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Question: Using a crime activity of your choice, describe and discuss how classical criminology informs evidence-based policing

It is evident that classical criminology has been used to inform evidence-based policing to create suitable strategies for maintaining law and order in today’s society. The classical perception of criminology can be defined as the choice an individual has to commit or participate in a criminal act (Cesare Beccaria, 1764). Following the emergence of classical criminology, there have been numerous theories developed that have informed evidence-based policing. Evidence-based policing can be defined as a collaboration of high-quality evidence that is used to challenge policing policies, practices, and decisions gathered by multiple academic agencies (Lawrence Sherman, 1998). An example of classical criminological theories used to inform evidence-based policing includes the Routine Activity Theory (1979) and Rational Choice Theory (1998). These theories have helped deter criminal activities through developing and enforcing methods such as surveillance, target removal, and designing out of crime. This essay will address violent crimes and how classical criminology informs evidence-based policing of this offence. Violent crimes are those where an individual physically injures or threatens to inflict harm upon another, which can include the use of a weapon. The definition is used to describe a vast assortment of crimes including assault, robberies, murder, and manslaughter (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022).

Classical criminology includes numerous theories which contribute to evidence-based policing and the development of deterrence methods. The development of theories demonstrates different aspects of criminality and provides explanations as to why an individual may commit a crime. Beccaria and other associates’ focal point is the crime and the perpetrator themselves rather than the social environment (Christian Wickert, 2022). This idea originated from the belief that individuals are all equal and that the social aspects can be rectified which divides the criminals from the non-criminals. Alongside this, Beccaria (1764) imposed that the repercussions of a crime should not be used to extensively punish the perpetrator but to discourage them from committing another offence. This concept has been applied in modern-day society to create consequences such as cautions, fines, and rehabilitation. However, classical criminology notes the importance of increasing the extent of the punishment an individual shall receive depending on the severity of their crime and this applies also applies today (SAGE, 2020). As a result of the concept of Classical Criminology, there have been numerous theories developed to further explain criminal activity. However, they all provide different explanations which provide us with a better understanding of crime.

An example of a classical criminological perspective that informs evidence-based policing of violent crime is the Routine Activity theory. This theory was developed by Cohen and Felson (1979) to focus on crime from the offender’s perspective and the elements which make a suitable target. The theory was established with the idea that crime can be committed by an individual if they are given the opportunity. According to this theory, to commit a crime there must be three factors present including a motivated offender, a target, and the absence of a capable guardian (Martin A. Andresen and Olivia K. Ha, 2017). There are no specific characteristics of an offender nor reasons as to why they would commit a crime written under this theory, it simply assumes that an offender is present. However, it is highly focused on the victimisation aspect of crime. A target is more likely to be identified if it is of substantial value, visible, accessible, and can be moved about easily (New South Wales Government, 2011). The presence of a capable guardian can be interpreted in numerous ways, but it typically refers to the presence of ordinary people. The Routine Activity theory (1979) has provided evidence-based policing with knowledge of criminal activities such as robberies and residential burglaries. It has helped the police implement relevant deterrence methods such as the increased presence of police, installing surveillance, and carrying out stop and search investigations. The effective use of stop-and-search checks has helped deter violent crimes such as knife-related crime by confiscating over 50,000 offensive articles since 2019 (Government UK, 2022).  

The Rational Choice Theory is another theory that informs evidence-based policing of violent crime. It was developed by Cornish and Clarke (1998) in an attempt to demonstrate that individuals will consider the advantages and disadvantages of making a rational decision.  It can be argued that this theory applies to certain violent crimes such as rape and murder as it is quite often an act of an irrational decision (Newman and Freilich, 2017). Similar to Routine Activity, there are no specific characteristics that define a criminal only that a motive needs to be present. This theory has helped develop a variety of deterrence methods including increasing the use of surveillance, designing out of crime, and removing possible targets. All of which has been proven successful in the attempt of reducing violent crime. The use of surveillance was proven to be effective across a wide variety of locations with it reducing crime by 13% in comparison to places without (College of Policing, 2015). Although it has been successful in its attempt to inform evidence-based policing of crimes, it assumes that all offenders make a rational decision to commit an offence. This is not often the case when considering violent crimes, as they tend to have a complex nature.

Another explanation as to why an individual may commit a violent crime is the Strain theory developed by Robert K. Merton (1938). This theory addresses complications associated with societal structures and the effect they may have on individuals who cannot achieve these expectations. It is believed that those who are unsuccessful in achieving these goals driven by societal structures often commit a crime to achieve a sense of status and power. Merton’s strain theory was typically directed at those from the working class, as they had experienced material and cultural deprivation (John Braithwaite, 1980). Therefore, the individual illustrated by this theory’s concept is more likely to commit violent crimes to fulfil their power needs. It is evident that Merton’s theory has been heavily applied in policing which has resulted in police misusing their stop and search powers based on social class, race, age, and appearance (Rashid Minhas, Dave Walsh, 2021).

These theories have helped inform evidence-based policing in a variety of ways, like helping them develop deterrence methods and to understand why an individual may commit a crime. As a result of classical criminology theories being in place, models of evidence-based policing have been developed. An example of a deterrence method implemented by evidence-based policing is Hotspot policing. The definition of hotspot policing is essentially increasing the amount of police presence in a certain area where crime typically occurs the most including buildings, streets, and specific addresses (College of Policing, 2022). It has mainly been developed to provide a solution for criminal activities that are established by the Routine Activity Theory by Cohen and Felson (1979). The theory requests to prevent crime by reducing vulnerability and removing targets. This can be done by studying areas where violent crime is at its highest, which can significantly counteract offences from taking place (Merigan, 2013). The College of Policing (2021) has established that hotspot policing has proven to be an effective method of reducing violent crimes as statistics suggest there is a significant difference between crime rates in areas where it is applied compared to those without. 

The second example of a deterrence method implemented by evidence-based policing in an attempt to reduce crime is the Problem-Oriented Policing model. It was developed by Goldstein (1979) to provide the police with knowledge of how to identify specific problems by analysing them accordingly and customising an appropriate response. An example of ways evidence-based policing has used problem-oriented policing to deter crime is by introducing measures like improving street lighting and implementing speed bumps (South Cambridgeshire District Council, ‘no date’). It can be applied to a variety of offences including violent crimes, although the nature of the solution is much more complex. Overall, the effectiveness of problem-oriented policing is satisfactory but it appears to be challenging to enforce and maintain (Bullock et al., 2022).

The third example of a deterrence method used by evidence-based policing is the SARA model created by Eck and Spelman (1987). This model was developed to scan, analyse, respond, and assess all aspects of criminality along with solutions to deter it. It was combined with Goldstein’s (1979) POP model in an attempt to produce a more effective strategy for addressing and solving criminal activities (Burton and McGregor, 2018). The module has been applied to a variety of crimes including violent crimes, ensuring that there are relevant measures in place to prevent such offences from happening. It has been used in policing practice for over three decades, it is proven to be a successful method of understanding the cause of criminal activity, identifying solutions, and assessing the efficiency of response methods (South Cambridgeshire District Council, ‘no date’).

Classical criminology theories have informed evidence-based policing of multiple crimes, which has provided agencies with great evidence to produce suitable and effective deterrence strategies. The term ‘violent crime’ includes a wide variety of offences such as rape, knife-related crime, and robbery (Victim Support, 2022). There is no argument in saying that violent crimes are not a regular occurrence in modern-day society, but fewer offences are being reported today. Violent crime offences are recorded by the police and independent surveys such as the Crime Survey for England and Wales. Neither of these is reliable nor consistent, but they provide a better understanding of violent crime rates. According to the Crime Survey for England and Wales (2022), there were 1.1 million violent offences reported (Office for National Statistics, 2023). It also notes that there had been 72% fewer incidents recorded as of March 2020 in comparison to the year 1995 (Office for National Statistics, 2021). This suggests that the implementation of effective deterrence strategies formed as a result of research submitted to evidence-based policing has significantly helped reduce crime. However, there are certain implications surrounding statistics produced by the Crime Survey for England and Wales which affect the reliability of the information.

The classical perception of criminology has proven to be an effective source of informing evidence-based policing of numerous offences including violent crimes. Its theories have produced relevant information to provide explanations as to why violent offences happen and how successful deterrence methods can be enforced. However, a defect of classical criminology is that it assumes an individual has the choice to commit a crime which is not often true. It has become more evident in recent years that there are biological factors that contribute to crime and it cannot be dismissed in most cases. Several elements can influence a person to commit a crime, for example, addiction or a mental health issue. According to research, individuals who suffer from mental illness are more likely to commit a violent offence if they do not receive suitable treatment (Ghiasi et al., 2022). It is extremely difficult to prove that the offender was suffering from an abnormality of mental functioning due to a medical condition to establish a reasonable defence. In extremely violent crime cases such as murder, an offender can attempt to prove that they are liable for the defence of diminished responsibility. Under Section 2 of the Homicide Act (1957) if the individual can provide sufficient evidence of a recognised medical condition that caused an abnormality of mental functioning at the time the offence occurred then it is possible for them to qualify for diminished responsibility. Although, it is a lengthy process and there is an average wait of six weeks for a diagnostic test to be administered (NHS England, 2020). Due to classical criminology informing evidence-based policing extensive knowledge of a violent crime, police officers can use their discretion based on effective methods of investigation (College of Policing, ‘no date’). However, classical criminological theories of crime are not necessarily applicable to modern-day society. There have been many developments within society, which does raise suspicions of their reliability. To ensure that it is a reliable source that produces effective information regarding violent crime, there should be new and relevant explanations provided to explain criminality.
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