with
civic engagement for all men and women. First, a few factors, such as
income and education levels (examined in many existing models of civic
engagement), explain the participation of women and men with lower
levels of perceived safety more fully than these factors explain participation
for those with higher safety. This suggests that in the absence of perceived
safety, these more traditionally studied factors play a more important role
in shaping levels of activism among men and women than they do when
safety exists. In contrast, when men and women feel safe, these other
factors become less important.

In addition, the importance of perceived safety also has an interesting
relationship with questions of income and class. Perceived safety is more
important in shaping the community engagement of women with higher
incomes than it is in shaping the engagement of women with lower in-
comes. Low-income women are also much less likely to feel safe than
high-income women. In conjunction with the findings noted above about
women with higher and lower levels of safety, these findings suggest that
women with lower incomes simply do not rely on a sense of security as
a resource—perhaps because they cannot. As safety becomes more of a
guarantee, it becomes a basic resource for participation that can eclipse
some of the more traditionally studied ones, at least for women.

All of these findings have implications for the design and focus of



S I G N S Winter 2005 ❙ 1609

attempts to increase civic engagement among women and men, as well
as for our understanding of political rights and the impact of ostensibly
“private” dynamics on “public” activities like political and civic partici-
pation. They suggest that community leaders may need to consider issues
of safety in order to increase women’s community involvement. They also
suggest that freedom from gender-based violence should be construed as
a basic political right—not just because women should be free from a fear
of violence and from assault and bodily harm but also because a sense of
security may encourage women’s community involvement. That is, like
the right to freedom of speech or to assembly, freedom from gender-based
violence can help guarantee the existence of minimal conditions that would
encourage democratic engagement among all citizens.

My results also underscore the conclusions of other research suggesting
that differences in access to more traditionally studied resources (such as
income and education) shape inequalities in civic engagement. Especially for
low-income women and men, these resources are important to overcoming
the barriers to participation that a lack of safety can erect. As a result, a wide
range of gender- and class-based social and economic inequalities should be
a source of concern for researchers exploring inequality in participation.

Gender, civic engagement, and safety

Civic engagement has become a hot topic among academics, policy mak-
ers, and activists alike. Thanks in part to Robert Putnam’s highly visible
essay from 1995, “Bowling Alone,” and his subsequent full-length book
of the same title (2000), policy and academic discussions have focused on
the health of American democracy and its tradition of community in-
volvement. According to Putnam (2000), levels of civic activity have
dropped tremendously over the past three decades after peaking in the
1950s and 1960s. This drop is problematic because civic engagement
fosters a sense of trust among citizens—it develops the “social capital”
that allows citizens also to trust their government, to feel that their actions
matter to changing society as a whole, and to believe that their government
and society are concerned with their well-being (Putnam 1993, 2000;
Brehm and Rahn 1997). Civic and political engagement are also important
because through them, citizens can articulate their needs and interests to
the community at large and demand policy remedies. Those who do not
participate are less likely to see their needs addressed (see Verba, Schloz-
man, and Brady 1995).

Researchers who study civic participation have analyzed a wide variety
of activities, including involvement in community associations, volun-
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teerism, charitable giving, and serving in the leadership of political, reli-
gious, or community groups. Some research on civic activism also extends
to more politically oriented activities directed at policy change, such as
voting, writing letters to elected officials, working on campaigns, attending
political meetings, or protesting; some research is almost exclusively con-
cerned with these more directly political acts.

In this article I am primarily concerned with the less explicitly political
set of activities: I study involvement in activities aimed at improving the
well-being of communities through providing services, pursuing hobbies
or leisure activities, building neighborhood infrastructure, or strengthening
community ties. I focus on these kinds of activities because they have a less
specific set of goals than more politically oriented activity: they are not
necessarily concerned with policy change but with broader mandates such
as bringing people with similar interests together or building strong com-
munity organizations. As a result, they have been the primary focus of
researchers like Putnam, who argue that these activities are a backbone of
the health of U.S. communities—not because they lead to better policy
(although they might) but because they help develop the dense networks
that result in higher levels of community trust and cooperation.

At the same time, I recognize that the distinction between political
and civic engagement is murky at best. Many community associations, for
example, provide forums for political discussions. Religious activities often
result in political activism. Moreover, political activities can lead to ends
such as social development and institution building much as nonpolitical
activities do, despite a different set of explicit goals more directly related
to politics and policy making. Thus, instead of finely distinguishing be-
tween the two sides of these activities, I consider political participation
to be a subset of civic participation. I also treat research primarily con-
cerned with political engagement as relevant to discussions about activism
that is less explicitly political.

Existing research on gender and civic engagement

Depending on the type of activity, there are some significant differences
between men’s and women’s levels of civic and political engagement.
Sometimes women are more likely to participate, and sometimes men are.
Women are less likely to contact elected officials or work on campaigns
than men are, but in recent years they have been more likely than men
to vote (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Schlozman 2000; Burns,
Schlozman, and Verba 2001). In the Citizen Participation Study, one of
the most comprehensive studies measuring men’s and women’s political,
civic, and religious involvement, Sidney Verba, Kay Schlozman, and Henry



S I G N S Winter 2005 ❙ 1611

Brady find that, overall, men average 2.3 for women’s 2.0 political acts
per year, a 15 percent difference (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).
Similarly, using the National Study of Daily Experiences, a time-use study,
David Almeida and Daniel McDonald find that, controlling for numbers
of hours worked and children at home, women are less likely to provide
volunteer help than men (Almeida and McDonald 2000).

On the other hand, there are a few areas where women are more likely
than men to be involved. Women are more likely to be active in their
churches than men (although they are less likely to serve as board members
or officers), and they are more likely to give their time to charitable or-
ganizations (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001). Putnam (2000) finds
that on average, women go to between 0.7 and 3.2 more club meetings
per year than men, depending on their employment status (with women
in the workforce more involved than those who are not, and part-time
women workers more involved than full-time). Women are also more likely
than men to be affiliated with certain types of organizations, including those
focused on youth and education (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001).

What can account for these differences between men’s and women’s
activism? Why people participate in civic activism is the focus of much
recent research. Using their analysis of the Citizen Participation Study,
Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) have outlined a “civic voluntarism”
model of participation involving three basic elements: resources, moti-
vations, and recruitment. Resources such as money, time, and civic skills
are the basic assets that increase an individual’s capacity to act; they make
participation easier and thus more likely. Motivations (interest, informa-
tion, and efficacy) encourage individuals to direct their resources toward
participation. Recruitment networks serve as catalysts for action. In gen-
eral, each set of factors encourages participation, and people are most
likely to participate when all three factors are present—that is, when they
have sufficient resources and personal motivations and are also asked to
do so (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Verba, Burns, and Schlozman
1997; Saidel 2001).

At the aggregate level, women have less access than men to all three
factors facilitating civic engagement. Women are less interested in politics,
know less about politics, and are less likely to feel that political involvement
matters than men. They have lower incomes and earnings, and they have
somewhat less free time than men. Because they are less likely to participate
in the workforce, they lack some of the recruitment networks that en-
courage activism. When they work, the jobs they do are less likely to
provide access to those recruitment networks than the jobs men do. Fi-
nally, women have relatively few role models in political leaders to coun-
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teract the image of politics as a “male-only” club. For all these reasons,
women’s overall lower rates of participation are not surprising (although
again, there are some areas where women are actually more active than
men [Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Verba, Burns, and Schlozman
1997; Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001]).

Because women’s increased labor-force participation is among the most
controversial developments of the last few decades, many researchers have
focused on women’s civic engagement as a function of their status as
workers. Since most women did not traditionally participate in the work-
force, it seems possible that their increased responsibilities would lead to
less free time to participate in civic activities. Most research findings, how-
ever, have not confirmed this hypothesis. Instead, as noted above, women
who work are more likely to engage in civic and political activities, and
those who work part-time are generally more active than those who work
full-time (Putnam 2000; Schlozman 2000; Wilson and Musick 2000).
Why? Researchers have argued that women’s labor-force participation in-
creases their access to resources such as income and recruitment mechanisms
like personal and professional networks, which in turn increase the likelihood
of participation. At the same time, women who work full-time experience
a time crunch associated with their disproportionate domestic workload
compared with men’s (Robinson and Godbey 1997; Crittenden 2001).
This factor probably decreases the participation of full-time working mothers
compared with that of men (or even full-time working fathers).

Another resource that seems to affect political participation has to do
with men’s and women’s relative control over household financial deci-
sions. Surveys of husbands and wives have found that men who control
the household finances in married-couple families are more likely to par-
ticipate in civic activities than other men and that most husbands have
this control (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 1997). This finding dovetails
with feminist research arguing that men’s political participation depends
on their control over women’s domestic and reproductive labor, which
frees men to become public citizens (see Pateman 1989). When men have
control over financial decision making, they probably also have more con-
trol over other aspects of women’s lives and over their own lives, enabling
them to participate more in civic and political activities. That is, men’s
control over women is itself a resource for civic engagement.

Overall, the existing research on gender issues related to civic engage-
ment provides an interesting perspective on the differences between men’s
and women’s levels of activism and the possible reasons for those differ-
ences. At the same time, it is possible to imagine other kinds of resources
to which women and men have different levels of access, which in turn
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may affect their levels of community involvement. One of these is per-
ceived safety, the subject of this article, which could be a crucial resource
allowing citizens to be involved in community activities.

Civic engagement and safety

Feminist political theorists suggest that violence and women’s fear of it may
affect women’s political engagement. Virginia Sapiro (1993), for example,
notes that according to psychological research, women are more likely than
men to see themselves as potential victims. This fear often affects daily
decisions about how to conduct their lives, and it could also influence their
decisions to be involved in community activities.

Despite the significance of violence in women’s lives, fear of violence
and violence targeted at women are generally not thought of as funda-
mental to women’s political power and participation. As many feminist
theorists have argued, this silence exists in part because of women’s tra-
ditional absence from political processes; since women were and are largely
excluded from the enterprise of defining basic political rights and the issues
that are considered important to political systems, their unique experiences
and potential political interests are usually considered extraneous to basic
rights and democratic functions.1 And since men are less likely than women
to see themselves as potential victims of violence, and especially violence
typically targeted at women, such as sexual assault, it is not surprising that
this aspect of women’s experiences is largely absent from concepts of basic
political rights in the United States. It is also not surprising that violence
and fear of violence are largely excluded from analyses of the factors in-
fluencing civic engagement, research that has been dominated by men
and male perspectives on what properly constitutes political issues.2

But for many women, the threat of violence and crime is tangibly real.
Although statistics on violence against women are notoriously problem-
atic, research by the U.S. Department of Justice suggests that 17.6 percent
of women—one in six women—have experienced rape or attempted rape.
This compares with just 3 percent of men. Importantly, men are more
likely to experience nonsexual physical assault (including everything from
being slapped to having a knife used against them) than women: 66.4
percent of men and 51.9 percent of women have experienced this kind
of assault (Tjaden and Thoennes 1998). Nonetheless, rape is arguably one
of the most serious forms of assault, and women’s likelihood of experi-

1 See Kerber 1980; Pateman 1989; Hirschmann 1992; Phillips 1993.
2 It is also true that many data sources make it difficult to study participation and safety

because few measure both. But these, too, have been largely designed by male social scientists.
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encing it is quite high. And, as argued above, a fear of violence seems to
affect women’s lives and patterns of behavior more than it affects men’s.

The public face of the U.S. justice and legal systems is not likely to
assuage women’s sense of vulnerability. Only about 12 percent of police
officers are women. Women hold only 7.4 percent of top command po-
sitions and about 8.8 percent of supervisory positions within police forces
(International Association of Chiefs of Police 1998). Almost 70 percent
of lawyers and 85 percent of federal judges are men (Rhode 2001). This
male control of the justice system probably does not encourage women
to feel that their safety from male violence will be guaranteed or taken
seriously. That is, male domination of power institutionalizes a culture of
violence and fear of violence against women.

It is no stretch to think that a fear of violence would dampen women’s
political and civic participation. Civic activities are often planned after
work in the evenings. If women fear violence in their neighborhoods and
communities, they may avoid those kinds of activities. That is, safety might
be an important resource contributing to women’s participation.

The impact of safety on civic engagement

To test the hypothesis that levels of perceived safety play a role in deter-
mining women’s levels of civic engagement, in this section I analyze the
relationship between the two variables and compare the effects of per-
ceived safety on civic involvement with the effects of other variables rel-
evant to men’s and women’s engagement, such as income, work status,
and parental status, all of which have been found to affect civic engagement
in other studies.

The analysis in this article relies on data from the Community Indicators
Survey, an instrument commissioned and designed by the John S. and James
L. Knight Foundation.3 While a variety of individual surveys—including
such prominent instruments as the American National Election Studies and
the General Social Survey—measure levels of political and civic engagement,
the Community Indicators Survey is one of the few to also include questions
measuring men’s and women’s perceived levels of safety within their com-

3 The Community Indicators Survey was designed to measure levels of community in-
volvement, concern for a variety of issues and problems, and other aspects of civic health in
twenty-six communities and in the nation as a whole (the Knight Foundation works to
improve the quality of life in twenty-six U.S. communities where the Knight brothers owned
newspapers). The national survey, which encompasses a nationally representative sample of
1,206 adults age eighteen and over, was conducted by telephone in the fall of 1999 and
used in my analysis.
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Figure 1 Levels of civic involvement among men and women; ** p difference significant
at .01.

munities. It simultaneously focuses on respondents’ voluntary involvement
in civic and social programs and groups within their communities; it mea-
sures their levels of community involvement in a relatively direct fashion.

Figure 1 presents basic findings from the Community Indicators Survey
about men’s and women’s levels of civic engagement, as measured by
questions about their involvement in several types of civic activities and
organizations (see the appendix for wording of the relevant questions).
As figure 1 shows, levels of civic engagement are slightly higher among
women than men, with approximately 65 percent of women and 59 per-
cent of men participating in some kind of activity. Involvement in some
kinds of civic activities, including neighborhood or civic groups, youth
development programs, and arts or cultural groups, does not vary sig-
nificantly by sex. But women are more likely than men to participate in
two kinds of activities: programs for the poor, elderly, or homeless, and
tutoring or other educational programs.

As noted in the previous section, the existing research does not con-
sistently find that women are more likely to participate in many forms of
civic and political activism; in fact, men are the more likely participants.
Within this study, women’s higher levels of civic participation are probably
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Table 1. Safety among Men and Women (%)

Safety at Night Women Men

Walking in neighborhood:
Very safe 43.8 59.5
Somewhat safe 34.5 29.4
Not too safe 12.6 6.2
Not at all safe 4.5 2.3
Do not know/refused 4.7 .0

Downtown:
Very safe 27.0 36.3
Somewhat safe 36.2 38.5
Not too safe 17.0 11.7
Not at all safe 10.2 5.7
Do not know/refused 9.6 7.8

Note: Differences significant at .001.

related to the types of participation measured. In contrast to studies of
more directly political involvement (the primary focus, e.g., of the Citizen
Participation Study), the questions used here ask about involvement in
locally based groups and activities, whether they are directed at policy
change or electoral politics. These kinds of activities are more consistent
with the kinds of civic (and not necessarily political) activities measured
by Putnam (2000) in his findings of higher levels of engagement among
women. In addition, women’s higher level of involvement specifically in
youth and education programs is consistent with the findings of Burns,
Schlozman, and Verba (2001).

Levels of perceived safety and the link to civic engagement

Men are more likely than women to feel safe in their communities. Table
1 presents findings on sex differences in levels of perceived safety (see
appendix for question wording). Notably, table 1 indicates that the ma-
jority of respondents feel either very safe or somewhat safe in their neigh-
borhoods and downtown areas. However, sizable proportions of the pop-
ulation, and especially women, claim to feel either not too safe or not at
all safe. Among men, 9 percent feel unsafe in their neighborhoods at
night. Twice as many women, over 17 percent, feel unsafe there. Similarly,
17 percent of men and 27 percent of women claimed to feel unsafe down-
town at night.

At face value, comparing figure 1 and table 1 presents a contradiction:
more men than women feel safe in their communities, but more women
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Table 2. Levels of Civic Participation among Men and Women, by
Perceived Levels of Safety (%)

Level of Perceived Safety All Women Men

In one’s neighborhood:
Very safe 65.1 71.6 59.9
Somewhat safe 61.7 66.2 55.9
Not too safe/not at all safe 53.1 47.8 64.7

Downtown:
Very safe 67.5 74.1 62.2
Somewhat safe 65.4 70.1 60.7
Not too safe/not at all safe 51.5 52.3 50.2

Note: Differences significant at .001.

than men are involved in community activities. This might suggest that
the two variables are unrelated. However, as table 2 shows, in general
people who feel safe are more likely to participate than those who do not.
Among all respondents, about 65 percent of people who feel very safe in
their neighborhoods are civically engaged, while just 53 percent of those
who feel unsafe are. Similarly, 68 percent of respondents who feel very
safe downtown participate in community groups, while 52 percent of those
who feel unsafe do. Importantly, these findings vary substantially by sex.
For women, the drop in participation from those who feel “very safe” to
those who feel “not too safe/not at all safe” in their neighborhoods is
almost 24 percentage points, while for men, participation actually increases
about 5 percentage points as perceived safety drops. Differences by sex
are also apparent in the relationship between civic engagement and per-
ceived levels of safety downtown, although they are not as drastic. Women
who feel “not too safe/not at all safe” are about 22 percentage points
less likely to participate than those who feel very safe. Among men, feeling
unsafe is also related to lower levels of engagement, but the drop is only
12 percentage points.

Table 2 seems to suggest that levels of perceived safety do in fact have
a strong relationship with civic engagement, especially for women. At the
same time, even if safety plays a role in predicting civic engagement, it
may play a less prominent or influential one than a variety of other factors,
including those captured by existing research: income, residence, and pa-
rental status, for example. Other variables—including education, race, and
age—have also been isolated as important factors predicting civic en-
gagement and could also prove more important than perceived levels of
safety (see, e.g., Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Putnam 2000). Al-
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ternatively, levels of perceived safety may simply be a proxy for a set of
indicators not accounted for in table 2. For example, women who live in
relatively low-income neighborhoods may feel less safe than women in
other areas, because of higher levels of crime and inadequate police pro-
tection. But low-income women may not be civically engaged for reasons
besides personal safety: they could lack time, a sense of efficacy, or many
other factors influencing civic engagement. Links between race and in-
come in the United States, as well as persistent evidence of racism (which
could mean that fewer women of color are recruited for activism [Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995]), may also mean that women of color are
less likely to be involved in civic activities than white women. Thus, it is
important to examine these competing explanatory variables of civic en-
gagement to determine the effects of perceived safety in and of itself.

Table 3 begins this examination. This table presents the results of two
logistic regressions used to evaluate the influence of perceived levels of
safety and several other variables on levels of civic engagement among
men and women. The findings in table 3 suggest that safety plays an
important role in predicting levels of civic involvement. And for women,
it plays a more important role than most other factors.

As table 3 shows, among all women, feeling safe in one’s neighborhood
is one of the most important predictors of civic engagement among the
independent variables tested. It is equaled or surpassed in significance and
in its odds ratio only by the influence of income level;4 having an annual
income of at least $60,000 increases civic engagement most significantly
in this model. Safety’s significance is equaled by that of knowing the
neighbors and having school-age children, both of which also increase
the likelihood of participation.5 Both of these variables, however, have

4 In logistic regression, which is preferred over ordinary least squares regression when a
dependent variable is binary, the odds ratio helps describe the relationship between a change
in a score for an independent variable and a change in the likelihood of a positive score on
the dependent variable. Crudely speaking, this score measures the odds that the presence
(or absence) of an independent variable will be associated with the presence (or absence) of
a dependent variable. For example, in table 3, the odds of a woman who feels safe in her
neighborhood being civically engaged are 2.27 times greater than the odds for a woman
who feels unsafe. An odds ratio of 1.00 indicates that a change in the independent variable
is not at all associated with a change in the dependent variable. Variables with odds ratios
less than 1.0 have a negative statistical relationship with the dependent variable, while those
larger than 1.0 have a positive one. The bigger the difference from 1.0, the larger the
association between variables.

5 In separate analyses, Heidi Hartmann and I argue that the variable “knowing the
neighbors,” which is significant for women in this and other models, may capture a potential
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Table 3. Logistic Regressions of Civic Participation by Sex (Odds Ratios)

Women Men

Safe in neighborhood 2.27* .46+

Safe downtown 1.46 1.64
Know neighbors 2.12* 1.21
Homeowner .93 1.11
Rural .94 1.17
Suburb .91 1.04
Work 1.11 1.13
Married .57+ .95
Child under age five .70 1.01
Child age five to seventeen 2.04* 1.94*
High-school educated 1.02 1.98+

Some college 1.72 2.73*
College degree 2.02 4.24**
White .60 .89
Age .93 1.00
Age2 1.00 1.00
Income level 2 1.17 1.19
Income level 3 3.62** 1.19
R2 .11 .08
N 454 462

Note: The dependent variable is whether a respondent participated in any form of civic
engagement. Values less than 1.0 indicate a negative association with participation, while
values greater than 1.0 indicate a positive association. For the purposes of this model,
“white” serves as a contrast to “black and other.” Because of limitations in the data, I
could not compare whites with both blacks and other races and ethnicities. Income level
2 encompasses individuals in families with incomes from $30,000 to under $60,000 per
year. Income level 3 includes individuals in families with incomes of $60,000 and more
per year.
+ Significant at .10.
* Significant at .05.
** Significant at .01.

smaller odds ratios than perceived safety. Finally, being married decreases
the likelihood of participation at a lower significance level. None of the
other variables is associated with a significant change in the likelihood of
participation for women.

Safety plays a very different role in predicting men’s civic engagement.
As it is for women, safety in one’s neighborhood is one of only a few
significant variables predicting civic activism (although its significance is

recruitment mechanism: interaction with neighbors leads to requests for involvement in
various activities (Caiazza 2001; Caiazza and Hartmann 2001).
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lower for men than for women). But for men, feeling safe in their neigh-
borhoods decreases the likelihood of participation.6 Education also plays
a different role for men than it does for women; for women, the education
variables in the model presented here do not affect participation significantly,
while increased education increases men’s likelihood of civic engagement.
Only one variable plays the same role for women as for men: both men
and women are more likely to participate if they have a child between the
ages of five and seventeen. Overall, safety is not as related to men’s levels
of civic engagement as it is to women’s once the other variables are ac-
counted for.

To illustrate the difference in safety’s importance as a variable affecting
civic engagement for women and men, consider the following example:
take a person who lives in an urban area, works, is married with a child
between the ages of five and seventeen, has some college, is white and
age thirty, and has an income over $30,000 and under $60,000. De-
pending on sex and perceived levels of safety, this person’s probability of
being involved in a form of civic engagement varies in the following ways:

Man, feels unsafe in his neighborhood and downtown: .69
Man, feels safe in his neighborhood and downtown: .67
Woman, feels unsafe in her neighborhood and downtown: .40
Woman, feels safe in her neighborhood and downtown: .64

In this example, the man’s probability of participation starts out almost
75 percent higher than the woman’s, but it actually falls by about 3 percent
as he begins to feel safe. In contrast, the woman starts out with a relatively
low probability of participation, but her probability of being involved
increases by about 60 percent as she feels safer.

Why does safety matter? Facilitating participation

If perceived safety is important to women’s civic engagement, at what
point in the decision of whether or not to get involved does it matter?
Does a lack of perceived safety short-circuit the traditional model of par-
ticipation? Alternatively, do other kinds of resources (such as income or
education) help women citizens overcome a lack of perceived safety? And
how do these processes differ for men and women? Are they truly affected
differently, or is it just a matter of access: since women are more likely to

6 It is possible that men who feel unsafe are motivated to participate by joining programs
designed to decrease crime and increase safety in their neighborhoods. Alternatively, the
relationship noted here may be a false one: this variable is significant at a fairly low threshold
for men, indicating that the likelihood that the relationship occurs by chance is somewhat
higher than it is for the other significant variables.
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Table 4. Logistic Regressions of Civic Participation by Sex and Perceived Safety (Odds
Ratios)

Women Men

Low Safety High Safety Low Safety High Safety

Know neighbors 1.00 3.55** 3.48* 1.02
Homeowner 2.63* .68 2.86* .88
Rural .32* 1.22 .68 1.24
Suburb .58 1.14 .40* 1.19
Work .75 1.08 1.88 .93
Married .55 .55 .49 1.07
Child under five .25** 1.05 .72 1.22
Child age five to

seventeen 1.55 1.74 1.63 2.06*
High-school educated .72 1.19 1.90 1.77
Some college 1.58 1.87 3.57+ 2.42+

College degree .98 2.78 2.92 3.76*
White .54 .52 1.11 .95
Age 1.01 .92 1.06 1.02
Age2 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Income level 2 .59 1.41 .28* 1.36
Income level 3 4.15+ 3.62* 2.00 1.08
R2 .15 .11 .22 .06
N 223 277 155 352

Note: The dependent variable is whether a respondent participated in any form of civic
engagement. Values less than 1.0 indicate a negative association with participation, while
values greater than 1.0 indicate a positive association. High-safety men and women report
feeling very or somewhat safe in their neighborhoods or downtown. Low-safety men and
women report feeling not at all or not too safe in their neighborhoods or downtown. For
the purposes of this model, “white” serves as a contrast to “black and other.” Because of
limitations in the data, I could not compare whites with both blacks and other races and
ethnicities. Income level 2 encompasses individuals in families with incomes from $30,000
to under $60,000 per year. Income level 3 includes individuals in families with incomes of
$60,000 and more per year.
+ Significant at .10.
* Significant at .05.
** Significant at .01.

feel unsafe, is their dampened level of safety simply more visible in the
process of engagement?

The analysis in table 4 provides one set of clues for answering these
questions. Table 4 presents a set of four models comparing the importance
of traditional predictors of civic engagement for four different groups:
women who feel unsafe, women who feel safe, men who feel unsafe, and
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men who feel safe.7 The goal of this analysis is to assess whether and how
more traditional models of participation explain levels of engagement for
each group while controlling for safety. These findings can help clarify
and compare how safety fits into the process of participation.

As table 4 shows, the variables most strongly associated with civic par-
ticipation differ among the four groups studied. For low-safety women,
having a child under five years old, homeownership, living in a rural (as
opposed to an urban or suburban) area, and having an income of $60,000
per year or more are the most important variables related to civic partic-
ipation. Homeownership and income have positive associations with en-
gagement, while rural living and having a young child are negatively as-
sociated with it. For low-safety men (for whom the more traditional model
explains the most), knowing the neighbors, homeownership, living in the
suburbs, income, and education are most important. Knowing the neigh-
bors, homeownership, some college education, and an income of $30,000
or higher (but not necessarily in the highest range) were positively as-
sociated with participation; suburban living was negatively associated with
it. For high-safety women, knowing the neighbors and higher incomes
are significantly and positively associated with increases in the likelihood
of participation; for high-safety men, having a school-age child and either
some college education or a college degree are associated with higher rates
of participation.

Table 4 also shows that more traditional models of civic engagement
explain levels of involvement better for women and men with lower levels
of perceived safety than for those with higher levels. The R2 scores (a
measure of the proportion of variance captured by the model) are .15
and .22, respectively, for the models for low-safety women and men,
indicating that the factors in the model for low-safety men explain the
most variance in civic engagement, with the model for low-safety women
next. For high-safety women and men, R2 scores are lower, at .11 and
.06, respectively.

The much higher explanatory value of the model for low-safety men
contradicts the findings in table 3 by suggesting that safety is indeed a
problem for civic engagement, at least among some men. Notably, though,
low-safety men constitute a small group compared with the other three:
just one-third of all men are in the low-safety grouping, even though
feeling unsafe in either one’s neighborhood or downtown places a re-

7 To create these groups, I divided the men and women into two groups each: high-
safety residents felt very or somewhat safe in their neighborhoods or downtown; low-safety
residents felt not too safe or not at all safe.
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spondent in this category. Higher overall levels of perceived safety among
men (presented in table 1) probably lessen the effect of this variable on
the aggregate model for their sex from table 3.

Because the more traditional models explain more variance for both
low-safety women and men, the findings in table 4 also suggest that as
levels of safety increase, the “traditional” resources examined in these
models become less important—for both women and men. This in turn
suggests that lower levels of perceived safety do not short-circuit the
process of civic engagement—they do not disrupt an otherwise working
process. In contrast, higher levels of perceived safety perhaps provide a
basic level of security that can eclipse other resources in determining
overall levels of involvement. That is, perhaps once safety can be relied
on as a resource, other factors become less important because residents
do not need them to compensate for a fear of crime or violence.

With regard to the higher-safety group, this hypothesis could be per-
ceived as good news for researchers and activists concerned with the im-
portance of income and education inequality in shaping inequalities in
participation; perhaps addressing issues of safety would help alleviate some
of the entrenched civic disparities linked to those issues. At the same time,
these findings suggest that differences in access to traditional resources
are more important among those in low-safety areas and may actually
exacerbate inequalities in civic engagement there—especially because low-
safety men and women may also be less likely to have access to some of
those resources, including income, one of the most important resources
linked to levels of civic engagement.

Income, safety, and civic engagement

All of these inferences call for further analysis—especially of the relation-
ships among income, safety, and civic engagement. In most of the United
States (and the world), income and safety are closely related. In general,
neighborhoods with higher incomes have less crime. In fact, it is possible
to imagine that income is a rough proxy for levels of safety. And, as figure
2 indicates, there is truth to this assertion, at least within the Community
Indicators Survey: respondents who have higher incomes (for this analysis,
$40,000 or more per year) report higher levels of perceived safety. About
69 percent of high-income women and 81 percent of high-income men
report feeling somewhat or very safe; 52 percent of low-income women
and 65 percent of low-income men do.

Because of the close relationship between safety and income, we might
expect similar results in the safety-based analysis in table 4 and in an analysis
based on income. That is, for men and women with lower incomes, var-
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Figure 2 Percentage of men and women who feel safe, by income level. Note: high-
safety men and women report feeling very or somewhat safe in their neighborhoods or
downtown. Low-safety men and women report feeling not at all or not too safe in their
neighborhoods or downtown. High-income men and women have incomes of $40,000 or
more per year, while low-income men and women have incomes below $40,000 per year.

iables besides perceived safety might be more important than they are for
men and women with higher incomes, since a certain level of perceived
safety seems to lessen the importance of these other factors. The results
in table 5 test this hypothesis.

Overall, table 5 suggests that among four groups—men and women
divided into higher- and lower-income categories—safety is a significant
variable for only one: higher-income women. For them, only safety in
one’s neighborhood (as opposed to downtown) plays a significant role,
and it is the only significant variable in the model. Again, feeling safe
increases the likelihood of participation. In contrast, for lower-income
women, knowing the neighbors, marital and parental status, and race are
significant, but safety is not. For these women, knowing the neighbors
and having a school-age child increase the likelihood of engagement, while
being married and white both decrease it. For low-income men, having
a school-age child and a higher level of education play significant roles,
both increasing participation. And for high-income men, there are no
significant variables in the model.

The R2 scores in the models presented in table 5 vary quite a bit, from
.04 for low-income men and .06 for high-income men to .09 for high-
income women and .12 for low-income women. The lower scores for
men (especially compared with the findings in table 4) suggest that con-
trolling for income eliminates a particularly key factor in understanding
levels of engagement among both. In contrast, R2 scores are higher for
women—and highest for low-income women. This finding suggests that
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Table 5. Logistic Regressions of Civic Participation by Sex and Income (Odds Ratios)

Women Men

Low Income High Income Low Income High Income

Safe in neighborhood 1.45 4.88** .65 .62
Safe downtown 1.59 2.05 1.57 1.10
Know neighbors 3.36** .44 1.07 1.60
Homeowner 1.13 .87 .84 1.89
Rural .70 1.06 .88 1.65
Suburb .74 .78 .67 1.49
Work 1.19 .47 1.57 .52
Married .39** .93 .68 1.43
Child under age five .53 .83 1.15 .86
Child age five to

seventeen 2.32* .92 2.40* 1.58
High-school educated .75 .34 2.11+ 1.26
Some college 1.74 .57 3.53** 1.63
College degree 1.46 .56 4.45** 2.56
White .50* .89 1.01 .65
Age .94 1.03 1.02 1.00
Age2 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
R2 .12 .09 .04 .06
N 306 194 270 237

Note: The dependent variable is whether a respondent participated in any form of civic
engagement. Negative values indicate a negative impact on participation, while positive values
indicate a positive impact. High-income men and women have incomes of $40,000 or more
per year, while low-income men and women have incomes below $40,000 per year. For the
purposes of this model, “white” serves as a contrast to “black and other.” Because of lim-
itations in the data, I could not compare whites with both blacks and other races and
ethnicities.
+ Significant at .10.
* Significant at .05.
** Significant at .01.

the variables analyzed here are more important than income to civic en-
gagement for this group (but again, safety is not among the significant
variables in this model).

These findings in some ways underscore and illuminate my previous
findings. Setting aside the importance of income as a predictor of civic
engagement, for low-income (and probably less-safe-feeling) women, tra-
ditional explanations of civic engagement are more important than safety
is, while for high-income (and probably safer) women, safety plays a more
significant role. But again, why?

Taken together with the high-low safety models, the income-based
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results seem to suggest the possibility that for lower-income women, be-
cause perceived safety is more rarely a resource, it may enter less often or
less profoundly into the process of deciding whether to participate. For
this group, a lack of perceived safety may be less unexpected, more a part
of everyday life. As a result, a heightened sense of safety does not increase
civic engagement, but neither does a lower sense of safety dampen it. It
simply plays no role as a resource, perhaps because it is not assumed that
it can be an everyday part of life.

In contrast, the kinds of factors that are associated with civic participation
among lower-income women come from sources that are more democrat-
ically accessible. For example, one of the most important predictors of civic
engagement for these women is knowing one’s neighbors. By knowing the
people in the neighborhood, women may either be recruited into partici-
pation or may simply feel a sense of community involvement (an important
form of social capital) that overcomes other barriers—including the potential
of perceived safety. While there are income-based differences in how well
individuals know their neighbors, they are less profound than differences
in perceived safety, and the vast majority of residents have this local con-
nection. According to data from the Community Indicators Survey, among
low-income men and women, 79 and 81 percent, respectively, know all or
some of their neighbors, while among high-income men and women, 87
and 91 percent do. In other words, the vast majority of low-income men
and women know their neighbors. For low-income women, the percentage
who know their neighbors (81 percent) is much higher than the pro-
portion who feel safe (52 percent).

The income-based results also help clarify the finding that safety plays
a similar role in shaping civic engagement among men and women, if to
different extents. Because perceived safety is not a significant variable
among high- or low-income men, it seems likely that the differences be-
tween men and women result from differences in levels of perceived safety.
Because fewer men feel low levels of safety (even in the low-income cat-
egory), this factor does not show up in the more aggregated models of
engagement, including that in table 5—but its importance is more evident
in the sorted analysis in table 4. Thus, safety plays a similar role in the
process of participation for women and men, but its effects are masked
by a lower likelihood among men of feeling unsafe.

Safety, women’s participation, and public policy

My findings support the hypothesis that a fear of violence influences
women’s political and civic participation more than men’s, with several
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important caveats. First, a lack of perceived safety does not seem to impede
engagement; rather, having perceived safety seems to overshadow the
resources studied in more traditional models of engagement, for both
men and women. Support for these conclusions is evident in the rela-
tionships among gender, class, and safety: safety plays an important role
for higher- but not lower-safety women and for higher- but not lower-
income women. Again, this suggests that as a resource, perceived safety
is essentially a nonissue for low-income women. Because only about half
of low-income women can rely on safety as a resource, it is eclipsed by
other factors in the process of becoming civically engaged. In contrast,
safety itself can overshadow the importance of other potential resources
for higher-income women; a sense of security seems more important to
their civic engagement than many variables included in more “traditional”
models of participation. Finally, men and women seem to value safety to
a similar degree. However, because women are less likely to feel relatively
safe, safety is more important in aggregate models of women’s engagement
than in men’s.

These conclusions support the argument by many feminist political
theorists that gender-based violence is an issue relevant to political and
civic participation. As many of these theorists have argued, because issues
of safety do not influence men’s participation as profoundly as they do
women’s, safety is not central to systems of political rights. Violence and
the fear of violence, however, should be central to our understanding of
the conditions that encourage democratic participation. If safety encour-
ages women’s civic engagement, it should be considered as much a po-
litical right as freedom of speech. Measures to ensure safety from violence
should be understood not just as a way to establish order and decrease
crime but also as a way to strengthen U.S. democracy and women’s access
to it.

The findings presented here could be taken to suggest that safety is
only an issue for higher-income women, since it is more important to the
statistical models analyzing their process of civic engagement. The com-
parisons between higher- and lower-income and higher- and lower-safety
women suggest, though, that creating a sense of security could benefit
all women. Without perceived safety, another set of resources can provide
the impetus needed for civic engagement, but the process of becoming
engaged may be easier if safety is a given—as suggested by the primary
importance of safety to higher-income women, who are much more likely
to feel and be safe. In other words, while not the only factor in the process
of civic engagement, safety may facilitate such engagement enough when
it is present that if all women (including low-income women) had a greater
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sense of security, levels of civic engagement might jump for this group as
well. That is, if lower-income women could rely on a sense of safety, they
might actually do so.

To encourage women’s participation in their communities, policy mak-
ers should support a strong set of policies designed to decrease levels of
violence and increase women’s perceived levels of safety within their neigh-
borhoods. Advocates concerned with violence against women have out-
lined many such policies. For example, specific punishments for gender-
based violence, as opposed to simple assault statutes, could increase
awareness of violence against women as a distinct type of crime and de-
crease judicial discrepancies in punishment (which often lead to lesser
punishments for perpetrators of gender-based violence [U.S. Department
of Justice 1998; Miller 1999]). By holding perpetrators of violence ac-
countable for their crimes, this policy would send the message that violence
against women is unacceptable and that the criminal justice system is
serious about holding perpetrators of violence accountable. Efforts to
recruit, hire, and train more female police and court officials, as well as
train them about issues concerning gender-based violence, could also in-
crease women’s sense of safety by bringing a more gender-sensitive ap-
proach and appearance to government and law enforcement. Once police,
prosecutors, and other judicial officials have been trained, their responses
to violence should be evaluated so that they can be held accountable,
either through a system of positive incentives or negative deterrents, for
whether or not they enforce or implement existing laws. Community
groups could also encourage activism by making participation more con-
venient and safe for women—by scheduling events during daylight hours,
at the end of workdays, or even at work sites, or by using e-mail as a
medium of participation and e-mail and other tools to build networks.

At the same time, my findings do not eliminate the need for other
policies that would improve women’s lives and simultaneously encourage
their political and civic participation. The burgeoning research on civic
engagement suggests that multiple factors—including disparities in labor-
force participation and parental responsibilities, differences in educational
attainment, income-based disparities, and others—are linked to gender-
and race-based inequalities in participation. The findings presented here
suggest that these kinds of disparities continue to play an important role
in the participation of men and women. Policy solutions for increasing
participation should, therefore, address them. Potentially effective actions
include strengthening equal opportunity provisions for women and mi-
norities; expanding education and training programs for low-income cit-
izens, and especially women, who often have more limited access to these
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opportunities; building more progressive tax policies; and adopting many
other policies designed to alleviate gender-, race-, and class-based in-
equality. This article joins the chorus of researchers on civic engagement
who argue that these kinds of policies can help improve the health of U.S.
democracy, for both men and women—by improving the economic status
of low-income citizens and by involving more citizens in civic and political
processes, which can in turn make these processes more responsive to
citizens’ needs.

Institute for Women’s Policy Research, Washington, D.C.

Appendix
Questions Analyzed from the Community Indicators Survey

Civic involvement questions (order is rotated)

CORE11a: Now as I read a list of community programs and groups, please tell
me if you spent time volunteering for a program or group like this
in the PAST 12 MONTHS. By volunteering I mean spending your time
helping without being paid for it. (In the past 12 months have you
volunteered your time to/How about) a tutoring or other educa-
tional program such as an after-school program or Sunday school
classes?

CORE11b: How about an arts or cultural group, such as a museum, theater, or
music group?

CORE11c: How about a youth development program such as a day-care center,
scouts, or Little League?

CORE11d: How about a neighborhood or civic group such as a block association
or neighborhood watch?

CORE11e: How about a program that helps poor, elderly, or homeless people?

Safety questions (order is rotated)

CORE06b: And, in general, how safe would you say you and your family are
from crime at each of the following locations? (First/How about)
when walking in your neighborhood after dark—are you very safe,
somewhat safe, not too safe, or not at all safe from crime?

CORE06c: How about when downtown at night—are you very safe, somewhat
safe, not too safe, or not at all safe from crime?
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