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Implementing Information Science in
Policing: Mapping the Evidence Base1

Kate Bowers�, Lisa Tompson�� and Shane D. Johnson���

Abstract In many disciplines, there is a wealth of primary evaluation research on what works, and systematic

reviews that synthesize that evidence. This is, of course, extremely positive. However, the sheer scale of the information

and the way in which it is indexed and presented can mean that it is difficult for practitioners to locate the best

available evidence. For this reason, in health, education, and other disciplines, using techniques from information

science, researchers have systematically assembled databases such as those hosted on healthevidence.org and educa-

tionendowmentfoundation.org which bring together the most reliable evidence. Hitherto, no such database has

existed for crime and criminal justice interventions. This article sets out some of challenges and early findings of

one exercise which aims to produce such a database, being completed as part of the What Works Centre for Crime

Reduction initiative in collaboration with the College of Policing.

Introduction

It is undeniable that the process of and the pressures

upon policing have changed considerably in the last

decade. This age of policing, driven by budget cuts

following the recession and increased interest in the

role that technology can play in making public ser-

vices more efficient, has seen an increased interest

in evidence-based policing (EBP, Sherman, 1998;

Lum and Koper, 2014). EBP relies on the supply

and consumption of reliable information and

speaks to the ‘what to do’ question. It shares

many of the principles of problem-oriented poli-

cing (see Goldstein, 1979), and is founded on the

premise that by using reliable information on what

is known about crime patterns and what has previ-

ously been shown to reduce crime (using an appro-

priate evaluation design), operational policing can

focus on defined problems and implement the most

appropriate, promising solutions to them.

EBP approaches are dependent upon a number

of key factors: firstly, the availability and quality of

the information arising from evaluation research or
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crime analysis; secondly, the celerity and ease with

which this information is available; thirdly, the

availability of police resources to act upon this in-

formation over an appropriate time scale; fourthly,

sufficient buy-in from those on the front line of

policing to ensure that the evidence is applied;

and fifthly, sufficient understanding of the quality,

generalizability, scalability, and limitations of

any evidence or intelligence that is used by those

responsible for implementing action on the basis

of it.

Many of these factors can arguably act as sub-

stantial obstacles to the implementation of any

form of policing. In this article, we focus on some

of these challenges as they relate to EBP. In par-

ticular, we aim to identify the current shape of the

evidence base on which practitioners might draw to

inform their decision-making. We do this by

systematically searching the existing literature to

provide a map of what is currently available. We

discuss the evidence within the context of the cur-

rent use of evidence synthesis and information

science in policing and lay out some requirements

necessary for future developments in EBP that

should ultimately aid the crime reduction

enterprise.

Evidence synthesis

In terms of policy evaluation, what the ‘best avail-

able evidence’ actually is, is a widely debated issue.

Primary research studies can be conceived of, and

executed, along a continuum of rigour (e.g.

Campbell and Stanley, 1963; Sherman et al.,

1997) and can answer questions of different

kinds—how much crime was reduced, how was a

reduction actually achieved (e.g. Pawson and Tilley,

1997), and so on. Studies concerning the impact on

crime of interventions may produce misleading re-

sults due to chance (i.e. statistical fluke) or through

the use of a poorly conducted evaluation. For ex-

ample, the sample may be unrepresentative of the

population of interest, or the research design may

be weak and susceptible to various confounds (e.g.

other interventions may interfere with patterns

observed) that renders conclusions unreliable (see

e.g. Campbell and Stanley, 1963). Further to this,

individual primary studies are constrained in scope

and context, in part depending on the available

funding to evaluate an intervention (which itself

may bias the findings, see Pawson, 2006).

Moreover, what works at one time/location may

not in another (perhaps because it was imple-

mented differently or it targeted a different popu-

lation, and so on—for a discussion, see Tilley,

1996). Studies may also lack the statistical power

to allow impacts (positive or negative) to be reliably

identified even if they exist.

While important, it is not our intention to dis-

cuss the potential issues associated with primary

evaluations any further here, so we refer the inter-

ested reader elsewhere (e.g. Tilley, 2000). Instead,

suffice it to say that the shortcomings of primary

evaluation studies have been known for many dec-

ades. Moreover, while primary studies can (and

should) inform decision-making, it can be difficult

for practitioners to make sense of the evidence if

numerous primary studies exist on a specific topic,

particularly if those studies report different or con-

flicting findings.

Consequently, methods of evidence synthesis have

been developed to mitigate (at least some of) the

issues discussed above. The ‘gold standard’ in evi-

dence synthesis is the systematic review, which is ‘a

review of research literature using systematic and ex-

plicit, accountable methods’ (Gough et al., 2012,

p. 2). The strength of systematic reviews is that they

integrate known evidence on a topic, and aim to

report balanced findings, taking into account the re-

liability of the primary studies on which they are

based and any contextual variations between studies.

Some, but not all, systematic reviews use an approach

referred to as meta-analysis (Glass, 1976) to aggregate

quantitative measures of outcome across studies.

Meta-analysts use specific statistical methods to ag-

gregate findings across a series of studies for which

comparable data have been collected. One major

2 Policing Article K. Bowers et al.
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benefit of meta-analytic techniques is that they in-

crease statistical power, which means that if an inter-

vention has a reliable effect on crime, this is more

likely to be detected. Simpler approaches such as

(vote) counting the number of studies that show re-

liable positive (or negative) effects are sometimes

used but this approach is known to produce unreli-

able results (e.g. Hedges and Olkin, 1980) and hence

is generally (and should be) avoided.

Well-conducted systematic reviews are therefore

ideally positioned to summarize information on

what is known about the effectiveness of interven-

tions implemented to improve social outcomes,

and should be attractive to policy-makers and prac-

titioners for these reasons.

Information science

In evidence synthesis, searching for primary study

evidence is akin to the data collection phase of a

research project, and this needs to be completed in a

way that minimizes the possibility that the identi-

fied set of studies on which conclusions are to be

based is in some way biased. The explicit and sys-

tematic methods used by evidence synthesists

for this purpose draw heavily from the field of

‘information science’ (Rubin, 1998), which has

become a keystone in high-quality research.

Information science is concerned with the proper-

ties and flow of information, and studies the means

of processing it for ‘optimum accessibility and us-

ability’ (Borko, 1968, p. 3). Although allied to com-

puter science and library studies, information

science is considered a discipline in its own right,

with a broad field of study and a multi-disciplinary

focus.

With a view to highlighting some of the import-

ant principles, in this article, we begin by consider-

ing some of the empirically validated methods used

by Information Specialists to search and retrieve

information relating to evaluation research. We

then discuss how these methods were applied to

identify existing systematic reviews concerned

with crime reduction, and then provide some sum-

mary statistics about the reviews identified. We also

discuss the degree to which the role of information

synthesist should be taken on by academics and by

the police themselves.

The principles alluded to above have been widely

adopted by evidence synthesists across many social

and biomedical sciences (White, 1994; 2009).

At their heart, they advocate—and specify a

means through which—a carefully crafted ‘search

strategy’ can be established to locate relevant evi-

dence. A judicious search strategy targets a variety

of sources from which studies might be identified.

In principle, all possible sources (e.g. in different

languages) should be searched, but this may be im-

possible and this is typically constrained by the

scope of the research question and the resources

available to complete the review.

Electronic reference databases (e.g. PsychINFO,

MEDLINE) that hold millions of research article

details are typically the main source of ‘leads’ to

potentially relevant studies. These databases can

be searched using search strings that combine key-

words, index terms, and other characteristics of the

documents (i.e. date, publication outlet, language,

document type to name a few). Prior to using these,

researchers engaged in systematic reviews typic-

ally consult with experts to ensure that the best

terms are used and that important ones are not

omitted. For transparency, researchers make these

syntaxes publically available so that they might be

scrutinized and used in replication studies if

desired.

Unfortunately, not all academic journals are

indexed by scholarly databases (see, Lee et al.,

2012), and not all types of literature are indexed

in academic databases. Consequently, the database

searches are supplemented with other search tac-

tics, such as the manual searching of publication

outlets and conference presentations, specialized

registers, and repositories of prospective studies.

For thoroughness, the reference lists of any identi-

fied studies are also usually checked for studies that

have not yet been identified. Similarly, studies that
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subsequently cite already identified studies (or key

studies) can be searched for. These forms of search-

ing, known as backward and forward searching, re-

spectively, thus use identified studies to locate

further studies that might otherwise be missed.

Experts in a field are also contacted to track down

studies that might be of relevance to the synthesist.

Depending on the research question, a search strat-

egy might return many thousands, or tens of thou-

sands, of potential leads to candidate studies, all of

which need to be checked against a set of ‘inclusion

criteria’ to assess their relevance. The inclusion cri-

teria are specified before the literature is searched,

and again should be subjected to expert review

and—for the purposes of transparency—made

widely available.

Because the numbers of studies identified in a

typical search strategy can be very large, informa-

tion specialists play a central role in the systematic

search for studies in an evidence synthesis

(Hammerstrøm et al., 2010; Brunton et al., 2013;

Reed and Baxter, 2009). It is the information spe-

cialists’ role to optimize the search strategy so that a

high proportion of all relevant studies are identi-

fied, whilst the number of studies that do not meet

the inclusion criteria that have to be assessed is

minimized—referred to as the ‘precision’ and ‘sen-

sitivity’ of the search strategy, respectively (e.g. Lee

et al., 2012).

Whilst information retrieval is undoubtedly a

specialist skill, the general principles from informa-

tion science can be adopted by anyone carrying out

appraisals of the evidence base. In the UK, the

College of Policing (CoP) has been conducting

‘Evidence Base Camps’ whereby police officers

and police staff are guided through an abridged

version of the search strategy process to swiftly

sift and organize the evidence on a topic.

Not adopting the meticulous searching tech-

niques outlined can lead to researchers locating a

biased set of studies that do not truly reflect what

the existing evidence suggests about a particular

issue. A classic example includes the need to

search for those evaluation studies that are part of

the ‘grey’ (or ‘gray’) literature of unpublished stu-

dies (Auger, 1998). That is, studies that do not

appear in books, journals, or other academic pub-

lishing outlets, but that nonetheless can provide

important information about the impact (or lack

thereof) of particular interventions. Such literature

can be particularly important as research indicates a

clear ‘publication bias’ associated with academic

journals, such that studies that report programme

effects are more likely to be published than those

that do not (Greenwald, 1975; Lipsey and Wilson

1993; Rothstein and Hopewell, 2009). For this

reason, an appropriate search strategy will specific-

ally target the grey literature through the interroga-

tion of databases such as PsycEXTRA, the National

Criminal Justice Reference Service, ProQuest

Theses, and Dissertations, alongside complemen-

tary internet searches and consultation with

experts.

A related concern is language bias, whereby stu-

dies with larger effects are more likely to be pub-

lished in English (e.g. Egger et al., 1997). Ideally,

the assessment of studies that are published in lan-

guages other than English is, of course, important

for other reasons, as different effects may be

observed in different countries. However, the

costs (time and financial) associated with translat-

ing texts written in languages other than English

may realistically preclude their consideration in

search exercises.

Scoping the evidence base: the
appliance of (information) science

As emphasized above, one of the key factors in im-

plementing EBP is the availability and quality of

evidence on what reduces crime. In this regard,

techniques from information science can be used

to assemble databases of systematic reviews of ‘what

works’ for a particular domain, which can then be

made available to practitioners. However, while

such exercises have been conducted in disciplines

such as Public Health (Lee et al., 2012), as far as we

4 Policing Article K. Bowers et al.
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are aware no such exercise has been conducted for

the field of crime reduction.2 This is problematic as

there are potentially thousands of reviews and stu-

dies on which practitioners could draw.

For at least three reasons, the lack of a central

evidence bank presents a challenge for busy practi-

tioners who wish to consult the evidence. Firstly,

locating studies that are relevant to their questions

may be a substantial task, and sifting through the

located studies can take a long time, even when

search strategies are developed to maximize preci-

sion and sensitivity. Such lengthy activities can

mean that practitioners do not have the time to

engage in this type of activity, or give up in frustra-

tion. Secondly, not all studies are equal, with the

conclusions of some being more or less reliable than

others. Unfortunately, establishing the reliability of

the conclusions of a particular study is time-

consuming and requires the relevant expertise.

Thirdly, systematically locating studies is not

simply a matter of conducting an internet search

as is clear from our discussion of the principles of

information science above.

To illustrate the complexity of the process, and to

scope what evidence is available, the research re-

ported in the remainder of this article describes

our efforts to date to assemble a database of system-

atic reviews of what works to reduce crime. This

work represents one part of a programme of re-

search recently funded by the Economic and

Social Research Council and supported by the

CoP to identify and develop the evidence base for

crime and criminal justice interventions. The work

will contribute to the What Works Centre for

Crime Reduction (WWCCR), which is hosted by

the CoP (http://www.college.police.uk/wwc), and

involves a consortium of universities including

University College London, the Institute of

Education, the London School of Hygiene and

Tropical Medicine, and Surrey universities (see

http://www.college.police.uk/en/20825.htm).

Some of the primary objectives of the Centre are to:

� ‘identify the best available evidence on

approaches to reducing crime and the poten-

tial savings to the police service, their crime

reduction partners and the public’.

� draw the evidence together, and rate it by qual-

ity, cost, and impact, to identify which prac-

tices and interventions are likely to be most

effective.

� ‘present the resulting evidence base in a way

that makes it accessible to practitioners and to

encourage use in practice’.

As a core part of this research, the present au-

thors designed a method for systematically search-

ing for reviews of the evidence concerning crime

reduction. To ensure that the method used to

locate the evidence was systematic, transparent,

and replicable, we first created a review protocol

that outlined the procedures to be used to search

for the literature (Bowers et al., 2013). This was

reviewed by staff at the CoP and a panel of external

experts. To briefly summarize the protocol, for a

study to meet the inclusion criteria, it needed to

meet two specific criteria: (1) that it was a system-

atic review and/or a meta-analysis; and (2) that the

outcome measure summarized in the review was a

quantifiable impact on crime. Hence, reviews that

examined the impact of interventions on other

(intermediate) behaviours or outcomes—such as

an increase in school attendance, or a reduction

in aggression—but that did not ultimately measure

crime reduction outcomes were not included.

In keeping with the methods of information

science, we articulated an explicit search strategy

including: (1) keyword searches of electronic

2 Databases of primary studies in policing and criminal justice have been assembled before. For example, the Registry of
Randomized Criminal Justice Experiments in Sanctions (Weisburd et al., 1990); the University of Maryland for the
Washington State Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee (JLARC) (MacKenzie and Hickman, 1998) and the current
efforts by Lorraine Mazzerole and colleagues to amass studies for the Global Policing Database (GPD). To our knowledge, no
database exists of evidence syntheses in crime reduction to date.
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databases; (2) a review of reports of professional

research and policing organizations; (3) forward

and backward reference searching tactics, and (4)

a review of known lists and collections of systematic

reviews on crime prevention. Additionally, the

protocol documented over a dozen identified data-

bases that were to be searched for reviews and the

explicit Boolean search terms employed, referring

in this case to study type (e.g. systematic review),

crime measurement (e.g. domestic violence) and

outcome (e.g. reduced crime or re-offending).

The initial database searches yielded a list of over

15,600 research articles, with a further 1,500 studies

found through the other search tactics. An exten-

sive screening process was then employed, resulting

in the identification of 337 reviews that met the

inclusion criteria. To enable us to produce a

‘map’ of the available evidence, these were then

‘light coded’ to yield basic information about

each review. More detailed coding is currently

underway, but the initial coding allows us to draw

general conclusions about the general nature of the

available evidence (including how many reviews

there are, the types of interventions considered,

and so on), which we will now describe.

Initial findings—taking stock of the
evidence base

In the tables presented below, descriptive statistics

are provided regarding some of the characteristics

of the 337 reviews identified. These provide insight

into both what we currently know and what we do

not know. In Table 1, for example, a summary is

provided about the types of interventions con-

sidered in the reviews. The reader should note

that individual reviews often included evidence

on more than one category for each characteristic

(in the case of Table 1, the type of intervention),

and consequently the total number of interventions

enumerated (for example) exceeds the total

number of reviews. The reader should also note

that for some reviews, information was unavailable

for some characteristics, and so the ‘total number of

reviews’ under consideration in each table is some-

times less than 337.

Considering Table 1, for seven reviews, the inter-

vention type was unclear or missing and hence in-

formation from these studies is omitted here. To

illustrate the information shown in Table 1, for

28% of the reviews for which information was

available, sentencing and deterrence were cited as

one element of the interventions reviewed. Put dif-

ferently, 93 of the 330 reviews contained an inter-

vention that could be classified as sentencing and

deterrence. Educational interventions were exam-

ined in 23% of coded reviews and situational meas-

ures were considered in 10% of them. Publicity and

restorative justice were least likely to be mentioned.

As can be seen from the total shown in the final row

of Table 1, many reviews addressed more than one

intervention. For example, the review on ‘Police

programmes to prevent drink driving’ includes

random breath testing, sobriety checkpoints, road

watches, photo-radar, red-light cameras, and

mixed programmes. Other reviews formulated

their research question so that interventions

aimed at a sub-group of offenders or victims were

the focus. In fact, of the reviews identified, approxi-

mately 65 examined a single intervention.3

The totals in Table 1 hint at a noticeable bias

towards reviews of what can be classified as ‘ter-

tiary’ crime prevention (Brantingham and Faust,

1976). That is, those interventions that target

offenders after an offence has occurred. This in-

cludes sentencing, drug treatment, and correctional

interventions. Considering all of the interventions

assessed across all reviews, these tertiary interven-

tions constituted 45% of all interventions that were

assessed. ‘Secondary’ interventions, which target ‘at

risk’ groups, include community interventions, de-

velopmental and social prevention, and educational

3 This is an approximation because it is calculated based on title and abstract. In our experience, some reviews that appear to
be on one intervention in the abstract may, in fact, cover more in the main body of the review.
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interventions. Collectively, these comprised 27% of

the (657) interventions assessed. Finally, policing

and partnership, publicity, and situational preven-

tion are often categorized as ‘primary’ interven-

tions; that is, they aim to identify and manipulate

conditions of the environment that are conducive

to crime.4 Such interventions made up only 14% of

the (657) interventions assessed.

What this overview suggests is a strong emphasis

and research interest on offenders rather than of-

fences. In particular, it reflects a greater focus on

what happens after offenders are caught in terms of

sentencing, incarcerating, and providing them with

corrective treatment. The relatively modest propor-

tion of reviews focussing on policing and partner-

ship interventions suggests that there has been less

research focus on policing strategies (and presum-

ably policing) that focusses on prevention.

Table 2 summarizes some key features of the

methods and data employed in the reviews. To

meet the inclusion criteria, the reviews had to

have a systematic search strategy, provide key

terms and/or a list of databases to be searched, or

adopt meta-analytic methods. A large number of

the reviews were best described as systematic re-

views; with reviews of reviews (or meta-reviews)

that synthesize systematic review evidence being

the next most common type. Rapid evidence

assessments (REAs) were also present. REAs are a

less exhaustive form of review than a systematic

review. They do not (usually) involve any form of

meta-analysis, and the search process is typically

much less intense and complete than in the case

of a systematic review. Despite these limitations,

which must be acknowledged when conducting or

using the findings from them, REAs can provide

useful overviews of what is known about a particu-

lar topic. Their strength (and, in terms of their

completeness, weakness) is that they can be com-

pleted much faster than a systematic review and

with fewer resources.

The influence of the inclusion criteria used here

to identify studies is further reflected in the type of

analytical technique used. Of the 240 reviews for

which information was available, most (184) used

meta-analytic techniques, whereas a smaller per-

centage used synthesis methods (such as vote

counting or reporting a summary of the findings

published by the authors of the individual study) or

mixed methods (where both quantitative aggrega-

tion and qualitative synthesis were used).5 Note

that some reviews used more than one type of

method. Overall, most of the reviews coded used

at least some quantitative data. Qualitative infor-

mation was also used as evidence in a number of the

reviews, but less frequently. The adoption of realist

methods of evidence synthesis (e.g. Pawson and

Tilley, 1997), which consider how variation in

local conditions (context) can impact upon the

Table 1: Intervention types considered across the sys-
tematic reviews (the total number of reviews considered
was 330)

Intervention type N Percentage of
coded reviews
citing intervention

Correctional interventions 156 47

Sentencing and deterrence 93 28

Educational interventions 79 23

Others 79 23

Community interventions 50 15

Policing and partnership 52 16

Developmental and social
prevention

47 14

Drug treatment interventions 48 14

Situational prevention 34 10

Restorative Justice 12 3

Publicity 7 2

Total 657

4 We acknowledge that these classifications can be problematic, and that some forms of crime prevention arguably span more
than one category. They are presented here simply to assist descriptive analysis.
5 Please note that there was flexibility in the way in which ‘mixed-methods’ could be coded. For example, checking ‘narrative’
and ‘meta-analysis’ might also reflect this type of approach. Again, the prevalence of such reviews will become easier to
identify after full coding.
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way in which an intervention works (mechanism)

and how this may impact upon outcomes, was

identified in only one review.

Table 2 demonstrates a general emphasis on

quantitative methods of evidence synthesis. From

a policing point of view, however, it is perhaps

more interesting to compare how policing and

partnership interventions differ (or not) in

method from other types of intervention. It appears

from Table 3, which cross-tabulates intervention

type by analytical technique, that meta-analysis

dominates in reviews of correctional interventions

and sentencing and deterrence. Reviews of the ef-

fectiveness of policing and partnership, and situ-

ational approaches also rely heavily on meta-

analytic methods, but in addition other types of

synthesis approaches are a little more common.

This might reflect the variation in the methodo-

logical approach taken in the primary evaluations

contributing to the reviews.

These tables raise some issues worthy of explor-

ation. Evidence syntheses including meta-analysis

have traditionally focussed on ensuring that the

quality of the evidence, in terms of the primary re-

search, is high (Sherman et al., 1997). In fact, many

meta-analyses of corrections and sentencing have

exclusively examined evidence from randomized

control trials (RCTs). Such evaluations are billed

as the ‘gold standard’ in terms of the internal val-

idity of the research design; that is, they are

equipped to rule out rival explanations for any

effect of treatment, including many forms of bias

(e.g. regression to the mean, selection bias, attri-

tion, etc.). However, it is important to note that

RCTs have other risks of bias associated with

them (see Higgins and Green, 2011).

From an experimental perspective, evaluations of

situational crime prevention and many policing

and partnership interventions might be considered

the poor cousins of corrections and sentencing stu-

dies. However, there is a good reason for this as

these interventions often focus on ‘places’ rather

than people. This can make experimental designs

that employ random assignment difficult to imple-

ment. That is, the areas chosen for intervention are

often selected ‘because’ of the problems they face,

and so the randomization of areas to conditions—

where the intervention is tailored to the specific

problem faced in an area—will often make little

sense. This differs from (for example) corrections

interventions that use individuals as the unit of ana-

lysis and typically test more generic treatments.

With area-based interventions, there is also the

complication of physical proximity between those

receiving and not receiving the treatment, which

increases the risks of contamination. Hence, there

are many examples of synthesis exercises for place-

based interventions (e.g. Welsh and Farrington,

2008), but few exclusively using RCTs (exceptions

include Braga and Weisburd, 2012 in their review of

focussed deterrence strategies).

If readers are willing to accept that there are par-

ticular gaps in the evidence base at the level of the

systematic review for policing and partnership

interventions, it follows that to encourage more re-

views, it will be necessary to either improve the

standard of the (primary) research on which re-

views are based, or to alter the evidence culture to

accept and use evidence of different forms, whilst

understanding the caveats associated with doing so.

Table 2: Characteristics of the reviews

Type of review (n = 265) n %

Systematic review 236 89

Review of reviews 22 8

Rapid Evidence Assessment 10 4

Narrative 7 3

Multi-site evaluation 3 1

Realist approach 1 0

Analytical technique (n = 240) n %

Meta-analysis 184 77

Synthesis 61 25

Mixed-method 7 3

Type of data integrated in
the review (n = 172)

n %

Quantitative information included 152 88

Qualitative information included 36 21

Primary data 36 21

Secondary data 13 8
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Pursuing both aspirations is perhaps likely to be the

most fruitful. It also follows that engaging the prac-

titioner in the pursuit and use of reliable evidence is

likely to have significant benefit.

Encouraging and enabling the use
of evidence tools

The preceding section naturally segues into a discus-

sion of two more of the key factors identified in the

introduction as necessary for EBP. That is, how to

ensure sufficient buy-in from the front-line police

officers responsible for implementing crime-

prevention strategies, and ensuring an adequate

understanding of the evidence or intelligence that

underpins such action. In other words, encouraging

the use of techniques from information science—

specifically, to avoid making inferences about the

evidence base on a biased sample of studies in every-

day policing decisions. Of course, these two factors—

encouraging and enabling use—are not unrelated.

One way to examine evidence use by practice is

to consider the history of the commission of sys-

tematic reviews in policing. Such time-series ana-

lysis has been used in other crime policy areas to

identify significant events in evidence synthesis on a

particular topic. For example, Wells (2009) docu-

mented the historical trend of the application of

meta-analysis to criminal justice topics (not exclu-

sively crime reduction). He found that meta-

analysis of correctional interventions was most

common before 1990, but during this decade, a

shift occurred towards tests of theories of criminal

or antisocial behaviour. Wells further noted that

meta-analyses in policing studies only appeared in

noticeable frequencies after the millennium.

One purpose of mapping events in this way is

that it can be used as a barometre to gauge the

‘appetite’ for evidence on a particular type of

crime prevention strategy over time. Here, we

assume that increased activity means that there

are academics or other policy evaluators with an

interest in the subject, and that the policy climateT
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is conducive to such evaluations—through an

increased number of interventions to evaluate and

perhaps increased government funding to support

these activities. Figure 1 illustrates the trend over

time for reviews of policing interventions plotted

against that for all crime reduction reviews as a

comparison. It shows that—consistent with Wells

(2009)—numbers were quite unremarkable before

the millennium, with a steady increase following in

the subsequent years. Two peaks are noticeable in

policing intervention reviews, one in 2008, the

other 2011–2012. Examining the reviews conducted

in these particular years reveals an increase in grey

literature over the period (i.e. literature not pub-

lished by academic publishers, often comprising

government reports), and a rise in reviews on

crime prevention and the harm crime causes from

a public health perspective. This perhaps indicates

that there was an increased interest from govern-

ment and non-academic funders during these per-

iods. In 2012, it is noteworthy that several of the

reviews were conducted under the auspices of the

Campbell Collaboration (see Petrosino et al., 2001

for information on this organization). This demon-

strates a push in terms of evidence gathering in this

area—an exercise that was co-initiated and part-

funded by the then National Policing

Improvement Agency (Telep and Weisburd,

2014). This illustrates the impact that institutions

and the funding they provide can have on develop-

ing the evidence base.

This apparent increase in the number of available

reviews of policing interventions may reflect a

higher level of interest. Where funding has made

the reviews possible, this certainly suggests they are

a priority for the agencies providing the funding.

However, this does not necessarily reflect enthusi-

asm at the grass roots level of policing. We are un-

aware of a detailed consultation exercise to gauge

these levels directly. However, there is evidence of a

current desire to encourage engagement at all levels

of policing practice. For example, in the UK, the

newly established CoP has been running ‘evidence

base camps’6 that brings police officers and police

Figure 1: Frequency over time of systematic reviews and meta-analyses in policing, compared to all reviews on crime-
prevention topics.

6 See http://www.college.police.uk/en/21049.htm for details.
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staff together with researchers to conduct hands-on

rapid evidence assessments on priority topics. This

is part of the college’s strategy to raise awareness of,

and to embed evidence-based thinking across the

police service. Such reviews are less detailed than

systematic reviews but employ some of the same

techniques from information science, and in add-

ition to providing a useful summary on a topic,

help to determine whether sufficient evidence

exists to inform a (time-consuming) systematic

review.

One of the challenges faced by the WWCCR is

how engagement can be encouraged at the different

levels of policing. Academic standards and jargon

(for example) could well discourage engagement

with research in practice. Thus, one of the prin-

ciples employed by the CoP is to encourage the

police to ‘own’ what is done in terms of producing

evidence for policing.

One of the most significant efforts to support

police practitioner engagement with the evidence

base was the work of the US-based COPS

office (Community Oriented Policing Services).

Commissioned and published by the Center for

Problem-Oriented Policing, POP guides synthesize

evidence on a particular topic. There are three dif-

ferent kinds of guides. ‘Problem-Specific Guides’

for Police that summarize knowledge about how

the police can reduce the harm caused by specific

crime and disorder problems. ‘Response Guides’

that summarizes the collective knowledge from re-

search and practice about how, and under what

conditions, certain police responses impact upon

crime and disorder. Finally, ‘Problem-solving

Tool Guides’ explain how various analytical meth-

ods and techniques can be applied to improve

understanding of crime and disorder problems.

An important element of all the guides is that

each is informed by a thorough review of the re-

search literature and reported police practice, and

each guide is anonymously peer-reviewed by a

sworn police officer, a police executive, and a re-

searcher prior to publication.

The problem-specific guides (see www.popcen-

ter.org) cover many topics including drug dealing

in privately owned apartment complexes, spectator

violence in stadiums, and financial crime against

the elderly to name just a few. The guides are writ-

ten for police practitioners who need to address the

specific problem covered. The advice in the guides

emphasizes that it is essential to address the loca-

tion–situation interaction and consider the ‘par-

ticular’ nature of the local problem. A further

interesting aspect of the guides is that they rely on

responses that other police departments have used

and/or that researchers have tested, meaning that

they draw upon practical information concerning

the ‘way’ in which measures have been imple-

mented in the field. Sadly, although popular with

the police in USA, at this time, the Center for

Problem-Oriented Policing is unfunded and so

there are no plans to expand the library of reports

available. This leaves a sizeable gap in what is com-

municated about policing interventions in a digest-

ible way. Part of the activity of the WWCCR will

aim to fill this gap.

There remains a significant shortage in terms of

available training to assist police practitioners to

engage with and contribute to the evidence base.

One remit of the WWCCR is therefore to develop

a training package for police professionals on the

use and mis-use of evidence. The establishment of

the Society of Evidence Based policing (http://www.

sebp.police.uk) represents another important step

in this direction. The society aims to increase the

awareness and use of the best available evidence

amongst the police, the production of new research

by practitioners, and the dissemination of that

evidence.

Making the evidence base
accessible and useable

Even the most motivated and best-trained police

practitioners will not use the evidence base if it is

not both easy to access and useful. Consequently,
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the way in which it is made available and the ways in

which it can be interrogated are of paramount im-

portance. These are two factors currently being

considered in the design of a web-based tool to

make the evidence base accessible to practitioners.

Just as searching was fundamental to the process of

identifying those studies that contribute to the

evidence base, it will be vital to those using the

web-based tool. Users may want to interrogate

the information in numerous ways and the tool is

intended to accommodate this. For example, users

might want to be presented with evidence that spe-

cifically relates to property crime. The physical

design of the web-based tool is one issue but it is

important to consider another—what is required to

ensure practitioners have the best chance of imple-

menting the most effective strategies in their ‘local

conditions’.

In the ongoing work of the WWCCR, recogni-

tion of the importance of local conditions is a key

philosophy behind the presentation of the evidence.

With respect to this, various scholars (e.g. Ekblom,

2010; Knutsson and Clarke, 2006) have argued that

evidence regarding the crime reduction impact of

interventions alone will provide insufficient infor-

mation for practical plans for police action. For

example, research demonstrates that for social

interventions, strategies can work in different

ways under different conditions (Pawson and

Tilley, 1997; Pawson, 2006). Hence, CCTV in a

car park might usefully deter crime by raising an

offender’s perception of risk, whereas in a town

centre, it might increase detections. One of the in-

tentions of the tool is therefore to provide advice

about contextual variations in a way that enables

practitioners to consider their local conditions and

how these might impact upon outcomes. Further, it

seeks to provide practitioners with available advice

on implementation. This is because some interven-

tions are difficult to realize in practice. Some re-

quire the coordination of multiple agencies for

example, or the individual consent of many mem-

bers of the public before installation (e.g. Johnson

and Loxley, 2001). These considerations may mean

that the cost of implementing a scheme locally out-

weighs any potential benefits. We are therefore

working towards a tool that speaks to all of these

needs by bringing together evidence, and an assess-

ment of evidence quality, on five separate factors—

effect, mechanism (how it works), moderators (the

conditions in which it works), implementation

(what effort is required to make it happen) and

economics. We refer to this evidence tool as

‘EMMIE’ (Tilley et al.; under review 2014). The

underlying principle of this tool is to encourage

police engagement with evidence by making what

is presented ‘locally relevant’.

Conclusion

In conclusion, there now exists a considerable

corpus of literature on what works to reduce

crime. The scale of the literature is encouraging,

but for busy practitioners, it is important that it is

accessible and organized in a way that separates the

wheat from the chaff. The evidence-scoping exer-

cise reported as part of this article maps out the

research that speaks to what we currently know,

and ongoing work will organize this material and

rate it as to its reliability to aid practitioners in their

decision-making. However, there are gaps in the

evidence base, and some of these are ‘unknown’

unknowns (Rumsfeld, 2011). Hence, a priority for

future research and practice will be to identify the

gaps in the evidence base, and to assemble the ma-

terial to answer those questions. Some of the latter

will require the use of techniques from information

science to conduct REAs or systematic reviews.

Some of the techniques developed in the field of

information science are specialist, skilled, and com-

plex. The degree to which police practitioners could

get involved in the more academic practices of

transparent searching, quality appraisal, and

meta-analysis may be limited (although it is by no

means unheard of). However, it is important that

the police act as intelligent consumers of the avail-

able research and that they liaise and exchange ideas
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with information scientists and evaluation experts.

There is evidence that police have and do engage in

this way (see e.g. Braga and Davies, 2014). It is also

probably true to say that it is by no means the case

that practitioners always consult, or understand the

evidence base before they make resourcing deci-

sions. We suggest the way forward is to encourage

the use of the evidence base by making it accessible,

transparent, and locally relevant. Further, we would

advocate teaching of at least basic evidence skills as

part of core professional training. Finally, police

involvement and support in primary evaluation ex-

ercises, particularly where the current evidence base

is lacking, should be encouraged.
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