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Visible Counterterrorism Measures in Urban
Spaces—Fear-Inducing or Not?

ANJA DALGAARD-NIELSEN AND JESPER LAISEN

Danish Security and Intelligence Service, Copenhagen, Denmark

CHARLOTTE WANDORF

Implement Consulting Group; and Copenhagen Business School,
Copenhagen, Denmark

Many scholars working within the tradition of critical studies are sceptical of the
presence of visible security measures in urban spaces, arguing that they cause fear
and facilitate the political control of citizens. A study carried out in Denmark in
2011 sought to capture, describe, and rank factors impacting positively or negatively
on the feelings of safety of Danish citizens, when being in a crowded place. Surpris-
ingly, the response to security measures like fences, cameras, and uniformed guards
was positive. More visible security apparently reinforced feelings of safety. This
article discusses the findings and points to, amongst others, a high level of societal
trust as one possible explanation.

Keywords citizens’ attitudes, counterterrorism, fear, trust, visible security

Introduction

Visible, protective security measures—fences, bollards, screening check-points, cam-
eras, and uniformed guards—around potential targets of terrorist attacks are becom-
ing an ever more common feature of the urban landscapes of the world’s major cities.
While some analysts and commentators emphasize the necessity of such measures in
light of the continued threat from terrorism, others, particularly scholars working
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within or inspired by critical studies, are highly sceptical. Visible security measures,
the critics argue, create undue anxiety by constantly reminding the public of a
(presumed) serious threat from terrorism. The main purpose of visible security
measures, the argument goes, is not to protect citizens, but instead to control them
through a manipulation of threat perceptions—by creating and exploiting fear to
legitimize government control, counterterrorism measures, and spending.1

The argument that visible security measures create anxiety by making people
think about threats, while intuitively plausible, is most frequently assumed rather
than tested. This article is based on a study commissioned by the Danish Security
and Intelligence Service (PET) together with TrygFonden,2 and is designed to cap-
ture, describe, and rank factors and measures, including visible protective security
measures, with an impact on the feelings of safety and security of Danish citizens
when being in a crowded place. The study was carried out independently from the
commissioning organisations by the consulting and research company Relation-Lab,
and overseen by a scientific review board.3

The initial understanding was that highly visible security measures in and around
crowded places would probably impact negatively on feelings of safety and security
and that an effort to enhance security without undermining the public’s sense of safety
and security would have to rely on less visible means. The emerging data, however,
was surprising: Visible security measures apparently made people feel safer. And this
result could not be explained by a high degree of fear of terrorism—a majority of
respondents expressed only moderate or no concern with the threat from terrorism.
The study also revealed an unexpectedly broad range and high number of ‘‘soft’’
factors with a strong, positive impact on respondent’s feelings of safety and security
when being in a crowded place. They included the notion that society in general is
inclusive, that minorities are respected, that society is characterized by a strong civic
ethos, and that fundamental rights are protected. These topics and concerns are rarely
included in the calculus by traditionally minded security sector actors and in the public
and academic debate; they are frequently presented and debated as values at risk of
being traded off to achieve higher levels of security against a threat from terrorism.4

This article presents, discusses, and offers possible interpretations of the results of
the study. It opens with an outline of the criticisms raised against the use of visible pro-
tective security measures as part of counterterrorism. It then turns to the study, the
research design, methods, limitations, and results with a focus on the unexpected find-
ings. The article closes with a discussion of possible interpretations and implications of
the data, pointing out that the high level of trust characterizing Danish society, com-
bined with a high degree of support for the welfare state and for a preventive and
not just punitive approach to crime-fighting, might account for the unexpected results.

Protective Security Measures—Ineffective and Fear-Inducing?

While few disagree that the aesthetic impact of fences, cameras, and jersey walls is
negative, other aspects of urban protective security measures have been much debated.

It is difficult to find outright proponents of relying mainly on protective
measures for counterterrorism. Yet, the notion that the built environment can help
protect against crime is well established. Oscar Newman’s 1972 study of crime and
architecture in New York, Defensible Space: People and Design in the Violent City,
argued that crime could, to some extent, be designed out via specific architectural
means. Newman argued that real and symbolic barriers, creating defined areas of
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influence, opportunities for surveillance, and various architectural means of extend-
ing the private into the public realm would combine to deter criminals and enhance
citizens’ willingness to take responsibility for the security of the public space.5

Newman’s study generated significant amounts of follow-on research and debate,
much of it critical. Amongst others, it has been argued that the focus on crime and
insecurity has contributed to creating undue urban fear, while draining the city of
one of its essences—a celebration of the variety and differences—by focusing atten-
tion on security risks often embodied in different-looking people or behaviour.6

The critical voices have multiplied in the wake of the terrorist attacks of Septem-
ber 11, 2001 and the increasing introduction of visible security measures in cities and
urban spaces that followed.

Some critics dispute the effectiveness and efficiency of protective measures,
pointing out that they are expensive, but effective only when it comes to a few out
of many possible threat manifestations. Vehicle mitigation measures, for example,
do nothing to protect against attack by aircraft or suicide bombers wearing explosive
belts, they argue.7 Protective measures might convey a false sense of safety and secur-
ity if the public is not aware of these limitations, it is argued, and rely on them as
markers of safe spaces.8 Other critics point out how a necessarily selective implemen-
tation of security measures around some, but not all, sites and buildings, creates
differentiated zones of risk and security and thus reinforces segregation between
privileged and less privileged city dwellers.9

Scholars and analysts working within or inspired by critical studies or critical ter-
rorism studies have been particularly vocal critics.10 Critical studies advance a
research agenda based on the assumption that knowledge including narratives and
notions about terrorism is socially constructed, and that there is a need for scholars
to confront dominant notions of the magnitude of the risk of terrorism.11 They point
to a disproportionate relationship between the forceful societal reactions to terrorism,
including increased use of visible security measures, and the low statistical risk of
becoming a victim of a terrorist attack.12 Some point to impersonal forces like globa-
lisation, breakdown of universal values, existential insecurity, a general feeling of loss
of control, and resulting efforts to seek to restore a measure of a feeling of control and
certainty as drivers of the increased reliance on visible security measures.13 But the
general thrust of the argument of critical scholars is that powerful economic and polit-
ical elites are well served by the focus on fear and the possibility of marketing security
solutions to an almost limitless number of potential at-risk targets in cities and urban
spaces.14 Visible security measures, it is argued, are in reality not there to protect citi-
zens, but instead to control them through a manipulation of threat perceptions.15

The argument that visible security measures increase insecurity16 and cause fear
finds some empirical support in a 2005 study from the University of Florida. The
study exposed respondents to a mock newspaper headline warning of a terrorist
attack, and after that to photos of visible security measures like armed security per-
sonnel, cameras, and razor wire fences as well as less visible security measures such
as planters doubling as bollards. The study indicated that the visible security
measures and armed guards in particular, as opposed to the less visible, provoked
feelings of suspiciousness, tenseness, and fear.17

A qualitative Australian study from 2010 indicated that reactions to security
measures introduced by the government, e.g., security measures at airports, were
mixed—to some providing reassurance and confidence, to others the opposite. How-
ever, for the latter the discomfort was not due to the fact that the visible measures
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reminded them of the threat from terrorism, but rather due to the fact that the
measures were seen as an expression of a culture of paranoia. Thus, the respondents
seem to have reasoned more along the lines of critical scholars than along the lines of
fearful (and possibly manipulated) citizens.18

In sum, the empirical evidence showing that visible security measures provoke
anxiety is limited and mixed. Most frequently, the fear-inducing effect is assumed
rather than tested in the critical literature.19

The Study: Which Factors Contribute Positively or Negatively to Danish
Citizens’ Feelings of Safety and Security When Frequenting a Crowded Place?

The study commissioned by TrygFonden and PET was designed to seek to capture
and describe factors impacting on the feelings of safety and security of Danish citi-
zens when frequenting a place that could potentially be the target of a terrorist
attack, to cluster and rank these factors, and to seek to gauge the extent to which
the preconditions for feeling safe and secure were, in the opinion of the sample
population, accommodated.

Accordingly, the study was carried out in four steps. In Step 1, qualitative meth-
ods were used to identify and describe general notions of and factors connected to
feelings of safety and security. In Step 2, a quantitative survey with 2,000 respon-
dents tested, clustered, and ranked the identified factors and conceptions of safety
and security. Step 3 sought to measure to what extent the respondents’ preconditions
for feeling safe and secure were perceived by the respondents to be fulfilled—their
performance perception. Finally, in a fourth step, the study identified three partially
overlapping segments among the respondents. The three segments had a common
core of needs, perceptions, and preferences, but also some different needs in terms
of preconditions for feeling safe and secure.

Step 1: Focus Group Interviews

In Step 1, two three-hour focus group interviews with respectively ten and eleven
participants of mixed ages, gender, and ethnicity were conducted in the two largest
cities in Denmark. The purpose was to gain qualitative insights into conceptions of
security and safety of Danish citizens. The interviews were carried out by an experi-
enced psychologist as outlined by a written questionnaire guide using laddering.20

During the first hour, participants were asked to talk about what made them feel safe
or unsafe in the city spaces. During the second hour, the topic of terrorism was intro-
duced and the interview focused on terrorism and its effect on their feelings of safety
and security. At the beginning of the third hour, the participants were told that the
survey was commissioned by the police.21 During the third hour, they were presented
with images of visible security measures and built-in, less visible security measures
and again asked how these measures affected their feelings of safety and security.
The presented security measures were surveillance cameras, metal detectors, waist
and full-height turnstiles, unarmed guards with or without uniform and=or dogs,
natural and artificial fences, traditional and architectural bollards, and glazing.22

One of our initial concerns was that the introduction of the themes of terrorism
and counter-terrorism policing might skew the results by causing a fear mode
amongst the respondents. In such a situation one might expect any security measure
to be embraced, not because the measure in itself made respondents feel safer, but
because it would be perceived as a way to reduce the immediate feelings of anxiety
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that talk of terrorism might induce. Critical scholars, as discussed above, warn that the
presence of visible security measures or any other physical or linguistic signifier of ter-
rorism might be exploitable in terms of creating a more favourable attitude towards
various counterterrorism initiatives.23 The video transcripts, however, reveal no
change in tone at the introduction of the topic of terrorism. Instead, the immediate
reaction to the information that the police commissioned the study was a short dis-
cussion as to whether or not respondents should have participated for free as the study
served a public purpose. A few participants would have participated without pay in
such a situation. One possible interpretation as to why they would do this, as discussed
further below, is that this should be seen in light of a generally high level of trust in
Danish society, including a high degree of trust in government agencies.24

Based on the focus group interviews, Relation-Lab and the psychologist
identified one hundred statements describing factors, measures, or preconditions
contributing to making people feel safe—or, in case of their absence, less safe. These
statements would later form the basis of the first quantitative survey. The statements
identified were statements like Uniformed police officers are visible in the streets,
Ethnic minorities are respected in the community, or The most modern technology is
used for preventive scanning of persons and luggage at major events.

Most of the suggested statements were endorsed by the focus group participants
as accurate depictions of their preconditions for feeling safe and secure. In some
instances, one or more participants voiced reservations with regard to the content
or wording of a statement. When this happened, the dissenter’s point or objection
was noted down and converted into an attitude statement, for example: I do not think
about terrorism, It is highly overestimated, or It is okay that the security service can
track suspicious e-mails. The attitude statements were included in the quantitative
research in Steps 2 and 3 of the study to get a measure of the extent to which the
reservations raised by individual members of the focus groups were shared by the
sample population.

Step 2: Data Collection and Aggregation

In Step 2, a detailed 40-minute questionnaire was developed based on the statements
identified in Step 1. The questionnaire was answered by 2,000 respondents, represen-
tative of the wider Danish population in terms of age, geography, ethnicity, social
and marital status, etc. The purpose was to gauge the relative importance of the vari-
ous statements formulated in Step 1 of the study. The respondents were first asked to
what degree the various statements reflected factors, measures, or preconditions with
an impact on their feelings of safety and security when being in crowded places.25

The respondents were then asked to continuously remove five of ten rotating state-
ments that were the least important to them. The statements were shown three times,
but always in a new constellation, thus forcing the respondents to continuously
remove statements in different contexts. The continuous rotation of statements
and the de-selection method made it unlikely that any respondents would be able
to consciously or unconsciously manipulate the results. Furthermore, the results
were controlled for inconsistency. The final relative weighted importance of the
individual statements was then rescaled to a ten-point scale.

Based on the respondents’ selections and de-selections, the statements were
grouped statistically using hierarchical clustering to find the statements that were
interconnected. The hierarchical clustering was carried out to reduce the one
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hundred statements to a more manageable number. The clustering revealed thirty-
two interconnected groups of statements for which thirty-two aggregated statements
were constructed. Thus an aggregated statement like Effective integration policies,
inclusive society, and mutual respect between ethnic and religious groups was con-
structed to cover eight statements like Ethnic minorities are respected in the society
and We have a good and broad understanding of the various religious communities.26

Finally, the respondents were asked to express their agreement or disagreement
with the twenty attitude statements formulated on the basis of reservations or dis-
agreement voiced in the focus group interviews. A scale from one to six was used.27

As the respondents were asked the twenty questions one at a time, it is possible
that the results could have been consciously or unconsciously manipulated by the
respondents.

Step 3: Measuring Importance and Performance Perception

In Step 3, a second 40-minute questionnaire was developed to uncover to what extent
the respondents felt that the thirty-two aggregated statements were already realized
(thus contributing to feelings of safety and security) or not realized (thus potentially
contributing to feelings of insecurity). This was done using a seven-point Likert
scale. The results were then rescaled to a �3 to þ3 scale. An importance score
was calculated for the various aggregated statements and the individual rankings
of the statements were compared using a discrete choice analysis.

Using the aggregated importance and performance perception score, a utility
score was calculated. The utility score was in itself an artificial construct, but was
intended to indicate which aggregated statements the respondents considered impor-
tant but not fulfilled.

Step 4: Segmentation of Citizens

Finally, in a fourth step, hierarchical clustering was used to identify three partially
overlapping segments of citizens with a core of identical preconditions for feeling
safe and secure, but also some divergent needs and preferences. True outliers were
removed when identified by at least two methods.28 The following selection criteria
were used to help in the identification of the segments: size, stability, identifiability,
availability (in a marketing mix sense),29 and behavioural traits.

Findings: Importance Scores

Table 1 below shows the importance score of the seventeen highest ranked aggre-
gated statements, describing measures to support and preconditions for the respon-
dents’ feelings of safety and security.30

Of the seventeen statements, four aggregated statements stood out as more
important than the others. The single most important was the presence of Com-
petent, professional, and efficient intelligence, police, and emergency management ser-
vices (Statement 1). This statement was an aggregation of statements covering both
regular policing tasks and counterterrorism tasks.

Statements 2 and 4 were also aggregated from statements covering various coun-
terterrorism policing and intelligence measures. Statement 3, Non-threatening urban
spaces, was aggregated from statements about the urban spaces themselves like
sufficient lighting and orderly and non-threatening conduct by the users.
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The rest of the seventeen aggregated statements were more or less equally impor-
tant to the respondents. They were, however, very different in nature, covering
‘‘soft’’ issues like integration and dialogue, citizen’s civic ethos and willingness to
help each other, and early crime prevention measures as well as more classical
‘‘hard’’ policing and counterterrorism measures, protective measures and more.

Findings: Performance Perceptions and Utility

The third and fourth steps of the research sought to gauge the citizens’ perceptions of
to what extent the needs and preconditions expressed in the aggregated statements
were fulfilled and sought to identify segments within the population, whose needs
and preconditions might diverge.

Table 2 again shows the seventeen most important aggregated statements. How-
ever, in this table the respondents’ performance perception score was added and the
aggregated statements’ utility score was calculated.31

Table 1. The seventeen most important aggregated statements

Statement
Importance

(I)

1. Competent, professional, and efficient intelligence, police, and
emergency management services

6.9

2. Effective police surveillance of militant extremists and potential
terrorism targets (critical infrastructure)

6.1

3. Non-threatening urban spaces and immediate surroundings—
well-lit and well-ordered public spaces like stations, streets, squares

6.0

4. Effective international police and intelligence cooperation 5.8
5. Effective efforts directed at preventing recruitment by extremist

groups and protecting vulnerable youth from radicalization
5.4

6. Effective integration policies, inclusive society, and mutual respect
between ethnic and religious groups

5.4

7. Robust security procedures at transportation hubs (screening,
removal of left luggage, etc.)

5.1

8. Protection of fundamental rights 5.0
9. Society characterized by strong civic ethos 4.9

10. Clearly marked emergency exits and posted evacuation plans at
crowded places

4.9

11. Citizens generally capable of helping each other with first aid in
case of a crisis situation

4.9

12. Police communicate openly about the threat and authorities and
civil society cooperate in order to prevent threats

4.9

13. Visible police presence in cities 4.9
14. Access control at major events 4.8
15. Police presence, guards, cameras, bomb-sniffing dogs, metal

detectors at major events, transportation hubs, and other crowded
places

4.7

16. Dialogue across political and religious divides 4.7
17. Security measures at buildings and crowded places 4.6
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Table 2. The seventeen most important aggregated statements with importance,
performance perception, and utility scores

Statement
Importance

score (I)

Performance
perception score

(P)

Utility
score
(U)

1. Competent, professional, and efficient
intelligence, police, and emergency
management services

6.9 0.5 3.4

2. Effective police surveillance of militant
extremists and potential terrorism
targets (critical infrastructure)

6.1 0.8 4.9

3. Non-threatening urban spaces and
immediate surroundings—well-lit and
well-ordered public spaces like
stations, streets, squares

6.0 0.7 4.4

4. Effective international police and
intelligence cooperation

5.8 1.4 8.2

5. Effective efforts directed at preventing
recruitment by extremist groups and
protecting vulnerable youth from
radicalization

5.4 0.0 0.0

6. Effective integration policies, inclusive
society, and mutual respect between
ethnic and religious groups

5.4 �0.3 �1.6

7. Robust security procedures at
transportation hubs (screening,
removal of left luggage, etc.)

5.1 1.1 5.7

8. Protection of fundamental rights 5.0 0.8 4.2
9. Society characterized by strong civic

ethos
4.9 0.6 3.0

10. Clearly marked emergency exits and
posted evacuation plans at crowded
places

4.9 0.4 2.4

11. Citizens generally capable of helping
each other with first aid in case of a
crisis situation

4.9 0.5 2.7

12. Police communicate openly about the
threat and authorities and civil society
cooperate in order to prevent threats

4.9 0.0 0.0

13. Visible police presence in cities 4.9 �0.2 �0.8
14. Access control at major events 4.8 �0.4 �1.7
15. Police presence, guards, cameras,

bomb-sniffing dogs, metal detectors at
major events, transportation hubs, and
other crowded places

4.7 �0.6 �2.7

(Continued )
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Eight aggregated statements had a utility score that was zero or negative and are
marked with bold in the table above. A negative utility score indicates a perceived
gap between the needs and preconditions expressed in the aggregated statements
and what respondents apparently experienced when frequenting a crowded place.
The negative utility score thus presumably indicates that the respondents’ feelings
of safety and security would be increased by adding more of the initiatives and
measures described in the aggregated statement.

Half of the eight aggregated statements with a score of zero or below concerns the
kind of visible protective security measures of which critical scholars are critical: 13.
Visible police presence in cities; 14. Access control at major events; 15. Police presence,
guards, cameras, bomb-sniffing dogs, metal detectors at major events, transportation
hubs, and other crowded places; 17. Security measures at buildings and crowded
places.32 Others concern ‘‘soft’’ measures and initiatives to strengthen upstream, pre-
ventive efforts against extremism as well as inclusiveness and dialogue across
religious, ethnic, or political divides in society. The utility scores of or below zero pre-
sumably indicate that the respondents would feel safe and secure to a higher degree if
more protective, preventive, and dialogue-oriented initiatives were implemented.

Findings: Segments

In the final step, the study sought to identify possible divergences in needs structures
across different groups of respondents. Three major segments with partially different
needs structures were eventually identified.

The three segments had a common core of two highly ranked aggregated state-
ments: 1. Competent, professional, and efficient intelligence, police, and emergency
management services and 3. Non-threatening urban spaces and immediate surroundings –
well-lit and well-ordered public spaces like stations, streets, squares. Two segments,
which were labelled Authority Focussed and Security Measure Oriented, were quite
alike but the Authority Focussed placed slightly more emphasis on the international
aspects of intelligence work and the police’s role while the Security Measure Oriented
placed slightly more emphasis on the security measures themselves. The third segment
differed significantly, with respondents showing a preference for aggregated statements
emphasising intercultural understanding, integration, strong civic ethos, and protec-
tion of fundamental rights. This segment was labelled Tolerance Seekers. There were
no significant demographic differences between the segments (see Figure 1).

When it came to visible security measures, a positive impact on feelings of safety
and security emerged for two of the segments—authority focussed and security

Table 2. (Continued)

Statement
Importance

score (I)

Performance
perception score

(P)

Utility
score
(U)

16. Dialogue across political and religious
divides

4.7 �0.2 �0.5

17. Security measures at buildings and
crowded places

4.6 �0.6 �2.7

700 A. Dalgaard-Nielsen et al.



measure oriented—accounting for 68 percent of the respondents. For the last
segment, accounting for the remaining 32 percent of the respondents, the impact
was neutral.

To test whether the aggregate data, which indicated quite positive attitudes
towards strong policing measures, surveillance, etc., might hide underlying differ-
ences or contradictions between the segments, respondents were grouped according
to which segment they belonged to on the attitude statements formulated in Step 1 of
the study. This revealed differences, but no direct contradicting opinions between the
segments. Figure 2 shows how all segments favoured or moderately favoured various
policing and surveillance measures. One could speculate that while respondents
might disagree as to how and under what circumstances surveillance should be
implemented, they did agree that surveillance is an acceptable measure in the effort
to keep crowded places safe and secure.

As mentioned above, one of our initial concerns was that talking about terror-
ism might put respondents in a fear mode, inclining them to be more accepting of

Figure 1. Relative size of the three segments and the common core of needs.

Figure 2. The segments’ attitudes towards surveillance (on a six-point scale where 1 indicates
the least and 6 the highest degree of agreement with the statement).
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strong policing measures and various security measures than they would otherwise
have been. Even if we could not register any overt signs of a fear mode in the video
transcripts of the qualitative focus group interviews, participants did voice different
opinions in terms of how much or how little the threat from terrorism meant to them
in their everyday lives. Therefore it was decided to test the statements listed in
Figure 3 below on the respondents in the quantitative survey.

The scoring in Figure 3 indicates that the respondents do perceive an increased
threat from terrorism. However, we do not know from which baseline. The scoring
on the two last statements seems to indicate that the respondents are not highly con-
cerned with the threat: One segment—the Authority Oriented—might be character-
ized as moderately concerned. The two other segments are less concerned. The
Tolerance Seekers are the least concerned.

It should be kept in mind that the level of concern was self-reported and it can-
not be excluded that some respondents might have consciously or unconsciously
over- or underestimated their degree of concern. However, the findings are concord-
ant with other surveys and studies, also indicating that Danes in general feel safe and
secure and rank the threat from terrorism relatively low on their list of concerns.33

All in all, we find it reasonable to assume that the findings of the study were not sys-
tematically biased because the respondents’ selections, de-selections, and responses
were taking place while respondents were not in a fear mode.

Limitations

As already touched upon above, the study has a number of limitations. It has been
pointed out that feeling safe and secure is actually not a feeling, but rather an
absence of discomfort, anxiety, or feelings of insecurity.34 Thus, trying to capture
what makes people not feel anxiety is obviously not a straightforward task. The
use of extensive focus group interviews to seek to approach and capture respondents’
notions of safety and security were intended to ensure the validity of the measures
constructed for the quantitative study. But admittedly, the transformation and dis-
tillation of notions of safety and security from the narrative form to a shorter form

Figure 3. The segments’ assessment of the threat level and concern over terrorism (on a
six-point scale where 1 indicates the least and 6 the highest degree of agreement with the
statement).
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suitable for quantitative studies was a challenge. The wording of a number of the
highest ranked aggregate statements leaves a considerable margin for interpretation.
What exactly do the respondents understand by terms such as ‘‘competent,’’
‘‘professional,’’ and ‘‘effective’’ police and intelligence efforts? Do the respondents
intend a classical ‘‘tough on crime’’ approach or rather a civil liberties-sensitive
use of policing powers? In principle, the embrace of policing and intelligence
measures to counter terrorism could comprise very different underlying conceptions
of what exactly it is that is being embraced. Even if the underlying statements from
which the aggregated statements are constructed are somewhat more specific, they
still contain terms that are open for interpretation. What is clear from the study,
considering the positive performance indicators, is that whatever the respondents
understand by ‘‘competent’’ and ‘‘professional,’’ the perception is that it is more
or less accommodated as things are being handled today. In other words, if the
results are taken to implicate that there is a general level of satisfaction with current
Danish law enforcement and preparedness efforts as is, we should be on relatively
safe ground. However, one should be careful about drawing conclusions about
which specific interpretations of ‘‘professional’’ and ‘‘effective’’ policing and
preparedness efforts the respondents favour more or less of.

Likewise, when the respondents via their scoring indicate that, for example, more
‘‘effective integration policies, inclusive society and mutual respect between ethnic
groups’’ would enhance their perceptions of safety and security, the result may cover
a range of different notions of what ‘‘effective,’’ ‘‘inclusive,’’ and ‘‘respect’’ entail. If
one were to attempt to use the results as a basis for designing new integration policies
with an eye to strengthening the perceptions of safety and security of Danish citizens,
additional studies would have to be carried out to clarify which potentially different
meanings respondents have attached to ‘‘effective’’ and ‘‘inclusive.’’

Turning to the wording of the statements that concern visible security mea-
sures—a central concern of the study—there is still room for interpretation. For
example, when respondents indicate that they would prefer more ‘‘visible police
presence in cities,’’ this might cover different underlying notions of whether or not
police should be armed, where they should be visible, and whether they should inter-
act proactively with citizens or simply be a visible back-up. Respondents may also
picture different things when indicating the importance of ‘‘clearly marked emerg-
ency exits and posted evacuation plans at crowded places’’ or ‘‘access control at
major events.’’ But in general, and maybe because the protective security measures
represent a more palpable, less ambiguous category than complex categories such
as counterterrorism policy and praxis and integration policy and praxis, the state-
ments contain fewer concepts by which respondents might understand starkly differ-
ent things. Thus, arguably, the validity of the measurement of the impact of feelings
of safety and security of the visible security measures should be higher.

It is still important to keep in mind, though, that the study records self-reported
perceptions of what contributes to or detracts from feelings of safety and security. It
is possible that respondents are wrong about how different measures impact on their
feelings and that a study that sought to track the physiological impact of being
exposed to=confronted with some of the measures outlined in the study would yield
different results. Future studies along those lines might help qualify or validate the
findings of the Danish study.

At a more practical level, the research did not address the issue that the citizens’
perceptions of what contributes to or detracts from security and safety could be
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inaccurate—one of the fundamental concerns of critics of visible security measures is
that since powerful actors have a political and economic interest in exaggerating not
just the notion of a threat but also the effectiveness of marketable security solutions
and control technologies, citizens are quite likely to be misled and to form inaccurate
perceptions of what contributes to or detracts from security. Indeed, most social
science approaches to studying risk and risk management would point out how cul-
tural, social, and individual psychological predispositions and factors play a role and
shape perceptions of risk and risk-reduction measures.35 It is entirely possible that
factors which independently minded construction engineers, experts in blast model-
ling, individuals with tactical military insights, experts in preparedness and emerg-
ency response, criminologists, or others would not consider of importance to the
safety and security of citizens were considered important by the citizens themselves.
For example, respondents in aggregated statement 13 request more Visible police
presence in cities, a measure most police scientists do not consider particularly effec-
tive when it comes to preventing crime.36 Likewise, it is possible that factors con-
sidered important by security experts are not perceived as such by the citizens.
Glazing of windows to prevent flying glass splinters—the source of the vast majority
of injuries resulting from bomb blasts in urban spaces—might be an example of one
such measure. Performance perceptions might likewise be inaccurate.

Such limitations should be taken into account if seeking to transform the
research results into policy recommendations. It goes without saying that from a
security professional’s standpoint, it is not advisable to implement protective security
measures with no proven record of actually decreasing damage in case of an attack,
even if the popular perception is that they are effective. Instead, an attempt to
approach a more shared perception of risks and risk mitigation via dialogue between
citizens, experts, and authorities could be attempted.37 More of this type of open
communication was actually requested by respondents according to aggregated
statement 12, Police communicate openly about the threat and authorities and civil
society cooperate in order to prevent threats.

Finally, it should be noted that the study’s ontological and epistemological
assumptions differ from the ontology, epistemology, and critical approach of some
of the scholars who have been most vocal in their criticism of the increasing presence
of visible security measures in urban spaces. At a fundamental level, critical scholars
might reject that there is a reality of ‘‘feelings of safety and security’’ out there, inde-
pendent of language, social interactions and, thus, research design, which can mean-
ingfully be described and quantified, and thus might reject the validity of the
research on which this article is based. Such a criticism pertaining to the fundamental
choice of scientific vantage point is certainly possible, but not easy to address within
the scope of this article. As pointed out earlier, we remain convinced that rigorous
empirical research can yield valid insights and inform policy development in
meaningful ways.

In sum, it is certainly possible to debate a number of the assumptions and
aspects of the design as well as the wording and validity of some of the study’s mea-
sures. One should be careful not to over-interpret the data or base unwarranted con-
clusions on it. A careful reading of the results, based on an awareness of the basic
strengths and limits of the study’s quantitative approach to capture feelings of safety
and security, is necessary. Yet, as argued above, the key unexpected findings that
visible security does not induce feelings of insecurity and that feeling secure while
frequenting a potential target of terrorist attacks depends on a very broad set of
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factors, including ‘‘soft’’ factors, do not seem fundamentally challenged by the
limitations discussed above.

Discussion

The inquiry into citizens’ perceptions of safety and security in crowded places and
their preconditions for feeling safe and secure led to both expected and unexpected
findings.

An effective law enforcement effort, whatever meanings might be attached to the
term ‘‘effective’’ by respondents, is not surprisingly fundamental to people’s feelings
of safety and security and is a factor which has been identified also by other studies
of perceptions of terrorism risk and security.38

Likewise, the importance of the appearance of the urban spaces themselves and
the non-threatening conduct of their users is not surprising. The notion that people
take cues from their immediate surroundings when they determine whether they feel
secure or not is well established in theory and research: People read the environment
as a barometer of risk and likelihood that others will intervene on their behalf. An
orderly and well maintained environment contributes to feelings of safety. If, on the
other hand, the physical environment is characterized by disrepair, graffiti, aban-
doned buildings, etc. people have been shown to perceive this as an indicator of a
higher risk of victimisation regardless of what official crime statistics might say.
Signs of decay apparently are being interpreted as signs of a neighbourhood out
of control.39 Other studies indicate that when neighbours are known and seen as sup-
portive, fear is diminished even in areas with high statistical risk of crime, underlin-
ing the importance of other people to people’s sense of security as well as the
connection between strong communities, social capital, mutual trust, and feelings
of safety and security.40 Thus, the Danish respondents’ emphasis on well-lit and
well-ordered public spaces like stations, streets, squares is not surprising (and would
also not be surprising to a critical scholar).

However, the study also contained a number of unexpected findings. Why do
visible security measures contribute to rather than detract from feelings of safety
and security? Why is the conception of safety and security when being in a crowded
place so relatively broad, including questions of civic ethos, integration, and ‘‘soft’’
preventive activities? Why do strong policing measures and protection of fundamen-
tal rights both figure as important and as contributors to respondents’ feeling of
safety and security, despite much debate about a potential tension between the two?

Along the lines of the results from the University of Florida study, we expected
that visible security measures would probably impact negatively on respondents’
feelings of safety and security. Yet, we found that, for example, Robust security
procedures at transportation hubs (screening, removal of left luggage, etc.), Police
presence, guards, cameras, bomb-sniffing dogs, metal detectors at major events, trans-
portation hubs, and other crowded places, etc. figured as measures with a positive
impact on respondents’ self-reported feelings of safety and security. We also found
that half of the eight aggregated statements with a utility score of zero or below,
shown in Table 2, concerned visible protective measures, indicating that respondents
would welcome more of those initiatives and that they would, in principle, boost feel-
ings of safety and security. While not the most important component in making
respondents feel safe and secure, the results outlined in Tables 1 and 2 do seem to
indicate that their impact is positive.
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A critical reading of the findings might suggest that the security measures contribute
to a superficial feeling of safety and security by relieving immediate anxiety, but still
form part of an overall and self-sustaining threat discourse. It might further suggest that
the Danish public is being manipulated into believing that the threat from terrorism is
far greater than it actually is and=or into believing that protective measures are more
effective than they actually are. The question whether the findings could be biased
because respondents were in a fear mode—generally or in connection with replying—
has been discussed above and we have argued that it does not seem to be the case.
The Danish population is, according to the attitude statements of this study and accord-
ing to other studies as well, only moderately concerned or unconcerned about the threat
from terrorism. Moreover, the video transcripts from the focus group interviews do not
reveal any change of tone at the introduction of the term ‘‘terrorism.’’

We suggest, instead, that the high level of societal trust, combined with a high
level of trust in government authorities in Denmark might help explain these findings.

One possible explanation for the unexpectedly positive attitude towards visible
protective security measures could be that people use their own everyday (and in
Denmark mainly peaceful and unthreatening) experience as an indicator of how safe
and secure their society is, rather than being impressed by dramatic media coverage
of threats and crime.41 This goes somewhat against the post-modernist=social con-
structivist view of risk, claiming that socially constructed hazards (or their physical
expression in the form of visible protective security measures) have a major impact
on people’s risk perceptions.42 Might the Danish public simply see protective mea-
sures as protective measures and not as something signalling danger? Such an
interpretation would be concordant with the relatively low degree of the respon-
dents’ self-reported concern with the threat from terrorism.

A factor which might further contribute to explaining the findings could be the
high level of trust in the authorities as well as the high level of trust in each other
characterizing Danish citizens.43 Whereas stronger law enforcement powers and vis-
ible security measures in lower-trust societies might provoke feelings of loss of con-
trol, tenseness, and even fear, the same measures might make people living in
high-trust societies conclude that reasonable and generally trustworthy government
authorities and=or owners and operators of crowded places have taken responsibility
for reducing the risks connected to being in a crowded place. The high level of trust
might also explain the strong support for and positive interpretation of the contri-
bution of law enforcement and intelligence efforts. A Norwegian study from 2009
showed a very high degree of support for even quite intrusive law enforcement mea-
sures to combat terrorism—a result that was linked to high levels of social trust
among the respondents.44

Thus, one possible reading could be that protective measures are conducive to
feelings of safety and security, but only in a context where respondents have a high
degree of trust in authorities and in each other—a belief that fellow citizens are
reasonable and responsible and that government authorities are fair and not inclined
to misuse powers. In this case, the arguments of the critics of visible security
measures might still hold up in societies characterized by lower levels of trust than
the Danish society.

Another unexpected result is the broad set of issues brought up by respondents.
Keeping in mind that the respondents were being asked about their feelings of safety
and security not in general, but when in a crowded place, it is interesting to note that
‘‘soft’’ issues like dialogue, integration, and citizens characterized by a strong civic
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ethos figure prominently. Equal rights and freedom of speech also figured on the list
of the17 top-ranked factors with an impact on feelings of safety and security when
being in a crowded place. Looking at the findings summarized in Tables 1 and 2,
it appears that respondents have a surprisingly and arguably nuanced, holistic,
and long-term perception of what it takes to keep urban spaces safe.

One possible interpretation might point to the Danish welfare state tradition as
well as the tradition for local, cross-governmental early preventive efforts to support
and re-socialize youth who have started flirting with crime or with radical groups.
The broad set of factors brought up by the respondents mirror this broad and inclus-
ive preventive approach to a greater extent than a narrow and more punitive
approach to crime fighting. One might also speculate that given that the respondents
are relatively unconcerned with the threat from terrorism, they might also have other
safety and security concerns in mind—ordinary crime and perceived lack of inte-
gration of minority groups—when selecting and de-selecting. If this is indeed the
explanation and the respondents mainly have lesser threats and crimes in mind, it
is worth noting that there is also and still a general acceptance of surveillance and
strong policing powers. Again, the high degree of trust in authorities might be an
important explanatory factor.

A high degree of trust might also help explain the final unexpected finding—that
strong policing powers and strong protection of fundamental rights both figure as
positive contributors to feelings of safety and security, despite much attention in
the public, political, and academic debate to a potential trade-off between the
two. In the study, well-resourced and effective counterterrorism efforts, including
international intelligence cooperation and surveillance of militant groups, figure,
together with protection of fundamental rights, as factors contributing positively
to feelings of safety and security in crowded places. It should be cautioned, though,
that the study represents a snapshot and does not track the dynamic development of
the different factors. It is thus conceivable that if perceptions of the balance between
the two were to shift significantly, they may stop figuring side by side as positive con-
tributors. We cannot tell from the findings whether there is a positive or an inverse
correlation between the two or if such a correlation might shift in other contexts.

Conclusion: Trust, Visible Security, and Counterterrorism

Many scholars and analysts working within or inspired by the tradition of critical
studies are sceptical when it comes to the increasing presence of protective security
measures in urban spaces. Visible security measures, the argument goes, serve as a
reminder of a postulated ubiquitous threat from terrorism, cause fear, and facilitate
the political control and manipulation of citizens. The study discussed in this article
places a question mark on such arguments.

The study sought to capture, describe, and rank factors impacting positively or
negatively on the feelings of safety and security of a representative sample of Danish
citizens, when being in a crowded place. Surprisingly, it appeared that the response
of an average Danish citizen, when confronted with visible security measures like
fences, cameras, or uniformed guards, is actually positive.

It is frequently pointed out that effective counterterrorism requires a number of
different initiatives including diplomacy, intelligence gathering, law enforcement,
protective measures, and emergency response capabilities.45 It is also frequently
pointed out that almost every element of counterterrorism entails dilemmas and
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trade-offs. Most measures, including protective security, have both costs and
benefits.46 Our findings do not challenge these overall insights.

Even if protective measures do not cause fear, they should never be applied
uncritically and they could never stand alone. Downstream interception of threats
by means of protective measures directly around the potential target leaves little
margin of error and might be prohibitively expensive, given the number of potential
targets. Protective measures that rely on limiting access and screening users of mass
transit systems or public spaces such as city squares or other gathering places would
obviously also seriously impair the functioning of these places and infrastructures.
Yet, in light of the current and apparently increasing risk that ‘lone wolf’ terrorism
goes undetected by classical intelligence and law enforcement measures all the way
up to his or her point of attack, a selective implementation of protective measures
around high value or particularly vulnerable targets is arguably prudent.

What our findings indicate is that the balance between costs and benefits of pro-
tective measures is likely to be very much dependent on the level of societal trust and
trust in government authorities and that when such trust is present, the balance is
more likely to be positive.

While our findings thus place a question mark at the assumptions of those who
reject visible security measures on the grounds that they create anxiety, it also chal-
lenges the narrow, security-oriented perspective that sometimes characterizes secur-
ity practitioners. In fact, the utility scores indicated that the greatest potential for
enhancing feelings of safety and security amongst citizens transiting through, work-
ing, dining, or shopping in a crowded place is to work to strengthen those citizens’
perception of living in an inclusive society with a strong civic ethos.

Some of what it would take to do so falls outside the remit of the agencies tra-
ditionally concerned with counterterrorism and to some extent outside of the remit
of government authorities in general. Yet, the awareness of the presence of this
broad set of preconditions for citizens feeling safe and secure is arguably central
to balanced policy formulation and to counterterrorism praxis. The study in a sense
provides empirical underpinnings to claims long forwarded by civil liberties advo-
cates and other critics of relying only on a crime fighting or even a military approach
to counterterrorism. The study indicates that not just from a democratic and civil
liberties point of view, but also when it comes to making sure that citizens feel con-
fident to go about their daily business freely, despite a threat from terrorism, it is
necessary to think about counterterrorism in broad terms: Intelligence measures,
law enforcement, protective security, and emergency management services cannot
stand alone. Inclusiveness, fundamental freedoms, and a civil society willing and able
to take responsibility are linked directly by the sample population to feelings of
safety and security when being in a crowded place. Thus, the findings of our study
might prompt the question whether we should begin to think about counterterrorism
in even broader terms than has hitherto been the case even in well-balanced and
comprehensive treatments of the topic.

It is frequently pointed out that one of the greatest dangers for a liberal democ-
racy when it comes to responding to terrorism is to get caught up in a vicious
cycle where politicians react to a perceived public demand for ‘‘tough’’ responses.
And that such responses risk playing into the hands of the terrorists’ propaganda,
lead to societal polarization, and eat away at the liberties and fundamental principles
of a liberal democracy.47 Our findings further reinforce this point in the sense that they
illustrate how, also when we look at the counterterrorism component of protective
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security, the legitimacy of government institutions and citizens’ trust in each other are
crucial ingredients.48

What our findings further suggest is that the public is actually capable of being
very nuanced and reflective about how to ensure public safety and security against
security threats when the discussion is allowed to unfold and care is taken to avoid
inducing a fear mode. The notion that if only the media would not be so sensation-
alist and if only politicians would not try to outbid each other in appearing tough on
terrorism, then counterterrorism policies might become more balanced is certainly
present in many discussions about counterterrorism. Our findings lend some empiri-
cal credence to these notions by showing that under favourable circumstances a
democratic public will actually positively demand a broad and balanced range of
counterterrorism measures and even place special emphasis on ‘‘softer’’ measures.
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hverdags-problemer, Tryghedsmåling 2013 [The Everyday Problems of the Danes] (Denmark:
TrygFonden, 2013), 46; L. L. Funch, B. M. Hammann, and S. A. M. Munck, Tegn på tryghed
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