Explore and evaluate the use of body worn cameras in evidence-based policing.

In more recent years the use of body-worn cameras (BWCs) by police and other agencies has gained traction as a tool for evidenced based policing. These BWCs are small cameras that have become part of the uniform for police officers to record their interactions with the public. The aim of this essay is to explore and evaluate the use and effectiveness of body-worn cameras in evidence-based policing highlighting their impact on accountability, transparency, community relations and the justice system.
Evidenced based policing (EBP) in its most basic form means that the best evidence is always available and used to change any policies or decisions, there are many models and core ideas that are used in evidenced based policing. The SARA model is one of the main models that is used to help apply problem solving ideas to police practice (College of policing,2022). This model aims to identify and overcome many of the underlying causes of crime and can also be used to sole any community issues by using its 4 steps: scanning, analysis, response and assessment (Glenn,2020). However due to the simplicity of this model critics often say that it oversimplifies some of the larger issues in crime (Brandon,2015). This article clearly outlines the 4-step process that is used in EBP everywhere, however this is not the only method model that is used another example of these would be POP or problem-orientated policing which is used to diagnose and solve problems that are becoming crime risks in areas that tend to see high crime rates (Rand,2023). Whilst this method allows people to see the impact of different interventions and understand how it will all work the cost, despite this there are of course negatives which include an over reliance on police information and limited scanning and analysis.
Body-worn cameras are small recording devices used by the police and other agencies to capture audio and visual footage from the perspective of the officer during any encounter that they may have when out on their shifts in order to provide a record of any interaction. These body-worn cameras can be used for many reasons by the police force for example body cameras can be used in order to enhance officer accountability and transparency whilst also being used to keep a record of any encounters with the public and collect evidence that may be seen on the camera. Another factor that these body cameras are so useful is that they can resolve officer disputes and complaints easily as they are unable to be tampered with therefore providing an unedited and credible perspective on whatever has occurred , these cameras are also used to protect officer in any high-risk situations as they can provide critical information from their recordings that may be relevant for any investigations.
Body-worn cameras are often discussed in criminological theories as a mode of deterrence due to their presence. One of these theories is the deterrence theory, this theories states that through the wearing of BWCs that a criminal is less likely to commit a crime knowing their actions would be recorded. This theory also subscribes to the idea that police officers would be less likely to use force or commit misconduct as they know that they are being recorded (Lee,2021). However, there are also numerous other theories that explain why body-worn cameras would be a benefit for the public and the police for example the symbolic interactionism theory which suggests that in the context of body cameras the mere presence of cameras can alter the behaviour of police and the public during any encounters as people will be more conscious of their behaviour knowing they are being recorded. Another one of these theories is the diffusion of innovation theory which emphasizes that BWCs represent an innovation that has been adopted by policing agencies. This theory states that the adoption of these new technologies follows a pattern which will gradually increase the and enhance policing practices and opening the door for more innovations that can also help build the community trust and improve the transparency of these organisations.
One of the primary benefits of BWCs is the improved transparency and accountability. Body-worn cameras provide a clear and unbiased recording of every interaction between officers and the public, these recording can be used in court as evidence and are able to help resolve disputes due to their accurate and uncut recordings of events to help corroborate the facts (Chapman,2019). Research also shows that in control groups wearing body-worn cameras they saw a reduction of complaints by 16.6% when compared to groups not wearing BWCs (college of policing,2021). This suggests that the police and public are more accountable when body-worn cameras are being used.
Body-worn cameras also have the potential to improve community relations through promoting transparency and reducing the chances of misconduct amongst officers by giving a clear perspective of any incident without any bias, this can also help increase the effectiveness of policing by building more trust and positive relations that are built within a community as the increased transparency can create a better bond within the communities and the officers, along with this many studies have shown that with the use of BWCs many law enforcement agencies have reported improved community perception (Braga et al,2023).
Body-worn cameras also have the potential to change and enhance the justice system for the better by providing more reliable evidence that cannot be changed or amended to use in court as BWC footage can be used by the defence or prosecution giving everyone a better chance for a fair and just trial (Burton Copeland, no date).Along with this body-worn cameras have the ability to reduce the time spent on complaints against officers due to there being hard evidence from the cameras allowing the freed up resources to be used on more pressing matters.
Whilst the use of body-worn cameras has shown numerous benefits previously stated, there are also limitations and issues that must be discussed as well. Body-worn cameras have a limited field of view which can make it hard when watching the recordings back to get the context of a full situation if something is not withing the cameras view, BWC recordings are also subject to interpretation by officers, prosecution and defence attorneys and jurors alike meaning that the evidence may not be as effective. However, the main issue that people have with body-worn cameras is that due to them being on whenever a police officer has to interact with the public any sense of privacy all but goes out the window and this can pose many issues as this evidence may be played in court without being edited which can be damaging to anyone involved (ProCon.org,2021).
When evaluating the use of evidence provided by body-worn cameras in regards to a crime it is imperative to remember that the evidence provided by these is a first-hand account of the incident and is highly reliable as it captures all of these events as they happened negating any potential bias that could have been introduced when compared to witness testimony (Lum et al,2019). In addition to this body-worn cameras act as safeguarding for police officers from any form of false accusations or complaints as the recordings can easily refute or validate these complaints (Jennings et al,2014).Body worn cameras are also extremely helpful in ensuring that the transparency and accountability of any police officers so they do not abuse their power whilst interacting with the public by always recording the officers know that they are accountable for their actions and protecting any members of the public (White et al,2019).
In conclusion whilst the use of body worn cameras is a promising tool for evidence-based policing providing countless benefits and helping to improve community relations and accountability across the police force along with the credible evidence to be used in court. However, we must also address that this is not perfect and does have limitations in terms of privacy, ultimately the integration of body-worn cameras requires more work in order to maximise the benefits of this system and minimise potential drawbacks through training and further development.
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