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Abstract

This report explores the ways in which Evidence-Based Policing can be used to ensure effective problem-solving within policing, particularly in relation to the use of the SARA model. EBP enables police officers to use evidence to make decisions, along with their professional judgment. The SARA model enables police officers to understand what is happening in a difficult or pressured situation and choose a course of action that is more likely to de-escalate the issue and evaluate whether the responses have been effective.
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[bookmark: _Toc2113109311]Introduction 
Evidence-Based Policing (EBP) has become an increasingly important part of modern policing, as forces aim to move away from relying solely on traditional practices or individual officer instinct. The concept behind Evidence-Based Policing (EBP), as explained by the College of Policing (2026), is that policing decisions should be informed by research rather than assumptions or long-standing traditions. The College of Policing (2026) describes Evidence-Based Policing as ‘using high-quality evidence to understand problems, to test what works in policing and to evaluate what works in practice.’ 
This report explores what EBP means in relation to policing and examines one of the most widely used problem-solving frameworks linked to EBP: SARA (Scanning, Analysis, Response, Assessment). It outlines how the SARA model works, why it aligns with the principles of EBP and how it can be applied in real policing situations. The report will also consider the benefits of using EBP in policing, as well as some of the challenges that arise when applying it in real life.
[bookmark: _Toc872346805]Understanding Evidence Based Policing 
Evidence-Based Policing (EBP) is based on the idea that policing decisions should be supported by reliable evidence. The concept was strongly advocated by Lawrence W. Sherman, who argued that policing should be guided by scientific evidence of ‘what works’, rather than relying solely on traditional approaches (Sherman, 1998). Instead of depending on established practices, EBP encourages police officers to examine research, analyse available information and apply their professional judgement when making decisions.
The College of Policing defines EBP as ensuring that ‘the best available evidence is used to inform and challenge policing policies, practices and decisions’ (College of Policing, 2026). This evidence can take several forms, including academic research, crime statistics, evaluations of previous interventions and insights from communities and partner agencies.
However, more recent academic work has expanded this idea by suggesting that EBP is not solely about research. It also involves incorporating the experience of police officers and the values of the communities they serve to make policing approaches more practical and relevant (Klose, 2024). As a result, EBP is not only a theoretical concept but one that can be applied by officers in real-life policing situations.


[bookmark: _Toc1561216687]The SARA Model as an EBP Framework
The SARA model is one of the most used approaches to problem-solving in policing. The College of Policing describes it as a ‘structured four-part problem-solving process: Scanning, Analysis, Response and Assessment’, which helps officers identify and prioritise crime and disorder issues before deciding on the most appropriate response (College of Policing, 2022).The model was developed by John Eck and William Spelman in 1987 as part of the problem-oriented policing approach first introduced by Herman Goldstein. Since then, it has become one of the most widely recognised frameworks for structured problem-solving in modern policing (Hinkle et al., 2020).
 However, more recent studies have also demonstrated that the SARA model is also continuing to develop, including the importance of prioritization in each of the stages of the SARA model, particularly in the context of evidence-based decision-making (Burton & McGregor, 2018).


[bookmark: _Toc1889272384]Scanning 
Scanning is the first stage of the SARA process and involves officers identifying problems that appear to be recurring and may need further addressing. This could include issues such as anti-social behaviour or burglary hotspots within a particular area. This stage aims to recognise patterns and consider the scale of the problem so officers can decide whether it needs a structured problem-solving approach. The College of Policing describes scanning as ‘finding and prioritising issues before we investigate them in more detail’ (College of Policing, 2022).
John Eck (2003) suggests that this part of the process should be carried out in a systematic way, using information like crime data, concerns raised by the community as well as officers’ own observations to develop an initial understanding of the problem. Academic guidance also explains that scanning can vary depending on the situation. In some cases, officers may review incidents from the last 24 hours, while in other cases they may look at patterns over a longer period, depending on the type of issue and the information available (Academic Library, n.d.).

[bookmark: _Toc997490008]Analysis
Analysis is the stage where officers examine the issue in greater depth in order to identify what is causing the problem. This may involve reviewing statistics, hotspot analysis and victim and offender analysis. Officers may also interview people, such as victims or members of the local community who have been affected, to gain a better understanding of the situation. Goldstein (1990) argues that thorough analysis is essential because it helps police understand the underlying causes of a problem rather than just reacting to symptoms. Similarly, the ASU Centre for Problem Oriented Policing also explains that analysis should focus on collecting relevant data and reviewing existing knowledge. This helps ensure that responses are informed by evidence alone and reduces the risk of repeating strategies that have previously proven ineffective (ASU, n.d). 

[bookmark: _Toc1453803867]Response
The response stage is where a carefully constructed plan is implemented to tackle a problem with the aim of stopping it from escalating or becoming a recurring issue. A key aspect of this plan is to work closely with agencies that work alongside the police force. Collaborative working is something that has been incorporated into policing for many years, particularly following the Crime and Disorder Act (1998), which made it a legal requirement for agencies to work together to reduce crime in their local communities. 
Similarly, according to LegalClarity (2026), part of the process of responding to a problem is implementing solutions by working closely with other agencies, such as local councils, youth agencies and schools.  Ideally, these responses should focus on addressing the underlying causes of the issue rather than simply dealing with the symptoms. 

[bookmark: _Toc196374039]Assessment 
Assessment is the final stage of the SARA model and involves evaluating whether the response was effective. In this stage, officers compare data from before and after the intervention, looking at changes in community feedback and considering whether the problem has been reduced or altered. This stage is important as it encourages learning and helps forces avoid repeating ineffective tactics.
According to Kelly M. Glenn’s (2020) explanation of the SARA model, the assessment phase focuses on two key questions. The first is whether each intervention was carried out as planned: did every agency follow through on their responsibilities, or did anything drift off track? The second question examines whether the response achieved the desired results. If they were unsuccessful and objectives were not met, officers should examine why and try to improve the outcome for future incidents. 
[bookmark: _Toc391167853]Applying EBP and SARA in a Policing Context
The study on the Home Office’s ASB Hotspot Response Pilot Evaluation (2025) noted that anti-social behaviour tends to concentrate in hotspots and in many instances, there have been repeated calls from residents complaining about groups causing nuisance and disorder. The study also noted that traditional reactive police approaches, like responding to calls and dispersing groups, do not effectively create change, since the behaviour will resume once a police presence has been withdrawn. It is for situations like these that the SARA model can come into play to effectively resolve crime and have a positive impact. 
The Boston Gun Project is often used as an example of how the SARA approach can be implemented to solve major social issues facing society in the United States. The project began by identifying youth gun violence as an issue. Through careful observation and research, they realised that many of the shootings were being perpetrated by a small number of young people affiliated with gangs. Further research was carried out to understand why this violence was occurring and Operation Ceasefire was created based on these findings. This involved communicating directly with the gangs and providing consequences for violence. At the same time, they also offered support for those who wanted to escape the gangs and violent lifestyle. Following the assessment of the results, youth homicide rates had reduced significantly, indicating how the SARA approach is effective in creating lasting change (Sage Publications, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc5895284]Benefits of Using EBP SARA model in Problem Solving 
Evidence-Based Policing offers several advantages when addressing policing problems. It allows the police officers to make informed decisions based on what has been proven to work in practice. This approach allows police officers to make the best use of their resources, so that the greatest impact can be achieved. It can also help to build trust with the public, as communities are more likely to trust a police service that is transparent and able to explain their decision making, rather than simply guessing what might work best. EBP can also help to support the personal and professional development of police officers, helping to build a more capable and confident police service (College of Policing, 2022). When used alongside structured frameworks like the SARA model, evidence‑based policing ensures that each stage from scanning to assessment is reliable and effective in creating long term solutions.
The case study of Operation Waterside demonstrates how effective the SARA model can be in real-life scenarios. The operation was designed to tackle issues of disorder in a busy waterfront area, where ‘traditional policing’ had failed. The Waterside team used the SARA process to identify what was causing the problem, analyse it and then develop a strong and effective response in connection with other community agencies. According to the case study in Police Chief Magazine (2026), it was clear that disorder was reduced and repeat offences were minimised using this process.

[bookmark: _Toc1453853022]Challenges in Implementing EBP SARA model
Some officers still prefer traditional policing methods and feel that academic approaches don’t always fit the realities of their day-to-day work. Effective analysis and evaluation can take time, skills and sometimes specialist support and when resources are limited, this can make the process difficult to carry out. There can also be challenges related to data quality, as poor data can hinder analysis. Additionally, effective problem-solving requires good partnerships with other agencies, which can be challenging since not all agencies can work well together (Evidence based Policing: The basics, 2023). UKEssays (2018) state that a ‘drawback of this point is, it could be argued that the scanning and analysis of the data collected may not be accurate as it is community biased so is the data collected true and who is benefiting from the work carried out.’ This highlights the weaknesses in using the SARA model, specifically in the Scanning and Analysis stages, as it raises two important concerns about the data quality and who benefits from the process.

[bookmark: _Toc1401956508]Conclusion 
Evidence-based policing provides a practical approach for police forces to better address their problems by incorporating research, data and police professional judgment. The SARA model supports this by providing a framework that helps police officers to identify problems, create responses that are appropriate to the causes of the problem and assess if these responses have made a difference. By following this model, policing becomes more effective, efficient and crime related issues can be resolved effectively. 
However, it’s important to recognise that putting evidence‑based policing into practice isn’t always straightforward. It often requires a shift in practices and reliable data, which can be hard to achieve when resources are limited. These challenges can also affect different stages of the SARA model, for example, poor‑quality data can weaken the Scanning and Analysis stages, making it more difficult to understand. 
Despite these challenges, EBP and the SARA model remain central to modern policing. Both approaches encourage more informed decision-making and promote accountability and continuous learning. As a result, they can help police forces develop more sustainable and effective responses that can implement permeant solutions to community issues.
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