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Introduction
Evidence Based Policing refers to the systematic use of empirical research, crime data, and structured evaluation to inform policing strategy and operational decision-making. Within contemporary UK policing, preventative approaches are increasingly prioritised in response to rising demand, fiscal constraints, and the need to maintain public legitimacy. Rather than reacting to incidents after harm has occurred, preventative policing seeks to identify underlying causes of crime and intervene strategically to reduce recurrence. The College of Policing (2023a) defines Evidence Based Policing as the integration of the best available research with professional expertise and community values. This report explores the SARA model as a structured Evidence Based Policing framework and evaluates its application in problem solving within a policing context. It critically assesses the importance of evidence in decision making, examines the strengths and limitations of the SARA model, and analyses its role in supporting sustainable preventative policing strategies.
The Importance of Evidence in Policing Decision Making
The integration of evidence into policing decision making strengthens both effectiveness and legitimacy. Historically, policing strategies were often shaped by professional intuition or reactive deployment patterns. However, research demonstrates that data informed interventions produce more measurable and sustainable reductions in crime (Weisburd and Majmundar, 2023). Evidence allows forces to identify crime hotspots, repeat victimisation patterns and underlying environmental factors contributing to harm. By diagnosing problems accurately, resources can be allocated proportionately and strategically rather than dispersed broadly across geographic areas. This precision is particularly important in preventative policing, where early identification of risk factors reduces long term demand and limits escalation.
Evidence based approaches also contribute to procedural justice and public confidence. When policing tactics are supported by transparent research and evaluation, decisions are more defensible and less vulnerable to accusations of arbitrariness or bias (College of Policing, 2023b). Preventative policing depends upon predictive capacity, yet predictive strategies must be underpinned by reliable data and ethical governance frameworks. Without empirical grounding, preventative initiatives risk becoming symbolic rather than impactful. Furthermore, systematic evaluation enables forces to assess whether interventions are genuinely reducing harm or merely displacing it. In this respect, evidence functions not only as a planning tool but as a mechanism of accountability and continuous improvement within modern law enforcement.
The SARA Model as an Evidence Based Framework
The SARA model, developed within problem-oriented policing, provides a structured methodology for translating evidence into operational practice. The acronym represents scanning, analysis, response, and assessment. Rather than addressing isolated incidents, SARA encourages officers to identify recurring problems, analyse their underlying causes and design tailored interventions. Contemporary scholarship highlights that problem-oriented approaches align closely with preventative policing because they focus on disrupting opportunity structures and environmental facilitators of crime (McGuire, Evans, and Kane, 2021).
Within the scanning and analysis stages, quantitative crime data, community intelligence, and academic research are synthesised to produce a comprehensive problem profile. This diagnostic emphasis reflects principles drawn from situational crime prevention and routine activity theory, which stress the interaction between motivated offenders, suitable targets, and absence of capable guardians. The response phase then develops proportionate interventions based on empirical insight, while the assessment stage evaluates outcomes to ensure measurable impact. Importantly, SARA is cyclical rather than linear, reinforcing the principle that preventative policing requires continuous monitoring and adaptation rather than one time enforcement activity.
Application of the SARA Model in Problem Solving
The practical value of the SARA model can be illustrated through the management of anti-social behaviour within a residential hotspot. During the scanning phase, police data may reveal repeated calls linked to youth disorder in a specific park location. Analysis would extend beyond incident frequency to examine temporal patterns, environmental design features, and partnership intelligence from local authorities. Research indicates that environmental modifications, such as improved lighting and guardianship measures, are often more effective than increased patrol visibility alone (College of Policing, 2023b). A preventative response might therefore involve collaborative intervention, combining situational adjustments with targeted engagement programmes. Assessment would measure changes in call volume and community perception over time to determine effectiveness.
A second example can be found in serious violence reduction strategies. Data led identification of repeat knife crime locations enables targeted deterrence and partnership intervention, consistent with public health approaches to violence prevention (HM Government, 2022). Within this context, SARA supports multi agency collaboration, integrating police intelligence with education, youth services, and community outreach. Preventative success is measured not only through arrest rates but through reductions in hospital admissions and repeat victimisation. Such application demonstrates that Evidence Based Policing extends beyond enforcement to encompass coordinated harm reduction strategies. The structured nature of SARA ensures that preventative initiatives remain analytical rather than reactive, strengthening long term sustainability.
Strengths and Limitations of the SARA Model
A primary strength of the SARA model lies in its structured and replicable framework. By embedding analytical diagnosis and measurable evaluation, it reduces reliance on anecdotal reasoning and enhances professional accountability (Weisburd and Majmundar, 2023). Its preventative orientation aligns closely with modern policing priorities focused on early intervention and demand management. Additionally, the assessment stage reinforces a culture of reflective practice, ensuring that strategies are refined based on measurable outcomes.
However, limitations are evident. Effective implementation depends upon organisational capacity, analytical capability, and leadership commitment. Research suggests that where data infrastructure is underdeveloped, SARA risks becoming a superficial administrative exercise rather than a genuinely preventative strategy (Newton and Selby Fell, 2022). Furthermore, increasing reliance on predictive technologies introduces ethical challenges related to algorithmic bias and disproportionate targeting of marginalised communities (Ziosi and Pruss, 2024). Preventative policing must therefore balance efficiency with procedural fairness to avoid undermining legitimacy. The model’s effectiveness is contingent upon cultural integration rather than procedural compliance alone.
Critical Evaluation of Evidence Based Preventative Policing
Evidence Based Preventative Policing represents a shift toward professionalisation and scientific rationality within law enforcement. By prioritising measurable impact and structured evaluation, it challenges reactive traditions that historically dominated operational culture. However, evidence does not operate in isolation. Organisational resistance, resource constraints, and political pressures may limit the extent to which research findings are translated into practice (Lum and Koper, 2021). Moreover, overreliance on quantitative metrics risks neglecting qualitative community experience, potentially narrowing the definition of success to statistical reduction alone.
Preventative policing must therefore be embedded within a broader ethical and procedural justice framework. Transparent governance, community consultation, and continuous scrutiny are essential to maintain legitimacy. When evidence is integrated responsibly, preventative policing offers sustainable harm reduction and improved public trust. When implemented superficially or without ethical oversight, it risks technocratic decision making detached from community context. The long-term success of Evidence Based Policing depends upon institutional commitment to learning, adaptability and balanced accountability.
In addition to organisational and ethical considerations, the sustainability of Evidence Based Preventative Policing depends heavily upon partnership integration and long term evaluation cycles. Contemporary research emphasises that crime problems are rarely isolated to policing alone and are often embedded within wider social determinants such as deprivation, education exclusion and community fragmentation (Skogan, 2023). Consequently, preventative strategies rooted in the SARA model must extend beyond police led enforcement and incorporate multi agency collaboration. Violence Reduction Units across England and Wales demonstrate how data sharing between police, health services and local authorities enhances early intervention capability and reduces repeat harm (Home Office, 2023).
Furthermore, the preventative capacity of SARA is strengthened when assessment mechanisms measure broader harm indicators rather than solely crime counts. Sherman (2022) argues that evidence based strategies should focus on harm concentration rather than volume metrics, ensuring that the most serious and repeat victimisation patterns receive priority. This aligns with preventative policing objectives, which seek to reduce long term societal impact rather than short term statistical fluctuations. However, rigorous evaluation requires investment in analytical training and technological infrastructure, resources that may not be uniformly distributed across forces. Without consistent national standards for evaluation, preventative initiatives risk uneven implementation and variable outcomes.
Therefore, while Evidence Based Preventative Policing provides a robust theoretical and operational framework, its effectiveness is contingent upon institutional commitment to cross sector collaboration, harm focused metrics and continuous professional development. Prevention is not achieved solely through structured models but through the sustained integration of research, partnership working and reflective practice.
Conclusion
Evidence Based Policing provides a structured and accountable foundation for preventative crime reduction. By integrating empirical research, analytical diagnosis and systematic evaluation, policing strategies become more targeted, proportionate, and defensible. The SARA model operationalises these principles by encouraging structured problem identification, tailored intervention, and measurable assessment. Its strengths include improved resource efficiency, disruption of crime opportunity structures and enhanced professional accountability. Nevertheless, its effectiveness depends upon organisational culture, analytical infrastructure, and ethical governance, particularly in relation to predictive technologies. Preventative policing cannot rely solely on procedural frameworks; it requires sustained institutional commitment to evidence integration and community legitimacy. Overall, the SARA model demonstrates that Evidence Based Policing, when implemented rigorously, offers a sustainable and strategically coherent approach to modern problem solving within policing contexts.
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