Chapter one: introduction

1.1 – Background

Policing plays a fundamental role in preventing crime, protecting the public and maintaining confidence in the criminal justice system. However, the demands placed on police forces can differ considerably depending on the geographical areas they serve. Policing in England and Wales are provided by 43 local police forces. The Home Office gives each force funding based on factors such as population and workload. It also provides extra funding for challenges such as serving populated rural areas (Home Office, 2025). 

The office for National Statistics separates rural and urban areas when studying crime. It classifies places based on their size, layout and population. These differences matter for policing, they can affect where officers are sent, how quickly they reach incidents and how they work with local communities. For example, rural policing may require greater attention to agricultural machinery theft, livestock theft and wildlife crime, while urban policing may require strategies that respond to concentrated crime hotspots and higher levels of demand in particular locations (House of commons Library, 2025). 

Nevertheless, lower overall crime levels in rural areas do not necessarily mean that rural communities experience fewer policing challenges. The department for environment, food and affairs (Defra, 2026) highlights concerns about police visibility in rural communities, with its future of rural England report identifying differences in perceived police presence between rural and urban respondents. These findings suggest that geographical location may influence not only police operations but also public perceptions of safety, accessibility and confidence in policing.  

The importance of examining these differences is further highlighted by the need for police forces to provide an effective and fair service to communities with different geographical and social needs. The college of Policing (2021) emphasises the importance of using evidence to target police resources according to crime patterns and local problems. Furthermore, HMICFRS (2025) highlights ongoing challenges in ensuring that policing meets the needs and expectations of the public. Decisions concerning officer deployment, response priorities and community engagement must therefore consider local crime patterns alongside practical challenges which differs depending on the enviroment. Examining rural and urban policing provides an opportunity to understand how geographical, operational and social factors influence policing decisions and whether existing approaches adequately address the needs of different communities. 

1.2 – Research focus 

Having established the importance of geographical differences in policing, this research will examine the differences in policing strategies between urban and rural areas in the UK and analyse the factors that shape these differences. The research will focus on three key areas: Policing strategies, the influence of crime patterns and demographics, and the impact of resource allocation and geographical factors. These areas have been selected to develop a better understanding of how policing approaches vary between different environments and the reason behind these variations. 

The first objective is to compare key policing strategies used in urban and rural areas, including police response, visibility and community engagement. These areas are important because the way officers respond to incidents, maintain a visible presence and communicate with the public may differ according to the community’s key serve. Examining these strategies will help identify similarities and differences in how police forces approach their responsibilities in rural and urban settings. 

The second objective is to compare how differences in crime patterns and demographics influence policing approaches in both contexts. Population density, the distribution of communities and the type of crime experienced may affect police priorities and operational decisions. Exploring these factors will help establish how local circumstances influence the strategies used to prevent crime, respond to incidents and engage with the public. 

The third objective is to evaluate the impact of resource allocation and geographical factors on policing effectiveness. Rural areas may present challenges associated with longer rural distances and dispersed communities, whereas urban areas may experience concentrated demand in particular locations. These differences raise questions about how police resources are distributed and how effectively they meet the needs of different communities. 

Overall, this research aims to develop clearer understanding of the relationship between geographical context and policing strategies. By examining these three objectives, the study will consider how police forces adapt to different operational demands and whether their approaches adequately reflect the needs of the communities they serve. The findings may also identify areas for improvement in resource allocation, public engagement and policing practice. 

1.3 – Aims and Objectives

Aim – “To examine the differences in policing strategies between urban and rural areas in the UK and analyse the factors that shape these differences”. 

Objective 1 – To compare key policing strategies used in urban and rural areas in the UK, including response, visibility and community engagement. 

Objective 2 – To compare how differences in crime patterns and demographics influence policing approaches in both urban and rural contexts.

Objective 3 – To evaluate the impact of resource allocation and geographical factors on the effectiveness of policing in urban and rural areas. 

1.4 – Methods and timescale 

This research will use an online questionnaire to explore public perceptions of policing strategies in rural and urban areas of the UK. Questionnaires are a well- established instrument for collecting survey data (Cleave, 2023). A quantitative approach will be adopted, using structured questions to identify patterns and to compare respondents’ perceptions of police response, visibility and community engagement across the two settings. The questionnaire will be distributed via social media to members of the general public, enabling data collection to be collected within the dissertation timescale. As this method relies on non- probability sampling, however, the findings may not be generalised to the wider UK population (Harker, 2026). The study will also draw on secondary sources, including academic literature, government publications and official policing reports, to situate the findings within existing research. 

The research will follow the university’s dissertation timetable, progressing through questionnaire design, ethical approval, data collection, analysis and writing. Ethical consideration, including informed consent, voluntary participation and participant confidentiality, will be addressed and approved before data collection begins. 

1.5 – Value of research

This research is valuable because it will improve understanding of how policing strategies differ between rural and urban areas of the UK and the factors that influence these differences. The office for National statistics (2026) explains that rural and urban crime statistics use geographical classifications, providing a basis for examining differences between these settings. Understanding these differences is important because policing strategies need to reflect local circumstances rather than assume that the same approach will be equally effective in every community. 

The study will compare police response visibility and community engagement, while examining how crime patterns, demographics, resource allocation and geographical factors influence policing approaches. The college of policing (2025) identifies targeted police visibility, community engagement and effective problem- solving as important activities for improving public confidence. Furthermore, College of Policing (2021) emphasises the importance of two-way communication and tailoring engagement to different communities. These sources demonstrate the relevance of examining how policing strategies respond to local needs, although they do not establish that one approach is more effective in rural areas than in urban areas. 

The findings could benefit police forces, policymakers and local communities by identifying perceived challenges and areas for further investigation. They may help inform future investigation. They may help inform future discussions about police accessibility, resource allocation and community engagement. However, the findings will be interpreted in light of the questionnaire sample and will not necessarily represent the wider UK population. Overall, this research is worth undertaking because it will provide a structured comparison of rural and urban policing and explore the factors that shape policing strategies in different geographical contexts. 
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