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ABS~RACT 

Public involvement in crime preventian 
acti vi ties has emerged .as >a critical issue in 
recent years as it has became clear that 
citizens can playa" key role in' reducing 
crime. NumerOus effarts hav~ been aimed at 
encouragingci tiz·ensta take actiansto reduce 
the{ir awn risk af victimizatian, and that af 
athers as well. One prominent effarthas been 
a three::-year-ald i'Take a Bite Out af .Crime" 
na;.:tional media' campaign, spansared by the 
C~~mePrev~ptian Caalitiori in caaperatian with 
the Advert'ising., Cauncil. 

This r ep 6 r. ts 1i m mar i z es res ear. c h 
evaluating the impac~ a~ that campaign an 
public avrareness, attitudes, and actians 
can ce r n i n gc rim e pre v e n t ian , and a f fer s 
recammendatians for future· public infarmation 
strategies aimed at encauraging increased 
citizen participatiOn in crime preventian. 

Theevaluatian findings indicate that 
mass media ,campaigns can be effecti ve in 
changing peOple's crime preventian attitudes 
andbehaviars, ~and that mass media, can be 
effective' taols in: pramating coaperative 

" .pre.vention ,effa:r'tsamangci tizens. . 
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"TAKING A BITE OUT OF CRIMEJ": ----,-

TfIEIMPAOT OFAMASS MEDIA 
"!j . 

CRIME PREVENTION OAMPAIGN 

Public involvement.· in crime prev.el1tion activi ties" has 

acritical,issue in recent years as it has become 

cle~r .that citizens can playa key rOlein~educing crime. 

Numerous efforts have been aimed at encouragi.ng citiz;ens . to . take 

actions to reduce their dwnriskof victimizati,on, and that 6.f 

others as well. 
One prominent effort has been a three-~ear~old 

"Take a]i te Out of Orime" national mediacam.paign,si6nsored by 

the C rim e Preve.ntion C oa.liti on in coope rat i on wit h 'the 

AdvertiSing Coupcil. This report summarizesresearchevalua.ting 

t'heimpa,ct of that Campaign on public awareness, atti;tiudes, 

and actioris concerning crime. prevention, and offers 

recom~endations for future public information stra~egies aimed at 
. ' .... 

encouraging increased. citize.n pa.rtici:pation il} cri.me prevention. 

The. objectives .of the campaign include promoting a sense of 

in'dividualresponsibilitY;for crime preVention amongci tizens, as 

well asattemptihg to dispel unwarranted feelings of frustration 

and hopelessness r~:gard.ing· crime a.nd criminal justice. The 

campaign encQuraged:ci tlzens.'to wQrk·with thei.r communi ty law 

.enforo~ment' ag.encies. and:.t.o e.ngage i'n such specific . crime 

prev~ntionactionS(': as improving th<:;l secu1';i tY'oftheir household.s 
[' 

,i and coopera.tingwithneighbors in ~urveil1ance programs. 
, . '., () ";, " . 

Tbecampaign sy~bOl Was a. trenchc~ate~h6uriddog 
cartoon 

character nanted .McGruff, ' who urgedbcitizenstohelp"take a bH;e 

; .' 
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out of crime" and gave specific .. examples of how they could 
t; .,~~~) ,\ 't. , 

protect themselves and their comm~llniti,es.." 
'"' I" ,\'" "t,: . ( 

campaign consistedo,f' Adverti~i:l:'):gCouncil-produced The media 

advertisenie~t,~ (~SAs)., '~'hi~l1<~erie" dis~eminated by 
,,' " . '" 

public. service 

broadca,st and print m,edia a:t;their own' ej(pense,' TheT1'cGruff PSAs 

proved '. to be one of the most pepuTar Advertising Co~nci1 
", ' v 

" /' , ~;\ .'"., , 

campaigns, wIth over $50 millio111n b;roadca8·t'~~t~me and print 
, j. " , ". 

space being donated annually to themb'y' wedia; ,outlets during the 
, . 

first two years. In addition, the medi~c,ampaign was tied to 

local community'-based prev8nt:i,oh efforts' in 'hundreds of locales 

throughout the country. 

EVALUATING THE CAMPAIGN 

The Take a Bite Out of C ri Ilie c~mpaign was seen as having the 

potential for affecting citizens in a number of ways. Most 

generally, the campaign objective was to make citizens 
(' 

more competent at crime prevention. Prevention competence 'was 

measure& by the extent to which citizens: 

(1) Were made,imore aware of appropria.te crime prevention 

techniques; 

(2) Held more positive attitudes, concerning the 

.effectiveness ofcitizen .... based prevention activities} 

(3) Felt more capable of protecting themselves arid 

others; 

(4) Became more concerned about protectingthernselves, 

and others; and 

(5)Engagedin,mor~ actions a,imed at reducing crime. 

2 
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The campaign was ev~luated in terms of the extent to which 

it influenced citizens on each of these dimensions. 

Evaluation Methods 
"0 

Cj, tizen responses to the campaign were examined by usL.g two 

types of sample surveys. In one, a nationwide scientific 

prpbability sample of 1200 adults was interviewed to find out who 

the campaign was reaching and what those people thought about it. 

In the ?ther, a panel of, 426 adults in three cities was 

interviewed both before the campaign was underway and ,again two 

years later. This panel survey enabled the evaluators to examine 

whether people had changed in their views about crime or in,their 

prevention competence ,over the two years, how they had changed" 

and whether those changes were associated with their having seen 

or heard the campaign messages. 

The 1n.i tial round of panel interviews occurred in September 

of 1979, just before the campaign was, ini tiated. Both the 

national survey and the second round of panel interviews were. 

conducted in November of 1981, two years after the campaign's 

onset. 

"THE PUBLIC IMPACT OF THE CAMPAIGN 

The Take a Bite Out of Crime campafgn had widespread public 

exposure.' The national sur'vey indicat'edthat just over half of 

'the adult population had seen or heard the McGruff PSAs during 

the first two years o:f the campaign. Given the voluntary nature 

ofPSAdissemina t ion, thisindi cated a heavy commitment on the 

part 'of media organizations to present the McGruff,ads. It' also 
/,;. 

3 



suggests that the ad~were appealing enough to have been 

remembered by substantial numbers of people. Television was 

clearly the medium through which most people becam.e exposed to 

the campaign. 

The campaign reached a demographically diverse population, 

with no socialbreconomic group app~aring beyond its reach. 

While McGruff was decid~dly likelie~ to reach younger adults, a 

third of the people over age 64 could al~o recall the ads. 

Citizens with widely differing viewsabcut crime and crime 

prevention were reached by the campaign as well.' However, the 

PSAs seemed especially effectiie at reachin~ two special target 

groups: Those who saw themsel ve's" as less knowledg~able about 

>crime preventio'n techniques' and those who believed citizen-based 

prevention techniques .to be. moreeffecti ve.· 

Among the citizens who had seen or hear~ the PSAs, about 

three-fourths could recite a specific theme from the ads . The 

vast majority. also said that they were favorably impressed by 

what they had seen or heard. Most said ~hey thought that the 

PSAs effecti vely conveyed. int"ormation, and that they liked the 

use of McGruff as the campaign symbol. Younger adults weI1'~ the 

most impressed ~falla~e groups, which could bode well for a 

more lasting impact of the campaign~ 

Impacts on.2J tizenCrime. Prevention Kno'wledge, and. Atti tud,~s 

The campaign had an important impaqt on the pub~ic'~ 

knowledge about cri'me preverition~ Qf the national ",sample 

respondents who had been. reaqhe.d by the campaign, n~early a 

quarter said they had lea.rned new information about prevention 
" 
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techniques, and almost half s~id the ads had reminded them of 

information they had forgotten. Panel sample respondents also 

showed significant gains in crime prevention knowl~dge following 

exposure to the campaign. 

The campaign had other positive impacts as well. Both 

national and panel sample respondents who had been exposed to the 

campaign showed sizable increases in how confident they felt 

about protecting themselves from crime and in how effective they 

believed citizen prevention efforts to be. 

Impacts on Citizen Crime Prevention Behavior 

Perhaps most importantly, the campaign appeared to have 

noteworthy effects on actual crime prevention actions taken by 

'ci tizens. About a fourth of the campaign-exposed national sample 

said they had taken preventive actions as a result of having seen 

or heard the PSAs. The most frequent actions taken by these 

respondent.~ were "improving household security" and "cooperating 

more with neighbors"---two of the principal campaign 

recommendations. 

Inc,reased prevention activity was even more impressive in 

th 1 I e Prior to the campaign, the panel interviewees ~ e pane samp .. 

vTere asked about the extent to which they carried out 25 sp~cific 

ppreventiQn actions. Seven of th~se activities were subsequently 

given particular emphasis in the. ·McGruff PSAs, inc'luding "loc1~ing 

(loors," "leaving on lights," and vari.ousneighborhood cooperative 

efforts. Panel members were then asked again ab.out the same 25 

activities when re-interviewed two years after the initiation of 

the campaign. Panelists who had seen or heard the ads r~gistered 

5 
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statistically significant gains over those who had not in six of 

the seven activities recommended in the pa~s. There were no such 

increases in the 18 non-recommended actions. 

Differential Campaign Impacts 

While the campaign had notable effects on the population as 

.!3- whole., some types of people were more influenced than others. 

For example, campaign influences appeared to be ass,ociated wtth 

the opportunities people had for carrying out the actions 

recommended in the PSAs. Women and more affluent pe.rsons ten<ied 

to show greater gains in, "neighborhood cooperative" prevention 

activities. Lower-income persons increased in such activities as 

"report ing suspi c Lous inc i dents to the poli ce." M en Showed 

increases in somewhat moreindividualisti~, behaViors, such as 

"acquiring a dog for security p'll:rposes." Finally, the campaign 

had greater impact on the behaviors than,on th~ attitudes~of 

citizens who saw themselves as more at risk fro~ crime~ while the 
>~~ •• ~,' 

opposite was true for those seeing themselves as less at ri1k. 

In conclusion, the campaign appears to have had a wide range 
j'. ' 

of effects across an even wider range of people, depending upon 

their personal characterisi tics, their individual circumstances, 
,-,- -

and their perceived, vulnerability to crime. 

G,ENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE CAMPAIGNS 

The campaign impa:?tfindings have important implications for 

criminal justice offici~lsas well as for citizen groups, planning 

future crime preventioft media campaigns. Some of these are 

highlighted below: I' " , 

6 

**Television~ The teleyised PSAs ~er8 clearly 

the most visible feature of th~ McGruff campaign, and 

future campaigns would do well to'capitalize on them 'as 

much as possible. They should particularly be used to 

simply and emphatically capsuliz-ethe most important· 

campaign theme,s. In the case of McGI'uff, for example, 

much of th~ attractiveness and impact of the ~elevised 

PSAs appears to have resulted from their directness and 

simplicity. Each ad included only a ,few bits of 

information, carefully or~hestrated within the basic 

campaign theme of citizen/cooperation. Also, it i8 

critical t'hat such PSAs include only carefully 

documented information about the effectiveness of 

various prevention technique~, and that audiences be 

mad.e aware of such docume'ntation. 

**Fear. The McGruff campai~n deliberately avoided 

fear-provoking messages. Al thou:gh other campaigns have used 

such messages expecting that heJghtened fear wOuld lead to 

mOre prev~ntion action, resea~cb on the effectivehess of 

this techniq~e iridicate~ that it doesn't often work and, in 

fact, can. baCkfire if· the audience becomes overly anxious and 

rejects the message completely. The McGruff findings 

indicate that most oi tizens are already threatened enough by 

crime and that subsequent campa'fgns wo:uld do well to avoid 
., 

arousing still greater public ~ear. 
'i' 
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**TheElderly and Crim~.The NcGI'uff campaign 

r~ached elderly citizens somewhat less successfully than 
, , 

it did other age groups. It may be that the elderly are 

less attuned to media campaigns in general, and if so, 

spe,cial provisions should be made to suppl'ementsuch 

campaigns with local community and neighborhood efforts 

aimed par~icularlyat the concerns of older cit~zens. 

**Targetting. Ca~paign ,plann~rs would do well to 

use pre-campaign surveys, to find out as much as possible 

about their intended audiences so that specific messages 

may be tailored to individual groups with partibular 

problems. Examples of factor~which the current 
\ \' . 

evaluation showed to" be important determinants of 

ci tizen responses to prevent:i.on campaigns included: (1) 

Their existing awareness of crime prevention techniques; 

(2) Their attitu,des toward citizen involvement in 

prevention, su.ch as how effective they think it can be; 

(3) How capable they themselves fee~ about protecting 

themselves and others; (4) How motiv~t~d they ar~ to 

take pr~vention actions; and (S).The extent to which 

they are already: takingpr~evention actions and, if so, 

what those actions are. 

In .corrclusion, the findings clearly indicate that mass m~dia 

campaigns ca~,be effecti\Te in c,hangingpeople's attitudes and 

behaviors regarding cri)Ilepre.v~ntion, and that m.edia can serve as 

useful tools inprb~.otirpg cooperative prevention efforts among 
:;.t7;-~, _--=:>·_",~I 

citizens. 
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