‘Using a crime activity of your choice, describe and discuss how classical criminology informs evidence-based policing.’

There are several classical criminological theories that play a key role in evidence-based policing. These theories attempt to identify the major causes of crime and give us a better understanding of crime and criminals by examining why people choose to commit crime. Some of these main theories include the Rational Choice theory, the Social Strain theory, and the Control theory. Wright (2009) explains that the rational choice theory suggests that people decide whether to commit a crime by thinking rationally about if the reward outweighs the risk. The Strain theory was developed by Robert K Merton, and implies that the way society is structured pressures people into committing crimes. Differently, Whereas Cullen and Wilcox (2010) explain that the control theory implies that all individuals have the ability to commit crime if they are presented with the “perfect” circumstances, and that people only follow societal rules because the circumstances exert control.

Classical criminology influences evidence-based policing in a variety of ways depending on which classical theory we focus on. These theories mostly influence evidence-based policing by explaining why we commit crimes, by theorising about exactly what drives us to commit crimes. One theory that may influence evidence-based policing is the rational choice theory. This theory was first introduced by Clarke and Cornish in [1985]. The New South Wales Government (2021) explains that there are hundreds of potential offenders around us, and that every potential offender bases their decision on identifying what the potential rewards are if they decide to commit the crime. Gul (2009) states that criminals analysed using the rational choice theory have been revealed to have been affected by their conditioning and environment. We see that the College of Policing (2022) suggests that this criminological theory influences evidence-based policing as officers must now develop a strategy to maximise risks and minimise rewards. From this, it is possible to see that this is where the police can implement one of their strategies. A strategy they could use here is SARA, as they must analyse and respond to these crimes, by developing a working strategy. 

Within the UK, anti-social behaviour takes up a large portion of the police’s time and resources. In the year ending 2022, the Office for National Statistics reported 1.2 million incidents of anti-social behaviour. These figures are a brief overview of what exactly has been happening, as it does not represent the true number of incidents that take place. This is called the dark or hidden figure of crime and could be a result of people not reporting incidents, this will be discussed in more detail further on in the essay.  The Home Office (2003) define anti-social behaviour as any sort of behaviour that causes harassment, alarm, or distress to other people. They also disclose that the behaviour must affect more than one person, but they must be from different households. This allows for the police to be able to distinguish whether the behaviour is targeted and gives them more evidence to submit anti-social behaviour orders, also known as ASBOs. These orders can be issued to individuals over 10 years of age, and require them to stay away from a location, not participate in certain activities or not to come into contact with certain people. These requirements are listed under the Anti-social Behaviour Act [2003]. If the person then continues to act in an anti-social behaviour manner, they can be convicted as it is an offence to act this way. This then results in them receiving a criminal behaviour order (CBO) post-conviction. According to the CPS (2020), CBOs are used to tackle repeat and problem offenders that refuse to learn from their punishment. These CBOs usually contain the same rules but may include things such as curfews or addresses they must report to. Additionally, CBO’s can result in harsher punishments if broken, for example a custodial sentence. 

In order to deal with crime, the police in the UK have had to create multiple different approaches to tackle different crimes. One of the main tactics the police use to tackle anti-social behaviour is through something called “Hotspot policing”. The College of Policing (2021) explains that hotspot policing is used through focusing all their resources on areas with the most concentrated amount of crime. This means that the police collect and analyse pieces of evidence, mostly calls from members of the public or reports to 101, to gain the best knowledge of where exactly a specific crime is happening most frequently. Hotspots are most likely to be parks, train stations or town centres. Braga et al (2019) conducted research on how effective this type of policing is. According to them, hotspot policing is an overall effective strategy to be used in the prevention of crime. This could be as a result of increased police presence; it does not necessarily have to be a result of police engagement with the individuals. The Youth Endowment Fund (2019) note that hotspot policing has been seen to reduce overall offending by 17% and drug crimes by around 30%. It is clear from this that hotspots policing is “moderately” effective, but it is not clear how long this will be effective for. Officers can only patrol an area so many times, so there is a risk of crime/criminals returning when officers lessen patrols or focus on another hotspot. Weisburd (2016) argues that hotspot policing is linked to police brutality and institutional racism towards “primarily black males”. He explains that after the initial introduction of hotspot policing, there were no clear boundaries regarding what powers officers were able to exercise. It is clear that this led to many horrific attacks and abuses of power, therefore leading to a large distrust towards the police within ethnic minority communities. Williams & Coupe (2017) found that more frequent visits to hotspots were more effective on crime reduction, rather than spending long lengths of time at one spot. This is extremely effective regarding anti-social behaviour, as if officers spot the same group of youths in the same area, acting in an anti-social manner, they have grounds to issue ASBOs. From this, it is clear that hotspot policing is an overall effective form of policing when dealing with anti-social behaviour, as they can respond quicker and end the problem before it develops. This is a clear form of evidence-based policing, as officers must gather information and intelligence on where exactly crime is happening and when it’s taking place. If they are successful in this, then the correct patrols can be deployed to the hotspots.

Another tactic the police use is SARA. Braga (2014) breaks down each letter of SARA and explains the purpose and necessity of each one. The concept of SARA policing was first introduced by Eck & Spellman in 1987. The first letter stands for scanning. Braga (2014) notes that the scanning stage includes identifying potential crimes and organising them by policing priority. This could potentially be done through receiving calls from the public or reviewing reports sent to 101. Officers must then move on to the analysis stage. The College of Policing (2022) notes that this stage must include officers analysing any potential issues that could arise. They must do this by pinpointing any underlying causes of crime, this is possible through the process of gathering information and intelligence. According to Bullock (2021), the next stage of the SARA model is response. Therefore, officers must complete the analysis of the problems and then develop appropriate and effective responses to the issues. According to Clarke (1998), the last stage of SARA is the most crucial, this is the assessment stage. During this stage, officers must reflect on their response and the impact it had. This is a really effective way of policing as it slows officers to see exactly what went good and what went wrong. The College of Policing (2020) notes that this model works through using information and intelligence to develop a working solution. SARA policing works through giving officers the best available evidence to base their decisions on and allow them to make well informed choices regarding the strategy they decide to use. This is a perfect example of evidence-based policing, as we see officers must spend time gathering information beforehand, rather than rushing around. This type of policing is described as pro-active instead of reactive. This makes it one of the best policing strategies to tackle anti-social behaviour. Gwent Police (?) published a case study relating to their use of the SARA model whilst dealing with anti-social behaviour. According to Gwent Police, the successful use of SARA resulted in the individual’s behaviour being changed, managed, and monitored. However, Brandon (2015) argues that the SARA model becomes ineffective when it comes to large crime problems, as it claims officials tend to overlook certain problems. This means that officers are disregarding certain crimes, while over-targeting others. As a result of this, SARA could be used to target the wrong crimes. This could lead to the model becoming disused, as officers will tend to avoid using it for fear of using it incorrectly.

According to the College of Policing (2023), evidence-based policing allows officers to gain a more thorough and clear understanding of the situations they are faced with. This means that they are able to make better informed decisions which allows them to ensure convictions and increase public safety. With the use of information to make decisions, it increases the number of correct decisions that officers make. This should then lead to an increase in the public’s trust of the police. Pepper et al (2020) claims that evidence-based policing leads to greater transparency and legitimacy within the police. As they must be completely transparent with all information and intelligence they gather, to receive authorisation to make those decisions. Potts (2017) argues that evidence-based policing is limited because policing is not a “one size fits all” profession. Therefore, what works for some may not work for all. This may lead to an inconsistency within the way officers gather information and intelligence. Officers may then face issues where they make a decision that is completely different to another officers, but in the same situation, because of the way they have gathered information. It is possible for this then result in another issue of the quality of the information that the officers are gathering. If officers are not gathering high quality information, then they are not making the most well-informed decisions that they could be making. This then leaves evidence-based policing as an ineffective form of policing, as it is not being utilised properly by the officers.

After extensive research and analysis, it is clear that the control theory is the criminological theory that explains anti-social behaviour the best. Millie, Jacobson, McDonald, and Hough (2005) explain that youth who engage in anti-social behaviour are facing situations at home where their family morals are in a social decline. This means that their families are not keeping them from acting criminally or straying towards deviance. Therefore, they are no longer being influenced by the social control of those around them to act in a positive way. This results in youths outputting their deviant and criminal behaviour into acting in an anti-social manner in large groups. The relevant research suggests that evidence-based policing is the best way to deal with anti-social behaviour. The results shown in this essay prove that proactive policing is much more effective while dealing with youths acting unsocially, rather than reactive. The use of hotspot policing, and the SARA model have been proven by the College of Policing, as referenced above, to be effective in reducing anti-social behaviour. 
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