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This essay examines the continued relevance and effectiveness of the SARA (Scanning, Analysis, Response and Assessment) model in today’s policing. It begins with a historical account of how the SARA model was developed and then considers the resources currently available to police forces in England and Wales, the challenges officers face, and how SARA supports problem-solving. It concludes by offering critical analysis and recommendations for how the model could be adapted or enhanced for contemporary practice.

The SARA model was created in the 1980s by John Eck and William Spelman to help the Newport News Police address problems clearly and efficiently. It aimed to reduce repeat calls by tackling the underlying causes of crime, giving officers a straightforward framework to identify analyse, respond and review ongoing issues, ultimately improving efficiency and public safety.
The SARA model was developed from ideas of Goldstein. In 1979, Goldstein published a feature article in the Crime & Delinquency journal which he argued that existing police procedures were too focused on the means of policing rather than the ends or goals they were supposed to achieve (Goldstein, 1979). Goldstein highlighted traditional methods such as immediate police car response to calls for service (Kansas City Police Department, 1977) and preventative patrol were having little effect on crime. To illustrate, he referenced a British newspaper article reporting a cities bus drivers were passing waiting passengers and waving at them. An investigation revealed the drivers were finding it impossible to maintain timetables if they stopped to collect passengers. Goldstein used this example to demonstrate what he called the “means over ends syndrome” where organisational processes and internal measures took priority over addressing the problems at hand. He suggested the police were prioritising internal procedures over substantive neighbourhood issues, which he viewed as a key reason for their inefficiency in dealing with community problems (Goldstein, 1979).
Goldstein proposed a more proactive and modern approach that focused on identifying and resolving the under lying causes of crime and disorder, rather than relying on the ageing reactive, incident-driven standard model of policing (Skogan and Fydl, 2004, p. 7). This new framework named Problem-Oriented Policing (POP) emphasises attention to real problems rather than routine organisational concerns. Building on Goldstein’s ideas, John Eck and William Spelman (1987) p.23 developed a practical system for implementing POP. Drawing on their involvement in a pilot project in Newport News, they created what became the SARA model.
Before the implementation of Problem-Oriented Policing, policing traditionally used a reactive response method referred to as “incident-driven policing.” Officers tended to respond to calls-for-service, emergencies, and crime reports. Rather than understanding underlying patterns, this strategy placed a focus on visibility, deterrence, and quick response. Success was measured by calls and arrests made. This response was necessary for immediate safety but often led to reoccurring problems if underlying causes were not addressed (Goldstein 1979).
According to Gravell (2012), another policing strategy used in the UK prior to the development of the SARA model was the Unit Beat Policing (UBP) system, introduced during the 1960s. This reorganised police forces into small, geographically defined beats, with officers relying heavily on motorised patrols and radio communication. Although UBP aimed to modernise patrol work and improve efficiency, it unintentionally reduced day-to-day contact between officers and the public. An example of the limitations of this approach was highlighted after the 1981 Brixton riots. The Scarman Report found that the heavy reliance on reactive patrols and low levels of meaningful community engagement contributed to a breakdown in trust between police and residents. The lack of proactive problem-solving meant underlying tensions were unaddressed, reinforcing the need for partnership-based approaches such as POP and the SARA model (Peplow, 2024).
According to National Academies (2018) some experts believe that traditional policing like UBP has focused too much on responding quickly to incidents instead of finding long-term solutions. This made it difficult for officers to identify deeper issues in communities. In the 1970s and early 1980s, problems like job loss, racial inequality, and bad housing got worse, and traditional policing struggled to handle these issues well. This method did not promote ongoing communication with local people or teamwork to solve problems. Investigations into riots in places like Brixton showed that community concerns were often ignored. These problems led to calls for police strategies that included community involvement, working together, and looking deeper into community issues, which later influenced models like SARA and Problem Oriented Policing. As a result of these limitations, policing began to shift towards problem-oriented and partnership-based approaches, most notably Problem-Oriented Policing and the SARA model.
There are numerous success stories providing positive outcomes using POP intervention. Operation Morano that was run by West Lancashire Neighbourhood Policing team working in conjunction with several other agencies to tackle anti-social behaviour (ASB) in their area. As a result of this multi-agency operation, they achieved a 60% reduction of ASB in the area (Calderbank, 2023)

The SARA model is built around four main stages Scanning, Analysis, Response and Assessment (Weisburd et al, 2008). Scanning involves identifying and prioritising problems causing crime and disorder, drawing on sources such as crime statistics, calls for service and community feedback. Analysis investigates the identified problem in greater depth, examining offenders, victims, locations and situational factors to understand why the issue is occurring. Response focuses on designing and implementing tailored interventions to address these underlying causes, often in collaboration with partner agencies. Assessment evaluates the impact of the response using indicators such as reductions in calls, fewer incidents or improved community satisfaction. Through this structured cycle, SARA provides a methodical, evidence-based framework for developing preventative and sustainable solutions within policing (College of Policing, 2022a). 

SARA also has a link to Routine Activity Theory. This theory says that crime happens when a person who wants to commit a crime finds a suitable target, and there is no one around to stop them. The Scanning step of SARA aligns with this idea by identifying patterns in locations, times, and types of incidents, revealing where offenders and targets are likely to intersect. In the Analysis step, officers examine the reasons these situations occur, such as weaknesses in the environment or social behaviours, which relate to the idea of "no one to stop them." Using this theory helps in the Response step to create actions that can break these patterns, such as increasing patrols, changing the environment, or getting the community involved (College of Policing, 2022b).

A key part of effective problem solving within the SARA model is engagement with both the community and partner agencies. This engagement offers a better understanding of the causes and impacts of the problem, extending beyond police data alone (College of Policing, 2022). Partner organisations such as Social Services, the Local Authority, and Drug and Alcohol Services often hold vital information on vulnerability, safeguarding concerns, substance misuse, or environmental factors contributing to crime or disorder (Karn, 2013). Their feedback helps build a fuller profile and ensures responses address underlying needs rather than just symptoms. Community engagement activities such as satisfaction surveys, targeted conversations, and feedback sessions enable practitioners to measure confidence, understand local concerns, and assess whether interventions are having the expected effect. When combined, these inputs support a more accurate assessment, as demonstrated by reductions in calls for service and improved public satisfaction (College of Policing, 2024). 

In England and Wales, police have been encouraged to adopt more effective problem-solving approaches, such as the SARA model. For the financial year ending in March 2026, up to £19.9 million has been allocated to policing, representing an increase of £3.2 million compared to 2016. This funding supports officer numbers, technological development, and other operational needs, enabling forces to address local issues, trial innovative solutions, and invest in tools that support proactive policing (Home Office, 2025). Recent investment in science, technology, and policy guidance aims to improve efficiency and analytical capability, allowing police to adopt more targeted, evidence-based responses focused on prevention rather than solely reacting to incidents (National Police Chiefs’ Council [NPCC], 2025).

A report by Wheller (2025) shows that policing using the SARA model and a problem-solving approach is effective at reducing crime and disorder. In the report, 79% of successful interventions were carried out in micro-places or neighbourhoods, demonstrating that focusing on small, targeted areas works best. Additionally, 64% of these successful interventions used focused or tailored strategies rather than generic responses, and around 80% were proactive, meaning the police addressed problems before they escalated. Together, these findings support the conclusion that properly implemented SARA-based problem-solving leads to reductions in crime and disorder.
A case study that illustrates this is how Dyfed-Powys Police used the SARA model to address persistent (ASB) involving a woman with a history of alcohol misuse and criminal conduct, whose behaviour caused distress and risk to her elderly mother and neighbours. In the Scanning stage, officers identified recurring disturbances upon her return to the area. During Analysis, they uncovered underlying issues such as alcohol misuse, mental-health vulnerability, the living situation, and specific risks posed to her mother. The Response involved a graduated plan using an ASB Warning Letter, Community Protection Warnings and Notices, and preparation of a Criminal Behaviour Order (CBO) under the Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014, to prevent further incidents. Finally, in Assessment, once the CBO was breached, the woman was remanded and later imprisoned, while her mother was safeguarded and received support from social and health services, meaning the intervention met its aim of protecting the vulnerable and the wider community (Dyfed Powys Police, 2025). 
Although Dyfed-Powys Police is one of the smallest forces in England and Wales, the effectiveness of the SARA model is not limited by force size and continues to deliver strong results in much larger policing environments. Similarly, larger forces such as Merseyside Police have also achieved measurable success using SARA-based problem-solving approaches, with targeted interventions contributing to reductions of up to 47.9% in serious violence and 18.8% in antisocial behaviour in the areas where the model was applied (Merseyside Police, 2024).
The application of the SARA model in Operation Waterside demonstrates its effectiveness in problem-oriented policing. Through systematic scanning and analysis of a group of youths suspected of antisocial behaviour, authorities uncovered a hidden child sexual exploitation network. A coordinated response followed, which included safeguarding young victims, working with parents and local agencies, and improving hotel security practices. As a result, the operation disrupted the exploitation, secured arrests, and improved the safety and behaviour of the young people involved. This highlights the positive impact of the SARA model (Simpson and Vlop, 2025).

Even though the SARA model has proven highly effective, it faces challenges with complex crimes such as human trafficking, county lines, and especially cybercrime. One key limitation is that SARA was established in 1979, long before digital crime became prevalent. Research indicates that many police stations lack expertise in cybercrime, and victims often do not report incidents because they believe the police cannot help. Officers may also lack the technical knowledge, investigative skills, and digital tools needed to tackle these offences. Since SARA works best with clear, localised problems it struggles with cybercrime, which is often complex, cross-border, and lacks obvious evidence. Consequently, problem-solving methods like SARA are less effective for cybercrime, highlighting the need for new strategies to address digital offences as technology continues to advance (Curtis and Oxburgh, 2022).

However, Wartell and Greenhalgh (2000) argue that the SARA model can be effectively applied to cybercrime. They suggest that modern policing increasingly relies on computer-based technologies, including the internet, link-analysis software, databases, and crime-mapping tools, which enable officers to identify patterns, analyse complex information, and link suspects, victims, and locations. Additionally, online tools and automated systems support more effective responses and assessments. These developments demonstrate that the SARA model remains suitable for addressing technology-related crime.

Having said that, the SARA has been criticised for oversimplifying complex processes that rarely follow a simple linear path. Problem-solving approaches are widely accepted as effective for reducing crime in hotspots, especially when driven by community concerns, but their impact has often been limited by implementation failures and a tendency for police to rush to solutions without fully understanding the problem. Police and their partners frequently neglect thorough problem analysis, fail to review and learn from implementation, and struggle to deliver evidence-based interventions. Multi-agency coordination and analytical capacity also remain significant challenges. Nevertheless, research shows that well-designed, analytically grounded problem-oriented policing initiatives can have a positive impact on crime rates (Longstaff et al., 2015).


Overall, SARA model remains an effective framework for problem-oriented policing, however, it risks being left behind where cybercrime rates are rapidly evolving. As discussed, funding has been allocated to increase officers and enhance technology to address these developments in criminal activity. If police forces continue to prioritise the adaptation and updating of the technology underpinning the SARA model, its effectiveness can be sustained and strengthened within an advancing technological environment. Consequently, the proven success of SARA can continue to be applied within a changing and increasingly complex cyber-criminal environment. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of the SARA model is dependent on careful implementation, as critics highlight that police often rush problem-solving processes, particularly the analysis stage, which risks short-term fixes rather than sustainable solutions (Longstaff et al., 2015).




Reference List

Calderbank, M. (2023) Lancashire Police South Division crowned winners at Constabulary Problem Solving Awards. Available at: https://www.lep.co.uk/news/crime/lancashire-police-south-division-crowned-winners-at-constabulary-problem-solving-awards-4409228 (Accessed: 21 November 2025)

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]College of Policing (2022a) SARA Model. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/problem-solving-policing/sara-model. (Accessed: 3 December 2025)
College of Policing (2022b) What is situational crime prevention. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/neighbourhood-crime/what-situational-crime-prevention (Accessed: 28 November 2025)
College Of Policing (2024) Intensive Engagement in West Mercia. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/support-forces/practices/intensive-engagement-west-mercia (Accessed: 10 November 2025)
Curtis, J. and Oxburgh, G. (2022) ‘Understanding cybercrime in ‘real world’ policing and law enforcement’, The Police Journal: Theory, Practice and Principles, pp. 573-592. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0032258X221107584 
Dyfed Powys Police (2025) Case Study. Available at: https://asbhelp.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Case-Study-416-Criminal-Behaviour-Order.pdf (Accessed: 22 November 2025)
Eck J. and Spelman, W. (1987). Problem Orientated Policing in Newport new. Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=xiV102WjjX0C&oi=fnd&pg=PP11&dq=Eck,+John+E.,+and+William+Spelman.+1987.+Problem+solving:+Problem+oriented+p%20(Accessed:%2030%20November%202025)olicing+in+Newport+news.+Washington,+DC:+Police+Executive+Research+Forum+.&ots=Y9ZFXyGlf1&sig=l-x_jhR3ARASWifw4QRssOBXPK8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false (Accessed: 30 November 2025)

Goldstein, H. (1979) Improving Policing: A Problem-Oriented Approach. Available at: https://popcenter.asu.edu/sites/g/files/litvpz3631/files/improving_policing_a_problem-oriented_approach_goldstein_crime_delinquency.pdf (Accessed: 30 November 2025)
Gravell, J. (2012) Rationalising Crime Calls - a Study of Police and Customer Interaction. Available at: https://pure.southwales.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/3545729/W._J._P._Gravelle_2012_2064862.pdf (Accessed: 26 November 2025)
Home Office (2025) Police funding for England and Wales 2015 to 2026.  Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-funding-for-england-and-wales-2015-to-2026/police-funding-for-england-and-wales-2015-to-2026. (Accessed: 25 November 2025)
Kansas City Police Department (1977) Response Time Analysis. Available at: https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/47076NCJRS.pdf (Accessed: 30 November 2025)
Karn, J. (2013) Policing and Crime Reduction The evidence and its implications for practice. Available at: https://www.police-foundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/police-foundation-police-effectiveness-report.pdf (Accessed: 3 December 2025)
Longstaff, A., Willer, J., Chapman, J., Czarnomski, S. and Graham, J (2015) Neighbourhood policing: Past, present and future. Available at: https://www.police-foundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/neighbourhood_policing_past_present_future.pdf (Accessed: 18 December 2025)
Merseyside Police (2024) Hotspot patrols lead to significant drop in Serious Violence and Antisocial Behaviour. Available at: https://www.merseyside.police.uk/news/merseyside/news/2024/july/hotspot-patrols-lead-to-significant-drop-in-serious-violence-and-antisocial-behaviour (Accessed: 23 November 2025)

National Academies (2018) Proactive Policing: Effects on Crime and Communities. The National Academies Press. Available at https://www.nationalacademies.org/read/26782/chapter/6 (Accessed: 17 November 2025)
National Police Chiefs’ Council [NPCC] (2025) Investing in tech would free up 15 million hours of police time. Available at: https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/better-investing-in-science-and-technology-would-free-up-15-million-hours-of-police-time (Accessed: 30 November 2025)
Peplow, S (2024) ‘A deadly weapon aimed at our heart’: the scope and composion of Lord Scarman 1981 public inquiry. Available at: https://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/id/eprint/185300/7/A%20deadly%20weapon%20aimed%20at%20our%20hearts%20%20%20the%20scope%20and%20composition%20of%20Lord%20Scarman%20s%201981%20public%20inquiry.pdf (Accessed: 19 November 2025)
Simpson, R and Volp. G. (2025). Applying the SARA Model in operation Waterside. National Academies Press. Available at: https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/sara-model-operation-waterside/ (Accessed: 30 November 2025)

Skogan, W, and Fydl, K (2004) Fairness and Effectiveness in Policing. University of Chicago Press. Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sWx0AAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&ots=fOo3j7rGGD&sig=O8FVEG_PFsWao_PkWZfV-zU5bW8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false (Accessed: 30 November 2025)

Wartell, J and Greenhalgh, F. (2000) Problem Solving Quarterly, using technology for problem solving. Available at: https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://scholar.google.co.uk/scholar_url%3Furl%3Dhttps://popcenter.asu.edu/sites/g/files/litvpz3631/files/library/PSQ/2000/Winter_2000_Vol_13_No_1.pdf%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DX%26ei%3DBoVaabGUCu6TieoPutPYsQg%26scisig%3DALhkC2StuHRTM4p_2904FfWTReGk%26oi%3Dscholarr&ved=2ahUKEwjMlZvCl_KRAxV6TkEAHViwJkgQgAN6BAgPEAE&usg=AOvVaw3O9KXiD_HTFAfAma6Cml1F (Accessed: 18 November 2025)
Weisburd, D. and Eck, J.E. (2004) ‘What can police do to reduce crime, disorder, and fear’ Available at: https://cebcp.org/wp-content/publications/WeisburdEck04.pdf

Weisburd, D., Telep, C.W., Hinkle, J.C. and Eck, J.E. (2008). Effects of Problem-Oriented Policing on Crime and Disorder. Available at: https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/effects-problem-oriented-policing-crime-and-disorder. (Accessed: 17 November 2025)
Wheller, L. (2025) What is the problem-solving evidence base? Available at: https://www.nottinghamshire.pcc.police.uk/Document-Library/News-and-Events/Problem-Solving-Conference/Problem-Solving-Evidence-Base.pdf. (Accessed: 26 November 2025)





I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.
