



Problem Oriented Policing (POP) emerged as a response to criticisms that traditional policing focused excessively on reactive incident handling rather than addressing the underlying causes of recurring crime and disorder (Goldstein, 1979). Goldstein argued that police effectiveness should be judged by the extent to which police interventions successfully reduce specific problems affecting communities, rather than by activity measures such as response times or arrests. Building on this idea, Eck and Spelman (1987) developed the SARA model (Scanning, Analysis, Response and Assessment) as a practical framework to operationalise POP within everyday policing practices.

The SARA model involves identifying patterns of recurring problems (Scanning), examining their underlying causes and contributing factors (Analysis), implementing tailored interventions designed to address those causes (Response), and evaluating the effectiveness of those interventions (Assessment). It has been widely adopted as a structured, evidence-based approach to reducing harm and improving community safety (Weisburd et al., 2008). Within community and neighbourhood policing in England and Wales, this model aligns closely with national expectations around prevention, early intervention and partnership working (College of Policing [CoP], 2022), as well as with inspection findings that emphasise the importance of problem-solving approaches to managing demand and reducing repeat harm (HMICFRS, 2022).

However, contemporary policing operates within a context of increasing demand, complex safeguarding responsibilities, technological change and sustained resource pressures. This essay will argue that while the SARA model remains theoretically sound and conceptually valuable, its practical effectiveness is increasingly constrained by limited time, reduced staffing, organisational pressure and the complexity of modern crime. Nonetheless, when supported through leadership, analytical capacity and partnership working, SARA continues to offer a valuable framework for harm reduction within community and neighbourhood policing. 

While the core principles of POP and the SARA model were developed in the late twentieth century, their continued relevance depends on how they integrate with contemporary policing theory and practise. In particular, modern evidence-based policing emphasises the systematic use of data, research and evaluation to guide operational decisions, strengthening the analytical assessment stages of SARA (CoP, 2023; Lum and Koper, 2017). This alignment supports a shift away from intuition-led responses towards research-informed, structured interventions.

Contemporary research also highlights the importance of legitimacy and procedural justice in effective policing. Studies suggest that community trust and perceptions of fairness influence compliance, cooperation and information sharing, all of which are critical during the scanning and analysis stages of problem-solving (Tyler, 2017). SARA facilitates this by encouraging engagement with communities not merely as people to enforce, but as partners in identifying and understanding local problems. This participatory approach reflects modern expectations of neighbourhood policing in England and Wales, where community engagement is central to crime prevention and harm reduction (CoP, 2023).

Additionally, partnership working is another vital pillar underpinning the effectiveness of SARA in current policing contexts. Modern policing increasingly recognises that many community problems, such as antisocial behaviour, vulnerability, safeguarding cannot be resolved simply through police action. Research demonstrates that multi-agency approaches are significantly more effective in addressing complex social problems when they combine enforcement with social, environmental and welfare-based interventions (Yesberg, Brunton-Smith and Bradford, 2023). The response stage of SARA provides a structured mechanism for coordinating such partnership-based strategies.

However, recent implementation research suggests that the rational and sequential logic of SARA does not always align with the operational realities of modern policing. High demand, performance pressures and limited analytical capacity often lead officers to prioritise immediate responses over thorough analysis and evaluation, reducing the model’s overall effectiveness (HMICFRS, 2023). As a result, although SARA remains theoretically robust, its success depends heavily on organisational support, training and resources.

In principle, the SARA model provides an effective framework for crime prevention because it re-orients policing away from reactive incident management and towards proactive, structured problem-solving. Present day operational policing strategies in England and Wales emphasise prevention, early intervention and harm reduction as more sustainable approaches than repeated enforcement after harm has occurred (College of Policing, 2022; Home Office, 2021). By focusing on recurring problems rather than isolated incidents, SARA enables police to identify patterns of harm and intervene earlier to prevent escalation.

The effectiveness of structured problem-solving in policing depends less on the model itself than on the organisational capacity available to support it. HMICFRS (2023) reports that forces which embed problem-solving practices within neighbourhood policing are better able to manage demand, reduce repeat incidents and address underlying causes of antisocial behaviour and vulnerability. The inspectorate highlights that targeted, place-based and partnership driven interventions are more effective than repeated short-term enforcement, particularly in relation to both repeat locations and victims.

Public trust and confidence play a significant role in the effectiveness of SARA. Official UK data indicates that public perceptions of police fairness, effectiveness and responsiveness vary considerably across communities and influence levels of cooperation with the police (Office for National Statistics, 2025). Where trust is higher, communities are more likely to report problems, share information and engage with police initiatives, which strengthens the scanning and analysis stages of problem-solving. Conversely, lower confidence can reduce reporting and undermine the police’s ability to identify and understand recurring problems accurately.

This relationship is reinforced by findings from the Independent Office for Police Conduct, which highlight that perceptions of police legitimacy and accountability shape public willingness to engage with policing processes and accept police interventions (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2025). In this context, SARA’s emphasis on engagement, transparency and partnership during the identification and response stages can help improve perceptions of fairness and responsiveness. By involving communities and partner agencies in diagnosing problems and shaping responses, the model supports legitimacy and cooperation, which are essential for sustainable reductions in crime and disorder. As a result, the effectiveness of SARA in practise is closely linked to the quality of relationships between the police and the communities they serve, not merely to the technical application of the model itself.

Building on the importance of trust and cooperation, partnership working represents another key strength of the SARA model. Many of the problems identified through scanning, including antisocial behaviour, safeguarding risks and youth disorder, cannot be effectively resolved by the police alone. UK policing increasingly relies on multi-agency responses through neighbourhood policing teams (NPTs), multi-agency safeguarding hubs (MASH) and local government, police and community safety partnerships to coordinate enforcement, support and prevention (HMICFRS, 2023; Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Home Office, 2023). The Anti-social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014 also provides statutory guidance that encourages police, local authorities, housing providers and other partners to use complementary powers to address recurring problems collaboratively (College of Policing, 2024).

In practice, this allows repeat antisocial behaviour locations to be addressed through housing and environmental interventions, drug dealing hotspots to be disrupted through targeted enforcement combined with tenancy action, and youth nuisance in public spaces to be reduced through diversionary programmes and school partnerships. Under conditions where analytical capacity and organisational support and partner engagement are available, SARA therefore offers a theoretically robust and adaptable framework for long-term community-focused crime reduction within England and Wales.

Although the SARA model provides a structured and theoretically robust framework for problem-solving, its implementation in contemporary policing is increasingly shaped by resource constraints and the growing complexity of police demand. Effective problem-solving requires time to identify patterns, analyse underlying causes and evaluate outcomes; however, policing in England and Wales has become increasingly demand-driven. The Institute for Government (2023) highlights that a significant proportion of police time is consumed by non-crime demand, including mental health incidents, safeguarding responsibilities and missing persons investigations. These demands are often urgent and resource-intensive, reducing opportunities for officers to engage in proactive and analytical work central to the SARA process.

Workforce pressure further constrains the practical application of problem-solving. Home office workforce statistics indicate that although officer numbers have increased since 2020 (129,110 in 2020 to 146,442 in 2025) this has not translated neatly into increased problem-solving capacity, particularly at neighbourhood level (Home Office, 2021; Home Office, 2025). Abstraction, training requirements and experience gaps can limit availability of officers for sustained preventative work. Parliamentary analysis similarly notes that maintaining visible effective NPTs remains challenging, despite headline increase in officer numbers, due to competing operational demands and deployment pressure (Allen and Wong, 2024).

Financial and organisational pressures also affect forces’ ability to embed POP. The National Audit Office (2025) reports police forces face ongoing budgetary pressures and rising costs, requiring difficult decisions about resource allocation. The report emphasises that improvements in productivity and effectiveness depend not only on funding levels but on how forces invest in capability, data and workforce planning. Without sufficient analytical support and organisational commitment, problem-solving risks being deprioritised in favour of short-term performance demands.

Modern policing challenges further complicate the application of SARA. Many modern types of harm are not easily defined by place or time, limiting effectiveness of traditional scanning and analysis techniques. Fraud and computer misuse, two major components of cyber-related crime, dominate recent crime trends, with computer misuse showing a 29% increase from December 2022 to December 2023. They often occur in online environments that transcend neighbourhood boundaries, making it difficult to identify stable “problem locations” for intervention (National Crime Agency, 2025; Office for National Statistics, 2024). Meanwhile, official cyber security surveys show that UK businesses and individuals face a high prevalence of breaches and cyber-attacks, further illustrating the problems with the networked nature of modern cyber threats (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology and Home Office, 2024). 

At the same time, safeguarding-related demand frequently involves complex, ongoing risk management and multi-agency coordination rather than discrete problems that can be “solved” with a single SARA cycle, particularly in cases involving online abuse, child exploitation and vulnerability. Inspection evidence suggests that these pressures create a tension between the theoretical strengths of POP and operational reality. HMICFRS (2023) notes that while problem-solving and preventative approaches remain essential to managing demand and reducing repeat harm, their consistent application depends on leadership, analytical capacity and partnership infrastructure. Where these conditions are absent, forces are more likely to default to reactive responses, undermining the long-term problem-reduction objectives of the SARA model.

Taken together, these resource constraints and modern challenges indicate that while SARA remains conceptually sound, its effectiveness in contemporary policing is heavily contingent on capacity, organisational priorities and the ability to balance prevention with response in a high demand environment.

The analysis suggests that while SARA remains a useful framework for structuring police problem-solving, its overall effectiveness in modern policing is highly dependent on context. Where constabularies have sufficient analytical capacity, stable NPTs and supportive leadership, SARA can support reductions in repeat harm and demand, particularly in relation to place-based problems such as community disorder and antisocial behaviour. In these environments, POP provides a coherent structure for integrating data, community intelligence and partnership working into targeted preventative responses.

However, SARA’s application is increasingly constrained by organisational and operational pressures. High demand from safeguarding, vulnerability and mental health incidents limits the time available for more proactive problem-solving, while workforce pressures and abstraction reduce continuity and local knowledge. At the same time, the growth of cyber-based crime and online harm challenges the place-based assumptions that underpin many SARA interventions, reducing its relevance for a significant proportion of modern crime.

These limitations do not render SARA obsolete; however, they do indicate that its value is unbalanced. SARA appears most effective when applied selectively to appropriate problem types and supported by dedicated analytical partnership capacity. It is less effective when used as a generic framework across all forms of harm or in environments dominated by reactive demand. As such, the model’s contemporary relevance relies not on its universal application, but in its ability to support targeted, preventative and partnership-based policing where organisational conditions allow.

This essay has argued that while the SARA model remains theoretically sound and conceptually valuable, its practical effectiveness within contemporary policing in England and Wales is increasingly shaped by organisational capacity, resource availability and the complexity of modern harm. SARA continues to offer a useful structure for addressing place-based, recurring problems when supported by leadership, analytical capacity and partnership working. However, rising demand, safeguarding pressures and the growth of cyber-enabled crime limit the extent to which problem-solving can be applied consistently across all policing contexts. Consequently, SARA should be understood not as a universal solution, but as a selective and conditional tool whose value depends on how, where and when it is applied within modern policing environments.
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