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Abstract

This study aims to examine the role of social factors, particularly mass media use, in explaining fear of assault among women
living in the urban environments of Shahrekord. This applied study employed a descriptive—survey and cross-sectional
design. The statistical population included all women aged 18 years and older in Shahrekord (N = 118,572). Using Cochran’s
formula, a sample of 384 participants was selected through a two-stage sampling method. Data were collected using a
researcher-developed questionnaire, whose content validity was confirmed by experts and whose reliability was verified
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeding 0.70 for all constructs. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and
SmartPLS software through Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). Structural model results
indicated that mass media use had a positive and significant effect on fear of assault (f = 0.222, p <0.01). In contrast, cultural
capital (B = —0.128), social trust (B = —0.531), perceived social justice (p = —0.309), and quality of life (B = —0.247) had
significant negative effects on fear of assault (p < 0.05). The relationship between social and civic participation and fear of
assault was not statistically significant. Overall, the independent variables explained 75.7% of the variance in fear of assault
(R2=10.757), indicating strong explanatory power. The findings suggest that mass media act as the primary amplifying factor
of fear of assault, while social trust serves as the strongest protective factor, and enhancing cultural capital, social justice,
and quality of life can substantially improve women’s perceived safety in urban environments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Fear of assault constitutes one of the most persistent and gendered forms of perceived insecurity in
contemporary urban environments, shaping women’s daily mobility patterns, social participation, and overall
quality of life. Empirical evidence consistently shows that women experience significantly higher levels of
fear in public spaces than men, regardless of actual crime rates, indicating that fear of assault is not merely a
response to objective risk but a socially constructed phenomenon rooted in broader structural, cultural, and
communicative processes (Contreras-Merino et al., 2024; Gonzalez Moreno et al., 2022). Urban studies and
feminist criminology emphasize that this fear operates as an invisible mechanism of spatial exclusion,
restricting women’s access to public space and reinforcing gendered inequalities within cities (Arabi & Atashi,
2022; Ranjbar Hamghavandi et al., 2022).

Among the multiple factors shaping women’s fear of assault, mass media and social media have gained
increasing attention as powerful agents in framing perceptions of insecurity. Research indicates that repetitive
exposure to crime-related news, street harassment narratives, and emotionally charged visual content can
amplify perceived vulnerability and normalize fear as a constant condition of urban life (Iran-Nejad &
Mohammadi-Sadegh, 2023; Khajeh-Nouri & Kaveh, 2013). Comparative studies across Europe further
demonstrate that social media platforms, by privileging sensational and viral content, often intensify fear
beyond levels justified by real-world crime statistics (Gonzalez-Serrano et al., 2025). At the same time, some
scholars argue that media can play a protective and empowering role when they promote awareness, bystander
intervention, and women’s agency (Vazquez-Gonzalez & Ferrer-Pérez, 2025). However, empirical findings
suggest that fear-amplifying effects tend to outweigh empowering ones in many social contexts.

Beyond media exposure, social trust, cultural capital, perceived social justice, and quality of life have been
identified as key determinants of women’s perceived security. Studies in Iran show that women with stronger
social networks, higher trust in others, and greater confidence in institutions report lower levels of fear, even
in objectively similar environments (Ahmadi & Afshani, 2022; Noorpoor, 2021). Qualitative research further
highlights that perceptions of injustice, victim-blaming, and institutional indifference significantly exacerbate
fear, particularly among marginalized women (Safai-Nabat, 2023). International research confirms that
women’s fear of assault is deeply intertwined with structural gender inequality, occupational insecurity, and
broader experiences of vulnerability (Harman et al., 2021; Ishengoma, 2024).

Despite the growing body of literature, notable research gaps remain. First, many Iranian studies focus on large
metropolitan areas, while medium-sized cities with distinct social and cultural dynamics remain understudied
(Abasi Esfajir & Jahani-Bahnemiri, 2020). Second, existing research often examines social, media, and
structural factors in isolation rather than within an integrated explanatory model (Azhari et al., 2024). Third,
limited attention has been paid to the relative explanatory power of these factors in shaping fear of assault
among women. Addressing these gaps, the present study investigates social factors associated with fear of
assault among women in the urban environments of Shahrekord, with particular emphasis on mass media use.
Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, descriptive—survey, and cross-sectional research design. The statistical
population consisted of all women aged 18 years and older residing in the city of Shahrekord. Based on
population statistics, a sample size of 384 participants was determined using Cochran’s formula and selected
through a two-stage sampling procedure.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire designed to measure fear of assault, mass
media use, social trust, cultural capital, social and civic participation, perceived social justice, and quality of
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life. Content validity was established through expert review, and reliability was confirmed using Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients exceeding the acceptable threshold for all constructs.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS for descriptive statistics and SmartPLS for inferential analysis. Partial
Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was applied to assess the measurement and structural
models. Bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples was used to test the significance of path coefficients. Model fit,
explanatory power, and predictive relevance were evaluated using standard PLS-SEM criteria.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated moderate to high levels of fear of assault and mass media consumption among
respondents, alongside moderate levels of social trust, cultural capital, perceived social justice, and quality of
life. The measurement model demonstrated strong internal consistency and convergent validity for all
constructs.

Structural model analysis revealed that mass media use had a positive and statistically significant effect on fear
of assault, indicating that increased exposure to mass media content was associated with higher levels of
perceived insecurity among women. In contrast, social trust exhibited the strongest negative effect on fear of
assault, highlighting its central role as a protective factor. Cultural capital, perceived social justice, and quality
of life also showed significant negative relationships with fear of assault, suggesting that higher educational,
cultural, institutional, and welfare resources are associated with reduced fear.

Social and civic participation did not have a statistically significant effect on fear of assault. The model
demonstrated high explanatory power, accounting for approximately 76% of the variance in fear of assault.
Predictive relevance indicators confirmed the model’s strong predictive capability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the multifaceted nature of women’s fear of assault in urban environments
and highlight the dominant role of mass media in shaping perceptions of insecurity. The positive association
between media consumption and fear suggests that media narratives contribute to an inflated sense of
vulnerability, even in contexts where objective risk may be relatively low. This reinforces the view that fear
of assault is not solely driven by direct experience but is socially produced through communicative and
symbolic processes.

The strong protective effect of social trust emphasizes the importance of informal social networks and
interpersonal confidence in mitigating fear. Women who feel supported by their communities and trust others
appear better equipped to interpret risk realistically and maintain a sense of control in public spaces. Similarly,
the negative effects of cultural capital, perceived social justice, and quality of life on fear highlight the role of
structural and institutional conditions in shaping emotional responses to urban environments.

The lack of a significant relationship between social and civic participation and fear of assault suggests that
participation alone is insufficient to enhance women’s sense of security unless it translates into tangible
influence over public space and institutional responsiveness. This finding points to the need for gender-
sensitive forms of participation that move beyond symbolic involvement.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature by offering an integrated explanatory model of fear of assault
among women in a medium-sized Iranian city. The results indicate that reducing women’s fear requires
interventions that go beyond environmental design to address media practices, social trust, institutional justice,
and broader quality-of-life conditions. By situating fear within a complex social framework, the study provides
empirical evidence to support more holistic and gender-responsive urban safety policies.
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