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Serious and Organised Crime: A Literary Review
[bookmark: _Toc227586948]Introduction
This review has been written utilising academic and grey materials, intentionally so to provide opposing viewpoints, ensure balance and mitigate bias. 
Within this review I look back on the identification of organised crime (OC), the introduction of the Serious and Organised Crime Agency (SOCA), the associated legislation, the evolution of the National Crime Agency (NCA) leading us to the current day with the recent publication by Home Office (2026) titled From local to national: a new model for policing.
Serious and organised crime (SOC) has been a persistent and evolving challenge for law enforcement and policy makers in the United Kingdom. Kirby and Nailer (2013) identified the accelerating growth of OC, warning that the adaptability and flexibility of organised crime groups (OCGs) risked overwhelming traditional policing structures. More than a decade later, this observation remains relevant today. Technological advancement, globalisation, and deregulated markets have contributed to an environment in which organised crime is no longer confined to discrete groups or geographical areas. Instead permeating everyday criminality, leading some commentators to describe aspects of OC as volume crime.
Earlier conceptual critiques questioned whether organised crime was being measured accurately or whether it functioned more as a political construct shaped by policy priorities and institutional agendas. Zoutendijk (2010) argued that threat assessments were subjective rather than objective measurements, raising concerns about how organised crime is defined, prioritised, and addressed. These conceptual uncertainties have practical consequences, influencing funding decisions, legislative, and organisational responses within policing.
Kirby and Nailer (2013) and Zoutendijk (2010) draw from multiyear case studies and critical reviews respectively. Whilst Kirby and Nailer (2013) have worked with police forces to obtain their evidence base, they have also been supported by anonymous contributors. Both papers were written with the objective of understanding the risk posed by SOC from an academic perspective, free from the confines of policing or governmental pressures.
This review traces the development of SOC policy and practice in the United Kingdom. It examines early strategic thinking, the creation and operation of the Serious and Organised Crime Agency (SOCA), its replacement by the National Crime Agency (NCA), and reforms proposed in From Local to National: A New Model for Policing (Home Office, 2026). In doing so, the review critically evaluates whether successive organisational and legislative reforms have delivered meaningful change or whether they have rebranded without meeting the objective of tackling SOC effectively
[bookmark: _Toc227586949]Scale and Nature of Serious Organised Crime
The scale of serious organised crime in the UK is significant. In 2020, SOC was estimated to cost the UK economy approximately £47 billion annually, with more than 350,000 individuals believed to be involved in some form of organised criminal activity (Home Office, 2020 and HMICFRS, 2020). These figures highlight not only the economic impact of SOC but also its integration into legitimate business and how it now permeates everyday life.
Early material such as One Step Ahead: A 21st Century Strategy to Defeat Organised Crime (Home Office, 2004) highlighted key drivers that continue to shape the SOC landscape. These included the role of technology in facilitating communication with the ability to provide anonymity, the increasing profitability of fraud, and the ability of criminal actors to exploit legislative and geographical vulnerabilities. The NCA (2025) notes continued growth in drug supply, including increases in the supply of cocaine and ketamine, alongside the emergence of synthetic opioids such as nitazenes. These substances exemplify how SOC adapts to maximise profit while minimising risk. Whilst these threat assessments reinforce concerns and emphasise the impact of SOC threat a degree of caution must be taken when considering the authors. Consciously or not the NCA and Home Office are providing reports whereby bias must be considered. Through experience I have rarely seen grey materials published by such orgnaistaions that objectively highlight failures.
The Home Office (2023) defines SOC as individuals planning, coordinating, and committing serious offences either individually, in groups, or within transnational networks. While operationally useful, this definition focuses on offenders rather than systems. This definition identifies one of the micro level details that has a macro level impact when looking at tackling or designing a response to SOC. This definition focuses on the individuals or groups committing the crime and not on the mechanisms that help facilitate the criminality. SOC is a business and to identify its strengths and weaknesses it should be viewed as such. 
A growing body of literature Murray (2013), Kirby and Snow (2016) and Zoutendijk (2010) all argue that such actor‑focused obsession risks obscuring the enabling framework of financial systems, digital platforms, logistics networks, and corrupt relationships that sustain organised criminal activity. Viewing SOC as a business enterprise rather than a collection of groups offers more opportunities to design truly informed disruption. Murray writes from a predominantly financial background, publishing in the Journal of Money Laundering Control, whilst his assertions are mirrored by others it must be noted that his paper only explores and or is supported by 5 reference materials and is largely a subjective review whereas Kirby and Snow draw from a far larger sample size reviewing how police forces have tackled 15 OCGs (99 individuals).
[bookmark: _Toc227586950]The Serious and Organised Crime Agency
The Serious and Organised Crime Agency represented a significant shift in the UK’s approach to organised crime. SOCA was created to prevent, detect, and reduce serious organised crime and to mitigate its consequences (Fitzpatrick, 2006). It was formed through the amalgamation of the National Crime Squad, the National Criminal Intelligence Service, and elements of HM Customs and Excise, creating a single nationally governed body with Home Office oversight.
This consolidation reflects a recurring assumption that centralisation would improve effectiveness by reducing duplication, enhancing intelligence sharing, and providing strategic coherence. Similar assumptions would later underpin the creation of the NCA and more recent proposals for national policing reform (Home Office, 2026). 
The legislative framework accompanying SOCA sought to provide robust powers to tackle SOC. The Serious Organised Crime and Police Act 2005 expanded investigative capabilities, while the Serious Crime Act 2007 introduced preventative measures such as Serious Crime Prevention Orders (SCPOs), Travel Restriction Orders, and Financial Reporting Orders. These tools were intended to address the high rates of recidivism associated with organised crime by restricting future conduct rather than relying solely on prosecution.
Despite the availability of these measures, their use was limited. Sproat (2012) highlighted that although reoffending rates among individuals convicted of SOC offences were estimated at approximately 85%, only a small proportion were subject to preventative orders. This disparity raised questions about proportionality, necessity, and the deterrent value of existing sanctions. Fitzpatrick (2006) further argued that the absence of highly punitive frameworks comparable to the United States’ RICO legislation weakened the perceived risks of engaging in organised crime, allowing the associated rewards to continue to outweigh the threat of enforcement. Fitzpatrick, a Barrister writes with a purpose to examine the Organised Crime and Police Act 2025. Fitzpatrick can and does apply the knowledge and viewpoint of a practitioner from the perspective of offenders once in the criminal justice system however lacks balance when considering the design and or implementation of disruption techniques prior to reaching that point. Sproat on the other hand draws from a far wider pool of evidence and can provide a more thorough assessment of the Policing response to OC. One caveat being that the data refenced originates from SOCA, said data lacks academic scrutiny and could be vulnerable to organisational bias. 
SOCA positioned SOC as a national security threat, adopting rhetoric similar to that used in counter terrorism. However, conviction rates and measurable disruption outcomes struggled to justify this. Sproat (2012) characterised the response as largely symbolic, describing a ‘phoney war’ in which the scale of the threat was emphasised without the delivery of proportionate impact. Sproat (2012) continues by questioning the conviction rates under SOCA, statistically if SOC stood still it would take the agency 100 years to resolve. The relative absence of the systematic evaluation of SOCA’s successes and failures has frustrated opportunities for organisational learning, reducing the ability to learn, evolve and repeat past mistakes.
[bookmark: _Toc227586951]The National Crime Agency
SOCA was replaced by the National Crime Agency in 2013, reflecting both dissatisfaction with existing arrangements and renewed ambitions for a national response to organised crime. According to HMICFRS (2021), more than 4,500 recognised organised crime groups operate in the UK.
The NCA identifies a broad spectrum of SOC threats, including child sexual abuse, cybercrime, drug supply, firearms, fraud, illicit finance, modern slavery, organised acquisitive crime, and organised immigration crime. More recently, strategic emphasis has shifted towards understanding cross cutting enablers such as the criminal use of technology, vulnerabilities at the UK border, insider threats, and the role of prisons and probation in facilitating continued criminal activity.
Risk assessment frameworks such as the Management of Risk in Law Enforcement (MoRiLE) aim to provide consistency in prioritisation across forces and agencies. While this approach supports transparency and comparability, HMICFRS (2025) has identified persistent concerns regarding harm weighting. In particular, OCGs associated with drugs and firearms tend to score more highly than those involved in organised immigration crime (OIC), despite the profound human harm associated with exploitation and trafficking. This raises ethical questions about how harm is conceptualised.
Home Office (2023) and HMICFRS (2025) discuss data sharing initiatives, including the SOC Masterlist and the Agency and Partner Management Information System (APMIS), representing significant infrastructural improvements. These systems aim to ensure that SOC threats, developments, and disruptions are recorded consistently across agencies. However, HMICFRS (2020) concluded that structural constraints continue to limit the NCA’s ability to deliver outcomes commensurate with the scale of the threat. Observations by the HMICFRS should be viewed and valued in the context of it being an independent body set up to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of police forces. 
[bookmark: _Toc227586952]Public Perspective and Legitimacy
Public confidence is a critical but often overlooked dimension of the response to SOC. While organised crime is widely recognised as a national problem, its perceived relevance at the local level remains limited. Skidmore et al. (2020) found that although a majority of the public believe organised crime is a serious issue, relatively few perceive it as affecting their own communities directly. Skidmore et al. (2020) draw from over 700 recorded crimes, whilst an extensive sample size this was limited to one force restricting variation when considering the socio-economic factors of said force. 
Victims are often unaware of the organised origins of offences, particularly where fraud or cyber-enabled crimes are concerned. Leukfeldt, Lavigna and Kleemans (2016) draw from an international sample including law enforcement and banking sectors when considering phishing and malware attacks. Explaining that it is not only the virtual space that makes tackling and interpreting cybercrime challenging it is also the variety of motivating factors, from financial to ideological and many more in-between.
Home Office (2026) reports that fraud now accounts for 44% of recorded crime in England and Wales. Despite its scale, Bullock and Leeney (2012) argue that fraud generates lower levels of public concern due to its financial rather than physical impact. At a time when public confidence has fallen to approximately 67% (Home Office, 2026), visible focus on crimes perceived as remote or abstract risks further disconnecting policing priorities from public expectations. Bullock and Leeney (2012) also reference the significant role the media play in how the public view SOC threat with said coverage having a significant impact on the public’s perception of risk. These observation bring into question the morality of the media when considering balanced reporting against over dramatisation to increase sales/popularity. These observations are drawn from focus group data, Bullock and Leeney utilised 75 individuals, recording the age, race and gender offering a diverse sample size and evidence base. 
Research suggests that public perceptions of seriousness are shaped primarily by personal harm and disruption to quality of life rather than the categorisation or complexity (Sorell, 2018). In some contexts, organised crime is even romanticised, framed as economically rational behaviour in response to deprivation or inequality (Williams, 2012). Such narratives complicate enforcement based strategies and highlight the limits of deterrence where underlying social and economic drivers remain. Sorell and Williams both offer extensively refenced reviews on the topic of SOC providing balanced narratives analysing the sociological and economic origins of SOC.  
[bookmark: _Toc227586953]Conclusion
This review highlights persistent pressures in the UK’s response to serious and organised crime. Enforcement dominant approaches, while politically and institutionally entrenched, often lack the agility required to address fragmented and adaptive criminal activity. Crocker et al. (2019) argue that such mentalities discourage innovation and collaboration, particularly where criminality does not align neatly with established ideals. Crocker er al. (2019) utilised police data from three deprived high-crime residential neighbourhoods including three case studies. Utilising communities exposed to higher levels of crime risks a lack of balance. Consideration must be given to the communities being desensitised because of over exposure, normalised behaviours and lacks the nuanced coverage it could have had if observations from lower crime areas had been incorporated. The paper is however heavily referenced with the use of academic materials helping it strike a more balanced perspective. 
There is a growing body of literature which supports a shift towards analysing enablers and criminal activities rather than focusing exclusively on organised crime groups. Murray (2015) views organised crime as “business activity”.  Hopkins, Keighley and Sanders (2024) similarly emphasise the need to prioritise acts over structures when designing preventative responses. Hopkins, Keighley and Sanders review SOC with a principal focus on exploitation utilising evidence from the criminal justice and charitable sectors offering a well-rounded overview.  
Conceptualising SOC as a business enterprise provides a coherent framework for understanding profit motives, risk management, and decision-making processes. Rational choice theory reinforces this, positioning offenders as actors who balance risk against reward (Kirby and Snow, 2016). Williams (2012) describes profit in the context of rational choice as being the prime motivator for those engaged with SOC. Kirby and Nailer (2013) elaborate on the points above advocating that practitioners should be encouraged through the use of rational choice theory to understand the crime from the offender’s perspective when devising the intervention. Effective disruption therefore requires multidisciplinary capability, incorporating financial analysis, behavioural insight, and strategic thinking alongside traditional investigative skills.
The Home Office’s From Local to National (2016) proposals offer ambition but risk reproducing earlier patterns of structural reform without substantive impact. Without honest assessment of past limitations and sustained investment in analytical capability and partnership working, further reorganisation may deliver visibility rather than effectiveness. Meaningful disruption of serious and organised crime will depend not on scale alone, but on adaptability, insight, and the ability to target systemic vulnerabilities across criminal markets.
Incorporating considerations and evidence from academic studies helps to strike a balance when considering the narratives and statistical coverage provided by organisations such as the NCA and Home Office. This layered approach helps to shine a light on why approaches to the disruption of SOC have been ineffective to date, by acknowledging past failure future models of disruption stand a far greater chance of success. SOC continues to evolve and law enforcement must do the same. 
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