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Executive summary

The aim of this report is to assess, from the available research evidence, the
c o m p a ra t i ve effe c t i veness and cost-effe c t i veness of diffe rent methods of
reducing crime. On the basis of this evidence, options for inclusion in an
integrated and evolving portfolio of interventions are identified.

To this end, the report summarises evidence on:

• promoting a less criminal society by preventing the development
of criminality among young people and investing in situational crime
prevention to reduce the opportunities for crime;

• p reventing crime in the community by acting on the social
conditions that sustain crime in residential communities and by
implementing effective police strategies for reducing crime; and,

• criminal justice interventions t h rough ch a n ges in sentencing
policy or extending the use of effective interventions with offenders
and drug users.

In addressing these issues the questions considered are

• h ow ef fe c t i ve is the intervent ion (and can the benefits be
quantified)?; 

• what evidence is available on the likely costs of implementation?;

• what is the likely timescale for the costs and benefits?;

• how strong is the available evidence on effects, costs and timescales?;

• how likely is it that the results quoted in the research will translate
into effective implementation?;

• how extensive are the programmes that could be implemented on the
basis of current research evidence?; and,
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• what organisational or institutional arrangements are suggested by the
research for effectively implementing strategies for crime reduction?

Despite significant gaps in our knowledge on each of these points, a number
of conclusions emerge. 

(i) The criminal justice system has a central role in providing the
sanctions to enforce or reinforce compliance with the law, on which other
crime reduction initiatives depend.

(ii) E ffo rts to re d i rect funds to more effe c t i ve crime reduction tools,
within or outside this system, will have only a gradual impact in re d u c i n g
c rime. Howeve r, if the reductions claimed by the most pro m i s i n g
a p p ro a ches are realised, the long term reductions in crime that would be
achieved are substantial. Only by large-scale piloting of these approaches can
a judgement be reached on their operational effectiveness.

(iii) None of the initiatives identified as promising will reduce crime on its
own. An effe c t i ve crime reduction stra t e gy is one in which an integra t e d
package of best practice is developed and delivered consistently over time.

(iv) The components of an effe c t i ve and integrated stra t e gy would draw on:

• intensive interventions among children and families at risk;

• increasing informal social control and social cohesion in communities
and institutions that are vulnerable to crime, criminality, drug usage
and disorder;

• intervention in the development of products or services vulnerable to
crime so as to make them less so;

• i n c e n t i ves to individuals and organisations to reduce the risk of
crime;

• targeting situational prevention measures on “hot spots” and areas of
high risk generally;

• reducing repeat victimisation;

• placing greater emphasis on problem oriented policing;

• extending the ra n ge of effe c t i ve interventions with offe n d e rs and
drug users;
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• making more use, in appropriate circumstances, of penalties such as
fines and curfew orders with tagging; and,

• improving the consistency of sentencing. 

(v) A ny port folio should combine long term investment in ch i l d ren and
families with actions that would yield more immediate, though pro b ably
smaller re t u rns (such as situational prevention). It would also incl u d e
activities aimed at achieving gains that accumulate steadily (such as offender
p ro grammes, community action and improved product design). There is
evidence that such an approach would be cost-effective throughout its life,
with substantial cost benefits in the long run.

Executive summary
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1 Introduction

This re p o rt was commissioned by a wo rking group of  the Cro s s
D e p a rtmental Rev i ew of the Criminal Justice System (CJS)  on the
e ffe c t i veness of dealing with offending behav i o u r. The rev i ew was part of
the Compre h e n s i ve Spending Rev i ew (CSR), launched when the curre n t
G ove rnment took office in May 1997 to “reshape the pattern of publ i c
expenditure now and into the next century” so as to match their priorities.

The work, on which the report is based, had in fact started about two years
earlier and was initially taken fo r wa rd by Simon Field of the Research and
Statistics Directorate at the  Home Office. It had become increasingly clear
that re s e a rch evidence produced over the previous 40-50 ye a rs indicated
that certain appro a ches to reducing crime would be more effe c t i ve than
o t h e rs. It was not true that “nothing wo rks”. The aim, in putting toge t h e r
this re p o rt, was to summarise the evidence that “some things wo rk under
some conditions”  and to assess to what extent this evidence wa s
“generalizable to similar settings in other places and times” (Sherman et al.,
1997).  By doing this we hoped to identify a set of  “what works” principles,
at the broadest level, that would provide the basis for a crime re d u c t i o n
strategy.  As the CSR was intended to shift resources to where they will do
most to achieve the Government’s objectives, this assessment was needed to
indicate what would constitute the most cost-effective strategy to reverse a
l o n g - t e rm trend, which has seen re c o rded crime increase by about 5 per
cent per year since the 1920s (Figure 1.1). 

The appro a ch taken was to commission substantive contributions on the
main approaches to containing or reducing crime from experts in each field.
A wider group of experts, administrators and political advisors then attended
a two-day seminar to discuss these contributions. The original material was
amended by the authors to take account of comments and then summarised
for inclusion in this report.

In producing this assessment of the evidence, several recent reviews were
p a rt i c u l a r ly influential. In 1996 the US Congress re q u i red the Attorn ey
G e n e ral to provide a compre h e n s i ve evaluation of the effe c t i veness of the
D e p a rtment of Ju s t i c e ’s grants to assist in the prevention of crime. An
independent rev i ew of the scientific litera t u re was commissioned for that
evaluation. The report on that work (Sherman et al., 1997) has informed this
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study. In particular, one feature of their analysis was to employ a scientific
methods scale to rate the  “methodological rigor” of the studies quoted in
evidence (see Annex A). This scale (and the associated cl a s s i fication of
“what wo rks”) are used descri p t i ve ly in seve ral ch a p t e rs of this re p o rt .
H owever they have not fo rmed the sole basis for judging effe c t i veness or
strength of evidence here. 

A “Crime Prevention Digest”, pre p a red by the International Centre for the
Prevention of Crime (1997), summarised the substantial reductions in crime
a ch i eved by va rious interventions in a number of countries and compare d
their cost-effectiveness. Material from this Digest (and subsequent papers by
B randon Welsh, the co-ordinator of the wo rk) have been adapted in this
re p o rt to compare the cost-benefit ratios associated with dif fe re n t
i n t e rventions. Significant use was also made of a critical account of the
e ffe c t i veness of a ra n ge of crime reduction stra t e gies and measures in
E u rope and North America, pre p a red for the United Nations (Graham and
Bennett, 1995).

The individual chapters in this report cover a variety of techniques to reduce
the frequency, seriousness or cost of crime or disorder. Criminal events (or
disorder) occur when individuals with a propensity to engage in criminal or
disorderly behaviour are in situations which encourage or facilitate this type
of behav i o u r. The re p o rt fi rst presents evidence on how to reduce the
number of children and young people who develop this propensity, how to
i n t e rvene in the opportunities for crime and how to build re d u c e d
v u l n e rability to crime into new products, env i ronments and policies.

Figure 1.1 Recorded Crime, 1918-1997
(logarithmic scale)



Introduction

3

P revention in the commu n i t y, through community crime prevention and
better policing, is then examined. Fi n a l ly, the evidence that interve n t i o n s
with existing offenders might deter, incapacitate or rehabilitate is reviewed.

The findings are summarised in Chapter 9 and it is concluded that this
evidence provides the basis for a coherent and co-ordinated strategy which
recognises that:

• none of the initiatives identified as promising will control crime on its
own. An effe c t i ve crime reduction stra t e gy is one in which an
i n t e grated pack age of best practice is developed and delive re d
consistently over time;

• multiple interventions are ge n e ra l ly more cost-effe c t i ve than
initiatives with a single focus. For example, prevention programmes
for young people should target risk factors affecting all aspects of a
child’s life;

• a d va n t age should be taken of evidence which identifies part i c u l a r
initiatives which would have an early but not necessarily lasting effect
on offending behaviour and therefore the crime rate;

• many promising initiatives bring their main crime reduction benefits
over a long period. However they have earlier, beneficial effects on
other outcomes (education, employment, informal social control and
family cohesion), the absence of which are predictors of subsequent
c ri m i n a l i t y. The effect on these risk fa c t o rs there fo re needs to be
c a re f u l ly monitored, evaluated and rev i ewed to ensure the full
potential of the initiatives is realised (and ineffectual interve n t i o n s
stopped);

• implementation of initiatives more generally  should be planned so as
to ensure that the ìwhat wo rksî principles are adhered to and
adequate and appro p riate training and evaluation are included. The
evidence that emerges from evaluation  should be used to inform the
running and perfo rmance monitoring of the main Gove rn m e n t
programmes to which they relate; and,

• evidence on effectiveness, and more particularly cost effectiveness, is
currently limited, cannot easily be extrapolated nationally from small-
scale  pilots and is not collected in a way which allows fo r
c o m p a risons between initiatives. Process and impact eva l u a t i o n
should therefore be designed to generate both cost and effectiveness
information.
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2 What works in preventing
criminality
John Graham

Introduction

This chapter deals with preventing criminality by reducing the number of
ch i l d ren and young people with a disposition to behave pers i s t e n t ly in a
criminal manner. It gives  examples of cost-effective delivery of criminality
prevention initiatives.

Targeting known risk factors

We know a good deal about the risk fa c t o rs which can result in cri m i n a l
b e h av i o u r.  They include: pove rty and poor housing; poor pare n t i n g
( i n cluding neglect, abuse, harsh and inconsistent discipline, lack of
supervision and marital conflict); association with delinquent peers, siblings
and part n e rs; low measures of intelligence, poor school perfo rmance and
persistent truancy; high levels of impulsiveness and hyperactivity; and being
brought up by a criminal parent or parents (Farrington, 1996).

Although we cannot predict accura t e ly which individual will become an
o ffender on the basis of the level of risk to which they are exposed, we
know that children exposed to multiple risks are disproportionately likely to
end up as serious or persistent offenders (Graham and Bowling, 1995). Also,
those who engage in anti-social or criminal behaviour at an early age are
m o re like ly to become serious and persistent offe n d e rs  (Home Offi c e ,
1987). 

These risk fa c t o rs are ge n e ra l ly part of a pattern of childhood anti-social
b e h aviour  (Capaldi and Pa t t e rson, 1996) and differ little from risk fa c t o rs
associated with other youthful deviant behaviour (Dry foos, 1990; Haw k i n s
and Catalano, 1992). Thus, programmes to prevent criminality can be part of
wider pro grammes to address a ra n ge of pro blematic outcomes for yo u n g
people, such as substance abuse, school fa i l u re and teenage pre g n a n c y. In
t h e o ry at least, such pro grammes can be highly cost-effe c t i ve since the



re t u rn on any gi ven investment will extend well beyond reductions in
criminality

What works?

To establish what works in preventing criminality, we must be confident that
i n i t i a t i ves have been well evaluated. Many evaluations are weak in design
and ve ry few meet the highest standards of scientific ri go u r. This ch a p t e r
follows the classification used in the review for the US Congress (Sherman et
al., 1997) and described in more detail in Annex A. Only those evaluations
where the strength of the evidence is such that they would be classified in
the top two grades of the fi ve - l evel cl a s s i fication are included in the
assessment presented here.

In this chapter we classify initiatives in criminality prevention into those
which are family-based, those which are school-based and those which are
peer group-based.  

Family-based initiatives

Family-based interventions can be divided into three main types: early home
visits and pre - s chool education pro grammes; fa m i ly thera py and pare n t
training; and family preservation.

i) Early home visits and pre-school education programmes

S h e rman (1997) indicates that the most promising results in preve n t i n g
crime are to be found in home visitation programmes. These involve trained
and committed individuals, usually nurses, health visitors or social workers,
supporting, helping and sometimes training parents of young children. Such
programmes have consistently shown positive effects on crime or crime risk
factors.  Sherman (1997) summarised the findings from 18 such evaluations.
The two most important – the Syracuse Family Development Programme
and the Pe rry Pre-School Pro gra m m e – measure the long term impact of
home visitation on delinquency. 

The Syracuse Family Development Programme provided pre and post natal
advice and support to low income, predominantly African-American women.
Whereas 22 per cent of the control group had been convicted for criminal
o ffences by age 15, only six per cent of the ex p e rimental group had
c o nvictions and these tended to be for less serious offences (Lally et al.,
1988). 
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The High/Scope Pe rry Pre-School Pro gra m m e t a rgeted both ch i l d ren and
their parents. A total of 58 black children from low socio-economic families
re c e i ved a two year high quality pre - s chool education pro gramme in the
e a r ly 1960s, whilst their mothers re c e i ved home visits. The subsequent
fortunes of the children were contrasted with a matched control group.

Those who attended the programme performed better in school and adult
education, we re more like ly to graduate and get employment and we re
about half as likely to be pregnant during their teens. Arrest rates were 40
per cent lower for the experimental group at age 19 (Figure 2.1). By age 27,
the children who had attended pre-school were significantly more likely to
have completed their education and be earning more than $2,000 a month
(Figure 2.2). In the control group 35 per cent had been arrested five or more
times, compared with seven per cent of those who had attended the pre -
school programme (Schweinhart and Weikart, 1993). A cost benefit analysis
based on these fi g u res indicated a re t u rn of $7 for eve ry $1 invested (see
Table 2.1).

What works in preventing criminality
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Figure 2.1 High/Scope Perry Preschool Study: Effects of the 
programme at age 19



These findings are remarkable, given the time between the intervention and
the outcomes. However, the samples are small and the target group highly
s p e c i fic in terms of its socio-economic back ground. Similar ex p e ri m e n t s
with larger samples of individuals and families from a wider range of target
groups need to be undert a ken. It should be noted, howeve r, that We i k a rt
( c o - founder of the project) has indicated that the multiple benefits of the
Pe rry pre - s chool project have led insurance companies to fund similar
programmes on the basis of their long term return on investment (i.e. they
are more likely to do well at school, find long term stable employment and
therefore purchase a house and a car).

Ten of the other evaluations rev i ewed by Sherman (1997) focus on cri m e
risk factors and measure outcomes in terms of later reductions in anti-social
b e h aviour and improvements in ch i l d re n ’s cognitive skills, pare n t a l
a t t a chment and parenting skills: a further fi ve we re evaluated in terms of
their impact on child abuse. All show positive outcomes. 

S u ch pro grammes often have large effects for both parents and ch i l d re n ,
e s p e c i a l ly those at high risk. The Rochester Unive rsity study, for ex a m p l e ,
a ch i eved a 79 per cent re l a t i ve reduction in child abuse for high ri s k
mothers. Similarly, the Syracuse Family Development Programme achieved a
73 per cent reduction in probation re fe rrals by age 15 (Lally et al., 1988)
and in a 15-year follow up of the Elmira Program in New York, Olds et al.
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Figure 2.2 High/Scope Perry Preschool Study: Effects of the 
programme at age 27



(1997) re p o rted 69 per cent fewer arrests, 44 per cent fewer substance
abuse related behavioural problems experienced by the mothers and 46 per
cent fewer reports of child abuse in the experimental group. Most recently,
Karoly et al. (1998) from the RAND Corporation assessed the cost-benefits of
nine programmes which were accompanied by high quality evaluations and
concluded that the size of the effects were mostly substantial.

Whilst large effect sizes may be the exception rather than the rule (Sherman,
1997), positive effects cl e a r ly do endure and could lead to substantial
reductions in serious crime in the future. Sherman (1997) estimated that, on
the basis of the evidence on reductions in child abuse alone, a universal US
home visitation pro gramme, for example, would prevent half a million
s e rious crimes. If a similar pro p o rtion of parental neglect cases we re also
prevented, there could be a further 800,000 fewer serious crimes committed
in later life by the children.

ii) Family therapy and parent training

S h e rman (1997) rev i ewed 17 fa m i ly thera py and parent tra i n i n g
p ro grammes. Three pro grammes which measured their impact on
delinquency showed modera t e ly positive effects. One pro gramme, which
p rovided training for parents of 10-year-old ch i l d ren for a period of six to
eight months, showed  reductions in self-re p o rted delinquency after one
year (Kazdin et al. 1992). In another, training of parents and social skills
t raining for 160 seve n - year-old boys over two ye a rs produced a similar
reduction in self-reported offending after six years and a small reduction in
officially recorded delinquency (Tremblay et al., 1995). A third programme
providing 1,600 children aged six, their parents and their teachers with skills
t raining over a fo u r - year period showed a short term reduction in self-
re p o rted delinquency and improvements in parenting and attachment to
family and school (Hawkins et al., 1992). 

Of the other 11 pro grammes, four we re based in clinics and targeted the
p a rents of ch i l d ren aged between 7 and 12 and seven we re home based
i nvolving parents of ch i l d ren between the ages of three and fi ve. All
p ro grammes delive red va rious fo rms of parent training, counselling and
t h e ra py and in some cases ch i l d ren we re also the subjects of behav i o u ra l
i n t e rventions. With one qualified exception (Dishion et al., 1992), all the
evaluations showed reductions in anti-social behav i o u r, conduct disord e rs
and/or improvements in parenting. 

There are few similar programmes in the UK but work is being undertaken at
M a u d s l ey Hospital in London with seve re ly ag gre s s i ve ch i l d ren and their
families.  This uses video-tapes and one-way mirrors to show parents how to
c o n t rol the behaviour of their ch i l d ren without re s o rting to phy s i c a l

What works in preventing criminality
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punishments or threats. Unpublished findings from a pilot study suggest that
i m p rovements in ch i l d re n ’s behaviour are sustained for two ye a rs beyo n d
the 10 to 12 week course (Utting, 1996).

Overall, parent training courses do seem to be able to help parents respond
m o re constru c t i ve ly, use discipline less hars h ly and more consistently and
avoid situations which precipitate conflict. The most promising approaches
combine parent training with other stra t e gies, such as social and pro bl e m
solving skills for the parent‘s ch i l d ren (Kazdin et al., 1992) and pro - a c t i ve
cl a s s room management and peer-related stra t e gies for older ch i l d re n
(O‘Donnell et al., 1995). 

iii) Family preservation

Fa m i ly pre s e rvation comprises intensive interventions with families where
parent:child relationships are under severe stress or breaking down and the
child is at risk of being taken into care. Given the considerable potential
savings of avoiding out-of-home placements, family preservation programmes
are likely to be cost-ef fective if they also reduce later crime and delinquency.
The ava i l able evidence on effe c t i veness is limited, although fa m i ly
p re s e rvation projects in the states of Washington (Tacoma Homebuilders )
and Michigan (Families Fi rst) have shown success in terms of ke e p i n g
children out of care (Utting et al., 1993). According to Utting et al. (1993),
p rojects which re p o rt success in wo rking with such families tend to be
those which emphasise the need to raise parental self-esteem and build on
the existing strengths of the parents concerned.

A compre h e n s i ve stra t e gy of early intervention would consist of prov i d i n g
an integrated package of pre-school education for the child and support and
training for the child’s parents, including intensive therapy in extreme cases.
But whilst early interventions show mu ch promise and are necessary fo r
effective prevention in the early years, they need to be supplemented with
other stra t e gies. As the child begins to ex p l o re the outside world, the
i m p o rtance of fa m i ly life and parenting recede as school and peer gro u p
influences increase. 

School-based initiatives

S chool-based interventions aim to reduce the propensity to engage in
delinquent and anti-social behav i o u r. They can be divided into pro j e c t s
which aim to influence the organisation and ethos of schools; anti-bullying
initiatives and family:school partnerships. 
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i) Organisational change programmes

In the early 1980s, the US Office of Ju venile Justice and Delinquency
P revention funded 17 dive rse, school-based, delinquency preve n t i o n
programmes in high crime areas under their Alternative Education Initiative.
The initiative was based on the premise that by altering the organisation of
s chools, delinquency and associated pro blems of dropout, disru p t i ve
b e h aviour and truancy could be prevented. Va rious stra t e gies we re tested,
ranging from peer counselling to school climate improvement. Overall, some
p o s i t i ve findings we re re c o rded, including greater safe t y, less teach e r
victimisation, small falls in delinquency, decreases in alienation and
improvements in pupil self-concept. 

The PATHE pro j e c t combined institutional ch a n ge with individually - b a s e d
i n i t i a t i ves to increase educational attainment and reduce delinquent
b e h aviour in four high and four middle schools in pre d o m i n a n t ly bl a ck ,
inner city areas (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1986).  The results show that
those elements of the projects concerned with institutional change had a
small but measurable effect on delinquency and school conduct one ye a r
after the pro gramme was implemented. The most dramatic improve m e n t
o c c u rred in pupils’ re p o rts and official re c o rdings of suspensions in the
three experimental high s chools, which dropped by 14 per cent on ave rage .
In the control high school, the suspension rate i n c re a s e d by 10per cent.
H oweve r, similar improvements we re not re c o rded for academic perfo rm a n c e ,
attendance and self-concept, although there we re improvements in attach m e n t
to school and significant decreases in school alienation. 

In contrast, the initiatives based on i n d i v i d u a l s had no effect on
d e l i n q u e n c y, attachment to school or pupil self-concepts, but did improve
the commitment of at risk pupils to education as indicated by small
improvements in attendance and academic performance.

A second evaluation of a similar initiative – the Effective Schools Project –
re p o rted considerably larger reductions in delinquency after two ye a rs
(Gottfredson, 1987). This project introduced measures to improve the clarity
of rules and the consistency with which they are enfo rced; co-opera t i ve
l e a rning; frequent monitoring of students’  wo rk; expansion of
ex t ra c u rricular activities; and  improved care e r - related motivation and
participation.  

On the whole, re s e a rch on school effe c t i veness shows that schools which
a re ch a ra c t e rised by high quality cl a s s room management, good leaders h i p
and organisation and where ch i l d ren feel emotionally as well as
e d u c a t i o n a l ly supported, are those which are best placed to protect their
pupils from engaging in criminal behaviour. 

What works in preventing criminality
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ii) Anti-bullying initiatives

School bullies are particularly at risk of becoming serious violent offenders
and are also more like ly to raise ch i l d ren who become bullies themselve s
(Farrington, 1993). In Bergen, Norway a “whole school” approach to combat
b u l lying has been implemented in 42 schools. The initiative intro d u c e d
specific rules about bullying, the insertion of discussions on bullying into the
c u rriculum, encouragement to victims to re p o rt incidents of bullying and
better systems of playground supervision. In addition to marked reductions
in bullying, the initiative resulted in reductions in anti-social behaviour and
victimisation outside school. The positive effects endured for at least 20
months (Olweus, 1990 and 1991). 

In England, a similar “whole school” anti-bullying approach in 23 schools in
S h e ffield included setting out precise pro c e d u res for preventing and
responding to bullying, improving playground supervision and implementing
c o u rses for improving pro blem-solving skills and assert i veness. The
programme was successful in reducing bullying in primary schools, but had
relatively small effects in secondary schools (Smith and Sharp, 1994).  

Another anti-bullying initiative within a violence prevention project in two
high crime public housing estates in East London and Mers eyside targe t e d
t wo pri m a ry and two secondary schools. As in Bergen and Sheffield, a
“whole school” appro a ch was adopted:  improvements in the superv i s i o n
and surveillance of play areas during breaks, confidential contacts for victims
and discussion groups for parents were introduced. Two years later, levels of
bullying had decreased in three of the schools  (Pitts and Smith, 1995). 

iii) Family/school partnerships

To be effective, early intervention needs to improve both the parenting and
the education of children at risk, preferably sustained throughout childhood.
The best way to accomplish this is to forge partnerships between the two
principal sources of socialisation and informal social control – families and
schools (Graham and Utting, 1996). A few projects in the US have begun to
adopt this approach. 

In Oregon, a universal intervention programme to prevent conduct disorders
has been developed (Reid et al., 1994). LIFT (Linking Interests of Families
and Te a c h e rs ) focuses on encouraging pro-social and discouraging anti-
social behaviour at home and at school through parent training, social skills
classes for the children, playground behaviour strategies and the installation
of a school-to-home telephone line. Initial findings suggest an immediate
impact in terms of reducing aggressive and anti-social behaviour.  
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The FAST Track pro gra m m e is potentially one of the most pro m i s i n g
fa m i ly : s chool initiatives (Conduct Pro blems Prevention Research Gro u p ,
1992). It builds upon the links which develop between parents and schools
during the early years by developing strategies to sustain and improve these
links. The main goals are to reduce anti-social behaviour in the home/school
by improving pare n t / child and fa m i ly / s chool relationships and the ch i l d ’s
academic, social and cognitive development. The main mechanisms fo r
achieving these goals are parent training, bi-weekly home visits, social skills
t raining, academic tutoring and teacher-based cl a s s room interventions to
improve behavioural management.

To encourage parents to help their ch i l d ren succeed in school, they are
shown how to set up a structured learning environment to encourage their
l e a rning and how to communicate with the school and develop a positive
relationship with the ch i l d ’s teach e r. Simu l t a n e o u s ly, parents are show n
through home visits how to help their children implement anger control and
problem-solving strategies taught to the children in the classroom. Family co-
o rd i n a t o rs are used to help parents to solve some of their own pro bl e m s .
They are allocated to families for several years, so they have enough time to
build up trust and explore interpersonal relationships within the family. Early
findings suggest that after one ye a r, the ex p e rimental groups are show i n g
signs of improvements in cognitive skills, pro blem behaviour and pare n t a l
involvement in the child’s education (Dodge, 1993). 

Peer group-based initiatives

Associating with criminal peer groups is an important factor in subsequent
criminality. However influencing this is very difficult and there are very few
examples of successful interventions. One exception is the South Baltimore
Youth Centre project, which has built on the wo rk of the Milton S.
E i s e n h ower Foundation for the Prevention of Violence. The pro j e c t
incorporates the best elements of two other projects, El Centro and Argus,
both of which are community based projects set up to tackle drug misuse
and serious crime in the inner city (see Graham and Bennett, 1995). The
project provides a safe environment for young people at risk to establish a
l i fe based on trust, mutual respect, and co-operation. Recruits fo rm an
extended fa m i ly with youth wo rke rs who act as their mentors and
a d vocates. Contracts are signed and peer pre s s u re is used to exe rc i s e
discipline and control. Members are taught to control their anger and
confront their fears and where possible are offered job training linked to real
jobs.  Serious delinquent behaviour decreased by a third among those on the
p ro gramme, compared to a small increase in the control group, over a
period of 19 months (Baker et al., 1995). 
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What doesn’t work?

There are many more examples of programmes which have been shown not
to work than those which do. Dryfoos (1990) and Gottfredson (1997) list a
number of preve n t i ve interventions which have been evaluated and fo u n d
not to work. These include individual casework, individual and peer group
c o u n s e l l i n g / t h e ra py ( the latter may even be counter-pro d u c t i ve ) ,
p h a rm a c o l o gical interventions (except for specific fo rms of violent
o ffending), corporal punishment, suspension from school, info rm a t i o n
campaigns (especially in relation to substance abuse), dive rsion to leisure
and re c reation facilities, fear arousal (e.g. “scare ‘em straight”) and mora l
appeals. Many of these were based on single measure interventions and it is
n ow accepted that, to be effe c t i ve, prevention pro grammes need to
c o m p rise a ra n ge of complementary measures which target multiple ri s k
factors within the primary domains of a child’s life  (the family, the school,
the peer group and the local neighbourhood), pre fe rably at diffe re n t
d evelopmental stages (early childhood, pri m a ry school, adolescence) –
Hawkins et al. (1992).

It is also recognised that to be effe c t i ve, pro grammes should targe t
behavioural change and not just changes in attitudes, values or knowledge.
Sometimes failed programmes continue to be funded on the grounds that the
evaluation was faulty (which in some cases is justified) or that the effe c t s
h ave not occurred yet (which may also be justifi able in some cases). It is
important, however, to ensure that expenditure on interventions which have
not been shown to wo rk are curtailed and to do this it is necessary to
highlight those interventions which have been shown to be ineffective in a
variety of settings.

How cost-effective is criminality prevention?

Good scientific evidence on what works in preventing criminality is scarce
and almost entirely restricted to a few US projects. Few evaluations provide
s u ffi c i e n t ly detailed data for a re l i able assessment of cost-effe c t i ve n e s s .
Although similar prevention pro grammes exist in the UK, they have not
been evaluated to the same standards as in the US. None provide cost data in
a fo rm which allows an economic assessment. It is there fo re not know n
whether the projects described below would be as successful if replicated in
the UK. 

Welsh (in press) has rev i ewed the litera t u re on the cost-effe c t i veness of
initiatives to prevent criminality. In all, he found nine studies in the US and
Canada which provided cost data, of which only seven provided sufficient
detail to allow some fo rm of economic analysis. Subjects ra n ged from pre -
b i rth to 18. Most projects targeted ch i l d ren in their early ye a rs and most

16

Reducing offending: an assessment of research evidence on ways of dealing with offending behaviour



we re implemented in the home, although one, Job Corps, targeted older
youths. All but two of the studies had fo l l ow-up periods of 16 months or
more. Table 2.1, adapted from Welsh, summarises the available evidence. 

Six of the seven studies show a favo u rable cost-benefit outcome. The
economic return on one unit of monetary investment ranged from 1.06 units
to 7.16 units. The most promising were found to be those which targeted
b abies, infants and pre - s chool ch i l d ren. Savings from reduced crime and
delinquency accounted for a substantial pro p o rtion of the measure d
b e n e fits. Other monetary benefits included less reliance on we l fa re
payments, more subjects employed (and therefore increased tax revenues),
less use of remedial education and less use of security and emerge n c y
services. 

Other considerations

It is important to identify not only what works in preventing criminality, but
also how care f u l ly designed criminality prevention pro grammes can be
successfully implemented. On the basis of the evidence to date, there are a
number of principles which stand out as important components in the
successful design and implementation of effective programmes. These need
to be incorporated into any strategy which is evidence-based and problem
o riented. An important consideration is how to find the right balance
between targeting resources on those individuals and neighbourhoods most
at risk where the benefits are likely to be greatest, whilst ensuring that the
i nvestment is not wasted by the need, for example, to re - e s t ablish social
control in an area suffering from a breakdown of law and order. 

Evidence from the US and The Netherlands suggests that a stra t e gi c
a p p ro a ch to preventing crime and criminality needs to combine a ‘top
down’ approach with a ‘bottom up’ approach which builds on existing local
re s o u rces, especially info rmal support netwo rks (Bright, 1997). Existing
knowledge further suggests that effective interventions need to target more
than one risk factor, involve the delivery of more than one service, start early
(but not ex cl u s i ve ly) and last for a re l a t i ve ly long time. Early interve n t i o n s
need to be supplemented with deve l o p m e n t a l ly appro p riate “booster”
sessions throughout the childhood of those most at risk.

Other important components include: 

• The involvement of target groups in the design and implementation
of programmes;

• Sensitivity to the importance of culturally diverse norms and values;
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• The employment of pro fessional staff with training in preve n t i ve
work and inter-agency collaboration; and,

• An independent, scientifically rigorous evaluation which incorporates
p rocess and outcome elements, adopts some fo rm of ex p e ri m e n t a l
design if possible and measures effe c t i veness across a ra n ge of
outcomes.

Conclusions

This chapter shows that a wide ra n ge of initiatives which target ch i l d re n ,
their families, their schools and their friends prevent criminality or reduce
related risk fa c t o rs. It also shows that some of these initiatives are cost-
e ffe c t i ve, with the best producing substantial re t u rns on an initial
investment. Early interventions to target not only the children at risk but also
their parents and their schools are most beneficial. They deliver mu l t i p l e
outcomes and can be far more cost-effective than initiatives whose focus is
only to prevent crime (Hawkins and Catalano, 1992).

Most of the evidence cited in this re p o rt is based on studies from Nort h
A m e rica. We cannot be sure that what wo rks in one country will wo rk
equally well in another. The widespread ownership of firearms, the absence
of a unive rsal public health service, the ethnic minority composition of
many inner city areas and a long history of widespread use of hard drugs are
just some of the features of American society which are different from ours.
It is important there fo re that we begin to develop stra t e gies for testing
preventive interventions in our own country. 

There are many promising approaches in England and Wales which have yet
to be rigorously evaluated. Utting (1997) describes over 30 such approaches.
It may be that some of these will prove more cost-effective than those for
w h i ch fully evaluated evidence is curre n t ly ava i l able. One appro a ch to
testing their effectiveness would be to develop an initiative in a selection of
a p p ro p riate small areas, concentrating re s o u rces in existing institutions,
s u ch as fa m i ly centres and schools. This would provide a constru c t i ve
i n t e rmediate stage between moving from project-based interventions on a
small scale to the mainstreaming of policies to prevent criminality and
related outcomes on a national scale.  It could also be used to address issues
of targeting, such as the universal allocation of resources versus focusing on
neighbourhoods or families.

This investment will require a long term perspective. On the basis of results
f rom a compara t i ve study of US evidence conducted by the RAND
C o r p o ration, long term crime stra t e gies that dive rt ch i l d ren from cri m e
promise to be cost-effective (Greenwood et al., 1996; Karoly et al., 1998).
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Table 2.1 Estimated cost benefits obtained in studies to 
prevent criminality

P ro j e c t S t age Risk fa c t o rs Length of Length of O u t c o m e s C o s t -

of dev. t a rge t e d i n t e rve n t i o n fo l l ow up b e n e fi t

1 . P re - n a t a l Pa renting and 2 ye a rs 2 ye a rs Reductions in ab u s e , 1 . 0 6

fa m i ly planning neglect; improve m e n t s

in pare n t : child re l a t i o n s ,

IQ and parental discipline

2 . P re - n a t a l Pa renting, and 4 ye a rs N o n e Reductions in  abuse  0 . 3 8

and birth fa m i ly planning and neglect

3 . A ge 3–4 C o g n i t i ve 1–2 ye a rs 23 ye a rs Reductions in arre s t s 7 . 1 6

d eve l p m e n t and contact with social 

s e rvices; improvements in IQ

and school ach i eve m e n t

4 . A ge 5–15 Fa m i ly 32 months 16 months Reductions in arre s t s ; 2 . 5 5

e nv i ro n m e n t i m p rovements in

self-concept, pro-social skills

and community integra t i o n

5 . A ge 15 (av. ) Education  4 ye a rs  6 months Reductions in arre s t s 3 . 6 8

and contacts with social

s e rvices; improvements in

s chool ach i ev.

6 . A ge under D e l i n q u e n c y 10 we e k s None Reductions in arre s t s 1 . 4 0

15 (av. ) and behav i o u ral 

p ro bl e m s

7 . A ge 18 Education, Not ava i l . 18 months Reductions in arrests and 1 . 4 5

( av. ) u n e m p l oy m e n t ( ave rage ) substance abuse; 

i m p rovements in 

e m p l oyment, wages and 

s chool ach i eve m e n t

Key to projects: 
1. = Elmira Nurse Home Visitation; 2 = Hawaii Healthy Start; 3 = Perry High/Scope Pre-school; 4 = Participate and Learn
Skills (PALS); 5 = Quantum Opportunities; 6 = Los Angeles County Delinquency Prevention; 7 = Job Corps.

Source: Adapted from Welsh (in press) – cost-benefits are as reported in his paper.
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3 Situational crime prevention:
effectiveness of local
initiatives
Paul Ekblom 

Introduction

This chapter deals with Situational Crime Prevention (SCP), focusing on
what can be achieved through local interventions. Action at a national level,
particularly the avoidance of future “crime harvests”, is dealt with in more
detail in Chapter 4. Examples of costs and savings are provided to indicate
cost-effectiveness. Risks and infrastructure issues are also addressed.

The previous chapter of this re p o rt dealt with promoting a less cri m i n a l
society, partly by initiatives aimed at offenders or potential offenders. SCP, as
its name implies, does not aim to affect offenders’ propensities or motives. It
takes these as given and, proceeding from an analysis of the circumstances
giving rise to particular crimes, it introduces specific changes to influence
the offender’s decision or ability to commit these crimes at particular places
and times. Thus it seeks to make criminal actions less attractive to offenders
rather than relying on detection, sanctions or reducing criminality through,
for example, improvements in society or its institutions. These contra s t i n g
approaches are discussed in later chapters.

The approach can be applied to any environment, product or service. All are
potential targets for crime.  The main approaches to SCP are listed in Table
3.1. Examples include:

• target hardening (e.g. strengthening coin boxes in telephone kiosks); 

• controlling access to crime targets (e.g. entry phones);

• surveillance (e.g. burglar alarms, CCTV, improved street lighting);  

• target removal  (e.g. removable car radios);
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1. Ta rget hard e n i n g

• S t rengthened coin boxes in telephone 

kiosks 

• S t e e ring column locks on cars 

• A n t i - ro bb e ry screens in banks, etc. 

2. C o n t rolling access to crime targets 

• Fencing around flats to reduce 

vandalism 

• E n t ry phones

• C a re t a ke rs for multi-occupancy 

b u i l d i n g s

3. Deflecting offenders from targ e t s

• S e gregating fans at football matches 

• Pub location 

• Closing streets to stop cruising for 

p rostitutes 

4. C o n t rolling crime facilitators

• P h o t o graphs on credit cards 

• Toughened glasses and bottles in pubs 

• Pa s swo rds for mobile phones

5. S c reening entrances and exits

• Automatic ticket gates at stations

• B ag g age screening at airport s

• M e rchandise tags in shops

6. F o rmal surveillance

• Speeding and red light tra ffic cameras 

• B u rglar alarm s

• City guard s

7. Surveillance by employees

• Locate pay phones where employees 

can see

• Pa rk attendants

• CCTV systems

8. Natural surveillance

• ‘ D e fe n s i ble space’ env i ronmental 

design 

• I m p roved street lighting

• ‘Cocoon’ neighbourhood wa t ch 

9 . Ta rget re m o v a l

• R e m ovable car ra d i o s

• Wo m e n ’s re f u ge s

• P h o n e c a rds to eliminate cash in 

• p u blic pay phones

10. P roperty identification

• P ro p e rty mark i n g

• Ve h i cle licensing

• Cattle bra n d i n g

11. Reducing temptation

• G e n d e r - n e u t ral phone listings

• O ff - s t reet park i n g

• Rapid re p a i r

12. Taking away benefits

• Ink merchandise tag s

• G ra ffiti cl e a n i n g

• D i s abling stolen mobile phones/videos

13. Setting rules 

• Customs decl a ra t i o n

• H a rassment codes

• Hotel re gi s t ra t i o n

14. Alerting conscience

• Roadside speedometers

• “Shoplifting is stealing” signs

• “Idiots drink and dri ve” signs

15. C o n t rolling factors that 

u n d e rmine  constraint 

• L aw controlling drinking age 

• V - chip in TVs to bl o ck violent 

p ro gra m m e s

• C o n t rolling alcohol at public eve n t s

16. Making compliance easier

• Easy libra ry ch e ckout to discourage 

book theft

• P u blic lava t o ries 

• Litter bins
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• property identification (e.g. property marking);

• reducing temptation (e.g. gender-neutral phone listings); 

• alerting conscience (e.g. “Shoplifting is stealing” signs);

• c o n t rolling fa c t o rs that undermine constraint (e.g. alcohol at publ i c
events); and,

• making compliance easier (e.g. improving checkouts).

C h a n ging the immediate crime situation in these diffe rent ways invo l ve s
t h ree fundamental appro a ches: d e t e rre n c e ( w h i ch makes the crime seem
more risky), discouragement (which makes it harder, or less rewarding) and
re m oving excuses (which awa kens conscience, as in the example of
‘shoplifting is stealing’). These involve systematically changing a crime target
that is vulnerable and attra c t i ve, c rime preve n t e rs who are absent or
incapable, crime promoters who are negligent or deliberate or an unhelpful
environment.

Implementing SCP

SCP can wo rk both re a c t i ve ly to an emerging crime pro blem and in
a n t i c i p a t i o n, through crime impact analyses on proposed new policies,
p ractices or products (to assess whether they may inadve rt e n t ly incre a s e
opportunities for crime), and through incorporating prevention within the
design process. It can operate both l o c a l ly (e.g. on a specific disord e r
problem in a particular housing estate) or nationally/internationally (e.g.
on the vulnerability of a particular model of car). A host of different sectors
a re invo l ved in implementing SCP – these include the ge n e ral public, the
private sector, local government, and voluntary and statutory agencies. It can
be implemented by people protecting themselves (or protecting those fo r
whom they have some specific responsibility – such as housing associations
on behalf of their tenants), by those with a ‘service duty’ (police or security
g u a rds) and by those with a wider ‘duty of care’ (e.g. manu fa c t u re rs
ensuring their goods cannot be easily stolen or used to facilitate crime). The
level of expertise needed can range from routine common-sense precautions
to highly-developed technical controls in computer-based financial systems.

The range of offences susceptible to SCP

SCP can apply to eve ry kind of crime, not just to ‘opportunistic’ or
a c q u i s i t i ve pro p e rty offences. Case studies (Clarke, 1997) show successful
applications to more calculated or deeply - m o t i vated crimes and ones
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committed by hardened offe n d e rs (e.g. airc raft hijacking, commerc i a l
robbery, homicide, sexual harassment and violence). Major fraud can also be
covered.

SCP in a wider crime reduction context 

SCP can be implemented in a ra n ge of contexts. In an info rmal contex t ,
routine precautions taken by householders, businesses etc. complement
i n fo rmal social control. Both contribute an unknown, but pro b ably ve ry
s i g n i ficant, amount to crime reduction. The fo rmal contexts in which
preventive activity can take place include:

• police crime prevention survey and advisory serv i c e – this has
traditionally been driven by requests from the public or businesses;

• community-oriented prevention – where the community as a whole
is protected or takes action together on a specific problem and where
the mechanism for prevention is provided by the community. This is
described more fully in Chapter 5;

• community safety – where prevention of crime is seen as integral to
maintaining or improving quality of life, sustaining an env i ro n m e n t
where people can pursue their lives as free as possible from hazards
such as crime;

• crime control – where actions are taken to keep crime and disorder
at or below tolerable levels and to stop the growth of particular crime
problems and the number and sophistication of offenders; and,

• reducing crime through wider social and economic policy – e.g.
e n c o u raging reduction of premiums for improved home securi t y
(discussed more fully in Chapter 4).

Strengths of SCP

The strengths of SCP have emerged from evaluation studies over a long
p e riod (e.g. Clarke, 1997). It accords with common-sense self-pro t e c t i o n ,
which it can enhance and build upon. The interventions are highly focused.
They prevent crime in specific places, against specific products, etc. and can
bypass intra c t able social pro blems unre s p o n s i ve to other appro a ch e s ,
complementing those which treat or incapacitate offenders. Potentially, they
p rotect a wider set of crime targets and are proof against replacement of
o f fe n d e rs, avoiding harmful  side-effects of appro a ches that lead to
c o n f rontation with the police, labelling, embitterment and cri m i n a l
education of offenders.
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R e m oving temptation through SCP may have a ‘multiplier’ effect if it
p revents crimes such as shop theft – a ‘classic’ entry to a criminal care e r.
There may be a point at which the protection afforded by SCP broadens out
f rom inf luencing specific tactical decisions by offe n d e rs to the more
strategic one of desisting from offending. Typically SCP needs a short time to
implement and impact. This has many advantages, including prevention of
runaway growth in crime (see below).

Preventing runaway growth

Under some circumstances, specific crimes against specific targe t s
can enjoy runaway growth. One study (Ekblom, 1987) illustrates cost-
e ffe c t i veness in this context. There was a wave of ro bb e ries of
London sub post-offices, increasing from 70 in 1980 to 250 in 1981.
Fo l l owing an initiative to introduce anti-bandit screens, ro bb e ri e s
rapidly declined and by 1986 had fallen back to about 100 per year.
I nvestment in improved security was judged to have provided an
a n nual re t u rn over the period 1983-86 of a third to a half of the
initial capital outlay. If benefits ceased at that point this would still
amount to a re t u rn on investment of £1.30-£2 per pound spent.
P re s u m ably, if SCP had not been implemented, the growth in
ro bb e ries would eve n t u a l ly have halted - but at a higher point. But
this might have re q u i red more drastic means, like cl o s u re of post-
offices. Costing these significant ‘hypothetical harmful consequences
avoided’ is challenging.

SCP can exploit the ‘targetability’ of crime problems – repeat victimisation,
hot spots, hot products – to increase cost-effe c t i veness. More ge n e ra l ly,
measures of action are relatively easy to link to outcome. Evaluation results
thus feed directly into community safety strategies.

SCP: assessment of risks

Process evaluations are particularly well-developed in situational prevention.
They indicate, from a practical perspective, what does not work and when.
T h ey suggest that none of the potential pro blems are inev i t able and can
usually be minimised in practice. But to ensure that the benefits of SCP
consistently outweigh the costs – which they can do by a wide
m a rgin – means investing in the quality of practitioners, and the
infrastructure of information and training.
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Possible limitations

A number of  potential problems need to be considered:

• critics of SCP claim that displacement of offending to other, less-well
p rotected targets, times and places can reduce the gains. Examples
can readily be provided, but recent reviews suggest this is limited
(e.g. Hesseling, 1994). Often offenders give protected areas a wider
berth than necessary, creating a “diffusion of benefits” that offset or
replace displacement effects; 

• most effe c t i ve SCP methods grow obsolete. This happens more
quickly if they work by illusorily heightening offenders’ sense of risk
(e.g. CCTV cameras with few back-up staff to monitor them). In the
l o n ger  term, offe n d e rs develop counterm e a s u res. Social/
t e ch n o l o gical ch a n ge brings new targets (laptop computers, mobile
phones), tools (cordless drills) and ways of disseminating cri m i n a l
techniques (Internet);

• as with other crime reduction techniques, there are few unive rs a l
remedies. What wo rks is ge n e ra l ly context-dependent. Additionally,
without adequate ex p e rtise or quality assurance, SCP is especially
prone to fads and fashions, slick salesmanship and the use of ‘cook
book’ approaches (where techniques that succeed in one setting are
replicated in others without regard to the changed context); and, 

• ‘Action at a distance’ is often needed when those re s p o n s i ble fo r
reducing crime have to get others to implement interventions in a
local context (see Chapters 4 and 5).

Possible harmful consequences

The evidence for harmful consequences of SCP is scant. However where the
potential to do harm is identified it may need to be ‘designed out’ or
managed. Although displacement from relatively ‘benign’ offending to more
serious crime is probably very limited, if it occurs it needs to be countered.
W h e re design or implementation are carried out insensitive ly, this could
i n c rease fear; limit the freedom of l e gi t i m a t e u s e rs (of  pro d u c t s ,
e nv i ronments or services), foster an attitude of victim-blaming; and
i n t roduce an unpleasant, fo rt i fied and beleag u e red env i ronment. Po s i t i ve
action is therefore needed to avoid the occurrence of any of these.

Some types of intervention may be perc e i ved to threaten pri vacy (e.g.
misuse of CCTV and abuse of ID re gi s t ration). Research has shown that
people are pre p a red to accept the legitimate use of CCTV surveillance in
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shops or public places but are resistant to compulsory identifi c a t i o n .
However private security firms with unskilled/badly-supervised ‘watchmen’
need to be monitored to avoid abuse.

SCP can create conflicts with safety or convenience and careful design and
m a n agement are re q u i red to avoid this. False alarms (about 90% of alarm
incidents attended by police are false) have an opportunity cost of police
time and inflict noise pollution on the public. One (not ve ry re l i able) US
c o s t - b e n e fit study (Hakim et al., 1995) suggested a loss of $0.35 for each dollar
i nvested in alarms. New tech n o l o gy and pro c e d u res should improve matters. 

Distribution of  benefits and harm

The way in which diffe rent groups or individuals benefit from, or are
harmed by, preventive measures requires careful consideration (Field, 1993):

• laissez-faire SCP can lead to inequity, with displacement of crime from
the better-off to those less able to protect themselves or obtain
publicly funded resources (see Chapter 5 for more discussion of this); 

• u n d e s i rable effects of SCP, such as noise pollution from car alarm s ,
can fall on others. Local and national policy steers are needed on
these issues; 

• adequate levels of protection from the individual’s pers p e c t i ve may
not secure crime reduction benefits for society as a whole; and,

• w h e re crime pro blems are ‘ex t e rnalised’ (i.e. where those who cre a t e
the opportunity are not those who suffer the consequential cri m e s ) ,
sanctions could be introduced to encourage closing the loophole.

SCP – scale of impact on crime

Gross impact

Evaluations of SCP have shown varying success. High-quality demonstration
p rojects and evaluation rev i ews focusing on success can indicate the
m a x i mum impact of SCP when appro p ri a t e ly targeted, designed and
implemented. A re p re s e n t a t i ve ra n ge here would be a 40–70 per cent
reduction in expected levels of crime. This would be a gross figure of
impact in the targeted area, ex cluding displacement (see below). The
d evelopment of SCP through the Home Office and other agencies has
perhaps been accompanied by evaluation more than most other cri m e
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reduction approaches. But even so, only a few indicate results that may be
generalisable to similar settings at other times and places (specifically what
Sherman et al., 1997, regard as promising or better – see Annex A).

R e l i able evaluations of large-scale implementations (as distinct fro m
d evelopment or demonstration projects) are ra re. This has, in part i c u l a r,
limited our know l e d ge of the effe c t i veness of initiatives involving less
sophisticated targeting and planning. One of the exceptions to this was the
Home Offi c e ’s evaluation of the mainly situational action against domestic
burglary implemented in the Safer Cities Programme (Ekblom et al., 1996a,
b). In this programme, action was implemented on a relatively large-scale in
around 500 schemes over several years. The co-ordinators and practitioners
had a fairly limited grasp of crime prevention methods and processes. The
evaluation cove red nearly 300 of the schemes using either survey or
recorded crime data (or both). Figure 3.1 shows the results for surveys of 96
s chemes (ve ry similar results we re obtained using re c o rded cri m e ) .
Depending on the back ground burg l a ry rate, intensity of action and the
outcome measures used, impact ranged from about 10 per cent to about 30
per cent reduction in expected levels of crime. Further gains are possible:
Safer Cities action largely predated the focus on repeat victimisation which
promises to boost impact further; nor was the quality of action always high.
We revisit the Safer Cities findings at va rious points below to illustrate a
range of cost-effectiveness issues. 
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There is evidence that combining SCP with other types of action produces
gains over and ab ove what could be expected on the basis of their
performance when delivered separately. This was evident, for example,  in
the Safer Cities programme when local crime reduction strategies against a
range of crime pro b l e m s combined SCP with offe n d e r - o riented action.
Similar synergistic gains might be expected if SCP we re combined with
c o nventional policing, e.g. cra ck d owns on ‘fences’ or high rate offe n d e rs .
But enthusiasm for all-embracing appro a ches should be tempered by
selective pursuit of cost-effective combinations of preventive methods. 

Businesses can, of course, contribute dire c t ly to crime reduction (and,
where this is the case, the role of government may simply be to promote and
e n c o u rage their contribution). A recent evaluation of the pre d o m i n a n t ly
situational measures adopted since 1990 to control a rising problem of fraud
with plastic cards has shown major success (Levi and Handley, 1998).
Charge card, cheque card, credit card and debit card fraud in the UK almost
h a l ved (from around £120million) over the period 1991–95. The ratio of
fraud to turnover on sales of goods fell from 0.34 per cent to 0.09 per cent.
To the direct financial benefits of reduced losses must be added the
preservation of confidence in the banking system.

Net impact

Displacement of crime to other targets would reduce the net impact of SCP,
but d i ffusion of benefi t would increase it (as discussed ab ove). The Safe r
Cities burglary evaluation found a range of effects under different conditions.
Displacement to neighbouring areas appeared to happen when the level of
anti-burglary action delivered was of low intensity. Where the action was of
m o d e rate or higher intensity, diffusion of benefit seemed to outwe i g h
displacement in the immediately - s u rrounding areas at least. Low intensity
action against b u rg l a ry also appeared to induce ‘crime sw i t ch’ to o t h e r
property offences in the action area but with greater intensity the protection
against burglary extended to reduce the other property offences too.

Cost-effectiveness of SCP

Studies of cost-effe c t i veness of SCP are ex t re m e ly ra re. A recent rev i ew
( Welsh and Fa rrington, in press, 1998) listed only 13 (including the Safe r
Cities evaluation) which included an assessment of monetary costs and
b e n e fits. A summary of eight which they examined in detail is shown in
Table 3.2. The ratios of costs to benefits shown in the table should be seen
as pre d o m i n a n t ly illustra t i ve of the ra n ge to be found within SCP. As the
a u t h o rs put it, “No attempt has been made to determine which of the
studies provides the most favo u rable economic re t u rn on inve s t m e n t ,
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because of the small number of studies  rev i ewed and the va ri e d
m e t h o d o l o gical ri gour of the pro gramme evaluations and economic
analyses.” To get a fuller picture we have to switch between in-practice and
in-principle assessments (including the material on strengths and limitations
already covered); and to draw on evaluations that are not as reliable as might
be wished.

Table 3.2 Estimated costs and benefits obtained in situational 
prevention studies 

Authors Crimes Context of Method of Cost-benefit

targeted intervention intervention ratio1

Cirel et al. Burglary Home (Seattle) Neighbourhood Watch 0.4

1977

Ekblom Burglary Home Target hardening plus 1.8 (higher
et al. 1996 (Safer Cities) (benefits calculated if targeted  

over 2 years) on higher
crime areas)

Forrester  Burglary Home (Kirkholt) Target removal (coin meters) 5
et al. 1990 + repeat victimisation
Clarke & Robbery Betting shop Target hardening 1.7
McGrath 
1990
Painter & P ro p e rty and Residential streets Natural surveillance 3.1 - 4.7
Farrington personal and footpaths (street lighting)
1997,  1998 crime in

general
Skilton Vandalism Public housing Employee surveillance - 1.4

1988 estate concierge
van Vandalism, Public transport Formal surveillance -  0.3
Andel toll fraud, special transport officials 
1989 assault

Source: Adapted from Welsh and Farrington (1998). 

Notes:
The studies shown in the ab ove table are those for which Welsh and Fa rrington (1998) presented detailed economic
analyses. The cost-benefit ratios were calculated by Welsh and Farrington (using data available in the published source) on
the basis of preventing criminal events. The period over which benefits accrued is not always clear from Welsh and
Fa rri n g t o n ’s cost-benefit analysis. It is advisable to note the authors’ health wa rning: ‘No attempt has been made to
d e t e rmine which of the studies provides the most favo u rable economic re t u rn on investment, because of the small
number of studies reveiwed and the varied methodological rigour of the programme evaluations and economic analyses.’
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Cost-effectiveness of SCP at the design stage – anticipation

If SCP is applied at the design stage of, for example, houses, cars, consumer
e l e c t ronics, retail electronic point-of-sale systems, or the benefit system it
can be very cost-effective in heading off a harvest of crime (see Chapter 4).
Sometimes the only investment required is well-informed thought to reveal a
vulnerability that hindsight would make painfully obvious (e.g. putting more
steeply sloping lids on wheeled refuse bins to prevent their use as climbing
aids). Fa i l u re to tackle vulnerability at this stage could bequeath ow n e rs ,
users, and society as a whole, a crime legacy of years in the case of cars, or
decades in the case of buildings. 

Evidence for the effe c t i veness (if not yet the cost-ef fe c t i veness) of
G ove rn m e n t - o rch e s t rated local action at the design stage comes from the
D u t ch ‘Secured Housing’ scheme (Scherpenisse, 1997). For approva l ,
developers’ projects must meet standards covering residents’ participation,
neighbourhood management, home wa t ch, and building design incl u d i n g
l ayout of rooms and entrances and targe t - h a rdening. An evaluation in
R o t t e rdam showed a 70 per cent reduction in burg l a ries after one ye a r
between those new houses involved in the programme, and those not. 

Cost-effectiveness of SCP at the remedial stage 

With re m e d i a l s e c u rity measures, in the Safer Cities evaluation, care f u l
definition of anti-burglary action made it possible to estimate the gross cost
of achieving impact. Two independent outcome measures (recorded crime
and surveys) gave re m a rk ably close estimates of £300–£900 per burg l a ry
p revented, based on an assumption of a duration of impact of only two
years. The lesser figure was for implementation in higher-risk areas typical of
cities. The higher fi g u re was for areas of national ave rage burg l a ry ri s k .
These were set against estimated financial costs of burglary to victims and
the state of about £1,100. 

The evaluation estimated that the Safer Cities burg l a ry action, which wa s
predominantly situational, cost some £4 million (+£2.6 million leverage) in
direct anti-burglary scheme funding. If we add the extra costs of Safer Cities
action against other crimes and the Programme’s administrative overheads,
the total cost would be about £31 million. This prevented some 56,000
burglaries whose cost to victims and the state would have been £62 million.
Therefore the benefits from burglary reduction alone were twice that spent
on the entire pro gramme (which tackled a mu ch wider ra n ge of cri m e
p ro blems). Over the whole pro gramme, displacement associated with
burglary schemes was judged to have been at least balanced by diffusion of
b e n e fit although this remains a ‘soft’ estimate. Social and psych o l o gi c a l
savings were additional. A cost-effectiveness trade-off on intensity of action
is illustrated below.
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C o s t - e ffectiveness trade-off on intensity of action 
versus coverage

Reduction in burg l a ry risk through Safer Cities action was gre a t e r
where there was more intense burglary action, but to achieve these
bigger falls cost disproportionately more. ‘Marginal cost’ estimates per
extra prevented burglary, achieved by starting up schemes with more
funds, ra n ged from about £1,100 in the highest risk areas to ab o u t
£3,300 in the lower risk ones. In gross monetary terms, cri m e
p revention agencies with a limited budget, as in Safer Cities
(£250,000/year/city in SC 1, £100,000/year/city in SC 2) might make
their money go further by spending less money per household. This
would not substantially reduce the direct impact of the action in the
t a rgeted areas because the mere presence of even modest action
seemed to have a strong effect (probably by rendering the whole area
less attra c t i ve to burg l a rs). This ‘thin-spreading’ would there fo re be
worth considering. But the disadvantages of doing so would include
negation of the crime reduction through displacement to other areas
or to other crimes, and a fa i l u re to alleviate people’s wo rry ab o u t
b u rg l a ry or how they judge their neighbourhood. (All of these
problems were avoided only when action was more intense.) It might
also be especially vulnerable to offender habituation, shortening the
duration of impact.

Other benefits and costs 

Many SCP initiatives also aim to reduce fear of crime. Some have apparently
succeeded. But little re s e a rch has assessed direct b e h av i o u ra l b e n e fits of
SCP on quality of life, such as increasing people’s use and enjoyment of their
locality – or its contribution to social/economic re ge n e ration. From a
business perspective, reductions in fraud, assault, robbery, criminal damage
etc. which SCP in particular may deliver can yield benefits in terms of
increased profitability, improvements in the conditions of staff, avoidance of
serious business interruptions, and user confidence. The wider community
can then gain through reduced prices and improved investment in facilities,
and avoid the flight of commerce from high-crime locations. 

SCP – how much of UK’s crime could it prevent?

The limits to how much of the UK’s crime problems could be tackled by SCP
a re not theoretical, but practical and related to cost-effe c t i veness. SCP has
p ro b ably contributed to a major reduction in airc raft hijacking, at a gre a t
price, but one worth paying given the costs of not doing so. 
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Ta rgeting higher-crime areas: a trade-off between
coverage versus cost-effectiveness

Two altern a t i ve estimates we re calculated of possible n a t i o n a l
impact of Safer Cities-type burglary action:

a) targeting higher-risk areas amounting to a tenth of the country’s 20
million households gives a 5.5% reduction in national burglary rates
and gross financial benefits about t wo-and-a-half times as great as
the spend (£94 million benefits for a spend of £38 million).; and, 

b) cove ring half the country ’s households reduces the national
burglary rate by nearly an eighth but financial benefits are only a third
more than spend (£205 million benefits for a spend of £151 million). 

M o re sophisticated targeting stra t e gies could improve re t u rns in both cases but
would re q u i re investment to provide the necessary info rmation base. At the end
of the day, balancing targeting, cove rage, cost-effe c t i veness and fair distri b u t i o n
of funding is a matter of policy ch o i c e .

Attempts to project impact nation-wide are ra re for any appro a ch to
p revention. This has, howeve r, been done with the Safer Cities burg l a ry
prevention results. The results (below) also illustrate the tradeoff between
extent of coverage of the nation’s crime problems, and cost-effectiveness.

Some of the other areas where SCP prospects are good at the national scale
are discussed in Chapter 4.

SCP – the infrastructure to make it work

Good SCP re q u i res more than the re s o u rces that are needed simply to
implement individual initiatives: 

• for those SCP methods that re ly on risk to deter the offe n d e r, the
chief hidden ingredient is a Criminal Justice System efficient enough
to make the risks cre d i ble. This means SCP must wo rk in concert
with conventional crime control. But it may make substantial savings
on the latter and confer important additional benefits;

• good data are needed to target preve n t i ve action effi c i e n t ly and to
monitor, tune and evaluate the action once implemented; 

• quality assurance - ensuring that schemes and evaluations adhere to
c rime prevention principles and are appro p riate re q u i res co-
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o rdination, supervision and monitoring of large nu m b e rs of local
i n i t i a t i ves. This effo rt can be reduced if SCP is developed as a
professional discipline;

• local pra c t i t i o n e rs need training and support. They must be
s u ffi c i e n t ly ex p e rt to tailor solutions to local contexts, and to tune
their first attempts in the light of experience;

• a ny pro fess ional discipline of prevention needs a substantial
p ro gramme of basic re s e a rch and info rmation. It also needs
d e m o n s t ration projects and re l i able evaluation to produce pra c t i c a l
knowledge of the working principles of SCP; and,

• evaluation itself requires further investment to yield suf ficient reliable
m a t e rial. It needs routine and timely info rmation both on o u t c o m e
and on action outputs disaggregated to a local level. 

Conclusions

SCP can contribute signifi c a n t ly to crime control. When pro p e r ly targe t e d
and sensitively implemented SCP interventions work and are cost-effective.
Removing the opportunity to offend complements approaches dealing with
o ffe n d e rs’ propensity and motivation to commit crime through the fo rm a l
CJS and outside it. In particular SCP offers coverage of a wide range of crime
problems that other approaches may not reach; highly-focused interventions
that promise quick wins; and the chance to circumvent, in the short term,
i n t ra c t able social pro blems which may be ge n e rating crime. SCP is not a
recipe for abolishing law enfo rcement and treatment for conv i c t e d
offenders. Rather, it can be seen as a way of making enforcement more of a
“ response of last re s o rt” to crime. Successful SCP – part i c u l a r ly where
p ro p e r ly - p u blicised – may help tone down public pre s s u re for ex cl u s i ve
reliance on retributive crime control. 

SCP does not involve heroic interventions, high-speed police chases or the
drama of the court – so its appeal (like that of public health) has to be more
rationally argued. Some of this appeal can flow from technological wizardry
and outwitting offe n d e rs. It can also be seen as an element of any
‘ re s p o n s i ble society’. If people and institutions do not protect t h e m s e l ve s
when offered suitable guidance they will incur significant costs and harmful
consequences, encouraging offe n d e rs’ care e rs with easy rewa rds. Simply
shifting these costs and consequences onto others does nothing to
discourage offenders. If people and institutions do not take reasonable care
to avoid ge n e rating opportunities for crime against o t h e rs, they are
‘exporting’ crime  problems to the rest of society (in a similar way  to the
creation of environmental pollution).
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4 Changing the context of
crime prevention
Ken Pease

Introduction

This chapter reviews past research and draws conclusions on changes that
might be made to the way government, manufacturers and the public think
and behave so as to reduce opportunities for crime. It draws on the
f ra m ewo rk for situational prevention presented in Chapter 3, placing
p a rticular emphasis on the need to increase personal and org a n i s a t i o n a l
incentives for crime prevention. Examples of how to react to new products
and services are given.

Policy as a way of manipulating incentives

An important part of government activity is the way policy aims to change
p e o p l e ’s behaviour through incentives. The manipulation of tax, benefi t s ,
o p p o rtunities and regulation is an integral part of gove rnment policy in
m a ny areas. In tra n s p o rt policy there have been recent “hard” incentive s
towards less use of private cars by increasing fuel prices above inflation and
“soft” incentives with even the main motorist organisations (AA and RAC )
voicing concern about the non-sustainability of increasing road use. In
energy policy the government plans to reduce VAT for some energy-saving
household expenditure.

In the area of crime prevention such policy initiatives are ra re. Howeve r,
when people or organisations want, or are induced to want, to re d u c e
crime, they seem largely to do so with little difficulty:

• HMV successfully reduced crime in its Oxford Street store when the
threat was made to reduce police services (Ekblom, 1986); 

• the Department of Social Security reduced benefit fraud when it
recognised the scale of the problem (see, for example, Rowlingson et
al., 1997); 
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• the UK plastic card industry (collab o rating through APACS) took
effective steps to reduce fraud levels in the early 1990s (see Levi et
al., 1991; Levi and Handley, 1998). This happened befo re it wa s
commercially rational to do so, as a result of pressure from politicians;

• the UK car industry improved security on new cars fo l l owing the
p u blication of the Car Theft Index by the Home Office in 1992
(Houghton, 1992); and,

• the Swedish security fi rm Stra l fo rs we re induced by the Swe d i s h
government to introduce the controlled supply of laminated number
plates, with bar-coded car details, which ensure that the registration
number does belong to the car in which it is placed.

H oweve r, there are occasions when action to reduce crime results in an
effective penalty to the person or organisation taking the action:

i) t h e re can be increased local taxation of shops after securi t y
enhancement which increases the shop’s value;

ii) i n s u rance lowe rs the optimal level of protection for society as a
whole. In the present commercial climate it is possible to ally low
security with insurance protection; and,

iii) the Driver Vehicle and Licensing Authority is in a position to organise
vehicle licensing in ways less prone to crime. However, as DVLA income
is unaffected by fraud levels, there is no financial incentive for them to
reduce those levels.

T h e re are also circumstances under which i n d i v i d u a l citizens would n o t
involve themselves in crime-reduction efforts (Hope, 1995) when:

i) the perc e i ved risks or costs of vo l u n t a ry participation outweigh its
apparent benefits;

ii) neighbourhood involvement has opportunity costs;

iii) m a rginal additions in participation are thought not to pro d u c e
commensurate reductions in risk; and, 

iv) a critical mass of other citizens has been re a ched which allows the
individual to enjoy the benefits of collective action without contributing
to it.

40

Reducing offending: an assessment of research evidence on ways of dealing with offending behaviour



To these may be added organisational fa c t o rs leading to institutions not
involving themselves in crime reduction. These include where:

i) institutional units would not themselves benefit from their cri m e -
cutting achievements; 

ii) c rime losses as a perc e n t age of turn over are below a threshold at
which it is deemed worthy of action; and,.

iii) an institution’s audit systems fail to separa t e ly identify cri m e - re l a t e d
losses.

Lessons from research

Criminology as an aid to crime reduction policy has not always helped since
there has generally been a neglect of individual motivation in research. This
has led to a greater emphasis on stru c t u res than on personal incentive s .
Criminology has also generally favoured analysis in hindsight over the riskier
business of prediction. 

However, good frameworks for crime prevention have now been produced
(e.g. Ekblom, 1997) which emphasise the evolutionary nature of crime and
responses to it through design tactics and strategy:

i) R&D must be continuous to keep ahead of obsolescence. It must be
combined with a national ‘surveillance system’ enabling rapid response
to the identification of emergent crime targets, and new tools and
methods of offending; 

ii) implementing a n t i c i p a t o ry design would re q u i re investment in
re s e a rch, production of quality design guides, pri va t e / p u blic design
s e rvices cove ring national and local re q u i rements, and an accre d i t a t i o n
system. The police curre n t ly fill some of this role, and the ‘Secure By
Design’ scheme and British Standards provide some cert i fication. But a
thorough review might be appropriate. European moves (CEN) are afoot
on this. There may be particular lessons to learn from the Danish and
D u t ch appro a ches, the latter involving part n e rships with insura n c e
companies, and mutual agreements by police and designers/producers to
improve how problems are addressed; and,

iii) p u blicity is also important in fo s t e ring a suitable crime preve n t i o n
climate and ch a n ging the moral climate on responsibility for cre a t i n g
criminal opportunities.
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is also recent re s e a rch (Mann and Sutton, 1998) into crime preve n t i o n
implications of the growth of activity on the Internet. Other lessons fro m
recent research into electronic developments imply that change will be non-
linear:

i) the growth of e-commerce and its problems for security of payment
systems (Schwartz, 1997);

ii) the globalisation of financial systems and its threat to national tax
revenues (Platt, 1997); 

iii) the ava i l ability of music and text via the Net and the copy ri g h t
implications of that (Browning, 1997); and,

iv) the role of the Internet in political terro rism/activism (Bennahum,
1997) and the scope for electronic warfare (Craddock, 1997).

When considering the future we need to plan ex p l i c i t ly for innova t i o n .
Physical and social innovations typically go through three phases:

i) innovation with indifference to crime consequences;

ii) crime harvests as a consequence of  (i); and,

iii) the retrofitting of partial solutions to (ii).

A historic example of this is the introduction of smooth-edged coins,
fo l l owed by coin clipping and the eventual introduction of milled edge s
( E k blom, 1995). A more recent example is the pro l i fe ration of mobile
phones, which are high value, small volume, anonymous commu n i c a t i o n
d evices  easily  conve rt i ble to cr iminal use. Many aspects of their
m a nu fa c t u re, distribution and call patterns could have been used to limit
their utility as stolen goods or tools in drug sales. Some of these measures are
now being belatedly taken (Roberts 1996). 

Who pays?

Clearly it is important to ensure that innovation of goods and services should
incorporate thinking about how to avoid or minimise crimes associated with
them such as theft or obtaining services without payment. Individual and
agency self-protection should be in the front line against crime. Not all the
costs need be borne by government. Building on the evidence-base for self-
p rotection (and disseminating the necessary info rmation) could be a ve ry
cost-effective way to multiply the impact of limited government expenditure
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( p rovided, of course, that people have, or are gi ven, the incentive to
improve security).

E x p e rience has shown too that gove rnments can often find suitabl e
‘interested parties’ to fund or facilitate prevention. The insurance industry is
one such collab o ra t o r. The p ri vate securi t y i n d u s t ry could also be
e n c o u raged to move away from low - grade surve i l l a n c e - o riented wo rk to a
m o re ‘value-added’ market position involving more sophisticated ri s k
assessment and provision of services based on its own research.

W h e re businesses and other institutions ge n e rate opportunities for cri m e ,
and pay less than an appro p riate share of the resulting CJS costs thro u g h
their taxes, it is worth considering extending the ‘polluter pays’ principle.
This would require development of some kind of fair and transparent way of
tracking and accounting for the costs.

Suggestions for change

T h e re is a need to consider how best to improve incentives for cri m e
reduction and how best to respond to innovation in goods and services.

Incentives

It is important not to take for granted the wish to reduce crime among
individuals and organisations and to recognise that incentives have a useful
part to play. Even some police forces do not yet have clear and co-ordinated
s t ra t e gies for reducing crime (HM Inspector of Constab u l a ry, 1998),
although this situation should improve rapidly as a result of the duties that
will be placed on local crime reduction partnerships when the Crime and
Disorder Bill is enacted. Various examples in which incentives could operate
to encourage crime prevention are: ch a n ges to local or national pers o n a l
taxation; similar ch a n ges in corporate taxation; encouragement for the
reduction of insurance premiums. 

There is as yet, however, no complete list of possible incentives, evaluation
of how most incentives would work in practice or of the difficulties there
m ay be in introducing them. More wo rk is needed on this; indeed a
continuing review of incentives should be an ongoing part of central crime
prevention thinking.

E ffe c t i ve incentives can be soft as well as hard. Matthews et al. (1998)
s u g gest large diffe rences between banks in rates of repeat ro bb e ry which
implies that some banks are putting into place measures after one robbery to
prevent the next. Similar differences exist between car models (Houghton,
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1992) and no doubt other products or services. Behind-the-scenes threats to
shame or to withdraw police prosecution re s o u rces can be effe c t i ve, as
happened with the HMV music shop mentioned earlier. A more ove rt
a p p ro a ch is provided by product indices (such as the Car Theft Index ) .
These help consumers avoid the least secure products and encourage
competition between manu fa c t u re rs based on their reputation for secure
products. Such differences could be made public if discussion fails to secure
adoption of best practice.

Routine attack testing

As stated ab ove, we need to move to a position in which cri m e
consequences are anticipated at the point goods or services are introduced.
This will not slow the pace of innovation but simply extend the pro d u c t
usefulness of the first version of a new device or service. Greater emphasis is
needed to identify emerging crime patterns and opportunities and for crime
consequences to be addressed in Computer Aided Design packages; among
the criteria for Design Council and RSA awards; and to have routine attack
testing of new products (as incre a s i n g ly occurs with cars and computer
systems). Cost-effe c t i ve stru c t u res for routine attack testing should be
investigated, perhaps in pilot studies.

Sometimes it is more stra i g h t fo r wa rd to fo recast what is needed in cri m e
prevention. A likely example from the near future is the coming of digital TV.
From now to around 2010 set-top boxes will be usable with analogue TV.
From 2000, integrated digital TVs, with high value and port ab i l i t y, will be
i n t roduced into UK homes. After 2010 analogue TVs will be useless. As
about a quarter of burglaries involve TV theft it is likely that there will be a
burglary bonanza unless some crime prevention action is taken.

It seems there is a stra i g h t fo r wa rd technical solution. Digital TVs have a
u n i q u e ly identifi able micro p rocessor which can be interrogated re m o t e ly.
Stolen TVs can thus be electro n i c a l ly deactivated, e.g. by using a Ceefa x
page containing the numbers of stolen TVs which is scanned automatically
at switch-on. If a TV finds its own number, it switches itself off, and remains
unusable. This can be done at low cost. Some companies are moving in this
direction, but Home Office, police and insurer pressure seems necessary to
motivate suppliers and retailers to make it universal, and consumers to wish
it to be so.
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What central government can do

T h e re are many ways in which central gove rnment can encourage
prevention:

i) people and institutions are made aware of the possibilities of crime
prevention;

ii) p rinciples are intellige n t ly applied to a wide ra n ge of specifi c
problems; 

iii) evidence-based interventions are used wherever available; 

iv) market failures are corrected by acceptable application of incentives
and sanctions;

v) s u i t able facilities and products are developed to meet marke t
requirements; and,

vi) m e chanisms are in place to detect or anticipate emergent cri m e
problems in product design and to make crime impact statements about
proposed new policies and practices.

Institutional arra n gements to support these functions will be needed, to
e s t ablish and maintain links at seve ral levels for co-ordination betwe e n
bodies which are sources of criminal opportunity or motivation, which are
victims of crime, or which have the capacity to prevent it:

i ) the n a t i o n a l (and i n t e rn a t i o n a l) level would invo l ve age n c i e s ,
institutions and pri vate companies with direct parts to  play in
implementing crime prevention at this scale; and Gove rn m e n t
d e p a rtments re s p o n s i ble for influencing these through the re l evant policy
a reas (such as housing, town planning, ve h i cle construction and design,
the Internet, financial systems, retail practices, benefit systems etc.), and
re g u l a t o ry agencies. Encouragi n g ly, crime control is ach i eving a higher
p ro file in the DTI-led tech n o l o gy Fo resight Pro gramme than prev i o u s ly; 

ii) the local level would, obviously, involve police, local authorities and
o t h e rs alre a dy identified in the ‘part n e rship’ litera t u re and the curre n t
c o n s u l t a t i ve document ‘Getting to Grips with Crime’, including local
business interests; and, 

iii) l o c a l - n a t i o n a l l inks would be needed to ensure that cri m e
prevention, an essentially local activity in many cases, is both working for
the national interest, and fully supported by the centre.
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5 Community crime prevention
Tim Hope

Introduction

Community crime prevention refers to actions intended to change the social
conditions which sustain crime in residential communities (Hope, 1995). It
concentrates on the ability of local social institutions to reduce crime. Local
institutions bring people together within communities and, by doing so,
t ransmit guidance and regulation of conduct and behav i o u r, especially to
young people.

It is helpful to see approaches to community crime prevention operating in
t wo, related, ways (Hope, 1995): fi rst, along a ‘horizontal dimension’ of
social relations amongst people and groups; and second, along a ‘ve rt i c a l ’
dimension of relations which connect local institutions to the wider
community of civil society. Actions along both dimensions are necessary to
implement effe c t i ve crime prevention through the strengthening of social
institutions.

Distribution of crime amongst communities

The chief justification for community-based crime prevention is that high
rates of crime are a feature of certain residential communities (Bottoms and
Wiles, 1997). This rationale for community-wide prevention measure s
derives from two sources:

i) T h e re is a community effect, which these high rates indicate, that
could be due to factors which concentrate high-risk people in particular
neighbourhoods, or to particular fo rms of commu n i t y - relations, leading
to high rates of local offending, victimisation and disorder; and,

ii) Alongside high rates of crime, these communities also have high rates
of other social pro blems including pove rt y, income inequality and
deprivation. The rationale for prevention stems either from a belief that
common, causal reasons for crime and other social pro blems can be
found in the social and material conditions of such communities, or that
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it is more efficient to target preventive measures in places which display
multiple problems.

Community crime risks

Our most recent and reliable source about the nature of the distribution of
c o m munity crime rates comes from the British Crime Survey, which
measures the incidence of crime victimisation:

i) the community distribution of crime risk is very unequal. Over a half
of all survey recorded property crimes, and over a third of all property
crime victims, are likely to be found in just a fifth of the communities in
England and Wales. Conversely, the least affected half of the country now
experiences only 15 per cent of the crime, spread between a quarter of
crime victims (Trickett et al, 1992; Hope, 1996; 1997); and,

ii) in addition to those factors which shape an individual or household’s
v u l n e rability to victimisation there is a risk which comes specifi c a l ly
f rom residence in communities with particular social ch a ra c t e ri s t i c s
(Osborn et al., 1996; Ellingworth et al, 1997; Osborn and Tseloni, 1995).

High crime areas

Broadly, research suggests that there are two kinds of high crime community
in England and Wales:

i) a reas of concentrated pove rt y, including council housing estates,
characterised by a greater likelihood for poor, economically isolated and
disadvantaged households to be living in close, residential proximity to
those with similar disadva n t ages. Here, low skilled and otherwise
d i s a d va n t aged youth often fail to gain access to the pri m a ry lab o u r
market. Such conditions bring together vulnerable victims and potential
offenders; and,

ii) p o c kets of social inequality alongside multi-ethnic communities or
relatively affluent urban enclaves also have high crime rates. Such inner
urban areas are subject to rapid demographic ch a n ge and tra n s i e n c e ,
w h i ch may itself promote high crime rates, and which also bring the
better- and wo rs e - o ff into closest prox i m i t y, heightening inequalities
between them and providing targets and motives for crime.
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Concentration of problems

One of the distinctive features of the growth of crime and other problems in
communities are concentration effects (Sampson and Wilson, 1995; Wilson,
1987) – the ways in which social difficulties can ratchet together and amplify
e a ch other into a spiral of deteri o ration. Va rious kinds of concentra t i o n
effect seem to be occurring in high crime communities in Britain:

i) compound social dislocations - that is, an accumulation of social
p ro blems alongside crime, including drug-misuse, fa m i ly violence,
teenage pregnancy, children taken into care, and school failure;

ii) c riminal embeddedness of local yo u t h – that is, the gre a t e r
likelihood that young people will become more deeply and persistently
embedded in a criminal way of life (Hagan, 1994); 

iii) d i s o rd e r – residents of high crime communities also see their
communities as having high levels of environmental disorder (including
vandalism and graffiti), and disorderly conduct in public;

iv) repeated, localised victimisation – the rate of victimisation per
victim in high crime areas is also much higher than that experienced by
victims in lower crime areas (Tri ckett et al., 1992), resulting in
disproportionately more repeat victimisation in high crime areas;

v) diminishing informal control – residents of high-crime areas find it
hard to initiate and sustain voluntary activities without outside support,
especially if these are oriented towards crime (Hope, 1995). Additionally,
residents find it hard to muster sufficient re s o u rces to supervise the
behaviour of young people, or to protect themselves from the behaviour
of troublesome families; and,

vi) c riminal netwo rk s – in some circumstances, fo rms of cri m i n a l
organisation and networks can become established on high-crime estates.
Though these are ra re ly of ‘mafia’ or gang-like sophistication, they
nevertheless sustain illicit activities and markets which can fuel crime.

Safe neighbourhoods

B ro a d ly, as high-rates of crime are associated with the concentration of
p ove r ty so, conve rs e ly, low cr ime rates are associated with the
c o n c e n t ration of affluent households in an area (Ellingwo rth et al. 1997;
Osborn and Tseloni, 1995; Hirschfield and Brown, 1997). The very unequal
d i s t ribution in crime risk between communities means that many
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communities have very much lower rates of crime than the high crime ones.
Yet residents of some of these communities worry, nevertheless, about crime
and disorder – worries which are bound-up with other anxieties about their
communities. That this ‘fear’ of crime has only a partial basis in the actual
risk of victimisation does not inhibit such communities from calling fo r
greater police protection and crime prevention support.

The delivery of crime prevention to communities

Over the past 15 years, many countries have begun to develop national and
local mach i n e ry for organising and delive ring crime prevention to local
c o m munities. In ge n e ral, there seems to be a consensus that commu n i t y
c rime prevention is delive red most effe c t i ve ly through inter-agency co-
ordination at the local level. Nevertheless, structures and arrangements vary
in different ways from country to country, including whether:

• the focus is specifically upon crime prevention or on broader issues
s u ch as ‘social ex clusion’ (e.g. France) or ‘community safety’ (Italy,
Spain);

• there is a single dominant or lead agency such as the police (e.g., US)
or shared responsibilities amongst agencies (e.g., Britain);

• a rra n gements for community safety are part of the democra t i c
process of local government led by municipalities (e.g., France, Italy,
The Netherlands) or have invo l ved ‘part n e rship’ arra n ge m e n t s
b e t ween agencies both within and outside local gove rnment (e.g.,
Britain, Canada, Australia);

• the delive ry of crime prevention is gove rned by statutory, legal or
‘contractual’ powers and duties – involving both agencies and citizens
– or whether such arra n gements are mounted on an info rmal or
voluntary basis;

• t h e re is a consistency of appro a ch (France) or va riation (Bri t a i n ,
Germany) between localities;

• substantial, new re s o u rces have been provided (France, The
Netherlands); or,

• there has been central government leadership in approach (France),
s e rvicing and support (Britain, Sweden, The Netherlands), or
whether support has come sub-nationally – e.g. at federal state (US,
Germany), regional (Italy) or city level (US).
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This variety of arrangements around the basic consensus of multi-agency co-
ordination is a reflection both of different nations’ cultures and traditions of
gove rnance, and diffe rent political philosophies about crime, safe t y,
ex clusion and policing. There has been some re s e a rch compari n g
a p p ro a ches adopted between Britain, France (Pitts and Hope, 1997; King
1991) and Germany (Lacey and Zedner, 1997). This research has tended to
focus on the origins and nature of the different practices adopted rather than
on a compara t i ve evaluation of their effe c t i veness in reducing crime; the
question as to which set of arrangements would reduce crime and disorder
most effectively has not been addressed specifically, and would be difficult
to answer scientifically.

T h e re has also been va riation amongst local part n e rship appro a ches in
B ritain, which may re flect diffe rent local arra n gements and re l a t i o n s h i p s
between agencies (Home Office, 1991; Liddle and Gelsthorpe, 1994a, b, c).
These initiatives usually consist of project or programme-level management
arrangements whose remit may cover a wider area, and specific prevention
s chemes – often staffed by local pro fessionals – usually targeted at smaller
areas such as city centres or particular residential areas or estates. National
c ove rage of part n e rship arra n gements is patchy and va ri able, and sch e m e s
a re of re l a t i ve ly short duration. Levels of funding of schemes have been
modest and time-limited, with ‘new’ funding coming more often fro m
t a rgeted pro grammes (SRB, Safer Cities) than from reallocation of main
spending programmes.

T h e re has been case-study re s e a rch into local examples of mu l t i - age n c y
crime prevention. Where difficulties and problems of implementation have
been encountered, their origins can be found in part in the structures and
p rocesses of local gove rnance in Britain, including: endemic difficulties in
p roviding co-ordinated services to specific targeted groups (Au d i t
Commission, 1996); relations between criminal justice and local authori t y
agencies; and ‘quasi-market’ re gimes for managing perfo rmance and
e ffi c i e n c y, which make co-ordinated crime prevention a ‘costly’ option fo r
local agencies (Pitts and Hope, 1997). A general problem is that difficulties
of co-ordination and implementation can lead to waste, inefficiency and lack
of effectiveness in the local delivery of crime prevention.

The provisions of the forthcoming Crime and Disorder Bill will change some
of these circumstances by providing statutory clarification of some of these
responsibilities and duties. Likewise, the joint duty upon the police and local
authorities to devise and monitor community safety plans for their districts
m ay provide an ove ra rching fra m ewo rk for local action. There is a need,
h oweve r, for eva l u a t i ve re s e a rch to monitor the impact of the new
provisions on the delivery of crime prevention to local communities. There
is also a need to monitor how the new arra n gements for delive ry of

Community crime prevention

55



c o m munity safety mesh with other local plans for delive ring benefits and
s e rvices to high crime communities, both in the field of criminal justice
(e.g., policing plans), social services (e.g., ch i l d re n ’s services), and other
cross-cutting programmes of social policy – especially the New Deal.

Local programmes

T h e re are now a number of descr iptions of commu n i t y - o riented or
community-based programmes (e.g., Bright, 1997; Utting, 1996; Bennett and
Graham, 1995; Osborn and Shaftoe, 1995; Safe Neighbourhoods Unit, 1993);
and a number of ways in which they might be classified (see Hope, 1995,
Bennett and Graham, 1995). Space pre cludes a detailed gazette of
programmes and schemes.

Types of programme

Community-focused prevention programmes might be classified as:

i) c o m mu n i t y - o rganisation – typically, these build commu n i t y - b a s e d
associations, and linkages to local schools, ch u rches, etc. – which can
then provide effe c t i ve socialisation for young people, including local
adults as positive role models (Hope, 1995);

ii) c o m munity defe n c e – these appro a ches are aimed at preve n t i n g
victimisation by deterring of fending by those who do not belong to the
c o m mu n i t y. They include stra t e gies of crime prevention thro u g h
e nv i ronmental design (CPTED), defe n s i ble space measures, and the
intentional organising of community  surveillance thro u g h
Neighbourhood Watch;

iii) o rd e r- m a i n t e n a n c e – in part embodying the theory of ‘bro ke n
windows’ – and also called ‘zero tolerance’ – these approaches seek to
c o n t rol both physical disorder (litter, vandalism, gra ffiti), thre a t e n i n g
neighbours and rowdy street behaviour;

iv) risk-based programmes – these relatively recent approaches seek to
identify risk fa c t o rs amongst community populations, to identify those
most at risk, and to deliver preve n t i ve re s o u rces specifi c a l ly for them.
Their rationale is that community ch a n ge can be brought about by
changing individuals rather than vice versa (as has often been the case
with earlier interventions). They include appro a ches targeted on
victimisation, e.g., strategies aimed at the protection of victims and the
prevention of repeat victimisation – and those aimed at the development
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of offending amongst local young people, e.g., the Communities that
Care Programme (CTC, 1997);

v) community development – these strategies seek to rebuild the social,
physical and economic fabric of neighbourhoods and include:

(a) improvements to the built environment;

(b) decentralised housing management and services;

(c) changes in the social mix through housing allocation policies; 

(d) policies which lead to the social and economic regeneration of 
neighbourhoods (Bennett and Graham, 1995); and,

vi) structural change – while similar in aim to ‘community development’
(v. above), these ‘strategies’ see the main changes in communities – with
the greatest consequences for crime reduction – as stemming primarily
f rom the operation of  more macro - l evel polic ies in  economic
d evelopment and employment, housing markets, education, health
provision, and the delivery of welfare, benefits and other social services.
In this view, much of the space for action against community-level social
dislocation (including crime) depends upon the interaction of social
policies – which although experienced locally may not be amenable to
change at the local level.

In practice, actual pro grammes ra re ly confo rm consistently to one or the
other models descr ibed ab ove. Most  pro grammes often re s e m bl e
‘comprehensive community initiatives’ (CCIs) – programmes consisting of a
m i x t u re of measures and implementation stra t e gies which aim to bri n g
about change holistically in local areas (Connell, et al., 1995).

Evaluation

T h e re are major methodological and practical difficulties in evaluating the
e ffe c t i veness of community-based prevention pro grammes and ve ry few
c rime prevention CCIs have been evaluated with any great degree of
scientific rigour.

Effectiveness

While it is possible to assemble relevant evidence and promising examples of
good practice (Crime Prevention Digest, 1997; Crime Concern, 1996) –
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w h i ch may be re g a rded as an adequate basis for policy making – cl e a r,
ge n e ral and scientifi c a l ly re l i able statements about ‘what wo rks’ in
c o m munity crime prevention cannot yet be made. Some considera t i o n s
a rising from re s e a rch which may affect implementation and effe c t i ve n e s s
can be listed, briefly:

i) i n fo rmal social contro l – measures which re ly ex cl u s i ve ly on the
voluntary actions of local residents to exert control over the behaviour of
co-residents or non-residents are unlikely to be successful (Hope, 1995);

ii) f ra gi l i t y – the efficacy of local actions to bring about commu n i t y
change (such as efforts to increase estate stability and reduce disorder)
can be undermined by more powerful, ex o genous fa c t o rs (such as
external economic pressures); 

iii) quantity and mix of measures – although we know that single-focus
measures are less likely to bring about community change in crime rates
than multiple measures (Osborn and Shaftoe, 1995) we know less about
the most effective kinds of ‘mix’ of measures;

iv) scale of the intervention (dosage) – we suspect that 

(a) larger changes can be achieved more often in smaller areas;

(b) more expenditure of preventive effort can yield more return in
crime reduction (Ekblom, 1997); and,

v) institutional infra s t ru c t u re -  the ‘ve r tical’ dimension of a
n e i g h b o u r h o o d ’s relations with the wider community is equally
i m p o rtant for implementing ch a n ge to reduce crime. Residents of
communities with a weak infrastructure of institutions (paragraph 1), or
w h e re institutions and agencies are wo rking at cross-purposes, have to
take the burden of social control upon their own shoulders.

Conclusion

The research evidence assembled suggests that community crime prevention
initiatives are most likely to be successful if strategies are used that:

i) target crime prevention efforts on high crime communities; and

ii) apply comprehensive community initiatives to tackle the interlocking
problems of social dislocation, of which crime plays an important part.
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Nevertheless, while there are a variety of programme ideas, many of which
have been applied in practice, the problems of evaluation and the paucity of
reliable (scientific) evaluations provide a weak evidential base upon which
to assess cost-effe c t i veness. In deciding upon whether and how best to
deliver effective crime prevention, policy-makers will need to make strategic
decisions ch i e f ly about the costs of n ot intervening to address the
complexity of social dislocation in high crime communities.
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6 Effective policing strategies
for reducing crime

Peter Jordan

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to summarise the research about the relative
e ffe c t i veness of diffe rent police stra t e gies, tactics or practices in re d u c i n g
c rime. There are three pre l i m i n a ry re m a rks to be made. The fi rst is a
c a u t i o n a ry aside; the second is a ge n e ral point about the importance of
enthusiastic implementation; and the third is a more substantive issue to do
with what research evidence is available in this country and in the US.

Cautionary comments

First, the tight focus of this section upon the police objective of ‘reducing
c riminality and the opportunities for crime, and promoting social
responsibility’ means that it pays little regard to other police objectives such
as maintenance of order and catching perpetrators. A consistent finding of
police re s e a rch is that policing is ve ry complex and there are subtle
consequences of any action the police take which may not be immediately
apparent. If the debate moves on to consider these potential trade-offs, some
framework for mapping and discussing such interactions will be required.

Enthusiastic implementation

Second, although there are some strategies which research indicates are not
generally ef fective, there are always instances in which those strategies do
wo rk. These tend to be distinguished by the vigour and enthusiasm with
which they are pursued, and the degree to which they are well matched to
the problem they are addressing. While not dismissing that experience, this
section looks for stra t e gies which are less dependent upon high calibre
personnel.

Effective policing strategies for reducing crime

63



Research

Two broad re s e a rch appro a ches can be distinguished. The fi rst can be
s u m m a rised as randomised allocation of some stra t e gy to a ra n ge of are a s ;
the second, as in-depth study of a strategy in a small number of areas. The
former will show in broad terms whether something works; the latter offers
some hope of understanding h ow and w hy an intervention wo rks and of
tuning it to exert maximum effect in whatever practical circumstances it is
applied. 

The fi rst appro a ch is used more in the US and, provided it cove rs a wide
ra n ge of area types, offe rs a realistic hope of saying that something that
works in specific social contexts is ‘generalizable to similar settings in other
places and times’ (Sherman et al., 1997). UK research has tended to favour
the second appro a ch rather than the fi rst. This has ge n e rated pri n c i p l e s
relating to the context and mechanisms by which results are ach i eve d
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997).

R e s e a rch findings are ra re ly unequivocal. Individual studies can always be
criticised by other professionals, and indeed, usually are. This makes it hard
to draw any definite lessons for future action. The current paper draw s
h e av i ly on the wo rk of Sherman whose chapter in the re p o rt to the US
C o n gress (Sherman et al., 1997) is the only ava i l able wo rk which pulls
together the results of many formal, statistically based evaluations of police
i n i t i a t i ves aimed at reducing crime. In an attempt to draw unequivo c a l
lessons from re s e a rch, he sorts the initiatives into catego ries;  provides a
method of ranking studies by the rigour of their methodology; and, adopts a
stringent criterion for declaring a strategy a success. A fuller description of
the criteria is given in Annex A. 

If we we re to accept that cri t e rion stri c t ly, it would ex clude mu ch UK
research which throws a slightly different, and useful, light on the issue of
‘what works’. Fortunately, he does allow that if many studies seem to point
to the same conclusion, then their collective results should be accepted at
least as a strong indication that the strategy in question is worth pursuing.
This admits the UK research on a number of topics, but more important than
that is the broad conclusion of the UK work which is that the police have to
adopt a locally relevant tactic within a strategic framework and implement it
with sensitivity to the problem being addressed and to the local conditions.
This calls for local crime audits, good intelligence systems, proper strategic
management, monitoring of performance, responsiveness to the constantly
ch a n ging crime picture, and cre a t i v i t y. Despite the paucity of statistical
evidence, in Sherm a n ’s terms, that these things contribute to re d u c i n g
crime, those who have been closest to the UK trials have a strong sense that
they most certainly do so.
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Structure of this chapter

The presentation of research findings in this chapter is structured around a
c a t e go risation of police stra t e gies for combating crime. Evidence is
p resented on which of these stra t e gies wo rk; which do not; which look
promising and therefore worth further investigation; and which issues have
not been studied sufficiently to draw any conclusion. Finally it looks at what
needs to be done to fill the gaps both in the fo rm of fo rmal eva l u a t i o n
exe rcises and in the development of routine police perfo rmance measure s
which can be used to monitor the effectiveness of their work.

Categorisation of police strategies for preventing crime

The table below, adapted from Sherman et al., (1997) catego rises the stra t e gi e s
by which the police may seek to play a significant role in reducing cri m e .
These ra n ge from the naive ‘more police means less crime’ to the more
sophisticated ‘pro blem oriented policing’. Each stra t e gy is accompanied by a
one line summary of the underlying hypothesis, and the indications of
re s e a rch. The fo l l owing paragraphs enlarge a little on the re s e a rch fi n d i n g s .

Table 6.1 Possible police strategies for reducing crime

S t ra t e gy U n d e rlying hy p o t h e s i s S u m m a ry of re s e a rch indications  

about the underlying hy p o t h e s i s

1. Increase the The more police a city employ s , E ffect of ove rall nu m b e rs is uncl e a r.

nu m b e rs of police. the less crime it will have. 

2. Random Pa t rol. The more random patrol a city Not effe c t i ve .

re c e i ves, the more a perc e i ved 

“ o m n i p resence” of the police 

will deter crime in public places. 

3. Increase the use The more arrests police make E ffe c t i ve in some domestic violence  

of the police in response to re p o rted or situations: counterpro d u c t i ve fo r

p ower of arre s t . o b s e rved offences of any kind, j u ve n i l e s .

the less crime there will be.

4. Contact with The greater quantity and Not ge n e ra l ly effe c t i ve except where 

the community better quality of contacts the objective is to increase police 

in ge n e ra l . b e t ween police and citizens, ‘ l e gitimacy’ with the publ i c .

the less crime. 

5. Info rmal I n fo rmal contact betwe e n Not ge n e ra l ly effe c t i ve.  

contact with police and young people  

ch i l d re n . will dissuade those like ly

to offend from doing so.
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Table 6.1 Possible police strategies for reducing crime (cont’d)

6. Respond The shorter the police travel  M i xed evidence. US re s e a rch finds it

q u i ck ly  to time from assignment to i n e ffe c t i ve, but indications from UK  

e m e rgency calls. a rri val at a crime scene, the less wo rk are that it may yield a marginal 

c rime there will be. i m p rovement in clear ups for burg l a ry. 

7. Ta rget high The higher the police-initiated Ta rgeting repeat offe n d e rs appears to be

p ro file crimes or a rrest rate for high-risk offe n d e rs wo rthwhile, but targeting drug markets is  

c ri m i n a l s . and offences, the lower the less effe c t i ve .

rates of serious or violent cri m e .

8. Directed patrol. The more pre c i s e ly patro l US evidence is that this is an effe c t i ve  

p resence is concentrated at the s t ra t e gy for dealing with local pro blems. 

“hot spots” and “hot times” of 

c riminal activity, the less crime 

t h e re will be in those places 

and times.

9. Ta rgeting  C rime can be reduced by UK re s e a rch indicates that this can 

repeat victims. p rotecting victims from furt h e r e ffect a significant reduction in certain 

c ri m e . types of crime. 

10. Inter-agency The police can prevent cri m e UK evidence is that this can be a ve ry 

wo rk i n g . by wo rking in part n e rship with, useful mode of wo rking for the police.

or providing crime related 

i n fo rmation to, other agencies, 

m a i n ly Local Au t h o rities but, 

with the intention of info rming 

the national effo rt to reduce 

c rime, perhaps also the DETR, 

DfEE, Probation Service etc.

11 Pro bl e m - If police can identify specific The main tenet of this rational appro a ch 

O riented Policing. p a t t e rns of crime and analyse has been tested on a small scale, but 

the underlying pro blems in the fo rmal evaluation of the impact on crime 

c o m mu n i t y, they are more like ly in a wider implementation is awaited. 

to come up with solutions that 

reduce the number of criminal 

incidents. 
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What doesn’t work

The conclusion of Sherman’s survey is that, using the criteria of consistent
findings from two methodologically sound studies (at least level three of his
scale), some stra t e gies can be judged effe c t i ve and others ineffe c t i ve .
However, there is some contrary evidence from UK research which does not
fit into Sherman’s framework but should certainly not be ignored.

Random patrol

The research evidence seems to be fairly clear that random patrol does not
h ave a marked effect upon crime levels (Press, 1971; Kelling et al, 1974;
L a rson, 1975; Fi e n b e rg et al.,1976; Fa rrington, 1977; Police Fo u n d a t i o n ,
1981; Tro j a n owicz, 1986; Felson, 1994). It may, of course, have other
objectives. 

Charging more suspects 

i) As a general policy

The US evidence (Tittle and Rowe, 1974; Logan, 1975; Brown, 1978;
Greenberg et al., 1979; Greenberg and Kessler, 1982; Chamlin,1988, 1991)
points to the conclusion that, as a general policy, higher charging rates per
crime do not have any noticeable effect on crime levels. However there are
specific situations in which increased use of charging may be effective and
o t h e rs where it is counter-pro d u c t i ve. For example, for juveniles higher
charge rates may ultimately lead to higher levels of offending (see below). 

ii) Legalistic processing of juveniles for minor offences

The conclusions in this area rest mainly on one ri go rous, ra n d o m i s e d
exe rcise in the US (Gold and Williams, 1970), in which the pers o n a l
characteristics and offences of the ‘charged’ and ‘not charged’ groups were
matched. Here ‘charging’ refers to the process of putting juveniles through
the full legal process, culminating in trial. The study found that those
‘charged’ were more likely to reoffend. The effect was particularly strong if
the processing was highly ‘legalistic’.

A number of less ri go rous studies (Klein, 1986; Smith and Gartin, 1989;
Huizinga and Esbensen, 1992) point to the same conclusion (although one
s t u dy found that fi rst offe n d e rs we re less like ly to re o ffend if they we re
formally charged with their first offence, but did confirm that others were
more likely to reoffend if charged than if not). These findings suggest that
some implementations of low tolerance policing may be counterproductive
in the medium term. Note that the research does not suggest ignoring minor
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o ffences. It mere ly re i n fo rces the view alre a dy prevalent in the UK, that
cautioning is a more effective alternative to charging during the early stages
of offending.

Community policing

Maintenance of good community relations is cl e a r ly important but the
attempts by the police, detailed below, to become closer to the public and
i nvo l ve them in addressing policing pro blems have been shown to be less
successful than others described later. 

i) Neighbourhood watch

Neighbourhood Watch schemes have been implemented in widely differing
c o n t exts, but most commonly in areas of re l a t i ve affluence and low cri m e
rates. Areas with ve ry high crime rates pose particular pro blems in
i n t roducing and maintaining schemes (Lay c o ck and Ti l l ey, 1995). Thus,
although there is evidence that schemes can, in certain circ u m s t a n c e s ,
reduce cr ime (par t i c u l a r ly burg l a r y),  it  is unlike ly that ex i s t i n g
implementations have had a marked effect in preventing crime nationally.
Whatever the reasons, the research suggests that the mere establishment of
neighbourhood wa t ch schemes cannot be expected to bring down cri m e
automatically (Lindsay and McGillis,1986; Rosenbaum et al., 1986; Pate et al.,
1987; Bennett, 1990). To be successful, they need to be planned and
i n t roduced with sensitivity to community dynamics (Lay c o ck and Ti l l ey,
1995). 

ii) Community policing without clear focus

Other wo rk suggests that community policing initiatives aimed solely at
i n c reasing the quantity and quality of police-citizen contacts are not
ge n e ra l ly ve ry effe c t i ve (Wy c o ff et al.,1985; Wy c o ff and Skogan, 1986;
S kogan et al., 1995: Sherman et al., 1995). The specific studies re p o rt e d
cover attempts to increase the flow of information about local crime from
the police to the public and opening ‘police shops’ to make it easier and less
daunting to contact the police. 

Drug market arrests

This re fe rs to the stra t e gy of disrupting dru g - related business in areas and
houses where drug dealing takes place. The idea being that drugs and other
c rime go together so re m oving the drugs will re m ove other cri m e ,
particularly violence. The research evidence is that this does not happen, at
least in the American context, though in some cases there have been some
s h o rt term (7–12 days) reductions in ro bb e ry and other crimes (Kleiman,
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1988; Zimmer, 1990; Uchida et al., 1992; Sviridoff, et al., 1992; Annan and
S kogan, 1993; Sherman and Rogan 1995; We i s b u rd and Green, 1995). No
hypothesis is of fered for any connection between drug dealing and violence
so it is difficult to guess whether this result is tra n s fe rable to the Bri t i s h
context. There may, of course be other reasons for harassing drug dealers in
order specifically to disrupt the local drug markets.

On this last point, there has been some UK research on tackling local drug
m a rkets (rev i ewed in Hough (1996). Research by Edmunds et.al., (1996)
c o n c e n t rated on the mechanics of the markets, the kinds of people who
used them etc. It did not evaluate specific prevention stra t e gies and
concluded that:

“The body of know l e d ge about effe c t i ve action against drug marke t s
remains scanty.........it is simply not possible to offer a more pre s c ri p t i ve set
of solutions to the police service and their partner agencies. The best mix of
tactics will va ry widely according to local circ u m s t a n c e s.” (our italics).

Proactive work with children

There has been one rigorous study of this approach to crime prevention in
the UK (Heal and Laycock, 1987). The Staffordshire police’s SPACE scheme
covered about 25,000 children over the summer holidays. It took up a lot of
police ef fo r t and showed no ef fect on crime when compared to
neighbouring forces.

Increasing fast response

The evidence for this stra t e gy is conflicting (Isaacs, 1967; Holliday, 1974;
B rown, 1974; Pate et al., 1976; Kansas City Police Department, 1977;
C l awson and Chang, 1977; Chaiken, 1978; Goldstein,1979; Spelman and
Brown, 1981). Indirect US evidence is that it is of no value in reducing crime
not least because calls from the public tend to be made some time after the
incident has occurred. There may, of course be other reasons, e.g. publ i c
reassurance, for providing a rapid response service. 

Current UK research (Coupe and Griffiths, 1996), based on an examination
of the methods employed in the normal course of events to clear up
domestic burglaries in the West Midlands, is more positive. The researchers
observed that 10 per cent of burglaries were reported while still in progress
and that more of these burglars were caught when the response was fa s t e r.
T h ey calculated that faster response ove rall would enable the police to catch
m o re burg l a rs in the act. The estimate made was that by investing (a gre a t
deal) more police effo rt in rapid response, it might be possible to incre a s e
clear-ups from six per cent to eight per cent. The proposals arising from this
wo rk are being eva l u a t e d .

Effective policing strategies for reducing crime

69



Effective strategies

Using Sherman’s criterion, the strategies listed in the box below have been
shown to be effective in reducing crime:

Effective strategies

• targeting repeat offenders;
• targeting repeat victims;
• police patrols directed at ‘hot-spots’; and,
• targeting drink driving.

Targeting repeat offenders

T h e re is clear evidence that targeting high rate offe n d e rs, and high risk places
and times can be successful in ach i eving its aims (Martin and Sherman, 1986;
A b rahamse et al., 1991), although targeting drug dealing locations appears –
f rom American ex p e rience – to be an exception to this rule. The exe rc i s e s
w h i ch targeted individuals we re aimed at securing sound evidence, conv i c t i o n s
and long sentences and they we re successful in their aims. Any impact on cri m e
p revention would have been through incapacitation of the offe n d e rs and,
p o s s i bly, through deterring other criminals, but these effects we re not evaluated. 

Ta rgeting repeat victims

UK re s e a rch has paid a lot of attention to the observation that some victims
s u ffer a dispro p o rtionate amount of crime (Ti l l ey, 1993; Chenery et al., 1997).
This suggests a way for the police to prevent crime pro - a c t i ve ly. Seve ral re s e a rch
p rojects, looking at stra t e gies based on this appro a ch in diffe rent contexts and
for diffe rent offences, indicate that it can be ve ry effe c t i ve in reducing the
incidence of repeat victimisation and have a significant impact on ove rall cri m e
l evels. The Kirkholt and Hudders field exe rcises showed quite large reductions in
domestic burg l a ry. In both cases, the role of part n e rship wo rk between  police
and local authorities was an important element in their success. 

Directed patrol

The US evidence here is quite strong and consistent (Cohen and Fe l s o n
1979; Buerger et al., 1995; Ko p e r, 1995). Certain catego ries of crime are
susceptible to the visible presence of police officers, and patrols directed at
places and times where those crimes are known to occur (‘hot-spots’) will
p revent the occurrence of  crime (even when account  is taken of
displacement effects). The studies found evidence that the time for the
police to be at the hot-spot, which maximised their effect, was around 15
minutes. 
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The increased level of police presence in some of these studies was quite
large. The figures quoted vary from 40 per cent  – 400 per cent more police
presence at the hot-spots. Others simply describe the increased presence as
‘saturation patrols’. This increased presence cut crime by up to 50 per cent
in some cases. However the resonance of the term ‘saturation policing’ is
obvious and suggests that the strategy would need to be used with care to
avoid provoking negative reactions in the community.

Targeting drink driving

S t ra t e gies to reduce drink driving provide clear success stories in a wide
range of countries including Britain (Ross, 1973; Boydstun, 1975; Ross, 1975;
Ross, 1977; Hurst, and Wright, 1980; Ross, 1981; Ross et al., 1982). Initial
reductions we re ach i eved by increasing the risk of being caught and the
severity of punishment, but subsequently there has been a change in public
attitudes to the activity and understanding of the dangers it poses. The mix
of strategies required need not be dwelt on further here.

Strategies worth a closer look

The evidence suggests that the strategies shown in the box below may have
value,  but is not clear enough at present to gi ve them a def i n i t e
recommendation.

Strategies worth further study

• community participation in priority setting;
• improving police legitimacy with the community;
• domestic violence strategies; 
• o rder maintenance (but avoiding damage to legitimacy); 

a n d ,
• problem oriented policing.

Community participation in priority setting

R e s e a rch on this appro a ch to involving the community is not suffi c i e n t ly
rigorous to endorse it, but experience reported from Chicago suggests that it
is capable of  involv ing citizens in high crime areas in a way that
neighbourhood watch fails to do although there is no evidence yet as to its
impact on crime levels (Wycoff and Skogan,1993). 

Effective policing strategies for reducing crime

71



Improving police legitimacy with the community

The concept of legitimacy corresponds to the British concept of policing by
consent. The re s e a rch finding is that effo rt put into reducing fear and
suspicion of the police, and treating people (including offe n d e rs) with
respect has (a) a positive effect on the degree of co-operation the police get
from the community; (b) it lowers the ‘perceived serious crime level’ and (c)
it reduces recidivism for domestic violence (Ty l e r, 1990; Skogan, 1990;
Skogan et al., 1995; Paternoster et al., 1996). 

I n cluded under this heading is the use of ‘community accountab i l i t y
c o n fe rences’ (in British terms – re s t o ra t i ve justice) in which the offe n d e r
and victim meet and some agreement is re a ched to re p ay the cost of the
crime to the victim – failure to do so on the part of the offender results in
prosecution. Preliminary findings show that, regardless of the outcome, this
procedure results in greater respect for the police and ‘justice’. The impact
on crime levels is unclear.

Domestic violence strategies

US experience of arresting suspects for domestic assaults appear to suggest
that the results ach i evable are context-dependent. It wo rks better when
suspects have strong social ties and worse when they have nothing to lose.
Where suspects were in employment, the experience of arrest appeared to
reduce the risk of repeat offending (Sherman and Berk, 1984; Hirschel et al.,
1990), while offending was repeated when unemployed perpetrators were
a rrested (Sherman and Berk, 1984; Hirs chel et al., 1990; Dunfo rd, 1990;
D u n fo rd et al., 1990; Sherman et al., 1991; Pate et al., 1991; Pate and
Hamilton, 1992; Dunfo rd, 1992; Berk et al., 1992a; Berk et al.,1992b;
M a rciniak, 1994). Howeve r, there is some doubt about how to interpre t
these measurements. It is hard to decide whether the findings are applicable
to Britain, where the context of domestic violence and unemployment may
both be very different. 

Order maintenance

‘Order maintenance’ is taken here to mean concentrating police effort on a
small area with particular crime problems, and policing it very strictly. It is
not to be understood as a police strategy for universal application within a
force. It has sometimes been called ‘zero tolerance’. Research suggests that it
must be used with caution (Schwartz and Skolnick, 1962; Pate and Skogan,
1985; Reiss, 1985; Sherman, 1990; Kelling and Coles, 1996; Bushway, 1996).
There is moderately strong evidence that it can reduce serious crime in the
short term, but there are large question marks over the ability of the police

72

Reducing offending: an assessment of research evidence on ways of dealing with offending behaviour



to distinguish between firm and harsh policing styles, and over the long term
e ffect of arresting many more people for re l a t i ve ly minor offences. Po l i c e
tactics in some implementations of zero - t o l e rance have been described as
over-zealous and this can lead to poor police-community relations (Scarman,
1981).

The long term impact of increasing arrests for minor offences may be to
d a m age police legitimacy and to increase the number of people with
criminal records and consequent difficulty finding work. What data there are
s u g gest that zero - t o l e rance may offer an attra c t i ve short term reduction in
c rime, but that it must also be evaluated against its long term effects on
those arrested, and the communities from which they come.

Problem oriented policing (POP)

The idea behind POP is ve ry simple (Leigh et al., 1996). It suggests that
policing should be about solving the underlying problems in the community
that come to the attention of the police – not simply responding to calls.
Goldstein, who fi rst advocated POP in 1979, has argued that to do this a
s e rvice must be oriented to creating the conditions and providing the
resources to allow problem solving to take place routinely (Goldstein, 1979,
1990). Officers must know the underlying issues locally, be in contact with
the community; have info rmation to help understand the nature of the
u n d e r lying pro blems that ge n e rate cl u s t e rs of incidents; be supported by
senior offi c e rs in attempting to solve pro blems imagi n a t i ve ly and tailor
problem-solving to emerging local issues. 

This is a demanding agenda that can be seen as threatening. Not surprisingly,
where POP has been attempted it has generally been in a very diluted form.
M a ny police services in North America claim to use it. Leigh et al. (1996)
summarise some of the attempts to introduce strategies labelled as POP to
England and Wales. They conclude that most were based on relatively small-
scale, “ri n g - fenced teams” operating in a conventional manage m e n t
e nv i ronment, with no fo rmal assessment of outcomes. Some re c e n t
implementations have attempted to follow Goldstein’s model more closely.
Formal evaluation of these have yet to be published.

Some of the stra t e gies described earlier in this chapter (such as dire c t e d
p a t rol and targeting repeat offe n d e rs) are appro a ches that can result fro m
POP in specific contexts.
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Conclusions

The research literature shows that in certain circumstances, the police have
made a significant impact upon local crime rates. In general, success follows
on selection of the appropriate tactic for the problem under attack; effective
management and good targeting of resources. Depending on the particular
approach adopted, the police may be acting alone (e.g. targeted patrol), or
in partnership with others (e.g. targeting repeat victims). The UK research
also shows, however, that there is room for improvement in their capacity to
c a p t u re re l evant data, and put it to effe c t i ve use; in their manage m e n t
techniques; and in their willingness to adopt good practice. These issues are
c u rre n t ly being addressed. Assuming these issues are re s o l ved, the gre a t
question becomes, can the local reductions in crime which we believe the
police can achieve, be replicated in sufficient number to have a noticeable
effect on national crime rates?

Future of evaluation

W h e re there is still uncertainty about particular police stra t e gies there is
obvious need for rigorous evaluations that would include a series of studies
to re fine our understanding of ‘what wo rks, for whom and in what
circumstances’. This will be expensive, but research so far indicates that a
lot of effo rt goes into ineffe c t i ve practices and the saving arising fro m
re s e a rch could be mu ch larger than its cost. The current dri ve to deve l o p
better routine performance measures for police also provides an opportunity
to distinguish effective working practices more systematically. A package of
police perfo rmance measures could be used to discriminate police
management units at all levels, from force to beat, and relate the outcomes
achieved more rigorously to styles and strategies.
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7 The role of sentencing policy
David Moxon

Introduction

The aims of criminal justice interventions are wide ra n ging. They are
principally to:

• apprehend and provide appropriate sanctions against offenders;

• ensure conviction of the guilty and acquittal of the innocent;

• change future behaviour of offenders for the better;

• deter those who might otherwise be tempted into crime; and,

• maintain public confidence in the criminal justice system.

This chapter reviews the options for dealing with offenders and the available
evidence as to what they achieve. The options for dealing with an arrested
suspect are to:

• give an informal warning, whereby a police officer warns an of fender
stopped or arrested for a minor offence of the consequences of
further offending;

• administer a formal police caution;

• couple a formal caution with other measures – `caution plus’;

• re q u i re participation in a re s t o ra t i ve justice scheme, where by some
fo rm of re p a ration is made. This may be linked to other measure s ,
such as caution plus, or used on its own; and,

• prosecute – sentencing options are considered later.
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Informal warnings

Informal warnings are the lowest level of police action, and are sometimes
used where the need for any police intervention is borderline. They have
assumed more prominence re c e n t ly, as incidents which the police might
previously have overlooked may now result in low-level action as part of a
‘ z e ro tolerance’ stra t e gy. They avoid ‘legalistic’ processing of juve n i l e s ,
which can increase the risk of reoffending (see Chapter 6). However, as no
record is kept it is not possible to measure the extent to which those given
i n fo rmal wa rnings get into tro u ble with the police again. In the zero
t o l e rance context info rmal wa rnings are one strand in a wider stra t e gy
which is designed to demonstrate to would-be offenders that even low-level
misbehaviour will not be tolerated, thereby preventing escalation into more
serious crime. Evaluations of policing strategies will become available in the
f u t u re, but separating out the influence of info rmal wa rnings will re m a i n
p ro blematic. Howeve r, as info rmal wa rnings are ve ry cheap there is no
reason, on the available evidence, to discourage their use for trivial offences.

Cautioning

A caution is a formal warning administered by a police officer. Home Office
guidance in 1994 made it clear that cautions would rarely be appropriate for
repeat offe n d e rs, those accused of indictabl e - o n ly offences or cases where
there were aggravating factors. Cautions are most commonly used for young
o ffe n d e rs, and in all age groups they are used pro p o rt i o n a t e ly more fo r
females than males. 

A study of re c o nviction rates for those cautioned in 1985, 1988 and 1991
s h owed that 15 per cent we re convicted of a further offence within two
years, and 28 per cent within five years (Home Office, 1994). The likelihood
of conviction was stro n g ly related to age and past history. Young people
were much more likely to be convicted within two years than older people.
Those with past cautions or convictions we re mu ch more like ly to be
c o nvicted. Just under one-quarter of those with no previous cautions or
c o nvictions we re convicted within fi ve ye a rs, rising to thre e - q u a rt e rs of
those with three or more previous convictions.

For young offenders, there is no evidence that the reconviction rates are any
higher than for a first conviction (Home Office, 1994); justice is dispensed
more quickly; and the costs are far less than for more formal processing.
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Caution plus 

A caution plus comprises a fo rmal caution with additional re q u i re m e n t s .
With some exceptions (see fi rst example below) these schemes typically
i nvo l ve wo rk with offe n d e rs to bring home to them the consequences of
their actions, both for themselves and others, and to strengthen their ability
to resist offending in the future. They can also invo l ve an element of
reparation to the victim. Examples of such requirements are: 

• ve h i cle defect re c t i fication schemes, where by an offender with a
minor ve h i cle defect is cautioned on condition that the defect is
rectified; 

• a scheme in Milton Keynes focuses on shop theft (McCulloch, 1996).
Attending sessions is vo l u n t a ry but there is a high level of take - u p ;
and,

• a caution plus scheme in Nort h a m p t o n s h i re arra n ges compensation
for the victims and addresses offending behaviour. The cost is about
one quarter that of the youth court process (Audit Commission,
1996).

These schemes have not yet been rigorously evaluated. In the Milton Keynes
scheme only 13 per cent of those attending the Retail Theft Initiative (RTI)
s cheme are known to have re o ffended (compared to 30 per cent of those
cautioned and 64 per cent for those dealt with in other ways) Howeve r,
these comparisons are affected by age, diffe rences in fo l l ow-up and self-
selection. In Nort h a m p t o n s h i re, where payment of compensation wa s
n e gotiated there was a mu ch better re c o rd of payment than with court -
o rd e red compensation. Reconviction rates we re 35 per cent within 18
months. Although no formal comparison group is available, this is promising
as few of those re fe rred to the unit we re fi rst offe n d e rs. Victims we re
generally satisfied, and 40 per cent felt the approach was more appropriate
than going to court compared with 20 per cent who would have preferred
the court option.

Restorative justice

Restorative justice seeks to provide reparation to the victim, and to make the
offender take responsibility for his or her actions. Its aims are to:

• restore the well-being of victims and of the community damaged by
crime; and,

• prevent reoffending.

The role of sentencing policy

87



It is defined by Marshall (1997) as ‘a process whereby all parties with a stake
in a specific offence come together to resolve collectively how to deal with
the aftermath of the offence and its implications for the future .’ It often invo l ve s
mediation sessions, involving both victim and offe n d e r, and some fo rm of
re p a ration to the victim. In some schemes the offender is dive rted from fo rm a l
p roceedings, although it can be part of a court disposal or caution plus. 

A study involving dive rsion of juveniles from court proceedings is being
u n d e rt a ken in Au s t ralia. Oxfo rd Unive rsity are using a similar model to
evaluate a scheme which has been operating since 1995 in Thames Valley.
Initial indications from both studies are that both victims and offe n d e rs
consider them to be procedurally fair and victims tend to be more satisfied.

Sentencing

The main aims of sentencing are to:

• deter potential offenders from being drawn into crime;

• deter the offender from committing crimes in the future because of
the unpleasant consequences;

• re h abilitate the offe n d e rs so that they no longer wish to commit
crime, e.g. through programmes which get them off drugs or bring
home to them the harm they do their victims;

• p revent people from committing crimes against the ge n e ral publ i c
through incarceration or other restrictions on their movements;

• maintain public confidence in the criminal justice system by
imposing punishment commensurate with the offence; and,

• deal fairly and equitably with those who come before the courts.

On occasions one of the objectives will override the others; for example an
offender who is seen as a danger to the public, or whose crimes are heinous,
will be imprisoned re g a rdless of other considerations. More often,
sentencers are seeking to balance different objectives. Although sentencers
may have clear aims, they have very little information as to how the various
options will contribute to those aims. As long ago as 1961 the Stre a t fe i l d
Committee stated:

“In our view the key to advance in this field is to recognise the
fundamental diffe rence between assessing culpability and purs u i n g
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the other objectives of sentencing; namely that where the court is
seeking to re fo rm, to deter, or to protect, it is seeking to contro l
f u t u re events rather than simply to pass judgement on past eve n t s .
Unless the results of this observation are pro p e r ly marshalled and
s y s t e m a t i c a l ly made ava i l able to the courts, sentences aimed at
c o n t rolling future events are large ly speculative and the courts can
not even know if such objectives are practicable.” 

Rather more info rmation is ava i l able now, though large gaps remain and
s e n t e n c e rs are still often uncertain how particular objectives can best be
pursued. This is particularly true where the case does not demand custody,
and the like ly impact of the choice of non-custodial penalty on future
behaviour is a major concern.

Turning the offender away from crime

In terms of measuring how successful sentences are diverting offenders from
offending again and setting them on a law-abiding path through reform are
inseparable: except for a handful of self-report studies, both are measured by
reconviction. The main caveats are set out below.

• Equating re c o nviction with fa i l u re – almost all studies take any
subsequent reconviction as an indication of failure regardless of the
nature of the individual’s previous criminal career. For example, if a
person has seven previous convictions within two years for burglary,
then receives a probation order and subsequently is convicted once
of a minor public order offence in the two year follow-up period, we
might reasonably conclude that his/her behaviour has changed for the
better.

• C o m p a ring rates for diffe rent  sentences – certain offe n d e r
ch a ra c t e ristics, for example, age or the number of prev i o u s
c o nvictions, influence both the likelihood of re o ffending and the
sentence. Thus fi rst offe n d e rs are more like ly to be fined, re p e a t
offenders to receive probation. This means that those given different
types of sentence have unequal chances of re c o nviction because of
their history, and crude reconviction rates tell us little.

• R e c o nviction is only a proxy measure of re o ffending – as the
i n fo rmation is taken from police re c o rds, it only measures those
o ffences which result in conviction. It has been estimated that fo r
eve ry 100 offences committed only two criminal convictions are
obtained. As this ratio va ries according to the type of offe n c e
committed, re c o nviction rates will be corre s p o n d i n g ly affe c t e d .
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Police practices, including whether they subject those with previous
c o nvictions to closer surveillance, will also affect conviction ra t e s .
T h e re are higher re c o nviction rates for pro b a t i o n e rs gi ven more
i n t e n s i ve supervision. A current study by the National Institute of
Justice is examining self-re p o rted crime rates of offe n d e rs on
probation to get round this problem (Mackenzie et al., 1997).

Despite their shortcomings, reconviction rates are the only accessible hard
data norm a l ly ava i l able to measure re o ffending and so they have been
accepted as the basic criterion to measure the impact of different sentences
on future behaviour. 

Reconviction rates for different penalties

Comparison of custody and community penalties

When ove rall re c o nviction rates for custody are compared with those fo r
community penalties, there is no significant difference in the effects of the
disposals on reconviction rates (Kershaw and Renshaw, 1997). Other factors
s u ch as age, sex and previous criminal history have a bigger infl u e n c e .
Fi g u re 7.1 shows that, when adjusted for key va ri ables, the re c o nv i c t i o n
rates for custody and community penalties remained remarkably close over a
number of years. The reconviction rate within two years of discharge from
prison has fluctuated around 53 per cent since 1989 (when calculated on a
comparable basis over time). This followed a fall from 58 per cent in 1987,
coinciding with the diversion of young offenders from the courts. 

When adjustments are made to reconviction rates for community penalties
to ach i eve comparability with prison, these have been within two
percentage points of the figures for prison throughout the period 1987-1995. 

These adjustments take account of:

• d i f fe rences in the ch a ra c t e ris tics of offe n d e rs commencing
community penalties and those discharged from prison (e.g. age, sex,
previous criminal history); and,

• the larger proportion of convictions following a community penalty
that relate to offences committed before the order started, compared
to the proportion of convictions following discharge from prison that
relate to earlier offences (these were termed “pseudo-reconvictions”
by Lloyd, Mair, and Hough, (1994)).
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Comparison of non-custodial sentences

Table 7.1 shows rates for various disposals, comparing actual rates for each
disposal with those ‘expected’ on the basis of the age, sex and cri m i n a l
history of offenders given that disposal.

Table 7.1 Two–year reconviction rates for those sentenced 
in 1993

Disposal Actual rate ‘Expected’ rate
% %

Conditional discharge 39 40
Fine 43 44
Probation 55 52
Community service 48 46

For those given conditional discharges or fined the actual reconviction rate is
ve ry slightly lower than the expected rate; for probation and commu n i t y
service orders it is slightly higher. However, because these figures relate to
the date of conviction rather than the date of completion of the sentence,
some of those reconvicted may only have committed further offences early
in the life of the order befo re any benefits arising from contact with the
probation service had time to take effect.
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Figure 7.1 Reconviction rates within two years for those 
released from prison between 1987 and 1995 and 
adjusted1 rates for those commencing community 
penalties2 during this period

Notes:
1. Adjusted to account for differences in the characteristics of offenders and for pseudo-reconvictions.
2 Figures for community penalties include combination orders from 1993 onwards and for 1995, are based only on

commencements in the first quarter of the year.



Community Service

C o m munity Service (CS), introduced in England and Wales in 1975, can
prevent further offending by re-integrating the offender into the community.
National Standards for the Probation Service emphasise the punitive and
re p a ra t i ve potential of Community Service – offe n d e rs are to undert a ke
positive, demanding and socially useful unpaid work, keeping to disciplined
requirements. Scope for encouraging a sense of personal responsibility and
self-discipline is also recognised. 

There has been no recent large-scale, reliable research on the effectiveness
of community service in England and Wales, although Thomas et al. (1990)
examined practices in five CS schemes. An evaluation of community service
in Scotland (McIvor, 1992) has shown that:

• re c o nviction rates there compared favo u rably with those of similar
offenders who were imprisoned;

• a high pro p o rtion of offe n d e rs felt that they acquired new skills
and/or a sense of satisfaction with having helped someone thro u g h
the tasks undert a ken. Some felt that their self esteem and self
c o n fidence had increased (consistent with findings from Thomas et
al. 1990);

• o ffe n d e rs who viewed the CS ex p e rience positive ly we re less often
re c o nvicted and fewer we re convicted of pro p e rty offences than
those who found the experience less worthwhile; and,

• CS is popular with those involved, including social services (who are
responsible for supervising offenders in the community in Scotland),
judges and service recipients.

Although use of this disposal has increased steadily, the re s e a rch indicates
that there is little targeting on offenders likely to respond well, intake being
governed by the need to gain ‘numbers’ (Hedderman and Sugg, 1997).

Electronic monitoring

R e c e n t ly, curfew ord e rs with electronic monitoring we re introduced as a
sentence in England and Wales, following their apparent success in the US,
to meet the desire for new, credible community sentences. The evaluation of
trials, begun in 1995, indicate (Mair and Mortimer, 1996; Mortimer and May
1997): 

• the equipment was reliable;
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• over three-quarters of orders were completed successfully; and,

• sentencers viewed them as a severe non-custodial penalty, imposed as
a genuine alternative to custody and higher end community penalties.
They were pleased at the speed with which breaches were detected.

The cost of a curfew order is like ly to be higher than that of a commu n i t y
s e rvice order but less than a probation ord e r. If imposed with a commu n i t y
sentence, howeve r, the cost would exceed that for a probation ord e r. Although
it is difficult to compare the ove rall costs of curfew ord e rs with custody,
c o m p a ring ave rage monthly costs indicates that the cost of a curfew ord e r,
i n cluding an element for probation supervision (£760) is between a third and a
half that of custody. The monthly cost drops to £543 without superv i s i o n .

Sentence length

Reconviction rates following release from prison are generally lower as the
length of the ori ginal sentence increases. Much of the reduction in ra t e s
among offenders with longer sentences is associated with their age, sex, age
at first conviction and number of previous convictions. However, even after
taking these fa c t o rs into account, the rates for longer sentences are lowe r
than would be expected. In part, this is thought to be due to other
ch a ra c t e ristics of offe n d e rs who are gi ven longer sentences (such as the
nature of the offences they commit). It also reflects the higher proportion of
those on longer sentences who we re released on paro l e / c o n d i t i o n a l
discharge. There is evidence that these ex-prisoners have lower reconviction
rates during post-release supervision and this reduces their ove ra l l
re c o nviction rates. This suggests that once allowance is made for the
ch a ra c t e ristics of offe n d e rs receiving diffe rent sentences and the know n
beneficial ef fect of parole, there is no clear relationship between sentence
length and propensity to reoffend.

General deterrence

Potential offenders may be deterred by their perceptions of:

• the risk of being caught and convicted; and,

• the severity of sentence on conviction.

Potential offe n d e rs may well have ve ry little idea as to the risk of being
caught, or about the likely severity of any punishment if they are convicted.
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A ny increases in the l ikelihood of being caught or the seve r ity of
punishment can only have a deterrent ef fect if perceptions change as well.
D e t e rrence will  also depend on how potential of fe n d e rs view the
consequences of a more seve re penalty (for example, if they discount
remote future consequences more heav i ly than immediate rewa rds or
satisfaction). It is therefore difficult to measure deterrence directly and most
c u rre n t ly ava i l able evidence is from studies of statistical associations. In
these it is not generally obvious how much of any effect is due to deter rence
and how mu ch to incapacitation. Va rious types of association study have
been attempted. 

Some re s e a rch e rs have looked at ge o graphic comparisons between are a s
with diffe rent sentencing policies (e.g. Fa rrington and Langan, 1997).
H owever in these studies is difficult to obtain comparability betwe e n
m e a s u res and to disentangle sentencing from other simultaneous eve n t s
differentiating the areas studied. Others have looked at dramatic changes in
l e gislation, such as “Three stri kes and yo u ’re out”. In a recent study of
California Stolzenberg and D’Alessio (1997) could find no impact on crime
rates. 

A further technique is to use econometric methods. Levitt (1996) studied the
e ffect on crime rates of ch a n ges in punishment seve rity (using pri s o n
overcrowding litigation as a means of controlling for simultaneous effects).
He found that reduced seve rity was associated with increased cri m e ,
p a rt i c u l a r ly burg l a ry and larc e ny. Howeve r, he does not conv i n c i n g ly
demonstrate the causal sequence, in particular that pre-existing crime rates
or punishment rates had no influence on overcrowding. An earlier study by
Reilly and Witt (1996) compared length of imprisonment with 12 years’ data
for 42 English police fo rces (crime, clear-ups and unemployment leve l s ) .
They found an association between severity and crime, particularly burglary
and robbery. However the analysis also contained some negative associations
and took no account of diffe rences in the likelihood of impri s o n m e n t
between areas. 

Thus, although there is some evidence of an association between seve ri t y
and crime rates, much of it is ambiguous and none yet enables us to quantify
d e t e rrence effects separa t e ly from incapacitation. A more detailed analy s i s
will appear in a litera t u re rev i ew commissioned by the Home Offi c e
Research and Statistics Directorate. 
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Incapacitation

In assessing the extent to which imprisonment contributes directly to crime
reduction, one needs to know how many crimes an individual would be
committing if they were at liberty. The incapacitation effects of custody are
not easy to measure. They are affected by factors such as:

• the extent to which the wo rkings of the criminal justice system
succeed in placing the more prolific of fenders in prison: a proportion
of those caught would not have re o ffended but some commit on
average a crime a day;

• the value of crimes avoided – nu m b e rs of crimes are a ve ry part i a l
m e a s u re which takes no account of the injury, loss or damage they
cause; and,

• the way crimes are measured – different measures will yield different
results, and in particular recorded crime will produce a lower figure
for crimes avoided than estimates based on victim surveys.

Tarling (1994) estimated that a 25 per cent increase in the prison population
would be necessary to obtain a one per cent fall in the crime rate (based on
l evels of imprisonment and crime prevailing at that time). This translates into
just under fi ve re c o rded crimes per addition to the prison population, or
a round 13 crimes measured by the British Crime Survey. This in turn ex cl u d e s
c rimes against businesses, which might push the fi g u re up to around 20
c rimes prevented for each addition to the prison population. Estimates fro m
the US have suggested a stro n ger incapacitation effect, with crime rates fa l l i n g
by between 0.12 per cent and 0.2 per cent, with a best estimate of 0.16 per
cent, for eve ry one per cent increase in the custodial population. An import a n t
reason for the diffe rence is that the US prison population is mu ch larger than
o u rs: adding 25 per cent to the US prison population would mean an ex t ra
400,000 inmates which will have a mu ch larger effect on crime than adding 25
per cent – some 16,000 people – to our prison population.

Maintaining public confidence

Recent ye a rs have seen an increase in the use of imprisonment, both in
terms of the numbers of people imprisoned and average sentence lengths.
This increasing seve rity has been dri ven by va rious fa c t o rs, incl u d i n g
political pressure and, linked to this, perceived public demand for tougher
punishment. A recent study of attitudes to sentencing (Hough and Roberts,
1998) showed that the public felt that sentencers we re out of touch and
imposed ex c e s s i ve ly lenient sentences. Howeve r, when presented with an
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example of a real case, along with the sentencing options, the sentences
respondents imposed we re similar to, or more lenient than, the sentence
imposed in the real life case. To a large extent, there fo re, the pre s s u re on
sentencers to treat offenders more severely is driven by misconceptions as to
what they actually do. The point is reinforced by the fact that a study for the
R oyal Commission on Criminal Justice, which invo l ved interv i ews with all
participants in Crown Court cases, found that those who had sat through the
cases we re in broad agreement with the sentencing decisions in the cases
they observed (Zander and Henderson, 1993). 

If sentencing practices are to have a deterrent effect on potential offenders
and if the influence of public opinion on potential ch a n ges in sentencing
policy is to be evidence based, there is an important job to be done in terms
of educating the public as to what the sentencing process actually delivers,
and at what cost.

Equity of treatment

In the main, sentencers have ve ry wide discretion. With a ve r y few
exceptions, there are no minimum sentences. Maximum sentences tend to
be much more severe than would be considered in more than a tiny fraction
of cases. In magi s t rates’ courts, sentencers can draw on the Magi s t ra t e s ’
Association guidelines which suggest starting points for diffe rent offe n c e s ,
and list aggravating and mitigating factors. At the Crown Court, the Court of
Appeal has a role in establishing appropriate sentences through the way it
deals with cases referred to it. Nevertheless, there are wide variations in the
use of diffe rent types of sentence for gi ven classes of offence betwe e n
different courts (Justices Clerks’ Society et al., 1997). This variation between
courts suggests a need for tighter guidelines which could be developed with
m o re re g a rd to the costs and impact of diffe rent types of sentence. The
c e n t ral point here is that the discussion of ove rall sentencing levels is an
average constructed from a very wide range of sentencing practices.

Costs of disposals

The costs of diffe rent disposals are set out in Table 7.2. The fi g u res are
ave rage costs, which are appro p riate for costing the effects of sentencing
policy and practice. These take account of the fact that people sentenced to
c u s t o dy tend to serve no more than about half of the length of sentence
imposed. The fi g u res are costs to criminal justice agencies, mainly to the
p rison and probation services. There may be other costs (e.g. loss of
economic output of someone in prison) or benefits (e.g. work done under
community service orders). 
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Table 7.2 Effectiveness of  sentences and other interventions

Aim Cost Impact

General Individual Incapac- Reform

deterrence deterrence itation

Interventions

Informal warning X £2.50 Not known

Caution X £18.30 L ow re o ffending 

for fi rst offe n d e rs

Caution plus X X Note 1 Promising in

terms of 

reoffending

Restorative justice X X Note 1 Promising in 

terms of 

reoffending

Aim Cost Reoffending

General Individual Incapac- Reform (see note 2)

deterrence deterrence itation

Sentence

Discharge X £0 1

Fine X X -£137 1

Probation X X X £2,527 -3

Community service X X X £1,628 -2

Combination order X X X £3,588 -4

Imprisonment X X X X Note 3

Notes:
1. Costs of caution plus re s t o ra t i ve justice schemes are ex t re m e ly va ri able, not least because they are targeted at

different groups and require very different levels of professional input. The cost of the Northamptonshire scheme
was £625 for each person referred.

2. Figures for reoffending indicate improvement over expected reconviction rate (measured in terms of the difference
between the two percentages). 

3. Cost per sentence is not available for prisons. However the gross cost of a prison place is £37,500 per year (this
includes capital costs).  

Cost of prosecution
Magistrates’ court timeous guilty plea £600
Magistrates’ court not guilty plea £1,600
Crown Court timeous guilty plea £2,100
Late guilty plea £6,300
Crown Court not guilty plea £16,650

Note: Full committal hearings add £1,950 to the average cost of a Crown Court case. A paper committal adds £1,150.
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Conclusions

Such evidence as we have, from a range of schemes in different countries,
s u g gests projects involving some fo rm of re p a ration and which confro n t
o ffe n d e rs with the consequences of their behaviour are pro m i s i n g .
I n t e rventions of this sort may be part i c u l a r ly pro d u c t i ve with yo u n g
offenders, who are at most risk of reoffending and may be least inclined to
think about consequences. 

R e c o nviction studies over the ye a rs have told a consistent story. There is
little dif ference between sentences in terms of their impact on reoffending
rates. Other factors, such as the age and criminal history of the offender, are
much more strongly associated with differences in reconviction rates. These
findings are at a ge n e ral level, and it would be wrong to conclude that
individual programmes within prisons or run by the Probation Service may
not have an effect, as the next section shows.

Custody is the most expensive disposal and, once the prisoner is released, is
no more successful at preventing further crimes than other disposals. But it
p rotects the public from the risk of further harm while the impri s o n m e n t
lasts, and satisfies the public need for re t ribution in respect of seri o u s
o ffe n d e rs.  With only limited estimates of of fences prevented by
imprisonment and rather less known about the cost of those offences to the
community, the cost-effectiveness of imprisonment in terms of crime control
cannot be assessed with any degree of reliability. 

It makes sense for the choice between non-custodial disposals to be based in
large measure on the likely consequences on future behaviour. It is difficult
to see much justification for opting for an expensive community penalty if
the outcome in terms of future offending is no better than a fine. As the next
chapter shows, there are probation programmes which can have an impact
on offending but these tend to re q u i re more re s o u rces than stra i g h t
p robation (which does not appear to have mu ch effect on offending). A
central conclusion, therefore, is that the resources of the Probation Service
should not be dissipated on those for whom a fine would serve as well. To
do so may have the perverse effect of diluting the impact that the Probation
S e rvice can have on those for whom some fo rm of intensive interve n t i o n
would bear fruit. Reconviction rates for fines compare favo u rably with
community penalties. There is thus no evidence that the switch from fines to
community penalties that has occurred over the past 20 years has achieved
anything by way of crime reduction. 
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8 Effective interventions with
offenders 
Julie Vennard and Carol Hedderman

Introduction

This chapter summarises the main messages from re s e a rch re g a rding the
effectiveness in reducing further offending of dif ferent types of intervention
undertaken in prison or in the community.  There is currently a commitment
to increasing the number of offenders attending programmes designed and
d e l i ve red to principles of effe c t i ve practice in both settings. We ex a m i n e
h e re what types of intervention (and methods of delive ry) ach i eve
reductions in re o ffending and how the impact of the more pro m i s i n g
programmes can be increased.

In sending an offender to prison the sentencer’s main objectives are to
punish, incapacitate, mark society’s disapproval and, perhaps, deter. In the
case of community sentences the intention may be to combine punishment
– in the form of restriction of liberty – with reparation and rehabilitation. A
recent (unpublished) Home Office survey of magi s t rates’ views of the
purpose of community sentences and what they can achieve was carried in
t wo English probation areas. This indicated that the majority believed that
c o m munity sentences can re h abilitate. Eight out of ten thought that both
probation and combination orders could reduce reoffending through ef forts
to address offending behav i o u r, with combination ord e rs also prov i d i n g
reparation and restriction of liberty. In contrast only a quarter thought that
prison could rehabilitate, but all respondents thought it restricted liberty and
eight out of ten thought it could deter effectively. 

There have been major shifts since 1980 in official and professional thinking
about the purpose of community penalties, reflected in the types of question
addressed in probation research (Raynor, 1997). Increasing optimism about
the rehabilitative potential of community sentences can be attributed largely
to the findings from Canadian and North American re s e a rch. As Ray n o r
(1997) points out, however, the ‘toughening up’ of community sanctions as
a result of the Criminal Justice Act 1991 and the subsequent National
S t a n d a rds have also contributed to the search for more effe c t i ve fo rms of
supervision. 
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G i ven the increasing emphasis on the ability of community sentences to
re h abilitate, it is not surprising that re c o nviction rates have come to be
relied upon as a key measure of their success or failure in reducing offending
b e h av i o u r. Howeve r, the case for drawing on other measures has been
w i d e ly argued, not least because re c o nviction rates have a number of
limitations (Lloyd et al., 1994). These were described in Chapter 7 and may
be summarised as: 

• re c o nviction rates do not take into account ch a n ges in offe n c e
severity or a reduction in the frequency of offending;

• reconviction rates under-estimate the true level of reoffending since
for many types of offence the clear-up rate is very low;

• police forces have differing clear-up rates which reflect differences in
the chances of being arrested and reconvicted;

• there is lack of consistency in the length of follow-up period used in
re c o nviction studies; although two ye a rs is widely used, for sex
o ffe n d e rs fi ve ye a rs is considered desirable and for burg l a rs six
months to a year may be adequate; and,

• in the case of custodial sentences the follow-up period begins at the
date of release, whereas for community penalties counting begins on
the date of sentence.

In this ch a p t e r, re c o nviction rates are re p o rted, where known, but other
outcome measures are also considered such as attitudinal and behav i o u ra l
ch a n ge or success in dealing with specific pro blems associated with
offending behaviour. 

The effectiveness of different types of intervention

The broad comparisons between the re c o nviction rates for diffe re n t
sentences reported in Chapter 7 have been widely interpreted as indicating
that type of sentence, of itself, has little or no impact on the likelihood of
reoffending. It is important to remember, however, that these comparisons
do not provide a guide to the effe c t i veness of any specific interve n t i o n s
delivered during these sentences. 

I n c reasing pre s s u re on both the Pr ison and Probation Services to
d e m o n s t rate that the offending behaviour pro grammes they run are
successful can be attributed to a number of developments over the last
decade, notably:
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• a 39 per cent increase in the number of offe n d e rs begi n n i n g
community sentences - to around 118,200 offenders in 1997;

• an increase in the proportion of these offenders and those supervised
on release from custody who were convicted of serious offences;

• n ew community sentences (combination ord e rs and curfew ord e rs
with electronic monitoring) have been introduced; 

• a new concern with the compara t i ve effe c t i veness of all fo rms of
sentence, (Lloyd et. al. 1994) and in the increasing desire to draw
p ractical lessons from re s e a rch (e.g., ‘Managing What Wo rk s ’
Conference, 1995); and,

• i n c reasing use of perfo rmance targets in the Prison Service e.g. the
provision of positive regimes to address offending behaviour (Prison
Service Corporate Plan 1995-98).

In this context, many probation manage rs and pra c t i t i o n e rs have come to
a ck n ow l e d ge the need to demonstrate that community sentences are
effective in reducing reoffending. To this end, services have begun to set up
systems to monitor the way they are delivering programmes; and some are
attempting to evaluate their effe c t i veness. This appro a ch is offi c i a l ly
e n d o rsed in guidance to Chief Probation Offi c e rs and Prison Serv i c e
Governors.

The principles of effective work with offenders which are being promoted
by both services are underpinned by re s e a rch. Most of the studies in this
field are North American and Canadian and care is needed when
ex t rapolating from results found in one jurisdiction to another. The
fo l l owing ‘what wo rks’ principles are, howeve r, suffi c i e n t ly broad for this
not to be an issue:

• risk classification – more intensive programmes should be targeted at
high risk offenders, while those of lower risk should receive lower or
minimal intervention;

• t a rgeting ‘cri m i n o genic’ needs – re s e a rch e rs such as Andrews and
Bonta (1994), Motiuk (1997) and Hollin and Palmer (1995 )
emphasise  the importance of dif fe rentiating between those
( c ri m i n o genic) fa c t o rs which contribute dire c t ly to cr i m i n a l
b e h aviour (such as anti-social attitudes, drug dependency, low leve l
educational and vocational skills, poor cognitive and interpers o n a l
skills) and those which have a less direct relationship with propensity
to reoffend (e.g. unsatisfactory accommodation). If the purpose of a
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p ro gramme is to reduce offending the focus has to be upon
criminogenic needs; 

• programme integrity – programmes should be properly carried out
by trained staff in accordance with aims and objectives that do not
change;

• re s p o n s i v i t y – tra d i t i o n a l ly probation wo rk has invo l ved individual
counselling, but research shows that the best results are obtained if
teaching styles match offenders’ learning styles – and most offenders
re q u i re active, part i c i p a t o ry appro a ches (e.g. role play), rather than
loose, unstructured or overly didactic methods (e.g. Andrews, 1995);

• t reatment modality – the most effe c t i ve type of interventions are
ones which are skills-based, designed to improve problem-solving and
social interaction and which also include a cognitive component to
a d d ress attitudes, values and beliefs which support of fe n d i n g
behaviour (e.g. Lipsey, 1992); and,

• c o m munity base – ge n e ra l ly community-based pro grammes have
s h own more positive results, but pro grammes which take into
account the other fi ve principles can be successful in re d u c i n g
offending in any treatment setting (see, e.g., Andrews, 1995). 

Guidance issued in 1995 to Chief Probation Offi c e rs and to Pri s o n
G ove rn o rs also drew attention to organisational fa c t o rs which are
c o n s i d e red to be critical to effe c t i ve practice. These included: senior
m a n agement accountability for the activity or pro gramme; adequate
re s o u rcing; staff who are appro p ri a t e ly trained and supported; and
m o n i t o ring and evaluation of pro gramme delive ry. In addition, the Pri s o n
S e rvice has begun to implement a system of accreditation for offe n d i n g
b e h aviour pro grammes, including those designed for sex offe n d e rs. Pri s o n
Governors have been advised that the research evidence strongly supports a
p resumption in favour of sustaining both the cove rage and quality of sex
offender and cognitive skills programmes. 

Cognitive behavioural work with offenders

As an appro a ch to addressing offending behav i o u r, ‘cognitive - b e h av i o u ra l ’
m o d i fication is based on social learning theory. It assumes offe n d e rs are
shaped by their env i ronment and have failed to acquire certain cognitive
skills or have learnt inappropriate ways of behaving. Their thinking may be
impulsive and egocentric and their attitudes, values and beliefs may support
anti-social behaviour. By drawing on a range of well-established cognitive and
behavioural techniques offenders are helped to face up to the consequences

104

Reducing offending: an assessment of research evidence on ways of dealing with offending behaviour



of their actions, to understand their motives, and to develop new ways of
controlling their behaviour (McGuire, 1996). 

C o g n i t i ve - b e h av i o u ral appro a ches are fre q u e n t ly used as part of a wider
p ro gramme of wo rk which includes pro blem-solving training, social skills
t raining, and pro-social modelling with positive re i n fo rcement of non-
c riminal behaviour or attitudes. Such pro grammes are incre a s i n g ly seen as
o ffe ring the best chance of success in reducing re o ffending since they
address such a broad range of needs and problems. 

As many probation services are now adopting cognitive - b e h av i o u ra l
a p p ro a ches in their wo rk with offe n d e rs, the Home Office Research and
Statistics Directorate (RSD) recently reviewed the literature on the use and
effectiveness of such techniques and examined how far services are running
programmes which conform to the principles summarised above. (Vennard,
Sugg and Hedderman, 1997; and Hedderman and Sugg, 1997). The literature
rev i ew focused upon studies which have alre a dy been synthesised in
rev i ews, some of which have used the technique of meta-analysis to
aggregate the results of a large number of studies which, alone, may be too
small to be of much value (e.g., Lipsey, 1992, Andrews et al., 1990). 

Vennard et al. reported broad agreement that the most ef fective programmes
for addressing offending behaviour by adults and juveniles are skills-based,
designed to improve problem-solving, and draw on behavioural techniques
to reinforce improved conduct. The lessons which can be drawn from the
l i t e ra t u re are there fo re fa i r ly ge n e ral. They do not seek to identify which
components or combinations wo rk best, in what settings and under what
conditions, with diffe rent types of offe n d e r. Neve rtheless, there are
consistent indications that: 

• c o g n i t i ve behav i o u ral appro a ches, including role play, positive
reinforcement and modification of dysfunctional attitudes, values and
beliefs, are more successful than techniques such as unfocused group
or individual counselling and unstructured therapy; 

• cognitive-behavioural programmes, when delivered non-selectively to
a broad ra n ge of offe n d e rs, ach i eve a 10-15 perc e n t age point lowe r
reconviction rate than that reported for similar offenders who did not
attend such programmes;

• larger percentage point reductions in recidivism (typically around 20
percentage points lower than control groups) have been reported for
p ro grammes which fo l l ow the effe c t i veness principles cl o s e ly
(including targeting high risk offenders); and,
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• programmes which also include training in social skills (for example,
t e a ching sex offe n d e rs to fo rm appro p riate relationships with other
adults) show the most positive results with both juvenile and adult
offenders. 

Although Probation Services in England and Wales fre q u e n t ly incorpora t e
c o g n i t i ve - b e h av i o u ral or cognitive skills appro a ches in their wo rk with
o ffe n d e rs (39 areas who responded to the RSD survey ran 191 such
programmes in 1996) the survey showed (Hedderman and Sugg, 1997):

• programme integrity was poor and staff training was inadequate;

• despite evidence that specialised pro grammes we re more effe c t i ve ,
ge n e ral pro grammes we re more popular. There was little sign that
offenders were selected on the basis of need or risk as ‘what works’
principles recommend; and,

• specialist pro grammes are ex p e n s i ve but areas have spent little on
examining whether they work.

The Prison Service has introduced two cognitive skills pro grammes in a
number of prisons. One of these, the Reasoning and Rehab i l i t a t i o n
P ro gramme (R and R), is also being drawn upon by seve ral pro b a t i o n
s e rvices. Developed in Canada, the R and R pro gramme is widely used in
other jurisdictions with high risk offenders (see Ross et al., 1998). A study by
Robinson (1995) of the impact of the programme on a sample of Canadian
offenders indicated that the R and R programme worked for both high and
low risk of fenders in community settings but only with high-risk violent and
s exual offe n d e rs in prison. Non-violent pro p e rty offe n d e rs and ro bb e ry
offenders showed little response to the programme.

The R and R programme is running in approximately 20 establishments and
a second cognitive programme, entitled Enhanced Thinking Skills (ETS) is
in use in some 50 establishments. The Prison Service is evaluating the
success of the two cognitive behavioural programmes in improving cognitive
skills and, in the longer term, in reducing reconvictions. Initial results for the
ETS programme indicate improved cognitive skill levels that are maintained
for at least a year after completion of the programme.

Work with sex offenders

The RSD survey of probation areas (Hedderman and Sugg, 1997) also
s h owed that sex offender pro grammes tend to be (compara t i ve ly) we l l -
organised, run by well-trained staff, and draw on outside expertise. In part,
this may re f lect the fact that sex offender treatment pro grammes we re
among the fi rst to make use of cognitive - b e h av i o u ral appro a ches in this
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country, both in the community and in prison. However, it is also likely that
areas have responded to the results of another RSD study (the ‘STEP’ project)
w h i ch examined the impact of  seven community-based tre a t m e n t
p ro grammes for sex offe n d e rs (Beckett et al., 1994; Hedderman and Sugg,
1996).

The results of the STEP project showed that the long-term re s i d e n t i a l
p ro gramme made most pro gress in ch a n ging attitudes. This was part ly
because the amount of time offe n d e rs spent being treated (ave rage = 462
hours) was seven or eight times greater than in any other programme and
p a rt ly because the pro gramme focused on highly deviant child molesters
rather than the broader range in other programmes. 

This study also showed that those who went through treatment we re less
l i ke ly than a comparable untreated sample to have been re c o nvicted and
attitudinal ch a n ge was associated with this improvement. Howeve r, the
numbers are fairly small and we know that for many sex offenders the period
between reconvictions is lengthy. 

The Prison Service has also developed a comparable sex offender treatment
p ro gramme (SOTP) as  part of a national stra t e gy for the integra t e d
assessment and treatment of sexual offenders (Thornton, 1991; Grubin and
Thornton, 1994). It is too early to say whether the programme is successful
in reducing reoffending but a nine month follow-up has shown that positive
cognitive and attitudinal changes have held up well.

Treating drug offenders 

Although the precise causal relationship between drug use and acquisitive
c rime is complex, a growing number of studies re p o rt that pro blem dru g
u s e rs re ly heav i ly on the income they deri ve from crime to finance their
d rug habits (Hough, 1996). Other costs fall to the criminal justice, social
security and health systems. There is some evidence, principally from North
A m e rican studies, that treatment pro grammes (such as methadone
maintenance) located within the criminal justice system can reduce illegal
drug use and drug related crime (Hough, 1996; McMurran, 1996) although
questions remain concerning which appro a ches wo rk best for diffe re n t
types of offe n d e rs. Hough’s rev i ew of the re s e a rch litera t u re on the links
b e t ween drug misuse and crime and effe c t i ve interventions within the
c riminal justice system has identified a number of findings specifi c a l ly
relating to community-based treatment (Hough, 1996). The research suggests
that:

• legally coerced treatment accepted as a condition of an order can be
as effective as treatment entered into ‘voluntarily’;
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• d rug testing can help in identifying illegal drug use and securi n g
compliance with treatment conditions; and,

• d rug testing should fo rm an integral part of treatment, rather than
being used simply as a form of surveillance.

To be successful such treatment must also ensure that problem users enter
t reatment quick ly; stay in treatment for as long as possible (a minimum of
t h ree months) and are treated in a positive and support i ve env i ro n m e n t .
Hough’s literature review also highlights the importance of effective referral
s t ru c t u res to build bri d ges between the criminal justice system and
treatment services. Early (unpublished) results of an ongoing study by South
Bank Unive rsity of arrest re fe rral schemes for pro blem drug users confi rm
that such schemes need to be pro-active and properly resourced, with drug
wo rke rs having direct access to offe n d e rs (Edmunds et.al., 1997). Simply
providing information about drug agencies results in low take-up. Tentative
c o n clusions concerning the cost-effe c t i veness of re fe rral schemes are that
successful referral, resulting in contact with treatment agencies, can pay for
itself through reductions in social security benefits and in crimes recorded
by the police; savings may also accrue to the health service. 

The Prison Service has made a recent significant investment in developing
and piloting a ra n ge of drug treatment and re h abilitation services. As ye t
there are no results from these pilot studies. But a preliminary evaluation of
a drug treatment pro gramme introduced at HMP Dow nv i ew in 1992
p roduced promising results in terms of abstinence from drug and alcohol
use in the short term (Player and Martin, 1996). Positive change in attitudes
to families and offending behaviour we re also re p o rted by those who
remained in treatment. 

Education and training

While much research ef fort has been devoted to examining which forms of
t reatment are effe c t i ve in ch a n ging attitudes and behav i o u r, there has also
been interest in examining what impact on reoffending can be achieved by
providing help with practical problems – in particular those stemming from
poor educational attainment and unemployment. Offenders serving custodial
and community sentences are considerably more like ly than the ge n e ra l
population to be p o o rly educated ( c o m m o n ly with low levels of litera c y ) ,
h ave few qualifications and skills, and to be u n e m p l oye d. Although
e s t ablishing a causative link between unemployment and offending is
problematic, there is evidence that ex-prisoners and probationers are more
l i ke ly to re - o ffend if they are unemployed (Crow et al., 1989; Simon and
Corbett, 1996). Wo rk done by RSD to develop re c o nviction pre d i c t i o n
s c o res finds, consistently, that offe n d e rs who have had a re a s o n ably stabl e
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record of employment are rather less likely to reoffend than those who have
not (see also Fa rrington (1995) re p o rt of the key findings from the
Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development).

As most jobs now re q u i re literacy levels ab ove those ach i eved by many
o ffe n d e rs, improvements in literacy and nu m e racy are an essential aid to
post-release employment. A recent study in Canada has shown a substantial
reduction in reoffending among those attending basic literacy and numeracy
courses (Porporino and Robinson, 1992), with a major benefit seen as the
help it provided in gaining and sustaining full-time employment. This
s u g gests that the reduction in re o ffending may depend cru c i a l ly on
employment opportunities. 

It is difficult to demonstrate that wo rk ex p e rience and tra i n i n g whilst in
c u s t o dy or on probation reduces re - o ffending. Hollin and Palmer (1995)
we re unable to find clear evidence that prison education and wo rk
p ro grammes we re associated with a lower rate of re - o ffending and Simon
and Corbett (1996) were unable to establish any beneficial effect resulting
f rom wo rk and training in prison. There is, howeve r, some evidence fro m
evaluations of the impact of ‘boot camp’ re gimes on recidivism (e.g.
MacKenzie et al, 1995). Those which are effective include a greater element
of education/training and throughcare links with the community. One of the
main messages from the research is that prisons should work more closely
with outside employe rs and should plan their provision to match lab o u r
market needs. 

P robation Services are re q u i red to implement a policy on e m p l oy m e n t ,
training and education and are encouraged to strengthen their links with
the Employment Services and with Training and Enterprise Councils (TECS)
to help offenders back into training and work. Home Office funded research
has examined the ways in which the TEC initiatives operate and identified a
number of fa c t o rs crucial to effe c t i ve practice (Roberts et al., 1996). The
timescale for the re s e a rch did not permit an examination of their
e ffe c t i veness in helping offe n d e rs find stable employment but a two ye a r
reconviction follow-up is underway. 

Supervision by the Probation Service following release fro m
prison

The Criminal Justice Act 1991 introduced compulsory post-re l e a s e
supervision by the Probation Service for all offenders sentenced to terms of
imprisonment of 12 months and over. Those serving sentences of under four
ye a rs are automatically released at the half-way point in their sentence
( ACR). Discre t i o n a ry release (DCR) on the recommendation of the Pa ro l e
B o a rd being re s e rved for pri s o n e rs serving four ye a rs and ove r. Offe n d e rs
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sentenced to less than twelve months do not receive statutory supervision
but are eligible for voluntary after-care (VAC).

In a study of the first two years of ACR, Maguire, Peroud and Raynor (1996)
observe that the principle of ‘throughcare’ now plays a central part in the
ACR system, but they were unable to obtain an accurate picture of its effect
on reconviction rates. Although rates were well below those expected, they
were based on small numbers (91 cases) and probably reflected some under-
recording. The authors noted that similar differences between expected and
actual reconviction rates have been reported for parolees under supervision. 

By its very nature, DCR selects for early release prisoners who tend to have a
lower than average risk of reconviction. A few studies in this country and in
America have sought to disentangle the ‘selection’ effect from the beneficial
e ffect of diffe rent licence periods (Nuttall, 1977; Flannagan, 1982; Wa rd ,
1987; Hann, 1991; Ditch field, 1989). More re c e n t ly Marshall (1995)
compared the expected and actual reconviction rates for a large sample of
p a rolees released on licence. Although inconcl u s i ve, the litera t u re as a
whole indicates that:

• h aving adjusted for risk fa c t o rs, those released on parole still have
lower rates of reconviction than those not paroled;

• the diffe rence between expected and actual rates is slightly gre a t e r
for more serious reoffending; and, 

• the reasons for the apparent ‘parole effect’ remain uncl e a r.
Supervision/treatment and deterrence for the duration of the parole
licence may all play a part in explaining the reduction in reconviction
rates that persists after taking account of selection effects.

Improving the effectiveness of work with offenders

The re s e a rch studies ab ove have identified many ways in which the
e ffe c t i veness of re h ab i l i t a t i ve interventions with offe n d e rs might be
enhanced. Some of these are already being addressed:

Assessing risk and need

M o re attention needs to be paid to systems for assessing cri m i n o genic needs
a n d risk of re o ffe n d i n g. Statistical risk pre d i c t o rs are incre a s i n g ly ava i l able fo r
use in this process (Copas and Marshall, 1998) and scales have been deve l o p e d
for assessing risk and need which detect ch a n ges in targeted attitudes and
b e h aviour over time, such as the Level of Service Inve n t o ry (LSI-R). 
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Maintenance and relapse prevention

The importance of post-release risk management and reinforcement of what
has been learned during the course of a programme is well established in the
case of addictive behav i o u rs, such as child sexual abuse and drug misuse.
Maintenance groups or individual support are widely accepted methods of
seeking to minimise the risk of relapse in the case of addictive behaviours. It
m ay be that other types of offe n d e rs who have completed group wo rk
p ro grammes in custody and in the community re q u i re improved fo l l ow - u p
s u p p o rt and re i n fo rcement of what has been learned to ensure that
b e n e ficial ch a n ges are sustained. Raynor and Vanstone (1996) found that
favourable one-year reconviction rates for a sample of offenders completing
the Reasoning and Rehabilitation programme were no longer evident at the
end of the second year fo l l owing completion. They consider that better
results might have been ach i eved if probation offi c e rs had continued to
work beyond the programme on the thinking and related behaviour of the
offenders known to be at high risk of further offending.

Accreditation

A system of accreditation of pro grammes can help to ach i eve a common
core of high quality programmes and support effective methods of delivery.
N ow an accepted policy within the Prison Service and curre n t ly being
d eveloped for Probation Services, accreditation of pro grammes should
ove rcome many of the pro blems identified in the re s e a rch litera t u re
including: 

• failure to make explicit how the intervention is supposed to work; 

• lack of programme integrity; and,

• failure to monitor and evaluate. 

Social factors and offending

The current emphasis on psychological explanations of criminal behaviour
does not deny the central importance of env i ronmental fa c t o rs and
childhood experiences, such as harsh and inconsistent parenting, time spent
in care and poor educational attainment. An impove rished childhood may,
for example, explain why an individual fails to acquire certain cognitive
skills, acts impulsively or is unable to empathise with others. Because early
ex p e riences are so crucial, interventions later in life may have limited
impact. Even fa i r ly lengthy and well targeted interventions are, as Lösel
(1995) puts it, ‘only one episode in a long development of cri m i n o ge n i c
h abits and lifestyles’. This fact may part ly explain the modest statistical
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effects reported in many of the more robust studies reported in the ‘what
works’ research literature. 

R e s e a rch also suggests that, in this country, probation offi c e rs are more
re c e p t i ve towa rds an appro a ch which ex p l i c i t ly recognises the role of
c u rrent social pro blems in explaining further offending and expects the
service to tackle these problems as well as cognitive deficits (Burnett, 1996;
Mair and May, 1997). There is, more ove r, increasing evidence that
i n t e rventions with high risk young offe n d e rs are more effe c t i ve if they
address the links between personal (including cognitive) and social (family,
peer group and school) problems (e.g. Borduin et al., 1995).

Monitoring and evaluation 

The research literature suggests that programmes which draw on cognitive
skills and behav i o u ral methods are the more promising, consistently
achieving reductions in reconviction which exceed those for control groups.
H oweve r, it remains unclear pre c i s e ly what sorts of technique wo rk best,
under what conditions with different types of offender. Programmes should
be:

• m o n i t o red to ch e ck whether they target the right people and
maintain treatment integrity 

• delivered consistently by different members of staff; and,

• rigorously evaluated to assess impact (on attitudes, behaviour, skills,
social problems and reconvictions), process (including duration and
intensity of the work needed to effect change with different groups of
offenders and why some offenders benefit more than others from the
intervention) and costs.

The cost-effectiveness of offender rehabilitation
programmes 

Estimated expenditure on the Prison Service for 1997-98 (£1,257m) is more
than four times that estimated for the Probation Service (£429m), eve n
though the current caseload for the Probation Service is twice as high as the
number of offe n d e rs serving prison sentences. Prison places cost
c o n s i d e rably more than probation supervision and there are obv i o u s
economic reasons for attempting to reve rse the growth of the pri s o n
population through wider use of community penalties. A cost-effectiveness
analysis must, however, take into account important differences between the
t wo services in the objectives they seek to ach i eve. While sharing some
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common purposes – main aims of both services are to reduce offending and
p rotect the public – there are fundamental diffe rences of emphasis and
approach:

• custodial sentences ensure a higher level of public protection for the
duration of the sentence; 

• most offe n d e rs and members of the public would view commu n i t y
penalties as a less severe punishment than custody; and,

• s e n t e n c e rs have more confidence in the re h ab i l i t a t i ve potential of
community sentences.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to attempt a full cost-effe c t i ve n e s s
c o m p a rison between the two types of sentence. The limited info rm a t i o n
available on costs and outcomes means that it not even possible to compare
the cost-effe c t i veness of offending behaviour pro grammes delive red in
custody and in the community. 

The lack of well developed systems for monitoring commu n i t y - b a s e d
programmes for offenders means that very few probation areas can supply
re l i able info rmation on the costs of individual pro grammes they run. Fo r
example, the inspection of probation ord e rs with additional re q u i re m e n t s
re fe rred to earlier re p o rted wide va riation in per capita cost of places
occupied at a probation centre, but cautioned against drawing infe re n c e s
re g a rding value for money. The inspection discove red large diffe rences in
what services included in their cost calculations. The RSD survey of
cognitive behavioural programmes (Hedderman and Sugg, 1997) confirmed
this pro blem. Even the few areas which held cost info rmation va ri e d
a c c o rding to how they calculated the costs, so that they ra n ged fro m
£61,000 to £300,000 per annum. Only two areas were able to break down
costs to show the ave rage per offender attending. This re flected a more
general absence of information about the numbers of offenders referred, the
numbers attending at any one time, who completed and complied.

The inability of services to identify the costs of their programmes is being
addressed by the Home Office, the Association of Chief Officers of Probation
and Probation Committees, but a solution may be some way off.

The Prison Service is able to identify the total costs per annum and the costs
per prisoner of both their sex offender pro gramme and the two cognitive
skills programmes they run. These are as follows:
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Table 8.1 Cost of selected Prison Service programmes 

Cost per prisoner (approx.) Total cost per annum
Cognitive skills
ETS & £1,100 – £1,700 £1.92 – £2.97m
R and R

SOTP
Core programme £3,300 £1.96m
Booster £1,400 £0.2m
Extended £3,300 £0.17m

Central costs £1.0m

TOTAL £5.25 - 6.29m

During 1997 around 2,500 prisoners will have completed one or other of the
ab ove pro grammes, at an ave rage cost of £2,000–£2,500. The pro gra m m e
costs are calculated on the basis of actual staff time involved in their delivery.
C e n t ral costs include training, quality control/audit and evaluation. Give n
that the approximate average annual cost of keeping an inmate in prison is
£24,000 (£37,000 if capital costs are included) the amount spent on the
above programmes (roughly 6% of the total annual cost of a prison place) is
relatively small. 

If these programmes can achieve the reductions in reconvictions (and hence
in further custodial sentences) which the research suggests are realistic, they
should at the very least be cost neutral to the Prison Service. However, these
gains will not be achieved for all prisoners. In particular, it takes some time
for prison re gimes to impinge gre a t ly on an offe n d e r ’s future lifestyle and
around two-thirds of sentenced prisoners discharged in any year have served
less than six months since they were sentenced. 

A full cost benefit analysis would, of course, include other financial savings
and social benefits which would accrue if even a small pro p o rtion of
offenders who complete such programmes cease to reoffend. Such questions
cannot be answe red on the basis of existing info rmation and the Pri s o n
Service is taking steps to improve its measurement of regime effectiveness.
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Conclusions

T h e re is a broad consensus in the re s e a rch litera t u re that certain types of
i n t e rvention with offe n d e rs can be effe c t i ve in reducing future offe n d i n g .
The largest reductions are re p o rted in the case of commu n i t y - b a s e d
p ro grammes but where pro grammes are constructed and delive red in
a c c o rdance with principles of ‘what wo rks’ drawn from re s e a rch, positive
results have been re p o rted fo l l owing release from custody. There have ,
however, been very few well-designed and carefully evaluated studies in this
c o u n t ry of the effe c t i veness of pro grammes designed to re h abilitate and
reduce the risk of reoffending. Both the Prison and Probation Services are
under increasing pressure to demonstrate that the programmes they run for
offenders adopt the methods which research has shown are likely to be most
effective and are targeted on offenders most at risk.

Systems of accreditation, which both services are developing fo r
programmes designed to tackle offending behaviour, should ensure greater
consistency of practice, a higher overall standard of work with offenders and
i m p rovements in the info rmation ava i l able about those who attend and
complete pro grammes. Closer collab o ration between the two services is
essential to ensure that work carried out in prison to reduce risk and address
treatment needs is built upon during the period of post-release supervision
through compatible offending behaviour programmes.

There is considerable scope for evaluative studies in this country which will
provide an understanding of the types of intervention which work best with
d i ffe rent types of offe n d e rs. More also needs to be known about the
o p t i mum level of intervention for diffe rent levels of risk (questions
concerning duration and intensity of work) and the further work needed to
re i n fo rce what has been learnt in the course of a pro gramme in order to
sustain long-term reductions in offending. Fi n a l ly, improvements to the
collection of data by the Prison and Probation Services on programme costs
will provide a better basis for examining relative cost-effectiveness.
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9 Comparative effectiveness of
different approaches
Peter Goldblatt

The purpose of this re p o rt was to identify from the ava i l able re s e a rch
evidence interventions that are like ly to be effe c t i ve in reducing cri m e .
Where possible, by comparing cost-effectiveness, strength of evidence, risk
and timescales, we provide a basis for identifying options to take forward a
p a ck age of interventions like ly to have the most cost-effe c t i ve impact on
crime. To this end, the evidence presented in previous sections on each of
these issues is summarised and compared in this chapter. Where gaps in our
knowledge limit the comparisons that can be made, these are identified.

Key findings

Reducing criminality 

There is evidence that a wide range of initiatives will prevent criminality or
reduce related risk factors if they target:

• children;

• families and friends; and,

• schools.

Some of these initiatives appear to be cost-effective, with the best producing
substantial re t u rns on an initial investment. Many pro grammes have also
been shown not to wo rk. These tend to be based on single measure
interventions. 

The risk fa c t o rs for later criminal behaviour include: pove rty and poor
housing; poor parenting (including neglect, abuse, harsh and inconsistent
discipline, lack of supervision and marital conf lict); association with
delinquent peers, siblings and partners; low measures of intelligence, poor
school performance and persistent truancy; high levels of impulsiveness and
hy p e ractivity; and being brought up by a criminal parent or pare n t s .



Although we cannot predict accura t e ly which individual will become an
offender on the basis of the risks to which they are exposed, we do know
that children exposed to multiple risks and those who engage in anti-social
or criminal behaviour at an early age are more likely to end up as serious or
persistent offenders. 

These risk fa c t o rs are ge n e ra l ly part of a pattern of childhood anti-social
b e h aviour and differ little from risk fa c t o rs associated with other yo u t h f u l
deviant behaviour. Thus, programmes to prevent criminality can be part of
wider pro grammes to address a ra n ge of pro blematic outcomes for yo u n g
people, such as substance abuse, school fa i l u re and teenage pre g n a n c y. In
t h e o ry at least, such pro grammes can be highly cost-effe c t i ve since the
re t u rn on any gi ven investment will extend well beyond reductions in
criminality.

This suggests that, to be effective, prevention programmes should target risk
factors affecting all the main aspects of a child’s life. Early interventions to
target not only the children at risk but also their parents and their schools
are most beneficial. They deliver multiple outcomes, are generally more cost-
effective than initiatives whose focus is only to prevent crime and reductions
in some of the relevant risk factors are observable within a relatively short
duration. 

However, most of the evidence is based on studies from North America. We
cannot be sure that what wo rks in one country will wo rk equally well in
a n o t h e r. The widespread ow n e rship of fi re a rms, the absence of a publ i c
health service, the ethnic minority composition of many inner city areas and
the widespread use of drugs are just some of the fe a t u res of Ameri c a n
society which are diffe rent from ours. It is important there fo re that we
develop strategies for testing preventive interventions in England and Wales. 

There are many promising approaches in England and Wales which have yet
to be ri go ro u s ly evaluated. Issues of targeting, such as the unive rs a l
allocation of resources versus focusing on neighbourhoods or families, also
need to be addressed, to ensure cost-effe c t i ve implementation is possibl e .
One approach would be to develop an initiative in a selection of appropriate
small areas, concentrating re s o u rces in existing institutions, such as fa m i ly
c e n t res and schools. This would provide a constru c t i ve intermediate stage
b e t ween moving from project-based interventions on a small scale to the
mainstreaming of policies to prevent criminality and related outcomes on a
national scale. 
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Situational crime prevention: local initiatives

Situational prevention aims to act on the immediate precursors of criminal
events, by influencing the offender‘s decision or ability to commit crimes at
particular places and times, rather than by affecting of fenders‘ propensities
or motives or the local conditions which enhance these. There is a
considerable body of evidence on the strengths of situational prevention:

• it can strengthen and build upon self-protection instincts; 

• interventions are highly focused – facilitating finely-tuned prevention
and cost effective targeting (e.g. repeat victimisation, hot spots, hot
p roducts). Focusing is based on we l l - d eveloped principles, with
re l a t i ve ly low risk of ‘drift of objectives‘ and dire c t ly quantifi abl e
performance indicators;

• i n t ra c t able social pro blems are by-passed, as is the need fo r
confrontation with police and subsequent criminalisation;

• it protects targets, rather than relying on treatment or incapacitation
of of fenders. This is particularly useful where catching or convicting
o ffe n d e rs is difficult or where replacement of those caught is
common;

• removing temptation from less serious crime can have a ‘multiplier‘
effect if it prevents entry to a criminal career; and,

• the short time to implement and impact can provide ‘quick wins‘
w h i ch can be demonstrated to deliver rapid re t u rns on inve s t m e n t ,
facilitate fine tuning and deal pro m p t ly with emerging cri m e
problems.

E valuations in situational prevention are part i c u l a r ly we l l - d eveloped and
indicate potential pitfalls during implementation:

• propensity or motives for offending are not addressed;

• there may be displacement of offending to other, less-well protected
targets, times and places (although research indicates this is generally
of small magnitude and may be offset by diffusion of benefits);

• few unive rsal remedies exist – what wo rks is often heav i ly contex t -
dependent;

• for many local crime problems, implementation has to be piecemeal
and requires expert tailoring to individual situations; and,
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• some of the most effe c t i ve solutions re q u i re ‘action at a distance‘
– w h e re those locally or nationally re s p o n s i ble for reducing crime have
to get others to be more vigilant, use securi t y, or incorporate securi t y
in their design specifications (described in more detail below ) .

In general, one of the most serious knowledge gaps in situational prevention
is how long the effects last. Many currently effective methods grow obsolete
as offenders circumvent them, realise the risk is illusory (e.g. CCTV linked to
inadequate responses) or develop countermeasures. Social and technological
ch a n ge brings new targets (laptop computers), new tools (cordless dri l l s )
and new ways of disseminating criminal techniques (Internet). A continual
programme of new initiatives is needed to maintain deterrence. If we do not
monitor new and emerging opportunities for crime and take steps to keep
up (see below), crime will quickly grow. 

Changing the context of crime

If we are to reduce the opportunities for crime, the report indicates that it is
n e c e s s a ry to ch a n ge the way gove rnment, manu fa c t u re rs and the publ i c
think and behave. Many means of crime control are already to hand. It is the
m o t i ve to deploy them which is lacking. New stru c t u res are needed to
i n c rease incentives for crime prevention, part i c u l a r ly for dealing with
i n n ovation. These might include giving greater emphasis to identifying
e m e rging crime patterns and opportunities and to influence others to pay
m o re attention to crime control ra m i fications of tech n o l o gical and social
change. In particular:

• t h e re should be a rev i ew of incentives and sanctions on businesses
and other institutions that generate opportunities for crime, so as to
create self-interest in crime reduction (e.g. through national and local
taxation);

• greater emphasis could be given to the effect of soft incentives and
sanctions on action, for example, routine collection and
dissemination of data to highlight differences in the rates of product
crime experienced by organisations (e.g. bank robberies, credit card
frauds, car thefts);

• where there is innovation crime consequences should be anticipated
and counter-moves incorporated in designs (e.g. digital TV). This
could be encouraged through bodies invo l ved in design, by putting
f u rther re s o u rces into “attack testing” and by incentives to fo s t e r
specialist security services; and,

• m o re consideration could be gi ven to, and re s e a rch undert a ken on,
future environments for crime, such as the Internet.



Community crime prevention

C o m munity crime prevention – actions intended to ch a n ge the social
conditions which sustain crime in residential communities – focuses on the
ability of local social institutions to reduce crime. The chief justification for
community-based crime prevention is that high rates of crime are a feature
of certain residential communities. The rationale for community prevention
can stem from either a belief that common, causal reasons for crime and
other social problems can be found in the social and material conditions of
such communities, or that it is more efficient to target preventive measures
in places which display multiple problems.

The community distribution of crime risk is very unequal. Over a half of all
property crimes recorded in surveys, and over a third of all property crime
victims, are likely to be found in just a fifth of the communities in England
and Wales. One of the distinctive features of the growth of crime and other
p ro blems in these communities are concentration effects – the ways in
which social difficulties can ratchet together and amplify each other into a
spiral of deterioration. Various kinds of concentration effect seem to occur
in high crime communities in Britain, including: 

• young people deeply embedded in a criminal way of life;

• high levels of env i ronmental disorder (including vandalism and
graffiti);

• localised repeat victimisation;

• diminishing informal control; and,

• criminal networks on high-crime estates. 

T h e re now seems to be a consensus intern a t i o n a l ly that community cri m e
prevention is best delivered through inter-agency co-ordination at the local
level. Nevertheless, structures and arrangements vary in different ways from
country to country. Where difficulties and problems of implementation have
been encountered in Britain, their ori gins can be found in part in the
structures and processes of local governance, including: 

• endemic difficulties in providing co-ordinated services to specifi c
targeted groups ;

• relations between criminal justice and local authority agencies;
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• ‘ q u a s i - m a rket’ re gimes for managing perfo rmance and effi c i e n c y,
which make co-ordinated crime prevention a ‘costly’ option for local
agencies; and,

• d i fficulties of co-ordination and implementation can lead to wa s t e ,
i n e fficiency and lack of effe c t i veness in the local delive ry of cri m e
prevention.

The provisions of the forthcoming Crime and Disorder Bill will change some
of these circumstances as there will be statutory cl a ri fication of some of
these responsibilities and duties and a mechanism for developing an
overarching framework for local action.

Most community-based pro grammes often re s e m ble ‘compre h e n s i ve
c o m munity initiatives’ (CCIs) – pro grammes consisting of a mixture of
m e a s u res and implementation stra t e gies which aim to bring about ch a n ge
h o l i s t i c a l ly in local areas. Howeve r, there are major methodological and
p ractical difficulties in evaluating the effe c t i veness of these and ve ry few
c rime prevention CCIs have been evaluated with any great degree of
scientific rigour.

While it is possible to assemble relevant evidence and promising examples of
good practice – which may be re g a rded as an adequate basis for policy
making – cl e a r, ge n e ral and scientifi c a l ly re l i able statements about ‘what
wo rks’ in community crime prevention cannot yet be made. The re s e a rch
evidence so far assembled does however support the strategic importance of
targeting crime prevention efforts on high crime communities and applying
comprehensive community initiatives to tackle the interlocking problems of
social dislocation, of which crime plays an important part.

Effective policing

Policing is central to mu ch crime prevention activity, as well as being the
first port of call in dealing with offenders. It is also very complex and any
discussion of improving police effe c t i veness or obtaining better value fo r
money must focus on the trade-offs between different styles and methods of
policing. Simply abandoning apparently ineffective methods is likely to have
unforeseen consequences.

There are broadly two research approaches to effectiveness, the first – used
m o re in the US – can be summarised as randomised allocation of some
strategy to a range of areas; the second, as in-depth study of a strategy in a
small number of areas has been favoured more in the UK.  The former will
show in broad terms whether something works; the latter offers some hope
of understanding h ow and w hy an intervention wo rks and of tuning it to



exert maximum effect in whatever practical circumstances it is applied. 

A number of stra t e gies do not seem to be effe c t i ve in terms of re d u c i n g
crime, although they often have other purposes as well:

• random patrols do not have a marked effect upon crime levels;

• i n c reasing the arrest rate through higher ch a rging rates per cri m e
does not have any noticeable effect on crime levels; and,

• juveniles arrested and charged for minor offences are more likely to
re-offend, particularly where processing is highly ‘legalistic’.

Maintenance of good community relations is cl e a r ly important but the
attempts by the police to become closer to the public and involve them in
a d d ressing policing pro blems have been shown to be less successful than
o t h e rs (e.g. Neighbourhood Wa t ch, which is pre d o m i n a t e ly active in low
crime areas, and solely increasing the quantity and quality of police-citizen
contacts). Disrupting business in areas and houses where drug dealing takes
place does not seem to reduce other crimes and the best mix of tactics
against drug markets will vary according to local circumstances.

The evidence shows that some practices are effective, including:

• t a rgeting high pro file, repeat offe n d e rs with the aim of securi n g
sound evidence, convictions and long sentences;

• t a rgeting repeat victims, to reduce the incidence of furt h e r
victimisation and as a result significantly reduce overall crime levels;

• police patrols, directed at places and times where crime is known to
occur (‘hot-spots’); and,

• targeting drink driving.

Some approaches are showing considerable promise:

• community participation in priority setting so as to involve citizens in
high crime areas in a way that Neighbourhood Watch fails to do;

• effort put into reducing fear and suspicion of the police, and treating
people (including offenders) with respect has (a) a positive effect on
the degree of co-operation the police get from the community; (b) it
l owe rs the ‘p e rc e i ve d s e rious cr ime level’ and (c) it re d u c e s
recidivism for domestic violence;
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• specific domestic violence strategies (such as the arrest of suspects)
appear to work in some contexts but not others; and,

• c o n c e n t rating police effo rt on a small area with particular cri m e
problems and policing it very strictly (order maintenance) can reduce
serious crime in the short term, but there are question marks over the
long term (the consequences of arresting many more people fo r
re l a t i ve ly minor offences and the poor police-community re l a t i o n s
that follow some implementations).

None of the stra t e gies/tactics which are proven to succeed seem to have
much potential to reduce overall crime levels in isolation. A common feature
of seve ral (e.g. directed patrol and targeting repeat offe n d e rs) is that they
stem from problem analysis – considering the information about a specific
issue and its community context, devising solutions and then deve l o p i n g
m e chanisms for implementation. Proponents of pro blem oriented policing
(POP) suggest that policing should be about solving underlying problems in
the community which come to the attention of the police. To do this, a
s e rvice must be oriented to creating the conditions and providing the
re s o u rces to allow pro blem solving to take place ro u t i n e ly. This is more a
style of policing than a single strategy or tactic. It appears that styles such as
this - which develop improvements in the capacity of police to capture
relevant data and put it to ef fective use, in their management techniques and
in their willingness to adopt good practice - are like ly to provide the best
framework for increasing police effectiveness in reducing crime.

Sentencing policy

Where an offender is caught, there is evidence that early interventions are
e ffe c t i ve. Evidence from successive re c o nviction studies indicates that
cautions administered by the police are associated with low re c o nv i c t i o n
rates if confined to first offenders. This is now included in guidance on their
use. Caution plus, a formal caution with additional requirements, is a more
recent innovation. So far as their impact has been measured, caution plus
s chemes appear to have lower re c o nviction rates than other fo rm a l
i n t e rventions with young offe n d e rs, although no ri go rous comparisons are
available  – follow-up has so far been limited and the trials selective.

Restorative justice, another recent innovation, seeks to provide reparation to
the victim, and to make the offender take responsibility for his or her
actions. The aim is to restore the well-being of victims and of the community
d a m aged by crime and to prevent re o ffending. In some schemes the
o ffender is dive rted from fo rmal proceedings, although it can be part of a
c o u rt disposal or caution plus. Initial indications from evaluations are that
both victims and offenders consider them to be procedurally fair and victims
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tend to be more satisfied. Reconviction rates of the caution plus sch e m e s
with a restorative element are low, but have yet to be formally evaluated.

Sentencing by courts is used to fulfil a variety of purposes simultaneously: 

• deterrence;

• incapacitation;

• rehabilitation;

• fairness and equity;

• retribution; and,

• maintaining confidence in the CJS.

On occasions one of these objectives will predominate. More often
s e n t e n c e rs seek to balance diffe rent objectives. Reconviction studies ove r
the ye a rs have told a consistent story: any apparent diffe rences betwe e n
sentences, in terms of their impact on reoffending rates, are largely the result
of other factors, such as the age and criminal history of the offender. There
is also increasing evidence of a link between drug usage and other forms of
crime. Criminal punishment does have a deterrent effect, although it is not
clear how much extra deterrence can be achieved by increasing the severity
of punishment. For this to happen, potential offenders need to be aware that
the risks have changed and it appears that this is often not the case.

C u s t o dy is the most ex p e n s i ve disposal, and is no more successful at
preventing offenders obtaining further convictions than other disposals. But
it protects the public from the risk of further harm from the offender while
the imprisonment lasts, and satisfies the public need for re t ribution in
respect of serious offenders. Various estimates have been made of the overall
impact of imprisonment on levels of crime. In 1994, based on levels of
imprisonment and crime prevailing at that time, it was estimated that a 25
per cent increase in the prison population of England and Wales was needed
to achieve a one per cent fall in crime.

In comparing non-custodial disposals, like ly consequences on future
behaviour is the primary concern. There is evidence that curfew orders with
tagging are viewed as a severe non-custodial penalty and are being imposed
as a genuine alternative to custody and higher end community penalties in
some pilot areas in England and Wales. Community service (CS) can achieve
re h ab i l i t a t i ve goals with some offe n d e rs, if focused on practising positive
social behaviour and new skills.
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T h e re are probation pro grammes which can have an impact on offe n d i n g
(see below), but these tend to re q u i re more re s o u rces than stra i g h t
probation (which does not appear to have much effect on offending). The
re s o u rces of the Probation Service should there fo re not be dissipated on
those for whom a fine would serve as well. To do so may have the perverse
effect of diluting the impact that the Probation Service can have on those for
whom intensive intervention would bear fruit. It would also result in moving
less serious offenders up the “tariff stepladder”, resulting in a greater chance
of pro gression to subsequent imprisonment. Reconviction rates for fi n e s
compare favourably with community penalties. Although this largely reflects
their selective use, there is no evidence that the sw i t ch from fines to
community penalties that has occurred over the past 20 years has achieved
anything by way of crime reduction. 

Interventions with offenders and drug users

There is a broad consensus from research that certain types of intervention
with offe n d e rs  in custody and in the community can be effe c t i ve in
reducing future offending. The largest re p o rted reductions are fro m
c o m munity-based pro grammes constructed and delive red in accord a n c e
with principles of ‘what works’ drawn from research. Positive results have
also been re p o rted for custody-based pro grammes that fo l l ow these
principles. 

The most effe c t i ve pro grammes for addressing offending behaviour are
designed to:

• be skills-based;

• improve problem-solving; and,

• draw on behavioural techniques to reinforce improved conduct. 

T h e re are consistent indications that cognitive behav i o u ral appro a ches are
m o re successful than techniques such as unfocused group or individual
counselling and unstructured therapy. Typically: 

• c o g n i t i ve - b e h av i o u ral pro grammes ach i eve around a 15 perc e n t age
point lower re c o nviction rate when delive red non-selective ly to a
broad range of offenders than that reported for similar offenders who
did not attend such programmes; 

• l a rger reductions in recidivism (around 20 perc e n t age points lowe r
than control groups) have been re p o rted for pro grammes which
follow the effectiveness principles closely, and, 
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• programmes which also include training in social skills show the most
positive results with both juvenile and adult offenders. 

Although probation services in England and Wales fre q u e n t ly incorpora t e
c o g n i t i ve - b e h av i o u ral or cognitive skills appro a ches in their wo rk with
offenders, the evidence suggests that programme integrity is poor and staff
training inadequate. Despite evidence that focused and targeted programmes
are more effective, general programmes were more popular and there is little
sign that offenders are selected appropriately.

Some types of programmes and placements show particular promise. Early
indications are that sex - o ffender pro grammes can produce positive early
results. Vocational training, literacy provision and employment re l a t e d
projects can reduce reconviction rates. Drug misuse treatment programmes
in the community can be successful, if started quickly (and hence used in
conjunction with early identification and immediate access to tre a t m e n t ) ,
continued for as long as possible and carried out in a positive and supportive
environments. Research has identified “vulnerable” groups with higher than
ave rage risk of developing addictive or dependent drug use (including the
young homeless, truants, those excluded from school, young offenders and
young people looked after by local authorities). Prevention pro gra m m e s
targeted at these groups are likely to be more successful than more general
ones.

T h e re have been ve ry few well-designed and care f u l ly evaluated studies in
this country of the effectiveness of programmes designed to rehabilitate and
reduce the risk of reoffending. Both the Prison and Probation Services are
under increasing pressure to demonstrate that the programmes they run for
o ffe n d e rs adopt the methods which re s e a rch shows are like ly to be most
effective and are targeted on offenders most at risk. 

Systems of accreditation, which both services are developing fo r
programmes designed to tackle offending behaviour, should ensure greater
consistency of practice, a higher overall standard of work with offenders and
i m p rovements in the info rmation ava i l able about those who attend and
complete pro grammes. Closer collab o ration between the two services is
essential to ensure that work carried out in prison to reduce risk and address
treatment needs is built upon during the period of post-release supervision
through compatible offending behaviour programmes.



Comparisons of effectiveness and cost-effectiveness

The evidence for effectiveness

The evidence summarised in this report points to a range of interventions for
which there is evidence, or the promise of, effectiveness in reducing crime.
M u ch of the more thoro u g h ly evaluated evidence comes from the US and
t h e re is an open question as to whether it would be equally effe c t i ve in
England and Wales (or, in some cases, whether it is appropriate to conditions
here). Conversely, some initiatives which are claimed to work in the UK have
not been rigorously evaluated.

This suggests that we should proceed cautiously in adopting the re l eva n t
interventions, undertaking implementation on a large scale only when they
have been shown to be effective on a smaller scale and once implementation
strategies have been adequately tested. This points to the need for pilots of a
size that is adequate for rigorous process and impact evaluation.

M a ny of the promising interventions deliver their main crime reduction effe c t s
over the medium or longer term. This, and the wide va riety of groups and
o rganisations needed to implement the re l evant interventions, also sugge s t
that implementation of interventions shown to be effe c t i ve in small-scale pilots
m ay not replicate their success on a larger scale if objectives are allowed to
d rift. Even in short e r - t e rm initiatives (such as offender pro grammes), there is
evidence that there is a dilution of ‘what wo rks’ principles when applied on a
l a rge scale. To avoid these risks, close monitoring and evaluation must be
i n cluded as integral components of an implementation pro gramme. Regular
rev i ews, based on this info rmation, should help to ensure that the pri n c i p l e s
on which the pro grammes are based are maintained stri n ge n t ly enough fo r
them to deliver reductions in crime effe c t i ve ly.

Cost-benefit analyses

Although it was possible to identify some information that supported cost-
b e n e fit analyses (part i c u l a r ly in preventing criminality and in situational
p revention), there are many areas where the re s e a rch conducted does not
support rigorous, or even approximate, cost-benefit analysis. To ensure that
interventions are only adopted on a large scale when they are shown to be
effective, both cost and effectiveness information are required from process
and impact evaluations.

The evaluation of Safer Cities has indicated how information on costs can be
related to effectiveness in this country, providing a rational basis for deciding
on the most appropriate level of investment. In this instance, reduction in
burglary risk through Safer Cities action was greater where there was more
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intense burg l a ry  act ion – but to ach i eve these bigger fa lls cost
d i s p ro p o rt i o n a t e ly more. This can best be illustrated by contrasting two
strategies for a national impact of Safer Cities-type burglary action: 

• targeting higher-risk areas  – amounting to a tenth of the country’s 20
million households – gi ves a 5.5 per cent reduction in national
burglary rates (and a hence 0.6 per cent reduction in overall recorded
c rime). The re t u rn on this is one-and-a-half times more than the
spend (£95 million gross return on £38 million spend); or,

• covering half the country’s households reduces the national burglary
rate by 12 per cent but savings are only a third more than the spend
(£204 million gross return on £151 million spend).

For comparison, the evidence suggests that the cost of achieving a reduction
of around 0.6 per cent in crime through increases in the prison population
alone would be about £380 million a year.

Conclusions

Taken together, the evidence in this report provides the basis for a coherent
and co-ordinated strategy which recognises that:

• none of the initiatives identified as promising will control crime on its
own. An effe c t i ve crime reduction stra t e gy is one in which an
i n t e grated pack age of best practice is developed and delive re d
consistently over time;

• multiple interventions are ge n e ra l ly more cost-ef fe c t i ve than
initiatives with a single focus. For example, prevention programmes
for young people should target risk factors affecting all aspects of a
child’s life;

• a d va n t age should be taken of evidence which identifies part i c u l a r
initiatives which would have an early but not necessarily lasting effect
on offending behaviour and therefore the crime rate;

• m a ny promising initiatives bring their main crime reduction benefi t s
over a long period. However they have earlier, beneficial effects on
other outcomes (education, employment, info rmal social control and
fa m i ly cohesion), the absence of which are pre d i c t o rs of subsequent
c ri m i n a l i t y. The effect on these risk fa c t o rs there fo re needs to be
c a re f u l ly monitored, evaluated and rev i ewed to ensure the full potential
of the initiatives is realised (and ineffectual interventions stopped);
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• implementation of initiatives more generally  should be planned so as
to ensure that the ‘what wo rks’ principles are adhered to and
adequate and appro p riate training and evaluation are included. The
evidence that emerges from evaluation  should be used to inform the
running and perfo rmance monitoring of the main Gove rn m e n t
programmes to which they relate; and,

• evidence on effectiveness, and more particularly cost effectiveness, is
currently limited, cannot easily be extrapolated nationally from small-
scale pilots and is not collected in a way which allows fo r
c o m p a risons between initiatives. Process and impact eva l u a t i o n
should therefore be designed to generate both cost and effectiveness
information.

The findings summarised in this chapter suggest that an integrated strategy
would be effective if it included:

• intensive interventions among children and families at risk;

• increasing informal social control and social cohesion in communities
and institutions that are vulnerable to crime, criminality, drug usage
and disorder;

• intervention in the development of products or services vulnerable to
crime so as to make them less so;

• i n c e n t i ves to individuals and organisations to reduce the risk of
crime;

• targeting situational prevention measures on “hot spots” and areas of
high risk generally;

• reducing repeat victimisation;

• placing greater emphasis on problem oriented policing;

• extending the ra n ge of effe c t i ve interventions with offe n d e rs and
drug users;

• making more use, in appropriate circumstances, of penalties such as
fines and curfew orders with tagging; and,

• improving the consistency of sentencing.
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S u ch a port folio would combine long term investment in ch i l d ren and
families with actions that would yield more immediate, though pro b ably
smaller re t u rns (such as situational prevention). It would also incl u d e
activities aimed at achieving gains that accumulate steadily (such as offender
p ro grammes, community action and improved product design).
Implementation on a large scale would be undertaken only when promising
i n i t i a t i ves had been shown to be effe c t i ve on a smal l scale and
implementation strategies adequately tested There is evidence that such an
a p p ro a ch would be cost effe c t i ve throughout its life, with substantial cost
benefits in the long run.
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Annex A
Assessing the strength of
research evidence

S h e rman et al., 1997, conducted a rev i ew of the scientific litera t u re, to
inform an evaluation of the effectiveness of the US Department of Justice’s
grants to assist in the prevention of crime (see Chapter 1). They employed a
s c i e n t i fic methods scale to rate the  ‘methodological ri gor’ of the studies
quoted in evidence. The fi ve levels identified by this scale are used
d e s c ri p t i ve ly in seve ral ch a p t e rs of this re p o rt (although they have not
formed the sole basis for judging effectiveness or strength of evidence). The
method used by Sherman et al. (1997) for assigning  a score to a study is
described below. 

Scientific methods scale 

Studies examined by Sherman et al. (1997) we re gi ven an ove rall ra t i n g
(from 1 to 5). They used several different dimensions but primarily based the
score on these factors:

• the study’s ability to control extraneous variables;

• the minimization of measurement error: and,

• the statistical power to detect meaningful differences.

The core criteria required to achieve the five levels of scientific rigour were:

1) correlation between a crime prevention programme and a measure of
crime or crime risk factors;

2) t e m p o ral sequence between the pro gramme and the crime or ri s k
outcome cl e a r ly observed, or a comparison group present without
demonstrated comparability to the treatment group;

3) a comparison between two or more units of analysis, one with and
one without the programme;
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4) c o m p a rison between multiple units within and without  the
p ro gramme, controlling for other fa c t o rs, or a non-equiva l e n t
comparison group has only minor differences evident; or,

5) random assignment and analysis of comparable units to pro gra m m e
and comparison groups.

Deciding what works

In terms of this five-level scale, Sherman et al., 1997, found that scores for
most of the ava i l able evaluations we re low. They did not meet the high
threshold for rigour set by the authors for recommending what works. Based
on the scientific strength and substantive findings of the available evidence,
their report therefore classifies programmes into four categories:

What works

Programmes that are reasonably likely to be effective in the kinds of contexts
in which they we re evaluated and for which the findings should be
generalisable to similar settings in other places and times. These must have
at least two level 3 evaluations with statistical significance tests show i n g
effectiveness and the preponderance of all available evidence supporting the
same conclusion.

What’s promising

These are pro grammes for which the level of certainty from ava i l abl e
evidence is too low to support ge n e ra l i s able conclusions but for which there
is some empirical evidence for predicting that further re s e a rch could support
s u ch conclusions. Pro grammes are re g a rded as promising if they have at least
one level 3 evaluation with significance tests showing effe c t i veness and the
p re p o n d e rance of all ava i l able evidence supporting the same concl u s i o n .

What doesn’t work

Programmes that we are reasonably certain fail to be ef fective in the kinds of
contexts in which they were evaluated and for which the findings should be
generalisable to similar settings in other places and times. These must have
at least two level 3 evaluations with statistical significance tests show i n g
ineffectiveness and the preponderance of all available evidence supporting
the same conclusion.

What’s unknown

Any programme not falling into one of the other three categories.
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