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Critically analyse the concept of evidence-based policing and ‘what works’ in policing evaluating crime prevention theories and strategies and considering the options open to reduce re offending.


The aims of this essay is to provide an understanding of both ‘What works’ and evidence based policing. Upon illustrating an understanding of both ‘what works’ and evidence based policing, a critical analysis of this style of policing will be developed through highlighting the strengths and the weaknesses to the style of policing. After critically reviewing evidence based policing a number of crime prevention theories will then be presented, a brief understanding of these theories will then be demonstrated before evaluating their application of evidence based policing.
The last two centuries of policing have seen various changes and developments to the core policing strategies as well as the establishment of policing styles. Up until the late twentieth century police forces universally adopted a reactive approach to crime which had been based off three basic elements; random patrol, rapid response, and reactive investigation otherwise known as the ‘Three R’s of policing’ (Berkow, 2011). As the century progressed technologically, socially and economically so did policing and its demands. It is from these demands academics and the police organisations themselves were able to identify weaknesses to policing, more precisely its approach to criminal activity and societal demands for crime detection, reduction and prevention. The work of such academics as Reiss (1971) illustrated a greater need organisationally for police to be proactive in crime prevention and detection. 
It was in the second half of the century policing approaches and styles of policing began to develop, however the need for a more efficient and measureable approach was still needed as the standard practice of policing remained majority reactive in its approach. Since Reiss (1971) police approaches have developed and become more susceptible to evaluation over what works (Sherman, 2013). The term ‘what works’ relates to a method of thinking and is a core principle to evidence based policing, the ‘what works’ method was first applied to policing by Sherman (1997). The ‘what works’ method basic principle looks at a topic and the way in which it is conducted and what it sets out to achieve and ultimately looks at what works and what does not. This method looks to apply a scientific methodology to policing in order to measure its effectiveness and validity. Through the application of a scientific method the strengths and weakness of policing approaches can be examined, as well as the hypothesising of new approaches, and ultimately, an understanding of what works for police when dealing with such issues as crime prevention. 
As mentioned previously ‘what works’ is the core principle to evidence based policing, however evidence based policing has been further developed around this principle. The evidence based policing approach had been inspired and developed through already established evidence based practices such as medicine (Bryant & Bryant, 2019). This style of policing looks to identify the root causes to continual problems in policing and looks to address these causes through preventative and measurable long term strategies (Flanagan, 2008).  As previously stated, it was Sherman in 1998 who advocated for evidence based policing, this was due to his belief that information generated from crime analysis should be paired with scientific research in order to make policing decisions (Lum, Koper & Telep, 2010). 
The establishment of evidence based policing and its application since Sherman et al (1997) has developed various areas of policing and been a useful tool in combatting their specific issues. This has been illustrated through academics studies on specific areas of policing such as; hot spot policing (Braga,2007), neighbourhood watch (Bennett et al, 2008) , counter- terrorism (Lum et al, 2006) and drug enforcement (Mazerolle et al, 2007). As well these areas the use of evidence based policing has also been a helpful tool in evaluating and developing crime prevention strategies, this had been highlighted by the work of the National Research Council (2004) who identified weaknesses to crime prevention strategies. One of these weaknesses highlighted had been that the standard of policing of random patrol, rapid response and reactive investigation had been ineffective in preventing a proportion of criminal activity. Findings such as this and supportive findings from such academics as Berkow (2011) have helped transform policing and shift concerns from reactive to proactive. This being said, a high proportion of policing and its standard practices are still based around the three R’s. The National Research Council (2004) publication identified that police strategies which had a greater application of evidence based policing in terms of being more strategic and more focused to specific issues yielded more efficient results for the policing issue identified (National Research Council, 2004). This highlights the need for policing to be methodical and evaluative in its procedures and practices.
Since the work of Sherman (1997) the value of evidence based policing is now a widely accepted approach, however the use of evidence based policing has risen greatly since 1997 due to the scope of the policing style enlarging beyond the initial remits originally concerned with the disconnect between police action and outcomes by Sherman (1998). Beyond this original conception, evidence based policing has now been developed into new approach in order to help tackle further issues in the police such as resourcing and the transformation of policing into a more legitimate and respected profession (Brown et al, 2018).
Leading on from this the rise in evidence based policing and its application to practices and strategies has been a significant tool in the detachment from the sole reliance of the three R’s of policing. The use of evidence based policing allows data patterns and relationships to be drawn from the root causes of problems and other relevant data in order prioritise and address policing issues (Gil, 2000). The benefits of this is that instead of policing relying solely on random patrols, rapid response, and reactive investigations in order to detect and manage crime, policing methods can be developed in order to create precise patrols, preventative responses and proactive investigations. 
The style of policing can be seen as effective in the improvement of public safety and police standards, this is apparent from the positive correlation between the rise of evidence and a decline in serious crime (Sherman, 2013). Another strength in evidence based policing is it accessible application to policing, the establishment of evidence based policing has created a scientific base to police strategies. The idea of a scientific approach creates ideas of complexity however the style of can be adopted to all levels of policing. In order to ensure the establishment of evidence based policing the evidence based maturity model has been established, this model provides officers a self-assessment tool in the integration of evidence based policing (College of Policing, 2021). 
Ultimately, since the establishment of evidence based policing the style has continued to grow throughout the 21st century in terms of its style as well its use with it being adopted on a large geometrical scale with adoptions being noted in the United Kingdom, United States and Australia. As the style has continued to grow so has the research surrounding it, the work of Sherman has been key to the styles implementation. In order for the style of policing to continue to grow Sherman (2013) has outlined 10 ways in which the can grow in its implementation, these 10 ways include graduate level education in Evidence based policing for senior officers, greater police training examination around ‘what works’ and promotion to senior posts should require achievements in research. 
Although evidence based policing has provided many strengths to approaches to policing, like other policing styles there are weaknesses to its approach. A paramount weakness to evidence based policing is that it can only be used as an application tool not an overall replacement to policing (Sparrow, 2011). The effectiveness of evidence based policing is best when applied to specific issues, therefore it could not become an overall standard of practice as even with its shortfalls the three R’s still remains the standard for the majority of policing. Although this is a shortfall it is apparent to evidence based policing which recognises and understands that evidence alone is insufficient to alter practices (Treverton, 2011).
Another important weakness to evidence policing is that the quality of the outcome can only be measured by the quality of the research. This means that the policies and practices stemmed from an evidence based policing approach will only be as good as the quality of research used to establish it. Therefore if research is not sufficient in terms of its data collected, methods used for collection or procedures used for testing, then the policies or practices established from the research may be ineffective as a solution to an issue (Alfredo, 2020). 
Furthering on from this, another weakness attributed to evidence based policing, is it rigidity in its application. As mentioned previously, when evidence policing had been established by Sherman (1997) the main aim of the style of policing was to make the bridge between police action and its outcome more effective. With this in mind, a great deal of evidence based policing has been centred on crime prevention. Although in more recent times the scope of evidence based policing has begun to grow, the expansion and use is still unused or in some cases unattributed. The work of Knuttson and Thompson (2017) identifies this weakness and highlights that evidence based policing is too limited in its methodologies with research failing to understand the malleability of potentially useful evidence to other policies and issues within policing. 
Another further weakness to evidence based policing is it validity in crime reductions as mentioned previously. Although the works of such academics of Sherman (1978) and Zimring (2012) suggest that evidence based policing has helped reduce criminal activity and improve public safety, the validity of these findings can be seen to subjective as although the style of policing provides a scientific approach, the findings cannot remove variables of plausible causes that match the timing of the crime drop (Sherman, 2013). With this being known the validity of evidence policing can be detrimental to the inferences drawn from evidence based approaches to problems.
As mentioned previously the establishment of evidence based policing has been an effective tool in the establishment of pro-active policing and the reduction in the reliance of the typical three R’s of policing. However this has been highlighted by such academics as Reiss (1971) as a weakness to the style of policing. Academics such as Reiss (1971) believe this to be a weakness as the heavy reliance on pro-active policing can undermine police due to pro-active policing being structurally less legitimate than reactive policing (Sherman, 2013). 
Lastly, a weakness to be attributed to evidence based policing does not lie within the style itself but rather in its use, although evidence based policing is style notified across the world by such police forces within the United Kingdom, United States and Australia, its use and application within the forces can be seen to be lacking. Since its establishment there has been a real drive for forces to implement the style with Sherman (2013) noting the College of Policing having a mandate from the UK government to develop and share evidence based policing. Although there has been a drive for evidence based policing and its implementation research by Stanko (2013) has found that although 75 percent of Scotland Yard leaders senior figures had heard of Evidence Based Policing, at least 20 percent would be unwilling to change a policy even if evidence showed that it did not work. Research by academics such as Stanko (2013) shows that although evidence based policing is widely regarded as a style there is still scepticism about its implementation and that the style still has a long way to go before it is used on a more regular basis (Kahneman, 2011).

Since the establishment of evidence based policing it has mainly be attributed to crime prevention. The term crime prevention relates to the targeting of issues in order to reduce and deter criminals and crime opportunities. The creation and use of crime prevention has long been established and has been extensively theorised through criminological theories. The application of crime prevention looks to address problems holistically and can be applied for both short and long term goals (Duffee and Allan, 2007). Crime prevention and its use can be further understood through the categorisation of preventative measure by Brantingham and Faust (1976).  Brantingham and Faust look to understand crime prevention through their development of three preventative measures categories. The three categorisations developed are primary, secondary and tertiary. These categories of crime prevention will now be explained and have a theory applied to them. 
The first category to be discussed is primary crime prevention. Primary crime prevention looks at changing the conditions that enable criminal activity to occur (Kautt & Pease, 2012). An example of this would be changing the physical and social elements to a criminal activity, for example creating a park to prevent anti-social behaviour. A theoretical example of primary crime prevention is ‘Broken Windows Theory’. This theory was first conceptualised by Wilson and Kelling in their 1982 article which highlighted developmental plans for neighbourhoods with high crime rates and disorder in New York. The theory suggested that disorderly activities such as anti-social behaviour and prostitution combined with under resourced community issues such as abandoned buildings and waste management issues causes the escalation of disorder and increases criminal activity within the area, which in turn causes more serious crime to be established (Welsh, Braga & Bruinsma, 2015). The theory states that the on-going issues and establishment of more serious crimes causes residents to relocate from the area leaving the majority of the area to be involved in disorderly conduct or become isolated from the community due to un-involvement in disorderly activity. This causes further problems as the breakdown in the community causes disconnect between the police force and its community. The theory suggest that if key issues within a community are not dealt with it subsequently leads to a higher volume of the  issue and can lead to further acts of serious crime.
 In terms of crime prevention, the theory suggests that by addressing primary prevention issues such anti-social behaviour it can reduce the disorder already situated in a community and also prevent the establishment of more serious criminal activity. Leading on from this, by addressing the primary prevention issues it stops disconnect between the community and the police and prevents the opportunities for more serious activity taking place. 
The application of broken windows theory has been very influential for policing and its conduction. One of the most well-known applications of this theory in the 20th century was in New York in the 1990s (Bratton, 1998). The application of broken windows theory in New York had been devised by the police commissioner William Bratton. Bratton theorised that by New York police showing a greater initiative to arrest and report low level crime such as turnstile jumping, anti-social behaviour in the subway, drinking in the street, prostitution and windshield washing that in turn this would prevent further disorder and criminal activity occurring in New York (McKee, 2018). The application of this theory was highlighted as a success for the police of New York as by 1996 low level crime had fallen by 40% and homicide rates had halved (McKee, 2018). This application of Broken Windows theory helps support the theory as a crime prevention tool. 
A strength to this theory is that applications such as the one highlighted above illustrate how the theory can be used in a strategic and specific manner in order to establish a scientific backing. The application of theory used by Bratton shows a scientific method in order to test and establish a remedy to a specific problem. Another strength to Broken Windows Theory is that it has produced empirical research backing from scholars. The work of Skogan in 1990 illustrated that the theories core belief that the higher levels disorder attributed to an area produced more levels of crime. This was identified by Skogan in 1990 through his empirical research study of victims of robbery. The research looked at several neighbourhoods throughout America and concluded that links between crime and social factors were being forged through levels of disorder in an area (Welsh et al, 2015).
Also a strength to the Broken Windows Theory is its advancement and development since its establishment. In more recent research Broken Windows has become more scientific in its application. An area in which the theory has become more methodical is in its measurements (Welsh et al 2015). More recent applications of the theory look to measure disorder through a multitude of variables such as victim surveys, police data and crime reports. This is a strength to the theory as it further provides a recordable and measureable basis for research carried out in crime prevention. 
In order to evaluate Broken Windows Theory and its ability to produced evidence based policing its weaknesses must also be addressed. Paramount to the theory’s weaknesses is that the empirical research surrounding theory provide very mixed results for scholars. This is a problematic as it highlights the weaknesses in the theories validity and reliability in crime prevention. This weakness is highlighted by the work of Harcourt in 1998. Harcourt’s research looked to conduct a re-analysis of Skogans earlier work and concluded by removing the neighbourhoods with very strong disorder that in the remaining neighbourhoods there was no apparent link between disorder and more serious crime (Harcourt, 1998). 
Another weakness to the theory is again attributed to the theories validity. This weakness is that theory cannot explain everything and every crime. As discussed previously, Broken Windows Theory looks to address serious crime evolving from high levels of disorder, with this in mind the theory cannot be used to explain such crime as domestic violence in areas.
Also a weakness to the theory is its application to evidence based policing. The application of the theory is seen as a weakness as the theory encompasses various styles of policing in its application so the results cannot be solely attributed to one style of policing. Wilson and Kelling (1989) suggested that the policing of disorder should contain areas of community and problem orientated policing as well. This is a weakness as the theories full effectiveness cannot be understood in terms of evidence based policing alone. 
In summary of Broken Windows theory, the theory provides a strong and influential basis to crimes and crime prevention. In terms of its application to evidence based policing the theory can be highlighted through research as having a scientific application and provide methodical research to crime and crime prevention. However there are limitations attributed to the theory   surrounding its effectiveness when applied to evidence based policing, as well as the theories validity.
The second category developed by Brantingham and Faust to be discussed is known as secondary preventative measures. These preventative measures are concerned with early identification of offenders and looks to prevent the crime being committed (Brantingham and Faust, 1976). An example of a crime prevention theory which can be applied to this category is Routine Activity Theory. This theory was first conceptualised by Cohen and Felson in 1979 and proposes that criminal activity arises from an individuals’ daily activities. The theory further proposes that through three conceptualised elements occurring in an individual’s daily activity the opportunity of crime can take place (Miller, 2013). These three elements required for the opportunity of crime to take place are a motivated offender, a suitable target and the absence of a suitable guardian (Cohen and Felson, 1979).This theory can be attributed as a crime prevention theory as the removal of one of three elements prevents the opportunity for crime existing. An example of this would be a home owner installing CCTV at their address in order to prevent offenders from burgling his home. This removes the absence of a suitable guardian therefore prevent the opportunity of crime being established. 
A strength to this theory is its application and use in empirical research to predict crime trends. This is achievable through the examination of how crime rates fluctuate over time in an area as well as examining changes at a large scale level to routine activity trends. By doing this the results can be used to determine whether changes in routine activities are associated with changes in crime trends.  This is a strength as it its use of empirical research in order to predict crime trends can be used as methodical and testable tool in the prevention of crime. 
Furthering on from this, another strength to Routine activity theory is that the extensive work exhausted from the theory has helped provide an understanding of the circumstances which facilitate crime as well establishing viable means of reducing opportunity measures (Kleemans et al, 2012). This is a strength as from analysing crime from this theories perspective police can implement preventative measures to the crime and establish their success based off crime trend and activity of crime.
Although the theories application has many benefits researchers have also highlighted weaknesses in the theories application. The main weakness attributed to the theory is that it is mainly based around victimisation. This is a weakness to the theories application as it does not account for offenders therefore it can produce misleading crime trends and effect the validity of results produce. 
Another weakness to the theory and its application again lies in the theories analysis. As explained before the theory aims to provide the circumstances of how crime occurs. However the theory fails to provide how these circumstances exist in the first place. This is a weakness as the theory could not provide resolution in terms offenders and their management and cannot be used to address re-offending. 
As with many crime prevention theories not all crime can be explained through routine activity theory. For instance the three element required to for a crime to take place are not apparent in organised crime as the element of opportunity is not apparent in organised crime (Kleemans et al, 2012). As well as this the effects of a present guardian does not discourage or prevent a crime taking place most notably with organised crime or with violent crime (Kleemans et al, 2012).
In conclusion of Routine activity theory it provides a strong theoretical basis for crime prevention through its macro-analysis of crime and its ability to predict crime trends. Building on this the theory has helped establish a deeper understanding of the circumstances used in order for criminal activity to take place. As well this the theory also provides a means of preventing the opportunities and measuring the success of these preventions through criminal activity and trends recorded.   This being said like many theories it has its limitation, one being the validity of the crime trends. As well this the theory cannot be applied to all crimes leaving gaps in the reliability of the theory. Overall the theory can be helpful basis for evidence based policing.
The final category of Brantingham and Faust preventative measures is tertiary measures. This category aims to deal with offenders in order to prevent further offending. This category acts as a preventative measure by preventing reoccurrence for example offender rehabilitation, restorative justice or hot spot deterrence programs (Brantingham and Brantingham, 2005). A theory which can highlight this crime prevention is Situational Crime Prevention Theory. This theory has been long been adopted and modified by scholars however for this essay Cornish and Clarke (2003) Situational Crime Prevention will be addressed. It is noted by scholar that Situational Crime Prevention Theory can be established at all three categories of prevention. This theory looks to address criminal activity by analysing the crime event and looked to be addressed as a result of a sequence of decisions made by an offender. The theory aims to address crime by identifying factors and routines that influence criminal activity and producing a situational intervention (Brantingham and Brantingham, 2005).
Within Cornish and Clarke’s situational crime prevention theory they have established a prevention model that sets out 5 techniques to be adopted in producing a situational intervention. These factors are increasing the effort needed to commit the crime, increasing the risk of a committing a crime, reducing the reward, reducing the provocation and removing the excuses for doing the crime (Cornish and Clarke, 2003). By practitioners adopting this model to their research it is believed that the influences and factors behind criminal activity can be understood as well providing an understanding of a sufficient intervention to be implemented. 
A strength to this theory is that similar to routine activities theory it is embedded in crime analysis. This is a strength as it allows the ability to measure the impact of an intervention and produces an analysis of ‘what works’. This theory is strongly linked to evidence based policing as well with problem orientated policing. 
A weakness to the situational crime prevention theory is that the interventions established by practitioners are as only as good as the crime analysis collected.  This is a weakness as the quality of the intervention is solely dependant on the quality of the crime analysis, therefore if the crime analysis is poor the understanding of the factors or influences to criminal activity will be misunderstood leading to unsuccessful interventions being put in place, which in turn creates further detrimental effects to policing in terms of problem resolution and funding. 
To summarise, the aims of this essay was to provide a critical analysis of evidence based policing and ‘what works’, this has been achieved by firstly providing an understanding of both evidence based policing and ‘what works’, through providing an understanding of both these topics this has allowed for both strengths and weakness to be identified. After providing a critical analysis of evidence based policing, a number of crime prevention theories have been provided and evaluated against their application and use of evidence based policing. In conclusion, the development to policing has led to various approaches and style of policing being established, this in turn has led to the creation of evidence based policing. The establishment of evidence based policing along with further styles of policing has led to vast developments in the conduction of police duties, this being said it must be highlighted that styles of policing such as evidence based policing do have their limitations and because of these must be used accordingly. Building on this the positive effects evidence based policing can potentially have on policing and the public cannot be removed, with this in mind there is still need for greater implementation of its use by police forces as its understanding and effectiveness for both those within the police and those outside the police is still overshadowed by standardised response policing. 
“A majority of neither police nor the public may ever accept or even understand the benefits of evidence, but popularity is not the right test for the success of EBP. The sole test is whether it benefits the public. All the evidence suggests that it will.” (Sherman, L. 2013 p65)
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