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Abstract: The social response to crime is implemented through crime control, that is, through 
the criminal justice system, crime prevention, law enforcement, and community and social 
programs and intervention methods outside the justice system. Examining the impact of the 
crime control system and institutions on crime is a relatively new trend in criminology, which 
is shown in the research presented in the paper. When researching the causality that causes 
crime, the attention of science is inevitably directed to the criminal justice system, primarily 
due to social phenomena such as the phenomenon of latent crime, and the conceptual paradox 
of subjective and objective security. In addition to examining the creation process of criminal 
statistics, the paper focuses on exploring the nature of latent crime and objective and sub-
jective security. The relationship between subjective perceptions of security and the objective 
security situation in today’s modern risk society is given a detailed evaluation. The question 
rightly arises as to what the police alone can do to counteract the deterioration in the sense of 
security and what other social processes are involved that go beyond their scope and objec-
tive scope of action. The subjective sense of security is difficult or impossible to separate from 
the latent crime in the given social environment or how law enforcement agencies respond 
to crime. If the quality of law enforcement is primarily determined by the effort to improve 
criminal statistics, the gap between objective and subjective security will naturally increase.
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INTRODUCTION

The leading indicators of the effectiveness of law enforcement, including inves-
tigative authorities, are the crimes detected.1 The absolute measure of significance 
is the best possible performance of these ‘simplified’ statistical indicators. However, 

* Associate professor, University of Criminal Investigation and Police Studies, Serbia, dragana.cvo-
rovic@kpu.edu.rs.

1 See efficiency of the police in Serbia and factors of reaching the international standards: D. 
Čvorović., V. Vince /2020/: Az ügyészség és a rendőrség viszonyának reformja a szerb büntetőeljárási 
törvényben, ÜGYÉSZEK LAPJA, vol. 27, n° 2–3, pp. 97–109; J. Ćirić /2008/: Evropske statistike 
kriminaliteta, Zbornik Instituta za kriminološka i sociološka istraživanja, n° 1/2, pp. 7–29.
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even if cost considerations are taken into account, expenditure could be included in 
the overall assessment of the effectiveness of law enforcement.2 All of this should 
be seen in the context of the material and technical conditions of the police service, 
distinguishing between successful and unsuccessful investigations.3 In the police 
forces of some European countries,4 a purely quantitative approach to statistics has 
been a chronic and stagnant problem for decades.5 Because it prevents the actual 
workload of individual criminal investigation services from being measured. Com-
peting political forces use statistics as a communication weapon,6 while the public’s 
sense of security is a much more meaningful measure of the effectiveness of law 
enforcement.7 Latency8 and the quality of crime control are also related concepts. 
“High crime latency indicates that people lack confidence in the police, which is why 
they do not report a crime.” 9 The social acceptability of crime control institutions 
and their functioning in this perspective can be easily inferred from the low num-
ber of crimes that remain in latency.10 The latency studies have not only produced 
scientific findings, but have also provided valuable information for the police pro-
fession, law enforcement authorities, and, not least, crime policy.11 But their main 
merit is that they have shed light on the characteristics and interpretation of police 
statistics. The dilemma about the credibility and impact of law enforcement statis-
tics becomes apparent when the mechanism is considered in its complex scheme.12 
The propensity to report affects the rate of latent crime: if it is low, it increases it, 
and the risk of being caught is downward. It also increases the likelihood of avoid-

2 V. Vári /2014/: Hatékony vagy eredményes a bűnüldözés, Magyar Rendészet, vol. 13, n° 1, pp. 
87–97. 

3 Zs. Németh /2013/: A számháború vége? Statisztika, a valóság és a rendőrség, Belügyi Szemle, vol. 
61, n° 4, pp. 5–11.

4 Z. Vukašinović– Radojičić., D. Čvorović /2021/: The Police education and professional develop-
ment systems in European countries in the context of police professionalization, Anali Pravnog 
fakulteta Univerziteta u Zenici, n° 26, pp. 117–129.

5 About the statistics of reported criminal offences in Serbia and other European countries, see: 
Đ. Ignjatović /2012/: Poređenje stopa prijavljenih učinilaca krivičnih dela: Srbija-ostale evropske 
zemlje –in: Kaznena reakcija u Srbiji (Ignjatović Đ., ed.), Pravni fakultet Univerziteta u Beogradu, 
Beograd, pp. 18–50.

6 See the experiences of Serbia: V. Nikolić– Ristanović /2012/: Evidentiranje kriminaliteta: iskustva 
iz sveta i Srbije, Prometej, Beograd.

7 L. Christián /2010/: Mai magyar rendészet, Rendészeti Szemle, n° 5, pp. 6–21.
8 “Latent crime” is used in the paper in the sense of crime which was commited and not registered, 

which is a common expression in literature (with the exception of the former Soviet and its de-
rivatives) e. dark number, hidden crime, f. chiffre noire, š. número oscuro, n. dunkenfeld

9 Zs. Németh /1999/: Bűnüldözés – Bűnmegelőzés válsághelyzetben, Főiskolai Figyelő, n° 3, p. 108.
10 J. Gödöny (ed.) /1973/: Kriminológiai és Kriminalisztikai Tanulmányok X, Közgazdasági és Jogi 

Könyvkiadó, Budapest, p. 5. 
11 Bearing in mind the importance of knowing the dark figures of crime for understanding the phe-

nomenology and etiology of punishable behaviours, the number and quality of criminological 
research that tries to shed light on the dark figures is actually surprisingly low. See more about 
it: A. M. Getoš Kalac, D. Pribisalić /2020/: Tamna i svetla strana tamne brojke kriminala: o iza-
zovima istraživanja nepoznanica i blagoslovu neznanja, Zbornik Pravnog fakulteta u Zagrebu, vol. 
70, n° 5, pp. 637–673 

12 H.D. Hans-Dieter /2011/: Kriminologie. Eine praxisorientierte Einführung mit Beispilen, 21, Aufl. 
Kriminalistik Verlag, Heidelberg, p. 54.
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ing consequences if the law enforcement authority has a low detection efficiency. 
Detection rates improve when citizens have confidence in law enforcement authori-
ties and are willing to testify and cooperate. This, in turn, requires a generally reas-
suringly positive outcome from the authority in their cases. This also shows that the 
crime rate decreases as the risk of detection increases.13

1. THE PROCESS OF GENERATING STATISTICS

The Austrian criminologist Arno Pilgram considers the study of the process of 
generating statistics to be an integral part of statistical analysis.14 The production 
of statistics is a complex social action involving the investigator, the prosecutor, the 
judge, the victim,15 and the offender. A case passes through three filters until it be-
comes a statistic at several points. The first significant filter – essentially the input to 
the funnel – is the persons involved in the case who actively bring the action to the 
attention of the authorities. Of course, they cannot know whether it is of criminal 
relevance at this stage. This is where factors such as the relationship between the 
citizen and the authorities, the willingness to report, or even the question of trust 
come into play. “The evolution of the detection rate plays a significant role in the 
development of this trust, and some views suggest that this is reflected in changes 
in the willingness to report.”16 The offense at stake here remains in latency, does not 
become a crime, and thus does not become a statistic. This is why the first filter is 
crucial, as there are only guesses and estimates, depending on the latency studies.

The following filter is the police. In this activity, the police are both passive and 
active in that they are results-oriented and statistics-driven, and determine their 
willingness to start an investigation, i.e., to be involved, depending on the expected 
outcome at the time of input, and they do so in the absence of any civil control.17 
The activity and readiness to act of the second filter are highly reactive to the first 
filter, i.e., the willingness to report.18 If the effectiveness of law enforcement is di-

13 H. D. Schwind /2011/: Kriminologie. Eine praxisorientierte Einführung mit Beispilen, Kriminalis-
tik Verlag, Heidelberg, p. 61

14 A. Pilgram /1980/: Kriminalität in Österreich, Verlag für Gesellschaftskritik, Wien, pp. 2–50.
15 About the importance of reporting criminal offences and the position of the victim, see: B. 

Simeunović– Patić /2002/: Experiences of the International Crime Victim Surveys in Slovenia, 
Croatia, Macedonia and Yugoslavia, European Journal of Crime, Criminal Law and Criminal Jus-
tice, Vol. 10, n° 2–3, pp. 117–137. 

16 I. Vavró /1993/: A társadalmi változások és a bűnözés– In: Társadalmi változások, bűnözés és 
rendőrség című nemzetközi konferencia (J. Vigh., K. Kerezsi., eds.), Budapest, ELTE, pp. 73–78

17 Jenő Kaltenbach draws attention to the importance of the role of civil control: any act of public ad-
ministration its legality must be subject to independent authority from the legal entities concerned. 
This process also refers to the essential condition for the functioning of every democratic commu-
nity, the indispensability of public trust, which is the basis of every act of power and its sole source 
of legitimacy. Suppose any organ of the rule of law loses public trust. In that case, its dysfunctional 
operation (for example, if the classification of his actions is done exclusively by himself) confuses 
the rule of law in its process, ultimately leading to its inability. See in more detail J. Kaltenbach 
/2009/: A rendőrség civil kontrollja Magyarországon, Rendészeti Szemle, vol. 57, n° 4, pp. 3–18.

18 According to Pál Déri, several factors also influence the filing of a report, such as individual in-
terest and the seriousness of the act. See in more detail Déri /2005/: Az összbűnözési statisztika 
nem a valóságot mutatja, Belügyi Szemle, vol. 53, n° 2, pp. 57–66.
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rectly related to performance evaluation, and if work tasks that are performed ef-
fectively are not adequately evaluated and recognized by the police, this impacts 
motivation and attitudes towards reporting. However, if the case becomes a crime, 
a successful investigation will lead to the accused being brought before the third 
filter of the process, the court. At the second point in the chain of actions, the first 
statistic, the policing statistic, is produced, complemented at the end of the process 
by the court statistic and then the prison statistic. The various crime statistics are 
thus the result of a lengthy process in which, in addition to the participants and 
witnesses of the crime, one of the leading players in the state, or more precisely its 
various institutions, often shape the resulting data in their image. The data are thus 
generated through a selection process in which the interests, goals, and motivations 
of the individuals and institutions involved have a decisive influence on the final 
result, the crime statistics.19

2. LATENT CRIME

Latent crime – or, as the German criminological literature calls it, the ‘Dun-
kelfeld’20 – accounts for a more significant proportion of all crime at any given time. 
A series of empirical criminological studies have confirmed the thesis that police sta-
tistics show far fewer crimes than actual crimes. Studies of victimization have shown 
that latent crime is higher than initially expected: for example, a study in Washing-
ton, DC, showed that the actual number of victims is 20 percent higher than police 
statistics.21 The proportion of crime that remains latent compared to the balance of 
recorded corruption, i.e., known, tells us much about the social context of crime and 
even more about the relationship between law enforcement and crime.22

In this approach, the relationship between law enforcement and citizens is the 
“Achilles’ heel” of the issue since the level of trust in the authority is a fundamental 
determinant of the quality of law enforcement.23 This, in turn, requires an undis-
torted reporting of official police statistics and an ongoing probe of latent crime,24 

19 R. Perényi /2006/: A bűnözés mérése. Bűnügyi statisztika és bűnözéstörténet, http://andorkaweb.
tarki.hu/Konferenciak/Konferencia2006/Perenyi_Roland.pdf, 25. august 2022.

20 Translation: dark field, i.e., what does not become known to the authorities. The Hellfeld – i.e., 
bright area – is the crime that has become known to the authorities.

21 A. D. Biderman /1967/: Surveys of Population Samples for Estimating Crime Incidence, Annals 
of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 374, pp. 16–33.

22 More about it: Đ. Ignjatović /2008/: Metodologija istraživanja kriminaliteta. Pravni fakultet Uni-
verzitet u Beogradu, Beograd.

23 According to the authors, latency functions as a thermometer of total crime. See: H. Rem-
schmidt., W. Merschmann., W. Reinhard., G. Höhner /1976/: Empirische Untersuchungen zur 
unregistierten kindlichen Delinquenz– In: Kriminologie und Strafverfahren: Neuere Ergebnisse 
zur Dunkelfeldforschung in Deutschland (G. Hans – K. Günther, eds.), Stuttgart, Kriminologische 
Gegenwartsfragen, Heft 12., Enke, p. 145.

24 See more about latent crime: V. Gojković /2006/: Faktorska struktura „tamne brojke krimina-
la”, Zbornik Instituta za kriminološka i sociološka istraživanja, n° 1/2,, pp. 41– 63; M. Matijević 
/2007/: Kriminološko– kriminalističke karakteristike tamne brojke kriminaliteta, Bezbjednost– 
policija– građani, n° 1, pp. 930–939.
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as there is no consistent relationship between the two.25 Statistical discrepancies are 
often because the police do not prosecute low-profile offenses ex officio, and there-
fore such violations are not reflected in the statistics. Research shows that these of-
fenses can increase the official figures by around 50%.26 In addition to official police 
statistics, it is equally important to have a credible picture of latent crime. Without 
it, we learn nothing about the relationship between law enforcement and citizens. 
“Official crime statistics are two-faced: on the one hand, they show the crime that has 
become known, and on the other, they can be used to infer the workload, efficiency, 
and permeability of the body that produces them, information that can be crucial for 
the external perception of the body. In the light of the above, it seems that the results of 
opinion poll-like surveys are a good complement to official crime statistics.”

Suppose we want to judge crime predominantly based on the detection rates 
of police statistics. In that case, we can quickly be confronted with the paradox that 
Kreuzer has identified: the better the detection rate, the higher the latency, for the 
simple reason that the police are oriented towards ‘easy cases’ and have a high detec-
tion rate in these, while the number of mass cases, such as theft, is meager. 27 As Ko-
rinek states, “In the formation of the image of crime at the individual and societal level, 
myriad objective and subjective factors combine to have an impact. One of the sources of 
the social image of crime is crime statistics, which provide information on known crimes. 
The crime itself is a very complex phenomenon and difficult to measure, so a distinction 
is made between measuring known crime and estimating total crime.”28

Various calculated values are added to the crime statistics to compare crime by 
area and internationally. This is usually done by multiplying the number of known 
public offences by the population, possibly the number of people with a criminal 
record, per 100,000 or 10,000, which is described as the ‘crime rate’. This data can be 
broken down by age group and type of crime so that age-specific indicators illustrate 
the proportion of a particular age group or class of crime. In particular, the figures 
provide valuable information for crime control organisations to help them organise 
and act more effectively. A proper scientific interpretation of the figures is necessary 
to draw the correct conclusions from the statistics. The shortcomings of crime sta-
tistics were recognised early on by American criminologists, who began research to 
remedy them, establishing the National Crime Victimisation Survey (NCVS), which 
was used alongside the Uniform Crime Statistics (UCR), and in 1986 the National 
Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS).29 The latter was a significant attempt to 
improve the collection of data that come to the attention of the police but are not 
reflected in crime statistics.

Since a decrease in latency drives the increase in known crime, this does not 
necessarily mean a reduction in security but can be attributed to the cooperation of 

25 H. D. Schwind /2011/. op. cit., p. 54.
26 W. G. Skogan /1977/: Dimensions of the Dark Figure of Unreported Crime, Crime and Delin-

quency, vol. 23, pp. 41–50.
27 A. Kreuzer /1994/: Kriminologische Dunkelfeldforschung, Neue Zeitschrift für Strafrecht (NStZ), 

vol. 10–16, p. 10.
28 L. Korinek /2010/: Kriminológia I. Látens bűnözés, bűnözésábrázolás, félelem a bűnözéstől, Mag-

yar Közlöny– és Lapkiadó, Budapest, p. 315.
29 F. Adler., G. O. W. Mueller., W. S. Laufer /2000/: Kriminológia, Osiris Kiadó, Budapest, pp. 60–61.
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the population and an increase in law enforcement efficiency. It should be noted, 
however, that both crime statistics and the system of research findings are of limited 
effectiveness, but combining them can provide a much more nuanced picture. 30

There are several ways of understanding latent crime, including experiments, 
which researchers carry out by observation. Less well-known is participant observa-
tion.31 The most common is interviewing, which asks whether the respondents have 
been victims or perpetrators of crime. Many factors make it difficult to detect latent 
crime, yet despite the limitations, the victim survey has become an entirely accepted 
technique.

Through questionnaire surveys, researchers aim to conclude on:

– the estimated level, distribution, and evolution of overall crime;
– victims, victimization, and risks of victimization;
– perceptions of safety, the material, the moral and psychological damage 

caused by the offense;
– effectiveness, acceptance of criminal justice, and willingness to report.

The general problem of questioning was the prevalence of crime. The interviewee 
may answer “often,” “sometimes,” “rarely,” or “never,” which significantly reduces the 
accuracy of the estimate of the perpetration or victimization.32 Nevertheless, latent 
crime studies have revealed some shortcomings in official crime statistics, such as:

– Most prosecutions start with a report from the public, i.e., what the people 
“do not release” to the level of official sanctioning becomes a significant 
mass of latent crime.

– The law enforcement agencies will be selective in their report cases, and 
some may not even be investigated. This is so-called official selection, the 
essence of which is that the police, as a total, bureaucratic, and relatively 
closed organization, are results-oriented by social expectations. The jus-
tification for the organization’s existence is not the improvement in pub-
lic safety, which is difficult to measure, but the increase in the proportion 
of crimes detected.33 This can easily lead to a situation where the police, 

30 The German criminological literature distinguishes between absolute and relative “dark zones” 
or latency, which will be close depending on whether public opinion polls have been con-
ducted to reveal it. He calls the explored part the relative dark zone, while the more significant, 
“unexplored” territory is the absolute dark zone. See more: C. Horst., E. Zimmermann /2006/: 
Kriminologie für Studium und Praxis. Verlag Deutsche Polizeiliteratur GmbH Buchvertrieb, 
Berlin, p. 98.

31 F. Jürgen/1973/: Methoden empirischer Sozialforschung, Hamburg, p. 288. 
32 It is crucial to explain the word prevalence, which means the proportion of individuals suffering 

from a specific disease (frequency of occurrence) in the entire population. Foreign Words Col-
lection, http://idegen-szavak.hu/prevalencia, 27. august 2022.

33 According to T. Király, the official selection ensures the selection against the caseload. He distin-
guishes three versions of this: one is the legislator’s activity in criminal policy, the second is the 
interpretation of the legislation by the courts, and the third is the avoidance mechanisms of the 
law-enforcement bodies. See: T. Király /1986/: Legality in criminal proceedings, Magyar Jog, n° 5, 
p. 205.



Dragana Čvorović, Latent crime and police statistics  253

wishing to increase the detection rate, try to dissuade the complainant in 
minor cases that seem hopeless in the first place.34 “Because of the unman-
ageable caseload, the investigating authorities select cases themselves at the 
outset of the investigation, taking into account when they can achieve results 
and which cases are followed by the media and the public. [...] In doing so, 
investigating authorities consider the principle of efficiency, carrying out cost 
analyses to see where maximum results can be achieved with minimum ef-
fort. This process naturally contradicts the principle of legality, but it does not 
contradict the requirements of efficiency and cost-effectiveness.”35

– Attention has been drawn to law enforcement organizations’ various or-
ganizational and operational characteristics: the selection method of work-
ing. As the research shows, minor cases tend not to be reported, but the 
reporting rate is very high when reporting is a precondition for an event to 
occur. Lack of confidence in the police or dissatisfaction with police per-
formance was cited by 43% of respondents as a reason for not reporting, 
followed only by the citation of minor damage.36

3. THE IMPACT OF EXPEDIENCY, LEGALITY AND 
LATENCY ON STATISTICAL EFFECTIVENESS

Official crime statistics are far from reality, yet many countries’ police forces 
regard them as the most important source of information on crime. The biggest 
problem is that it is used as a guide to law enforcement resources and significantly 
influences current crime policy objectives. “Since the nineteenth century, it has been 
a problem that official crime statistics have not been able to show the total number of 
crimes committed. The latent crimes were not reported, and therefore these offenses 
were not brought to the attention of the authorities, and therefore the cases were not 
prosecuted.”37 The uncertainty of detection also significantly impacts the quality and 
attitude of law enforcement, given that while higher latency crimes are more fre-
quent, lower latency crimes are more serious.38 However, if we reasonably judge and 
assess each type of crime in terms of the level of risk to our security. The correct 
response is to deploy and invest law enforcement capacity more effectively in higher 
risk crimes, i.e., those with a higher probability of occurrence but lower abstract 
social risk, rather than in lower chance but higher severity crimes.39

34 L. Korinek. op. cit., pp. 308–309. 
35 J. Sléder /2009/: A feljelentés kiegészítés jogintézménye a büntetőeljárásban, Rendészeti Szemle, n° 

10, p. 20. 
36 F. Irk (ed.) /2004a/: Áldozatok és vélemények I, OKRI, Budapest.
37 G. Erdei /2013/: A bűnügyi statisztika valóságtartalma, Hadtudományi Szemle, n° 3, p. 124.
38 V. Vári /2017/: A nyomozás változó szerepe az új Be.-i törvényben –in: II Turizmus és Bizton-

ság Nemzetközi Tudományos Konferencia (Norbert K., ed.), Magyarország, Tanulmányköte Na-
gykanizsa, Pannon Egyetem Nagykanizsai Campus. pp. 128–136.

39 According to Déri, the high latency of mass crimes leads to decreased respect for the law. See P. 
Déri /1987/: A magyarországi bűnözés várható alakulása az ezredfordulóig, különös tekintettel a 
személyek javait károsító bűncselekményekre, Kriminológiai Közlemények 14, Budapest, Magyar 
Kriminológiai Társaság, pp. 85–87.
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In addition, the anomalies in efficiency and law enforcement caused by a statis-
tical approach can equally be explained by the need to present the law enforcement 
authority’s ‘outward’ exact statistical indicators. Thus, the ‘internal’ effectiveness is 
essentially overshadowed, but this gives the police a bureaucratic, recalcitrant op-
erational character that citizens perceive as inefficient and self-serving. “The pursuit 
of efficiency, which overwhelms all other values, has made illegal means commonplace, 
with only managerial expectations reflected in statistical indicators. All this could be 
seen as wastefulness since it reduced the “public soldiers” of the police, deprived of 
their autonomy, to the servile executioners of mechanical orders and instructions, and 
consequently reduced the immense intellectual resources of the Hungarian police; to 
inaction.”40 Policing based on the results of reported crime statistics sets in motion 
extremely destructive processes. This hurts the internal organisational culture of the 
police and how police officers treat citizens and victims. The organisation’s con-
stant drive to improve statistics completely distorts the direction of police work and, 
more importantly, reinforces tendencies that undermine lawful and fair operations.

The high degree of latency is also correlated with the above-mentioned inap-
propriate response and functioning of the law enforcement authority. It is specifi-
cally linked to the allocation of the criminal capacity of the police force. “There is 
an extremely high turnover of young and inexperienced police officers, and in rural 
areas, the state of the technical equipment makes the work of uniformed officers dif-
ficult,” complained rural police chiefs to local councils [...]. The reports highlight why 
last year’s crime statistics were so alarming. The district police stations in the capital 
are in a better position, but there too, the findings of the commanders do not show any 
satisfaction.”41 Which is precisely in crime categories where resources are lowly con-
centrated – e.g., petty crime: timber and crop theft – and shows low values – homi-
cides, armed robberies – where capacity is high anyway. As one of the conclusions 
of the “dark field” research in which he participated, Paul Déri writes in his study 
that the lack of reporting activity, which causes high latency, is indicative of a lack 
of police receptiveness, and low detection efficiency, and time-wasting bureaucratic 
methods of prosecution.42 “Crime statistics can best be compared to a grocery store, 
where there are hundreds of items, one per liter, one per meter, one per kilo, etc. How-
ever, they are similar but not identical to a grocery store because there is no latency. 
On the other hand, the different goods can be made homogeneous by expressing the 
value of each set of goods in money”.43

Police statistics could only be evaluated in conjunction with the results of laten-
cy research. To draw independent conclusions from them is folly. Latency studies 

40 A. Berta /1998/: A büntetőeljárás modernizációja az európai jogharmonizáció és a növekvő 
bűnözés kettős szorításában –in: II Országos Kriminológiai vándorgyűlés anyaga, Szekszárd (Sz-
abó A., ed.), Magyar Kriminológiai Társaság, Budapest.

41 B. Csikász /2022/: The police captains bombarded the deputies with complaints, Heti Világ 
Gazdaság, Weekly World Economy, http://hvg.hu/itthon/20130918_rendorseg_kapitanysagok_
beszamolok_gondok#, 27. august 2022.

42 P. Déri /2000/: A bűnözési statisztika és a valóság, BM Kiadó, Budapest, p. 162.
43 P. Déri /2008/: A bűnügyi statisztika problémái és a bűnözés prognózisa. 3. számú előtanulmány az 

átfogó rendészeti stratégia társadalmi vitájához, BM, Budapest, p. 3.
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are essential. Only by identifying the “dark spots” of crime can a realistic crime map 
be developed based on solid data and law enforcement resources adjusted accord-
ingly, thus allowing for a more targeted and focused operational strategy. Hirschi, 
for example, has directly suggested that the results of latency studies should com-
plement official crime statistics. In addition, latency data would reveal important 
information about the local relationship between the population and law enforce-
ment.44 Pál Déri also believes that it would be much more beneficial to assess the 
local crime situation: “The public is not interested in what the statistics show, but in 
whether or not they feel safe, both in their own lives and those of their relatives, in 
their physical safety and their property.”45

4. ASPECTS DETERMINING THE PUBLIC’S PERCEPTION 
OF SECURITYTHE INTERPLAY BETWEEN OBJECTIVE 

SECURITY AND SUBJECTIVE SECURITY

Defining a sense of safety46 and security are interdependent activities. First, 
security is understood as an essential elementary condition for the orderliness of 
social coexistence, which is approached semantically from a primarily negative 
perspective in terms of its absence. Security is a multi-factorial, complex concept 
that expresses the state and society’s interests, values, the country’s territory, and 
population free from external and internal dangers and threats. Closely related to 
the concept of security, with crime analysis concepts to be interpreted and handled 
together are the following: Threat is some kind of risk factor, an unwanted event 
that can occur with a given probability in the future, which can negatively influence 
the implementation of the activity or may pose a threat to the integrity of beings, 
things, and objects. Perceived risk is based on how an individual perceives the like-
lihood of becoming a victim of crime. The perceived risk of victimisation involves 
a cognitive judgement, while fear of crime is an emotional response.47 Today, that 
perceived risk is most often discussed as a cognitive or rational component, which 
is a strong correlate of fear of crime.48

Risk can also be assessed in terms of crime. Crime as a risk and danger to 
anyone, and can be viewed from the offender’s point of view, with the risk of be-
ing caught as a factor influencing offending. Risk is an expression of uncertainty, 
an unfavorable event, or the combined measure of the likelihood and severity of its 

44 T. Hirschi /1969/: Causes of Delinquency, University of California Press, Berkeley–Los Angeles, 
pp. 369–388.

45 P. Déri /2000/. op. cit., p. 31. 
46 In 1994, the UN Development Program defined seven elements of human security, of which only 

one is personal security, which is threatened by crime. The program concluded that public safety 
is only good if people feel it is good, not if statistics show it is good. See E. Elekes /2010/: Man-
agement options in law enforcement, RTF Law Enforcement Brochures, n° 1, pp. 57–58.

47 F. Kenneth/1995/: Fear of Crime: Interpreting Victimization Risk. Albany: State University of New 
York Press.

48 G. S. Mesch /2000/: Perceptions of Risk, Lifestyle Activities, and Fear of Crime. Deviant Behav-
ior 21. pp. 47–62. 
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consequences.49 The level of risk sources is therefore never based on static elements; 
their endless variation is a component of a set of multiplied variables.

From the offender’s point of view, the available benefits are more important as 
a motivation for committing the crime than the danger of failure. The perpetrator 
thus adjusts the risk to the quality of the benefits and not to the expected dangers 
as consequences.50

The critical issue is to clarify what security means. In particular, the question 
of personal security is challenging for police science. Whether it can be measured, 
and if so, how and by what means. “Security is a feeling of satisfaction, dissatisfac-
tion. It perceives and evaluates the State of being, which it defines as security or in-
security, according to its individual experience. The combined effect of many factors 
shapes and changes the sense of security of individuals and society as a whole through 
them. Subjective security as a state is much more difficult to measure, and there are 
no exact methods or conclusive data to measure it.”51 As a former police chief put it: 
‘Taking European examples, it is clear that for an area to be safe, for the population to 
feel safe, a combination of factors is necessary. From clean public spaces to responsive 
and service-oriented policing, a combination of many tasks needs to be organized at a 
high level.” 52 The concept of security cannot, therefore, be reduced to public safety 
content alone. And certainly not to things like how many offenders were caught in 
the borough that year or how many fines were imposed on speeders.

As several authors approach the subjective side of security, the fear of crime can 
be examined from three angles:

– cognitive: knowledge and inferences about the development of the security 
situation, estimates of crime;

– affective: feelings, direct fear of crime;
– conative: behavioral change, what precautions people take to avoid dan-

ger.53

If people are afraid or perceive themselves at risk of becoming a victim of crime, 
this emotional fear and cognitive perception can have drastic consequences for their 
daily lives. In addition, those who have experienced being a victim of crime may 
perceive greater risk and feel greater fear than those who have no understanding 
of being a victim of crime. Incidents of crime, perceptions of risk and fear of crime 

49 J. Boda, G. Virányi, É. Baksai, J. Balla, J. Beregnyei, L. Christián, et al. (eds.) /2019/: Rendészet-
tudományi Szaklexikon, Magyarország, Ludovika Egyetemi Kiadó, Budapest, p. 66

50 M. K. Dhami, D. R. Mandel /2012/: Crime as risk taking, Psychology, Crime & Law, 18:4, pp. 
389–403.

51 Z. Havasi /2003/: A komplex biztonság időszerű kérdései –in: Pécsi Határőr Tudományos Kö-
zlemények II Tanulmányok a határőrség szerepe a bűnmegelőzésben című konferenciáról, II kötet 
(Hautzinger Z., ed.), Hungary, pp. 65–80

52 L. Salgó /2012/: Mobil rendőrség a Józsefvárosban, Belügyi Szemle, n° 5, p. 55.
53 H. D. Schwind /1986/: Fear of Crime in Germany – A Report about three Population Surveys 

1975/1976/1989 –in: Victims and Criminal Justice, vol. 50. (Günther K., Helmut K., Hans-Jörg A., 
eds.), Max-Planck-Institut für auslandisches und internationales Strafrecht, Freiburg, pp. 657–
679.
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can lead people to reduce or stop participating in social activities, depriving them of 
many social and personal rewards.54

László Korinek also highlights attitudes towards crime, which are reflected in 
people’s attitudes towards the authorities, including a decrease in the willingness to 
report the crime due to a decline in trust in the police.55

The objectivity of security is fundamentally questionable because of its system-
ic nature. It is inseparable from the perception and action of the system, the percep-
tion, and the perception of the system by the individual, who is an intrinsic part of 
it, and who is active in the ever-changing space of the process, society, and the pop-
ulation.56 However, security is also the same as the subject who cannot assess safety 
and risks, which wrongly or incorrectly predicts dangers, since it is they who form 
images and opinions. In them, the sense of security evokes an emotional charge, 
positive or negative. On the other hand, the representation of security as a value 
of society also shifts the responsibility to the individual, whereby the individual is 
also responsible for his own subjective beliefs and feelings of negative protection.57 
In this approach, we can move from community solidarity to an utterly vulnerable 
individual who is forced to face threats beyond his control.58

The concept turns in on itself and acquires a paradoxical interpretation if we 
treat security as an immaterial entity or product. If we separate it from the indi-
vidual who perceives security, we turn our backs on the systemic interpretation and 
render security conceptually contradictory.59 “Subjective security emerged when the 
picture formed from objective data no longer matched the impressions and experiences 
of civilians, and these experiences were considered important by policymakers and 
thought that they could not be ignored in any way.”60 It was precisely for this reason 
that public opinion polls began to be used to supplement the official crime statistics 
“produced” by the police. The only problem is when these surveys are commis-
sioned by the police and carried out by less than independent organisations.

Even if subjective security cannot be measured, the level of its absence can, and 
its quality and quantity can become the probabilistic value of risk analyses. In es-
sence, this is the way to make security tangible, the inverse of the objective element 

54 N. E. Rader /2004/: The Threat of Victimization: A Theoretical Reconceptualization of Fear of 
Crime. Sociological Spectrum 24. pp. 689–704.

55 L. Korinek. op. cit., p. 310.
56 According to Teke, the assessment of objective safety always carries subjective elements and de-

pends on the involvement. See A. Teke /2010/: Kihívások – megfelelés, Rendészeti Szemle Külön-
szám, p. 180. 

57 Teke writes that recently we can witness a conceptual reinterpretation of security, accompanied 
by the degradation of the concept of public security. This change carries two tendencies: the de-
valuation of legal equality with the relativization of security access, which strengthens the private 
security sphere. See more: A. Teke /2005/: Biztonságos biztonság? Magyar Rendészet, vol.4, pp. 
13–40. 

58 I. Bukovics, E. Kiss /2004/: Beszélhetünk-e „kockázattársadalomról” Magyarországon? Belügyi 
Szemle, vol. 7–8. 

59 In agreement with Teke, some level of activity and operational integration is essential, i.e., in-
separable from its micro and macro environment. See: A. Teke. 2005. op.cit., p. 14.

60 A. Kozáry /2015/: Rendészetszociológia. Kézikönyv I, Rejtjel Kiadó, Budapest, p. 46.
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of safety. The domains of security and its negative side – risks and threats – interact 
with the structures and institutions of criminal policy and normative legislation. 
The degree of risk is related to the ratio of danger to vulnerability.61 Guaranteeing 
security is not a state or public monopoly but is achieved through conscious coop-
eration.62 But the public expects the State to ensure security, especially in pater-
nalistic countries. The State’s role is to create, maintain and constantly improve the 
framework conditions that enable citizens to enjoy physical, social, and economic 
security, maintain a decent quality of life, and plan their destiny with foresight.63 
However, there is no consensus on the threat posed by some of the changed and 
entirely new forms of crime and whether and to what extent they are changing the 
situation regarding public safety. The main reason for this lack of consensus is that 
an effective system for measuring objective security has not yet been developed, 
probably because the need for security is essentially unlimited and can never be 
fully satisfied64, as is also reflected in the paradox that, as security improves, the 
demand for security increases.65

Research has shown that there is not only any correlation between the possibil-
ity of victimization – i.e., objective safety – and the subjective perception of safety 
but that the opposite is true, i.e., that the highest levels of victimization are found in 
the areas, regions or countries where the risk of victimization is lowest. This kind 
of research is confirmed by a 2005 survey of subjective perceptions of safety in 17 
European countries. This survey may show a significant divergence from objec-
tive safety indicators, as the survey shows that “the strongest fear of crime is in 
the countries with the lowest victimization rates.” 66 The collective heightening of 
fears leads to mass, totally irrational, and unjustified consequences, which is why, 
after the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center, citizens switched from road to air 
transport in droves, which increased the number of road accident fatalities by al-
most 1,600.67 The constant propaganda of the global threat of terrorism is a prime 
example of the perpetuation of a collective sense of fear. Politicians, in conjunction 
with the media, have managed to portray activities for which they are responsible 
as low risk.68

In contrast, certain external factors for which they are not responsible are con-
sidered high risk. The perpetuation of a sense of fear is an important identity and 

61 F. Irk /2004b/: Biztonságérzet a rizikótársadalomban? –in: Emlékkönyv Irk Albert egyetemi tanár 
születésének 120. Évfordulójára (Csaba F., Csongor H., eds.), PTE ÁJK, Pécs, pp. 59–72. 

62 L. Szabó /2012/: Mi a biztonság? –in: Pécsi Határőr Tudományos Közlemények XIII (Hautzinger 
Z., ed.), Pécs, pp. 80–85. 

63 H-J. Albrecht /2010/: Biztonság és bűnmegelőzés –in: Kriminológiai Tanulmányok 47 (György V., 
ed.), OKRI, Budapest, p. 18.

64 W. Hassemer /2006/: Strafrecht, Pravention, Vergeltung. Zeitschrift für Internationale Strafrechts-
dogmatik, vol. 7, p. 270.

65 H-J. Albrecht. op. cit., p. 24.
66 H-J. Albrecht. ibid., p. 26. 
67 G. Gigerenzer /2006/: Out of the Frying Pan into the Fire, Behavioral Reactionals to Terrorist At-

tacks. Risk Analysis, vol. 26, pp. 347–351.
68 P. Peretti-Watel /1999/: Pourquoi et pour qui un risque est-il acceptable?, Risque et Démocratie, 

IHESI, Paris.
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community-building force, which can explicitly strengthen the advocacy capacity 
and rhetorical tools of the state police apparatus. Ultimately, it could be said that if a 
crime (or, more precisely, the fear of it exists primarily in our minds, in our feelings 
and anxieties, then the state is doing the right thing. If it is treating us with psycho-
logical placebos, it would not need to examine individual security measures’ effec-
tiveness.69 Suppose we hold the community responsible for its safety. In that case, 
I think it is very disingenuous to gloss over the true nature of that responsibility or 
even to pass it on, as the tabloid media tend to do for ratings and profit.

Géza Finszter draws attention to the greater responsibility of the local com-
munity and the individual for public safety and the weakness of centralized law 
enforcement authority in a society where fear of crime is increasing while the ef-
fectiveness and administration of public action for public safety is declining.”The 
weakening of individual and collective defenses also has a significant negative impact 
on the performance of law enforcement authorities, which take responsibility for the 
general state of public safety but can do almost nothing to ensure local public safety. 
And the more centralized their organization, the more powerless they are to deal with 
local problems.”70 In such a system, the police can only think in monocausal theory 
and look for increasing numbers and presence solutions.71 As Ákos Farkas puts it, 
“The relationship between the police and the community is characterized by much 
more rigid structures of authority dominance. Among these, the first and most typical 
solution is community policing, or as it is used in terminology: visible policing. Vis-
ible policing means that the police are in the field, on the streets, and in contact with 
schools.”72 Increased police presence is not necessarily associated with an improved 
subjective sense of security. Community police officers who understand and ad-
dress the problems of the local population, respond to concerns and seek solutions 
are needed. They constantly monitor issues closely linked to local public safety, such 
as cleanliness, calm and order.

CONCLUSION

Why is there such a discrepancy between the perception of security, i.e., the 
feeling of security, and the actual crime threat that can be identified or predicted 
from statistics? The answer lies in a misguided and incomplete approach to the dual 
concept.73 Suppose the objective or subjective meanings of security are to be ques-

69 L. A. Papp András /2012/: Biztonság és hatékonyság: a rendészeti (állam)hatalom alkotmányos 
felfogásának alakulása a digitális társadalomban –in: Pécsi Határőr Tudományos Közlemények 
XIII (Hautzinger Z., ed.), Hungary, pp. 29–39.

70 G. Finszter /2010/: Erőszakszervezet vagy biztonságot szolgáltató hatóság. Tanulmány a 
rendőrségről –in: Kriminológiai Tanulmányok 47 (Virág Gy., ed.), OKRI, Budapest, pp. 177–201.

71 Cs. Vereckei /2010/ Települési közbiztonság és a rendőrség szerepe –in: Kriminológiai Közlemé-
nyek 67 (Virág Gy., ed.), Magyar Kriminológiai Társaság, Budapest, pp. 55–65.

72 Á. Farkas /2010/: Kriminálpolitikák egy globalizált világban, avagy kriminálpolitikák vándorúton 
–in: Kriminológiai Közlemények 68 (Vig D., ed.), Magyar Kriminológiai Társaság, Budapest, pp. 
37–45.

73 As Krémer puts it, this resulted in a comfortable point of view since one sphere became subservi-
ent to the other. Subjective security was considered mostly imagined security by all those who 
looked at it from the perspective of the organizations, the “subjective” feeling of security was 



260 CRIMEN (XIII3 2/2022 • str. 247–263

tioned. In that case, it is essential, because of the systems approach, to place the 
individual who consciously perceives the dangers in the changing space of elements, 
i.e., to include them in a conceptual framework, since, like the authorities, people 
can also construct security. Security is not only a state to be guaranteed or a product 
to be created, but also an emotion, the result of the influence of conscious or un-
conscious mental mechanisms, and is embedded in a collective value system or lack 
thereof, reflecting the general level of fear and anxiety of individuals. Therefore, the 
feeling of security is an integral element of safety, reflected in the individual’s atti-
tude towards law enforcement and the police: helpfulness, openness, willingness to 
cooperate, trust, or, in the absence of all these, possible passivity.
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Dragana Čvorović*

LATENTNI KRIMINAL I POLICIJSKA STATISTIKA 
 ULOGA OSEĆAJA SIGURNOSTI U RADU NA 

SPROVOĐENJU ZAKONA

REZIME

Društveni odgovor na kriminal se sprovodi kroz kontrolu kriminala, odnosno, kroz kri-
vičnopravni sistem, prevenciju kriminala,  sprovođenje zakona, kao i programe zajednice i 
društva i metode intervencije van pravosudnog sistema. Ispitivanje uticaja sistema kontrole 
kriminala i institucija o kriminalu je relativno nov trend u kriminologiji, što pokazuju istra-
živanja prikazana u radu. Prilikom istraživanja uzročnosti koja dovodi do kriminala, pažnja 
nauke je neizbežno usmerena na krivičnopravni sistem, pre svega zbog društvenih pojava 
kao što je latentni kriminal, i konceptualnog paradoksa subjektivne i objektivne sigurnosti. 
Pored ispitivanja procesa stvaranja krivične statistike, rad se fokusira na istraživanje priro-
de latentnog kriminala kao i objektivne i subjektivne sigurnosti. Detaljno je ocenjen odnos 
između subjektivnih percepcija sigurnosti i objektivne sigurnosne situacije u današnjem sa-
vremenom društvu rizika. S pravom se postavlja pitanje šta policija sama može učiniti da se 
suprotstavi pogoršanju u smislu sigurnosti i koji su drugi društveni procesi koji prevazilaze 
njihov obim i objektivni obim delovanja. Subjektivni oseć aj sigurnosti je teško ili nemoguć e 
odvojiti od latentnog kriminala u datom društvenom okruženju odnosno kako organi za 
sprovođenje zakona reaguju na kriminal. Ako je kvalitet sprovođenja zakona prvenstveno 
određen nastojanjem da se poboljša kriminalistička statistika, jaz između objektivne i su-
bjektivne sigurnosti će se prirodno povećavati.

Ključne reči: latentni kriminal, sprovođenje zakona, policija, sigurnost.
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