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ABSTRACT 

Unlike crimes committed against tourists or police officers, the annual crime statistics released by 

the Kenya National Police Service do not reflect crimes committed against university students per 

se. While there is substantial evidence on the extent and characteristics of criminal victimisation 

in the general population, as well as among university students in America and the West, evidence 

on this subject in Sub-Saharan Africa is drawn from limited studies. To date, the extent and 

characteristics of criminal victimisation among university students in Kenya are yet to be 

examined. While using a quantitative approach and a survey research design, a sample size of 1717 

respondents was randomly computed from a population of 17167 individuals at a peri-urban 

university, west of Kenya, to determine the relationship between victimisation and socio-

demographic factors and risky lifestyle exposure characteristics. Findings indicate that socio-

demographic variables such as age, marital status, employment status, and residence were 

significantly related to victimisation. Additionally, risky lifestyle activities such as frequenting 

bars, socialising with strangers, partying on and off campus, and abusing bhang (a derivative of 

cannabis) and alcohol were significantly related to victimisation. To reduce student victimisation, 

we recommend the design of effective victimisation reduction advertisements and investment in 

on-campus housing. 

Keywords: Lifestyle exposure, Risk, Socio-demographic factors, University students and 

Victimisation 

INTRODUCTION 

Criminality is inevitable in any 

society, and the phenomenon continues to 

claim victims on a daily basis, as reported in 

the media (Aineah, 2017; Chacha, 2014; 

Otieno, 2022). Embedded in the social and 

economic structure of society and the 

individual pathology, criminal victimisation 

is a reality that society has to contend with, 

typically responding by developing measures 

and designing programmes to mitigate, 

manage, or prevent it. Unlike other life 

experiences that are mainly sought, planned 

and expected, victimisation is largely 

unavoidable, unforeseeable, and unexpected 

(Canadian Resource Centre for Victims of 

Crime (CRCVC), 2011). As a result, 

experiencing victimisation has a devastating 

impact on victims. According to CRCVC 

(2011), depending on an individual’s 

situation, the impact of victimisation can 

manifest at five levels, physical impact (such 

as cuts, bruises, and broken bones), 

emotional impact (such as fear and anger), 

psychological impact (such as post-traumatic 

stress disorder and sleep disturbances), social 
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impact (such as social isolation and 

difficulties in building relationships), and 

financial impact (such as the cost of medical 

bills and replacement of merchandise).  

In Kenya, the level of crime is on an 

upward trend. According to the National 

Police Service (NPS) (2016), in the year 

2016, the police registered 76 986 criminal 

cases, representing an increase of six percent 

from the year 2015. In the same year, the 

number of personal crimes recorded was 19 

911, representing 25.5 percent of the total 

crimes recorded in Kenya, while only 15 

crimes committed against tourists were 

recorded, this being the lowest number of 

crimes recorded in the country by category. 

However, official records may not give 

accurate statistics on the number of crimes 

committed in any given society since many 

crimes go unreported (Daigle, 2018). This is 

a phenomenon that leads to the ‘hidden’ or 

‘dark’ figures of crime. Various reasons 

influence victims’ non and under-reporting of 

crime: victims may not appreciate that they 

have suffered harm; fear of re-victimisation 

from the Criminal Justice System (CJS); and 

a perception that the police will do nothing 

(Wolhuter, Olley, & Denham, 2009). 

Analysing the extent of victimisation is 

dependent upon the development and use of 

valid and reliable measures. Therefore, in 

order to remedy the shortcomings of official 

records, victimisation surveys are employed 

to determine the extent of victimisation and 

who are most likely to be victims (Daigle, 

2018; Wolhuter et al., 2009). 

Given the negative consequences 

associated with victimisation, there is a 

growing body of literature globally dedicated 

to the subject. “Research reveals that socially 

unequal groups, including women, minority 

ethnic communities, and the elderly, are more 

likely to experience both primary and 

secondary victimisation” (Wolhuter et al., 

2009 p. 33). Here, we opine that university 

students too are the equivalent of individuals 

that fall under the category of socially 

unequal groups in society. They arguably 

experience unequal distribution in earnings, 

economic resources, and social capital. 

Furthermore, available official data also 

indicates that demand for university 

education in Kenya continues to surge as the 

population of students enrolled across 

Kenyan universities rose from 509 468 in the 

academic year 2019-2020 to 546 699 in the 

academic year 2020-2021, depicting an 

increase of 7.3 percent (Faria, 2021). While 

economists may perceive such an increase as 

a good sign for the future development of the 

country, a victimologist in turn understands 

that such high numbers of students 

potentially bring more offenders onto 

campus, resulting in an increase in potential 

victims and victimisation rates amongst 

students. For these reasons, university 

students deserve special attention in 

victimisation research.  

Even with the above reasons, a review 

of official records on victimisation and 

empirical research reveal that this special 

group has continued to receive 

disproportionate attention both from 

policymakers and academics in Sub-Saharan 

Africa and particularly in Kenya, with 

exceptions stemming from the media. The 

media’s attempts to characterize 

victimisation among university students as a 

pressing issue indicate that the phenomenon 

is escalating and reaching unprecedented 

levels, usually at the expense of students 

who, in some cases, lose their lives (see 

Aineah, 2017; Chacha, 2014; Otieno, 2022). 

Although critics may claim that crime stories 

and victims of crime are staple raw materials 

for the media due to their newsworthy 

attributes (Surette, 2011), it is equally 

important to reflect on the real intention 

behind these crime stories, which is 

essentially to bring attention to a society, 
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policymakers and academics of the plight of 

students as victims of crime. 

Thus, it is acknowledged that the 

Kenyan media is leading the way in 

constructing crimes committed against 

university students in Kenya as a security 

issue that deserves immediate policy action, 

but attention from academics and 

policymakers, has sadly lagged behind in this 

regard. 

Away from the apprehensions of critics of the 

media’s crime stories, what should be of 

concern is that the intended audience of crime 

stories, such as policymakers and academics, 

have not accorded this subject the attention it 

deserves. For instance, the scantiness of data 

on crimes committed against university 

students is reflected in the annual crime 

reports released by the NPS. These reports 

indicate that 15 crimes committed against 

tourists were recorded in 2016 as well as in 

2017, and that number rose to 93 in 2018, a 

520% increase. However, crimes committed 

against university students were overlooked 

in the annual crime reports (see, e.g., NPS, 

2016; NPS, 2018). Undoubtedly, from NPS 

annual crime reports, we have an idea of rates 

and trends of crimes committed against 

tourists over the years, but rates and trends of 

crimes committed against university students 

cannot be determined from the available 

official crime reports.  

Equally, empirical efforts to 

characterise victimisation among university 

students in Kenya are scarce; there is little to 

report on rates, extent and nature, as well as 

characteristics of victimisation among 

university students. In Kenya, formative 

studies on the subject of victimisation 

examined violent victimisation in the general 

population (e.g., Fry, 2015; Ndung'u, 2012; 

Parks, 2014). Other Kenyan researchers has 

examined violent victimisation among 

adolescent girls (Kabiru, Mumah, Maina, & 

Abuya, 2018), while others have focused on 

farm crime victimisation involving rural 

farmers (Bunei & Barasa, 2017; Bunei, Rono, 

& Chessa, 2013). While there is an existing 

body of knowledge in America and the West 

on the subject of victimisation in the general 

population (see e.g., Bunch, Clay-Warner , & 

Lei, 2015; Kaakinen, et al., 2021; Van 

Kasteren, 2016), missing persons (see, e.g., 

Ferguson, Elliott, & Kim, 2023), high school 

students (see, e.g., Cho, Hong, Espelage, & 

Choi , 2017), as well as among university 

students (see, e.g., Coulter, Mair, Miller, & 

Blosnich, 2017; Fisher & Wilkes, 2003), 

evidently, we know little about the rates, 

extent, nature, and characteristics of 

victimisation among Kenyan university 

students. Theoretically, the available 

literature in Kenya implies that criminal 

victimisation has been examined through 

different theoretical lenses. Victimisation has 

been understood from a routine activity 

approach (Bunei & Barasa, 2017; Bunei, 

Rono, & Chessa, 2013), crime prevention 

through environmental design (CPTED) 

approach  (Fry, 2015), social disorganization 

(Parks, 2014). and through an integrated 

proposition of lifestyle-routine activities 

approach (Ndung'u, 2012).  

From these Kenyan studies, it is 

strikingly obvious that no study has 

examined victimisation in the general 

population as well as among university 

students through the lens of the lifestyle 

exposure perspective. But even more 

surprising and of significant importance is 

that scholars have continued to examine 

victimisation from the integrated perspective 

of lifestyle-routine activities theory (LRAT), 

contending that lifestyle exposure and routine 

activities perspectives have the same 

theoretical appeal (e.g., Cho et al., 2017; 

Fisher & Wilkes, 2003; Ndung'u, 2012). 

Here, we argue that the two perspectives are 

dissimilar, but their inherent differences have 

been masked over the years. The lifestyle 

exposure perspective is concerned with 
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explaining the probability of victimisation, 

i.e., that the odds of getting victimised 

increase with engagement in certain lifestyles 

and behaviours, in particular risky lifestyles. 

The routine activities theory seeks to explain 

the victimisation event itself - the idea that 

victimisation will only ensue when three 

factors converge in space and time, that is, a 

motivated offender, an attractive target, and 

the lack of guardianship. If one element of the 

routine activities theory is missing, no 

victimisation will materialise (for a detailed 

discussion, see Pratt & Turanovic, 2016). 

Considering the preceding discussion, 

it can be concluded that criminal victimisation 

involving university students is a serious issue 

at universities and requires further 

examination. Thus, the initial analysis of the 

phenomenon requires an examination of its 

frequency and the socio-demographic features 

that influence the likelihood of becoming a 

victim of crime, using more valid and reliable 

measures such as victimisation surveys. 

Additionally, according to the premise of 

lifestyle exposure theory, because individuals 

are involved in obligatory and discretionary 

activities on a daily basis, they establish 

certain lifestyles. Lifestyle exposure theory 

denotes that these daily activities pursued by 

individuals predict their risk of victimisation 

(Ferguson, et al., 2023; Goldstein, 1994). 

Thus, lifestyle characteristics of an individual 

escalate or diminish an individual’s likelihood 

of becoming a target of victimisation (Bunch, 

et al., 2015; Ferguson, et al., 2023; Lee & 

Hilinski-Rosick, 2012). Therefore, engaging 

in a risky lifestyle propels ones’ likelihood of 

encountering victimisation. Thus, from the 

perspective of the lifestyle exposure theory, 

the purpose of this research was to fill the 

existing empirical and theoretical gaps on the 

victimisation of university students in Kenya. 

Therefore, it was guided by the following 

research question: What is the extent of 

victimisation among students at Masinde 

Muliro University of Science and Technology 

(MMUST) in Kenya? Given that efforts to 

reveal the characteristics of student 

victimisation are narrow, the study also sought 

to determine the relationship between the 

socio-demographic factors and victimisation 

of students. Another objective was to find the 

relationship between students’ lifestyle 

exposure attributes and victimisation. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Generally, criminologists and 

victimologists refute the idea that victimisation is 

random and acknowledge that some people are 

more likely to be victims than others (Fisher & 

Wilkes, 2003; Ndung'u, 2012). Thus, some 

scholars observe that a combination of 

demographics and lifestyle characteristics of an 

individual influence one’s chances of 

encountering victimisation (Bunch et al., 2015; 

Ferguson et al., 2023; Ndung'u, 2012). By 

implication, encountering victimisation is 

dependent on one’s lifestyle choices. Here, we 

draw upon existing empirical evidence and the 

lifestyle exposure theory of victimisation to 

analyse the relationship between demographics 

and lifestyle characteristics and the victimisation 

of students. But before delving into this 

relationship, we examine what we know about 

the extent of victimisation, both in general and 

among the university population in Kenya. 

Extent of victimisation 

According to Natarajan (2016 p.1), “it 

could be argued that many of the most serious 

crime problems are now to be found in 

developing countries, yet these problems 

have received only scant attention from 

criminologists and crime scientists, most of 

whom work in developed or Westernized 

nations.” Research on victimisation in Kenya 

is limited. Results from a victimisation 

survey carried out in Kenya by the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC) (2010) indicated that at a 

household level, 22 percent of Kenyans were 

victims of motor vehicle theft, 13 percent 
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experienced cattle or animal theft, nine 

percent were victims of car hijacking, six 

percent were victims of burglary, and five 

percent experienced car vandalism. At an 

individual level, 22 percent of Kenyans 

encountered consumer fraud, 15 percent were 

victims of corruption, ten percent were 

victims of personal theft, five percent 

experienced assault, four percent experienced 

robbery, and just over one percent were 

victims of sexual offences (UNODC, 2010). 

In yet another study on violent victimisation 

and aspirations-expectations disjunction 

among adolescent girls in urban Kenya, 

Kabiru et al. (2018) established that 798 (33.8 

percent) of the respondents had experienced 

at least one form of violent victimisation, of 

which 145 (6.1 percent) were victims of 

sexual violence. 

Available data indicates that between 

January and June 2016, the security 

department at MMUST recorded a total of 

136 crimes involving students. Thirty-seven 

percent of the crimes recorded involved theft, 

12 percent involved assault, just over four 

percent involved corruption and abuse of 

office, almost 4 percent involved trespassing, 

almost 3 percent involved breach of contract, 

and less than one percent involved 

kidnapping (MMUST, 2016). However, the 

statistics incorporated all crimes committed 

against the institution and other individuals, 

and no attempts were made to specifically 

record and analyse crimes committed against 

students. In addition, the statistics included 

some transgressions that would ordinarily be 

categorised as civil wrongs, such as breach of 

contract. Although notoriously incomplete 

and inaccurate, according to these records, it 

appears that victimisation at MMUST is not 

widespread. Although there is empirical 

evidence to indicate that Kenyans encounter 

victimisation, available literature indicates 

that little has been analysed regarding 

victimisation among university students in 

Kenya. Thus, the research also explores the 

extent of victimisation among students at 

MMUST.  

Demographic characteristics of victims 

In the general population, the 

probability of experiencing victimisation is 

linked to certain demographic features, also 

referred to as individual risk factors (Bunch 

et al., 2015; Mclytyre & Widom, 2011). For 

instance, drawing from the findings of 

victimisation surveys in England and 

America, being a young, single black male is 

linked to more encounters with victimisation 

(Fisher & Wilkes, 2003). In the general 

population of the United States, victims of 

property crime are likely to be males, singles, 

urban dwellers, and members of black 

households living in rental properties 

(Johnson & Kercher, 2009). In a study across 

14 European countries, findings revealed 

that, on a personal level, being young and an 

immigrant was a predictor of hate crime 

victimisation, while being more educated 

increased the odds of being a hate crime 

victim at a community level (Van Kasteren, 

2016). Other researchers find that being a 

young, single male with low income is 

related to victimisation through the mediating 

effect of routine activities (Bunch et al., 

2015). However, contrary to the expected 

theoretical interpretation of the lifestyle 

exposure perspective, Ferguson et al. (2023) 

found that the risk of victimisation of missing 

persons was a factor of being a female, a 

child, or young and elderly. While examining 

the predictors of violent victimisation in the 

general Kenyan population, Fry’s (2015) 

findings showed that among the demographic 

variables employed in his study, only 

education was a significant predictor of 

violent victimisation, with low education 

attributed to the likelihood of experiencing 

violent victimisation. In another study 

(Ndung'u, 2012), young, single, and educated 

individuals encountered more risk of violent 

victimisation, but that risk varied across 
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income groups and gender. In yet another 

study of victimisation in the general 

population in Nairobi, being young, female, 

and married increased the odds of 

experiencing victimisation from a family 

member, but being a male increased the odds 

of encountering violent stranger 

victimisation (Parks, 2014). Inconsistent with 

Ndungu’s research and in support of Fry’s 

research, Parks’ (2014) findings show that 

educated persons were less likely to 

experience victimisation compared to 

uneducated individuals.  

Regarding student victimisation, a 

lingering question is: Do characteristics of 

victims of crime in Kenyan universities 

mirror those established in the general 

population? Some of the demographic factors 

linked to the probability of being a victim of 

crime in the general population might differ 

markedly from those identified among 

specific groups, such as university students. 

In a study on victimisation involving students 

at seven Texan universities, American 

Indian/Alaskan Native students were 

significantly more likely to experience 

victimisation, contrary to findings 

established in the general population 

(Johnson & Kercher, 2009). In the same 

study, and in line with findings in the general 

population, being a male, single or 

cohabiting, and a full-time student was linked 

to the likelihood of being a victim of crime. 

However, academic standing was 

insignificantly connected to the probability of 

victimisation (Johnson & Kercher, 2009). 

Findings in a United States Department of 

Justice study, to examine the socio-

demographic characteristics of college 

students associated with violent 

victimisation, revealed that being a white 

male was associated with high rates of violent 

victimisation (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 

2005). Additionally, although residing on or 

off campus was linked with a high frequency 

of violent victimisation, the majority of those 

who lived on campus also encountered 

victimisation while off campus. In a 

comparative study between British and 

American students, contrary to findings from 

national victimisation surveys, in the British 

sample, being a male was likely to reduce the 

odds of victimisation (Fisher & Wilkes, 

2003). So far, empirical evidence in support 

of the relationship between socio-

demographic factors and victimisation, 

appears to be mixed. Thus, identifying who 

among the students is likely to be a victim of 

crime is significant, as it might enable 

university administrators to develop 

programs that educate students about the 

possibility of victimisation and protective 

strategies that can be adopted to prevent 

further or re-victimisation. 

Lifestyle exposure characteristics and 

criminal victimisation 

At the core of the lifestyle exposure 

perspective is the idea that risky lifestyles are 

a factor in personal victimisation (Hindelang 

et al., 1978). It is further observed that, 

although not a guarantee that victimisation is 

going to ensue, engagement in risky 

behaviours, such as frequenting bars and 

stealing, enhances the possibility of 

victimisation (Pratt & Turanovic, 2016). 

Thus, participating in risky behaviours 

implies an enhanced probability of 

experiencing victimisation. From the 

perspective of lifestyle exposure theory, 

since individuals who engage in risky 

behaviours are at increased risk of 

victimisation, they should encounter 

victimisation more often. 

Outside of Kenya, modern studies in 

the America and the West have revealed that 

engagement in lifestyle activities considered 

to be risky, such as abusing drugs, drinking, 

and frequenting clubs and bars, increases the 

probability of an individual’s exposure to 

victimisation (Lee & Hilinski-Rosick, 2012; 

Messon-Moore, Coates, Gaffey, & Johnson, 
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2008; Pratt & Turanovic, 2016). But efforts 

to test the lifestyle exposure perspective in 

the general population and among university 

students in Kenya remain undocumented.  

Although media crime stories point to 

rising crimes committed against university 

students, it is not clear whether university 

students’ risky lifestyles are linked to their 

victimisation. However, a study conducted 

by Parks (2014) using 2000 Nairobi Cross-

sectional Slum Survey data to test the utility 

of social disorganisation theory supports the 

idea that risky behaviours are related to 

victimisation. In that study, Parks included 

the following risky behaviours as control 

variables: alcohol consumption, violent 

offending, drug use, and friends’ drug use. 

Findings revealed that violent offending, 

alcohol consumption, and friends’ drug use 

increased the odds of encountering violent 

stranger victimisation. Violent offending too 

increased the likelihood of experiencing 

victimisation from a family member, but drug 

use was not related to victimisation. Drawing 

on these findings, we enrich the empirical 

evidence base by testing the applicability of 

the lifestyle exposure perspective in 

explaining victimisation among a unique 

segment of the general population – 

university students. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study was guided by the lifestyle 

exposure theory. Hindelang, Gottfredson, 

and Garofalo (1978) propounded the lifestyle 

exposure perspective, the idea that 

individuals’ exposure to victimisation can be 

attributed to their lifestyle patterns. 

Consequently, an individual’s risk of 

becoming a target of victimisation, increases 

or decreases depending on a person’s 

lifestyle characteristics (Lee & Hilinski-

Rosick, 2012). Therefore, because of their 

lifestyle characteristics or patterns, some 

individuals are more prone to victimisation 

than others (Vakhitova, Reynald, & 

Townsley, 2016).  

According to Hindelang et al. (1978 

p. 241), “lifestyle constitutes one’s routine 

daily activities, both vocational (attending 

school and working) and leisure (for 

example, frequenting bars and partying with 

friends away from home).” As advanced later 

by Robinson (1999), lifestyles comprise of 

obligatory (they must be undertaken) and 

discretionary (they are pursued by choice) 

activities that people engage in on a daily 

basis. For instance, an individual has a 

limited choice to undertake vocational duties 

(by attending classes) but has a great deal of 

discretion to engage in leisure activities (by 

going out to party). “Obligatory and 

discretionary activities have duration, 

position in time, a place in a sequence of 

events, and a fixed location or path in space” 

(Chapin, 1974 p. 37). As a result, 

victimisation is not distributed randomly 

across space and time. Consequently, “there 

are high-risk locations and time periods” 

(Pratt & Turanovic, 2016 p. 336). From this 

perspective, the probability of a person 

becoming a victim of crime is elevated if the 

person’s lifestyle patterns bring the 

individual into contact with a likely offender 

(Vakhitova et al., 2016). Victimisation is thus 

a “function of exposure to high-risk times, 

places and people” (Hindelang et al., 1978 p. 

245). 

Kennedy and Forde (1990 p. 208) 

summarised the lifestyle exposure, such that 

“it encompasses differences in age, sex, 

marital status, family income, and race, 

which in turn influence daily routines and 

ultimately vulnerability to criminal 

victimisation. Accordingly, due to disparities 

in lifestyles, the youth, men, singles, minority 

groups and the unemployed, would be 

expected to report higher risks of criminal 

victimisation, because of their increased 

exposure to it (Lee & Hilinski-Rosick, 2012). 
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For this reason, some scholars claim that the 

lifestyle exposure perspective posits that the 

chance that one will be exposed to offender 

or criminal situations, can be linked to an 

individual’s lifestyle, which in turn is a factor 

of one’s socio-demographic characteristics 

(Ndung'u, 2012). However, according to 

Pratt and Turanovic (2016), as originally 

conceptualised by Hindelang et al.  (1978), 

the youth, men, minority groups, singles, and 

the unemployed were hypothesised to have 

different lifestyles and routines that brought 

them into contact with potential offenders 

compared to their counterparts. Hence, it was 

not the mere socio-demographics of 

individuals but the differences in lifestyles 

that were linked to varying degrees of risk of 

criminal victimisation (Bunch et al., 2015; 

Ferguson et al., 2023; Pratt & Turanovic, 

2016). For instance, gender differences in 

victimisation rates are explained in terms of 

lifestyles: males are more likely to venture 

outside the home and be predisposed to risky 

situations than their female counterparts 

(Ferguson et al., 2023). Therefore, the youth, 

men, singles, and minorities were assumed to 

be proxies for engagement in risky lifestyles.  

Although scholars indicate that 

Kenyan university students report engaging 

in a wide range of risky lifestyles, such as 

substance abuse (Magu, 2015), efforts to test 

the lifestyle exposure theory in Kenya have 

been limited. Thus, from a lifestyle 

perspective, it is expected that young, single, 

employed male students residing off-campus 

as well as those engaging in risky lifestyles 

should report experiencing more 

victimisation.  

METHODOLOGY 

Participants and procedures 

The cross-sectional data for the 

present study came from a victimisation and 

fear of crime survey conducted in April of 

2017. Utilising a survey research design, a 

sample size of 1717 respondents was 

randomly computed from a population of 

17167 individuals at a peri-urban university, 

west of Kenya. Immediately after class 

sessions ended, paper questionnaires were 

administered to the sampled students. In 

addition, each respondent signed a Letter of 

Informed Consent in which the purpose and 

benefit of the research were explained. It also 

stated that their anonymity would be 

protected and confidentiality ensured. The 

questionnaire for the study contained closed-

ended questions. Respondents took 

approximately fifteen minutes to complete 

the survey. A total of 997 respondents 

participated in the study, representing a 

response rate of 58.07 percent. Data was 

analysed using the Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) computer program 

for Windows 22.0. Given the categorical 

nature of the cross-sectional data for the 

study, chi-square was used to test the 

relationship between independent variables 

and the dependent variable of the study. 

Sample 

The sample was made up of more 

male respondents (55.7%) compared to 

females (44.3%). The majority of 

respondents (73%) in the study were aged 24 

years and below, while 27 percent were aged 

25 years and above. The majority of 

respondents (58.1%) resided in off-campus 

housing, 27.8 percent on campus, while 13.9 

percent lived at home with their parents. A 

large proportion of respondents (32%) were 

first-year undergraduate students, 26.5 

percent third-year were undergraduate 

students, 19.1 percent were fourth-year 

undergraduate students, 18.5 percent second-

year undergraduate students, and four percent 

were from other academic standings. More 

than half of the respondents (53.4 %) were 

not in employment, 32 percent were in part-

time employment and 14.6 percent of the 

respondents were in full-time employment. 
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The majority of respondents (44.6 %) were 

single, 28.9 percent were cohabiting, and 

22.1 percent of respondents were married, 

while 4.4 percent were either divorced or 

separated. The sample distribution regarding 

key socio-demographic variables is 

representative of the population at MMUST 

and general trends in Kenyan universities.  

Dependent variable  

The dependent variable for the study, 

criminal victimisation was measured by 

asking a respondent whether, in the last six 

months preceding the study, they had been 

personally victimised by crime or criminally 

offended. It was measured as a binary 

variable, with response categories of yes or 

no. Encountering victimisation was coded 1, 

and having not encountered victimisation 

was coded 0.  

Independent variables 

Borrowing from previous 

victimisation research, several socio-

demographic and risky lifestyle variables 

were included in the study. From previous 

research, we know that a typical victim is a 

young, black-male who is single and lives on 

campus. Race was not measured given that it 

is an insignificant variable in the Kenyan 

context, but economic status and academic 

standing were measured. Six socio-

demographic variables were measured: age, 

gender, relationship status, residence, 

economic status, and academic standing. 

Dichotomous variables were created for sex 

(female/male), age (<24 years/>24 years), 

relationship status (single/not single), 

residence (on campus/off campus), economic 

status (employed/unemployed), and 

academic standing (freshers/non-freshers). 

Consistent with the interpretation of the 

lifestyle exposure perspective, students’ risky 

lifestyle characteristics that elevated their 

likelihood of victimisation were included in 

the study. It was hypothesised that students 

who frequent bars or pubs, socialise or party 

with strangers, go out alone at night, consume 

enough alcohol to get drunk, smoke bhang or 

take hard drugs, party on-and-off campus, 

and commit vandalism and theft predisposed 

themselves to the likelihood of victimisation. 

The seven variables were measured on a 

seven-point scale: (0) never, (1) once in the 

last six month, (2) less than once a month, (3) 

once a month, (4) once or twice a week, (5) 

more than twice a week, (6) daily or almost 

daily, and (9) don’t know. Each of the seven 

variables was recoded into a dummy variable 

(no/yes). 

RESULTS 

In general, from Table 1, 38.27 

percent of the respondents were direct 

victims of crime, while 18.55 percent were 

indirect victims. Findings also reveal that 

sampled students at MMUST experienced 

direct victimisation, more than vicarious 

victimisation.  

 

Table 1 Extent of victimisation  

Direct victimisation Vicarious victimisation 

Prevalence of victimisation % Prevalence of victimisation % 

No 61.73% No 81.45% 

Yes 38.27% Yes 18.55% 
 

Table 2 shows the results of the 

relationship between socio-demographic 

variables and victimisation. Age, residence, 

relationship status, and employment status 
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showed a statistically significant relationship 

with victimisation, P value < .005. Students 

aged <24 years, residing off-campus, 

employed, and in a relationship were more 

likely to experience victimisation than their 

counterparts. No significant statistical 

difference in victimisation by gender and 

academic standing was established, P value 

>.005, denoting that there was no relationship 

between gender, academic standing, and 

victimisation. The results might imply that 

age, residence, relationship status, and 

employment status are predictors of 

victimisation among university students. 

Table 2: Socio-demographic and victimisation 

Variable Victimisation Total    P value 

No Yes   

  Gender 

Male 332 (60.3%) 219 (39.7%) 551    0.077 

Female 243 (54.5%) 203 (45.5% 446     

  Age 

<24 years 353 (48.5%) 375 (51.5%) 728    0.000 

>24 years 222 (82.5%) 47 (17.5%) 269     

  Residence 

On-campus 248 (89.5%) 29 (10.5%) 277    0.000 

Off-campus 327 (45.4%) 393 (54.6%) 720     

  Relationship status 

Single 328 (67.1%) 161 (32.9%) 489    0.000 

In a relationship 247 (48.6%) 261 (51.4%) 508     

  Employment status 

Employed 244 (52.5%) 221 (47.5%) 465    0.002 

Unemployed 331 (62.2%) 201 (37.8%) 532     

  Academic standing 

Freshers 191 (59.9%) 128 (40.1%) 319    0.370 

Non-freshers 384 (56.6%) 294 (43.4%) 678     

 

In Table 3, the results of the relationship 

between risky lifestyles and victimisation are 

shown. In summary, a statistically significant 

relationship between frequenting bars or 

pubs, socialising with strangers, consuming 

enough alcohol to get drunk, smoking bhang 

and abusing hard drugs, and partying on-and-

off campus and victimisation, P value<.005 

was established. Those who frequent bars or 

pubs, consume alcohol to get drunk, and 

party on-and-off campus are more likely to 

encounter victimisation. Shockingly, those 

who do not socialise with strangers and do 

not smoke bhang and use hard drugs have a 

high likelihood of becoming victims of 

crime. No statistically significant relationship 

between victimisation and going out alone at 

night and committing vandalism and theft 

was detected, P value >.005. 

DISCUSSION 

The first objective of the study was to 

determine the extent of victimisation among 

students, while the second objective sought to 

determine the relationship between the socio-

demographic characteristics of university 

students and their victimisation experiences. 

The third objective of the study was 

concerned with establishing the relationship 
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between students’ risky lifestyles and 

victimisation encounters.  

 

Table 3: Risky lifestyle characteristics and victimisation 

Variable Victimisation Total  P value 

No Yes 

Frequenting bars and pubs 

No  214 (72.5%) 81 (27.5%) 295  0.000 

Yes 354 (50.9%) 341 (49.1%) 695   

Socialising with strangers  

No  191 (40.6%) 280 (59.4%) 471  0.000 

Yes 384 (74.0%) 135 (26.0%) 519   

Going out alone at night 

No  47 (58.8%) 33 (41.3%) 80  0.567 

Yes 446 (54.7%) 369 (45.3%) 815   

Consuming enough alcohol to get drunk 

No  281 (86.2%) 45 (13.8%) 326  0.000 

Yes 229 (47.4%) 254 (52.6%) 483   

Smoking bhang and using hard drugs 

No  316 (46.6%) 362 (53.4%) 678  0.000 

Yes 240 (85.4%) 41 (14.6%) 281   

Partying on and off campus 

No  56 (88.9%) 7 (11.1%) 63  0.000 

Yes 512 (56.8%) 389 (43.2%) 901   

Committing vandalism and theft 

No  207 (55.5%) 166 (44.5%) 373  0.313 

Yes 368 (59.0%) 256 (41.0%) 624   

 

With regard to victimisation, contrary 

to the common notion that universities are 

safe havens, a major finding under this 

objective was that students at MMUST were 

not protected against victimisation as they 

encountered victimisation similar to other 

individuals in the general population. 

However, direct victimisation among 

students at MMUST was more prevalent 

(38.27%) than indirect victimisation 

(18.55%). Indirect victimisation among 

students at MMUST is not overly 

pronounced, however, the finding that more 

than a third of the respondents had 

experienced direct victimisation should raise 

concerns.  

National victimisation surveys in 

America and England reveal that in the 

general population, a typical victim is a 

young, single, black, male (Fisher & Wilkes, 

2003). Though results are inconsistent, 

drawing on the results obtained from national 

victimisation surveys, among university 

students, the general expectation is that a 

victim of crime should be young, single, 

black, and male residing on-campus. In 

addition, employed students and those in 

their first year should be more predisposed to 

victimisation. A review of some of the 

findings emanating from the present study 

support those established previously. 

Consistent with national victimisation 

empirical findings on personal characteristics 
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and victimisation, young and employed 

students were more likely to encounter 

victimisation. Unexpectedly and contrary to 

established research findings, students 

residing off campus and those in a 

relationship had a high probability of 

becoming victims of crime, while gender and 

academic standing showed no statistically 

significant association with victimisation.  

Mixed results on the relationship 

between personal characteristics and 

victimisation in the current study mirror 

those of other scholars. While examining 

violent victimisation in the Kenyan general 

population, Fry (2015) found that, among all 

demographic variables, only education was 

related to violent victimisation. Nonetheless, 

in the Kenyan general population, young, 

single, and educated individuals were more at 

risk of violent victimisation, while the risk of 

violent victimisation varied across income 

groups and gender (Ndung'u, 2012). Yet 

another study established that being young, 

female, and married increases the odds of 

being victimised by a family member, but 

being a male increases the odds of being 

victimised by a stranger (Parks, 2014). In 

another study, being a young, single male 

with low income was connected to 

victimisation through the mediating effect of 

routine activities (Bunch et al., 2015). Yet, 

Ferguson et al. (2023) established that being 

female, a child, or young and elderly 

increased the odds of victimisation. In line 

with our findings, Kaakinen et al.’s (2021) 

findings revealed that being in a relationship 

was positively linked to sexual victimisation 

by peers. The same observation can be made 

among university students. While comparing 

the risk of victimisation for violence, theft, 

and burglary between American and English 

university students, Fisher and Wilkes (2003) 

found that only gender was a significant 

predictor of property theft victimisation in 

the sample from England. Evidently, findings 

on the relationship between demographics 

and victimisation appear to be inconsistent, 

and more research will be required in the 

future to determine the direction of the 

relationship. 

But what might explain inconsistent 

results in this study, one may ask? Focusing 

on gender and academic standing, two 

variables that did not yield a statistically 

significant relationship with victimisation, 

showed that two explanations are possible. 

Looking at gender in particular, males were 

expected to report more victimisation than 

their female counterparts, but instead, 

findings show that gender and victimisation 

are independent of each other. Unlike 

females who are confined at home, males are 

more likely to venture out and therefore more 

likely to be exposed to a motivated offender; 

as such, males should encounter more 

victimisation. While this argument makes 

sense when considering variations in gender 

roles in the general population, a university is 

a very different context. Usually, students are 

expected to lead an independent life, where 

one is expected to fend for oneself. Thus, in a 

university context, gender roles, 

expectations, and constraints would not be 

expected to lead to lifestyle differences 

between female and male students. As such, 

male and female students are likely to engage 

in risky lifestyle patterns.  

Alternatively, as advanced by power 

control theorists, it is possible that a majority 

of students hail from families where both 

parents occupy near equal positions of power 

in the workplace, denoting that they exercise 

equal control at the family level, including 

control over their children (Siegel, 2011). 

Such parents tend to exercise less control 

over both female and male children. That is 

unlike the case in conservative families, 

where the father is the breadwinner and the 

mother performs household chores, leading 

the mother to exercise more control over the 

girl child than the boy child. With reduced 
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control over both genders, it is hypothesised 

that children, both males and females, 

growing up in egalitarian families are likely 

to have been socialised to hold similar 

perspectives in life, such as pursuing similar 

careers, risk taking behaviours, as well as 

patterns of criminal behaviour and 

victimisation (Siegel, 2011). Thus, it is 

possible that male and female students tend 

to have similar patterns when going out at 

night alone, which may explain the near 

equal chances of victimisation as revealed in 

the study. Indeed, a separate cross-tabulation 

between going out at night alone and gender, 

gives credence to this supposition. Ninety-

three percent of males went out at night 

alone, while seven percent did not, compared 

to 89 percent of females who did go out at 

night alone and 11 percent who did not, 

although Chi square results showed 

statistically significant results (P value 

<0.05).  

Regarding academic standing, those 

in the first year of study were expected to 

report higher rates of victimisation than 

students in other years of study. However, no 

relationship was detected between the two 

variables. Previously, it was noted that 

residing off campus was associated with a 

high probability of encountering 

victimisation and results from a 

crosstabulation between residence and 

academic standing reveal that 67 percent of 

students in the first year and 75 percent of 

students in other years of study lived off 

campus. Taking these findings into account, 

a possible explanation is that most students in 

their first year and in other years of study 

lived off campus, where they were likely to 

have similar patterns of victimisation. Again, 

while previous research has shown that living 

on campus is associated with a high risk of 

victimisation, this study shows the contrary. 

Thus, a deduction can be made that of those 

living on campus, 33 percent of students in 

their first year and 25 percent of students in 

other years of study tend to experience 

similar patterns and low rates of 

victimisation. As a result, it is conceivable 

that no statistical difference in victimisation 

would emerge across a year of study, as 

operationalised in the study. This is not to 

mean that no difference would be noted if 

academic standing was operationalised 

differently in another study.  

Regarding objective three, the 

lifestyle exposure perspective argues that 

certain lifestyles, in particular risky lifestyles, 

expose one to risky situations, thereby 

elevating one’s likelihood of encountering 

victimisation. It follows that those students 

who engage in risky behaviours, such as 

frequenting bars or pubs, mingling with 

strangers, consuming alcohol with the aim of 

getting drunk, smoking bhang and using 

other hard drugs, partying on-and-off 

campus, venturing out alone in the dark, and 

perpetrating vandalism and theft, predispose 

themselves to risky situations where they are 

likely to become victims of crime. The 

lifestyle perspective also acknowledges that 

engagement in risky lifestyles is not an 

assurance that one will be victimised but only 

elevates the odds of experiencing 

victimisation. Theoretically, some of the 

findings from the current study are in 

congruency with the theoretical expectations 

of the lifestyle perspective. Those who visit 

bars and pubs often, take alcohol to get drunk, 

and attend parties on-and-off campus had 

high chances of being victimised. 

Surprisingly, not socialising with strangers 

and not smoking bhang and using hard drugs 

raised the odds of encountering victimisation, 

while venturing out at night and committing 

vandalism and theft, resulted in an 

insignificant relationship with victimisation.  

Earlier, it was noted that attempts to 

test the lifestyle exposure perspective have 

been scarce owing to a common 

misinterpretation that the principles espoused 
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by the perspective mirror those of routine 

activity theory. Rather than evaluate each 

perspective independently, since the two 

perspectives are inherently distinct (see Pratt 

& Turanovic, 2016), scholars usually 

combine the two into an integrated 

proposition of lifestyle-routine activity. 

While noting Pratt and Turanovic’s (2016) 

concerns, the current study sought to examine 

the empirical utility of the lifestyle theory to 

explain victimisation among a sample of 

university students. While the findings may 

appear mixed, in the sense that some 

indicators of a risky lifestyle point to the 

possibility of a negative relationship or no 

relationship with victimisation, it should be 

noted that other scholars have registered 

similar results. For instance, in the previously 

mentioned comparative study, engaging in 

risky behaviours, such as frequent 

consumption of three or more alcoholic 

beverages did not predict risk of violence, 

theft, and burglary victimisation, for both 

cohorts. However, frequent abuse of 

recreational drugs was a significant predictor 

of violent victimisation for both groups, and 

a significant predictor of theft victimisation 

in the England cohort and burglary 

victimisation in the American group (Fisher 

& Wilkes, 2003). However, unlike our 

findings, Ferguson et al.’s (2023) findings 

showed that substance use and abuse 

increased the odds of experiencing 

victimisation by missing persons. Even with 

these mixed results, our research fills a 

theoretical, empirical, and contextual gap in 

the victimisation literature by making an 

initial attempt to explain victimisation from 

the perspective of lifestyle exposure while 

using a segment of the general population, 

university students – that has received little 

attention from Kenyan academics and 

policymakers.  

However, it is acknowledged here 

that two victimisation perspectives – routine 

activity and lifestyle exposure perspective, 

have dominated victimisation research 

(Daigle, 2018). Now we know that other 

theories exist that account for victimisation. 

We also have clarity that the proponents of 

the lifestyle exposure perspective did not 

expect that all established individual lifestyle 

activities would enhance an individual’s risk 

of victimisation. Rather, certain lifestyles, in 

particular risky lifestyles, should raise the 

odds of victimisation. And again, from the 

lifestyle perspective, there is no guarantee 

that a risky lifestyle will lead to victimisation, 

they only raise the probability of 

victimisation. Thus, when a finding is made 

that suggests engagement in risky 

behaviours, such as socialising with strangers 

and smoking bhang or abusing hard drugs, is 

not related to victimisation risk, we must turn 

to other victimisation theories to fill this gap. 

Consistent with this interpretation, some 

authors acknowledge that facilitators of 

victimisation are multifaceted (e.g., 

(Balogun, Akngabe, & Salihu, 2021). 

Therefore, future research may turn to these 

theories to develop our understanding of 

victimisation.  

A cautionary approach is necessary 

and should be exercised when interpreting 

these findings, particularly because of the 

limitations of the study. First, surveys are 

beset by various problems, such as the 

misinterpretation of questions by respondents 

as hypothetical, rather than referring to 

actuality. Secondly, the operationalisation of 

the dependent variable requires 

consideration. Although attempts were made 

to tap into personal victimisation by asking 

respondents whether ‘one’ had been a victim 

of crime or had been criminally offended, 

research shows that a more precise measure 

would have been adequate. Thus, the 

empirical utility of the lifestyle exposure 

perspective should have been enhanced if 

respondents were asked about encountering a 

specific type of victimisation. For instance, 

had the study asked about experiencing 
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contact, property, cyber, or hate crimes, the 

results would have been different, but the 

measures employed in the research are 

dependent on the available data. Relatedly, 

we know that some individuals are victimised 

more frequently than others. Thus, more 

detailed information would abound, and the 

nature of the relationship between risky 

lifestyles and victimisation would be 

different if the research measured the 

frequency of victimisation in the past six 

months. Thirdly, the study used seven items 

to depict risky lifestyles; future researchers 

should benefit by including more indicators 

of risky lifestyles so as to enrich their 

findings. For these limitations, the conclusion 

reached should be approached in a cautious 

manner, taking into consideration these 

limitations, the available data, and the 

research context.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  

In line with our findings, we 

recommend the design of effective 

educational campaigns geared toward 

victimisation reduction among students at 

MMUST. In particular, victimisation 

reduction advertisements should be designed 

by the security department in conjunction 

with researchers at MMUST. “Victimisation-

reduction campaigns strive to increase the 

use of personal crime prevention techniques 

by citizens” (Surette, 2011 p. 159). Thus, 

engagement in self-protective behaviours can 

be effective in reducing victimisation when 

students attend parties on-and-off campus. 

However, for students to adopt self-

protective behaviours, victimisation-

reduction campaigns should be designed to 

convey the risk of encountering 

victimisation, the likely severity of 

victimisation, the effectiveness of the 

recommended measures, and the cost of 

taking action as opposed to inaction (Surette, 

2011). Given our findings show that students 

living off-campus are likelier to experience 

victimisation, we also recommend to the 

authorities at MMUST that they invest in on-

campus housing.  

CONCLUSION 

Empirical evidence suggests that 

university students are not protected against 

victimisation. Experiencing victimisation 

seems to be a factor of being in a relationship, 

young, employed, and living off campus. 

This work adds to the existing body of 

knowledge in the utilisation of lifestyle 

exposure theory. Regarding risky lifestyle, it 

can be concluded that frequenting bars or 

pubs, consuming alcohol to get drunk, and 

partying on-and-off campus predisposes 

individuals to victimisation. Finally, the 

mixed results obtained from the research on 

the characteristics of victimisation mirror 

findings elsewhere. However, given the 

inconsistent findings and the limitations of 

the research, the reader should exercise more 

caution while reaching such a conclusion. 
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