This essay examines the continued relevance and effectiveness of the SARA model in today’s policing. It considers the resources currently available to police forces in England and Wales, the challenges officers face, and the extent to which 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 late 1980s by John Eck and William Spelman to help the Newport News Police Department address problems in a clear and organised way. It aimed to reduce repeat calls for service 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 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, 2022). 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. By this theory, we can see why SARA is effective it focuses on the reasons crime happens instead of just responding to crimes after they occur (College of Policing, 2022.1)

A key part of effective problem solving within the SARA model is engagement with both the community and partner agencies satisfaction. This engagement offers a better understanding of the causes and impacts of the problem, extending beyond police data alone satisfaction (College of Policing, 2022. Partner organisations such as Social Services, Housing, the Local Authority, and Drug and Alcohol Services (DDAS) often hold vital information on vulnerability, tenancy issues, safeguarding concerns, substance misuse, or environmental factors contributing to crime or disorder Dr Karn, J (2013). Their feedback helps build a fuller problem 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 College Of Policing (2024). When combined, these inputs support a more accurate assessment, as demonstrated by reductions in calls for service and improved public satisfaction. 
In 1979, Herman Goldstein published a feature article in the Crime & Delinquency journal in 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 evidence showing that traditional methods such as immediate police car response to calls for service (Kansas City Police Department, 1977) and preventative patrol were in fact having little effect on crime. To illustrate his point, he referred to a British newspaper article reporting that bus drivers in one city were passing waiting passengers and simply waving at them. An investigation revealed that the drivers were finding it impossible to maintain their timetables if they stopped to pick up passengers. Goldstein used this example to demonstrate what he called the “means over ends syndrome” where organisational processes and internal measures take priority over addressing the actual problems at hand. He suggested that the police were similarly prioritising internal procedures over substantive neighbourhood issues, which he viewed as a key reason for their inefficiency in dealing with community problems.
Goldstein proposed a more proactive and modern approach that focused on identifying and resolving the underlying causes of crime and disorder, rather than relying on the ageing reactive, incident-driven standard model of policing (Skogan, 2004). He named this new framework Problem-Oriented Policing (POP) to emphasise attention to real problems rather than routine organisational concerns. Building on Goldstein’s ideas, John Eck and William Spellman (1987) developed a practical system for implementing POP. Drawing on their involvement in a pilot project in Newport News, they created what became known as the SARA model (Scanning, Analysis, Response, Assessment).
Before the implementation of Problem-Oriented Policing, policing traditionally used a much more reactive response 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 how many calls were handled and the number of 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 widely during the 1960s. This approach 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 was left unaddressed, reinforcing the need for partnership-based approaches such as POP and the SARA model (Peplow, 2024).
According to National Academic (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 and address deeper issues in local 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.

In England and Wales, police have been encouraged to use better ways to solve problems, such as the SARA model. For the financial year ending in March 2026, up to £19.9 million has been set aside for policing, which is an increase of £3.2 million (19.8%) compared to 2016. This money helps pay for officers, technology, and other needs. The bigger budgets, along with grants, can help police tackle local issues, try out new solutions, and buy tools that support proactive policing (Home Office, 2025). “These increased budgets are largely being encouraged by the Home Office, which has prioritised investment in police capacity, technology, and problem-solving initiatives across England and Wales” (Home Office, 2025) Recent investments in science and technology are intended to make policing more efficient, giving officers more time to focus on prevention instead of only responding to incidents. This support includes funding, policy guidance, and new technologies that allow for better analysis and more targeted responses, helping police in England and Wales to solve problems in a more organised and evidence-based way rather than simply reacting to situations(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 measurable reductions in crime and disorder.
A case study that illustrates this is how Dyfed-Powys Police used the SARA model to address persistent anti-social behaviour (ASB) involving a woman with a long 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 linked to her return to the area. During Analysis, they uncovered underlying issues such as alcohol misuse, mental-health vulnerability, the living situation, and the 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). This case shows how applying the SARA method helps police move from simply reacting to problems to creating tailored, evidence-based solutions that address underlying causes of anti-social behaviour and protect those at risk. 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 SARA model in Operation Waterside demonstrates the effectiveness by systematically scanning and analysing a group of youths suspected of antisocial behaviour, the authorities uncovered a hidden child-sexual-exploitation network then with a coordinated response  including safeguarding young victims and working with parents and local agencies and changing hotel-security practices they disrupted the exploitation, secured arrests, and improved young people’s safety and behaviour. This demonstrates how the SARA approach is positive action (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).

Although there is evidence that the model doesn’t work for cybercrime Wartell & Greenhalgh (2000) argues The SARA problem-solving model can be effectively applied to cyber-crime because the article shows that technology strengthens every stage of the SARA process. It describes how policing increasingly relies on computer technology, including the use of the Internet, link-analysis software and other digital tools that help officers identify patterns, analyse complex information and connect suspects, victims and locations. The article says that databases, crime mapping on computers, and other technology tools help us understand problems better. Online tools and automated systems help with responding to and assessing these issues. These examples show that the SARA method works well for technology related crime, like cyber-crime.

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, 2015)
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