Discuss, how effective that model of problem solving (SARA), is in today’s policing, considering the resources available to police forces in England and Wales and the challenges modern police officers face

Studies of community policing have often focused on a central question: does it work? Research findings have generally been mixed, with particular concern over whether community policing offers anything genuinely distinctive in terms of police decision-making. Fielding (1995, p.1) highlights that many assumptions about police decision-making are rooted in management theory and cost–benefit perspectives, such as the rational actor model of homo economicus, which have limited explanatory value when applied to policing practice.
It has been argued that while community policing has been effective in stimulating debate and encouraging innovation, it does not in itself provide clear solutions to policing problems. Wilmott (1987, cited in Fielding, 1995, p.206) suggests that answers to policing challenges cannot be found solely within community policing philosophy or the practices that have emerged from it. Furthermore, Fielding (1995, p.25) notes that the effectiveness of community policing often relies on assumptions that may be questionable in some communities, and that policing innovations can lead to unintended or unanticipated consequences.
Community policing may be understood as a philosophy of policing that seeks to engage with the public to address local problems of crime, fear of crime, and quality of life. Ideally, it is rooted in a democratic and community-centred model of policing. There is evidence to suggest that approaches such as targeted foot patrol, community engagement, and structured problem-solving can add value when addressing localised community issues (Wood et al., 2017, p.197).
Over time, police services in England and Wales have adopted a range of experimental and problem-solving approaches. These include intelligence-led policing and the National Intelligence Model, which has informed tactical decision-making since the early 2000s, as well as problem-oriented policing approaches developed in the early 1990s. One of the most widely used problem-solving frameworks to emerge from this period is the SARA model, which consists of scanning, analysis, response, and assessment (Wood et al., 2017, p.78).
The SARA model places particular emphasis on assessment and review, involving continual evaluation of decisions with the aim of improving practice and addressing the underlying causes of problems. It provides a structured process through which problems are identified, information is analysed, appropriate strategies are implemented, and the impact or effectiveness of those responses is assessed. As such, the model offers a framework through which police officers can confront complex problems and inform decision-making in practice (Wood et al., 2017, p.201)
However, the extent to which the SARA model remains effective within contemporary policing remains open to debate, as inspection evidence indicates police in England and Wales are often too overworked and under‑resourced to sustain proactive problem‑solving work, with workloads increasing substantially even as officer numbers have declined, limiting capacity for preventative activity (Dodd, 2025).
The SARA model developed from problem-oriented policing as a structured approach to addressing recurring problems rather than responding to isolated incidents. It is made up of four stages: scanning, analysis, response, and assessment, and is intended to support systematic and evidence-based decision making within policing (Wadley, Riley and Murria, 2023). The model encourages officers to identify patterns of harm, understand the causes of those problems, and evaluate whether policing interventions have been effective.
The first stage, scanning, involves identifying recurring incidents or patterns that indicate an underlying policing problem. This stage is concerned with recognising issues that generate repeated demand, such as persistent antisocial behaviour, repeat victimisation, or ongoing community tensions. In policing in England and Wales, scanning is often informed by crime data, calls for service, intelligence systems, and information from local communities (College of Policing, 2022a). Effective scanning enables police to prioritise problems that have a disproportionate impact on communities and police resources.
The analysis stage requires officers to examine the causes and contributing factors behind the identified problem. This may include consideration of offender behaviour, victim vulnerability, environmental conditions, and wider social influences. Wadley, Riley and Murria (2023) emphasise that analysis is essential to avoid superficial or short-term responses, as it encourages officers to focus on why a problem is occurring rather than simply responding to its symptoms. In theory, this stage supports more informed and sustainable decision making. 
The response stage involves the development and implementation of strategies aimed at addressing the problem identified during analysis. Responses are not limited to enforcement activity and may include partnership working, situational crime prevention measures, or community engagement initiatives. In England and Wales, effective responses frequently rely on collaboration with partner agencies such as local authorities, housing providers, and third-sector organisations, reflecting the emphasis on multi-agency working within contemporary policing (College of Policing, 2015; College of Policing, 2022b). The flexibility of the SARA model allows responses to be tailored to local circumstances, which is often cited as a key strength of the approach (Wadley, Riley and Murria, 2023).
One of the key factors shaping the effectiveness of problem‑solving models such as SARA is the level of resources available to police forces. Policing in England and Wales is funded through a combination of central government grants and local council tax precepts, with allocations set out annually in the police grant reports and settlement statements. According to the UK Government’s official statistics, for the financial year ending March 2026, overall funding for territorial police forces is projected to increase by hundreds of millions of pounds compared with the previous year, with ring‑fenced grants specifically supporting officer numbers and neighbourhood policing initiatives such as the introduction of a £200 million neighbourhood policing grant. This demonstrates government prioritisation of frontline capacity and targeted roles that support community engagement and problem solving (GOV.UK, 2025)
Despite this headline figure, several challenges persist that limit the capacity of police forces to fully resource problem-solving activity. Analysis from UNISON, the public service trade union representing many police staff, highlights that police forces across England and Wales could face a combined budget shortfall of nearly £721 million by 2026, based on medium-term financial forecasts submitted to local police and crime panels. According to this union analysis, many vital support and community policing roles have already been cut or left vacant as forces attempt to balance budgets, undermining the capacity of officers to engage in proactive and preventative work that underpins the SARA model (UNISON, 2023).
The 2024‑25 State of Policing report by His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) provides further evidence of resource pressures. While funding in real terms is higher than in 2017‑18, the report notes that the overall size of the police workforce—particularly police staff and Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs)—remains lower than in earlier years, and forces are responding to increasingly complex and time‑intensive demand such as online‑enabled crime, violence against women and girls, and non‑crime welfare issues. This mismatch between demand and resources has contributed to unmet community needs, placing additional strain on frontline officers and limiting time available for proactive problem identification and analysis (HMICFRS, 2025)
Local policing resources vary further due to differences in precept income, force size, and local priorities. In Wales, for example, police funding is delivered through a three‑way arrangement involving the Home Office, Welsh Government, and council tax, with funding formulas intended to ensure fairness across forces. Specific Welsh Government contributions for policing have been outlined in provisional and final police settlement statements, demonstrating local efforts to support police community support roles and underpin engagement with communities (GOV.WALES, 2025)
Taken together, these funding realities indicate that, while policing in England and Wales receives significant government funding with specific support for officer numbers and neighbourhood policing, there are ongoing financial pressures and budget shortfalls that constrain the ability of forces to fully resource problem‑solving frameworks such as SARA. The consequences include reduced numbers of support staff, fewer PCSOs, and rising demand for frontline officers to deal with reactive work, all of which can undermine sustained analysis and assessment stages crucial to effective problem solving.
In addition to limitations in resources, modern police officers in England and Wales face a range of operational and contextual challenges that affect the effectiveness of problem-solving approaches such as the SARA model. These challenges extend beyond funding and workforce numbers and include changes in crime, rising service demand, organisational pressures, and concerns around officer wellbeing.
A significant challenge is the increasing volume and complexity of demand placed on police services. The National Audit Office has identified that police forces are responding to a broader range of incidents than in the past, including safeguarding concerns, vulnerability-related incidents, and mental health-related demand. These types of incidents are often time-consuming and require repeated police involvement, limiting the capacity of officers to engage in proactive and preventative problem-solving activity that is central to the SARA model (National Audit Office, 2015).
These pressures are further intensified by changes in crime. The National Crime Agency reports that serious and organised crime, including cyber-enabled and online offending, continues to increase and presents significant challenges for policing. Such offences frequently require specialist skills, intelligence-led approaches, and lengthy investigations, drawing officers away from locally focused problem solving and reducing opportunities to fully apply the analysis and assessment stages of the SARA process (National Crime Agency, 2023). 

The SARA model provides a structured approach to problem-solving, offering officers a clear framework to identify, analyse, respond to, and assess recurring problems. Evidence from systematic reviews indicates that problem-oriented policing, including the use of SARA, can produce measurable reductions in crime and disorder when implemented effectively (Hinkle et al., 2020). The model encourages reflective practice, multi-agency collaboration, and evidence-based interventions, which are essential for addressing the underlying causes of community problems (College of Policing, 2020).
In practice, however, the effectiveness of SARA in England and Wales is influenced by operational realities and resource constraints. Increasingly complex workloads, including safeguarding cases, cyber-enabled crime, and serious investigations, reduce the time officers can devote to the full SARA process, particularly the analysis and assessment stages, which are critical for sustainable problem-solving (HMICFRS, 2025; National Crime Agency, 2023). Official guidance notes that while SARA is a best-practice model, forces vary in their capacity to implement it consistently due to staffing pressures, competing operational priorities, and limited analytical support (College of Policing, 2020). So, SARA is still a useful framework in theory, but in practice it only works as well as the resources and support behind it. If police forces have enough time, staff, and help from partner agencies, it can make a real difference. But when these things aren’t in place, the model’s impact is limited, and officers end up responding reactively instead of tackling problems strategically with evidence-based solutions.


In conclusion, while community policing provides the overall approach or guiding ideas for how police engage with local problems, the SARA model offers a practical framework to tackle recurring issues in a structured, evidence-based way (Hinkle et al., 2020; College of Policing, 2020). When fully implemented, it can reduce crime, support multi-agency collaboration, and promote reflective, strategic problem-solving. However, in England and Wales, its effectiveness is often limited by resource constraints, rising demand, and the complexity of modern crime, which restrict officers’ ability to carry out the analysis and assessment stages thoroughly (HMICFRS, 2025; National Crime Agency, 2023). Ultimately, SARA remains a valuable tool, but its real-world impact relies on whether police forces have sufficient time, staff, and organisational support to implement it consistently and strategically.
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