
ELLEFSEN, H.B., BJØRKELO, B., SUNDE, I.M., and FYFE, N.R. [2023]. Unpacking preventive policing: towards a holistic 
framework. International journal of police science and management [online], Online First. Available from: 

https://doi.org/10.1177/146135572311634  

 
 
 
 

The final version of this paper has been published in International Journal of Police Science and 
Management, OnlineFirst, March 2023 by SAGE Publications Ltd. © The Author(s) 2023, Article Reuse 
Guidelines. It is available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/PSM  

This document was downloaded from 
https://openair.rgu.ac.uk 

Unpacking preventive policing: towards a holistic 
framework. 

ELLEFSEN, H.B., BJØRKELO, B., SUNDE, I.M., and FYFE, N.R. 

2023 

https://doi.org/10.1177/146135572311634
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/reusing-open-access-and-sage-choice-content
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/reusing-open-access-and-sage-choice-content
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/PSM


Unpacking preventive policing:
Towards a holistic framework

Hjørdis Birgitte Ellefsen
Norwegian Police University College, Norway

Brita Bjørkelo
Norwegian Police University College, Norway

Inger Marie Sunde
Norwegian Police University College, Norway

Nicholas R. Fyfe
Robert Gordon University, UK

Abstract
Assuming that society is better off if the harm caused by crime – including the costs entailed by the investigation, pros-

ecution and punishment – can be avoided, the proactive approach of preventive policing (PP) is generally promoted and

understood as a good and effective solution. In this article, we unpack the concept of PP by analysing how it has been

understood and practised across time and space, and find that the ‘preventive turn’ and current aspirations for a police

service with a ‘preventative mindset’ seem to require a return to a police role that might be incompatible with the liberal

and democratic ideals of today. We argue for the need for a holistic approach and outline six key elements for an over-

arching theoretical framework that is sensitive to the fundamental challenges of the ‘preventive turn’. This includes arguing
for the need for an awareness of how the problems that are to be prevented are defined; how preventative interventions

are directed; what role the police and other actors should play; how underlying rationalities and logics may affect the

understanding, implementation and outcome of PP; how effects and consequences can be measured; and the need for

legal and ethical limitations and guidelines.
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Introduction
‘All societies try to stop bad things happening’, and conse-
quently, Freeman (1999: 233) observes, prevention oper-
ates at a deep level of cultural order or common sense.
But although the general case for prevention is unarguable
(‘prevention is better than cure’), specific proposals for pre-
vention may be more contentious. Preventive interventions
might be deemed disproportionate to the risk faced; they

might be unjust and not consistent with equality and fair-
ness; they could also be ineffective, too costly and impact
negatively on trust and civil liberties. So, although the
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general importance of prevention is typically unquestioned,
when the focus is on agencies such as the police, who must
make decisions about which areas, people or problems to
focus on, the common sense understanding of prevention
quickly unravels.

It is against this background that we focus on the need to
unpack the concept of preventive policing (PP). Rather than
assuming that PP is always a good thing, we need to iden-
tify the rationalities and logics that underpin preventive
strategies, highlight the different roles and understandings
among the actors engaged, raise questions about the
ethics and regulation of PP, and emphasize the importance
of knowledge and education in underpinning preventive
interventions. Bringing together insights from our respect-
ive disciplines (history, psychology, law and geography),
we argue from within police science for the need for a
more holistic and transdisciplinary approach to how PP is
understood, managed, taught and practised, as well as
how it affects society.

In the first section of the article, we define and investi-
gate the historical roots of the concept of PP. We then
focus on the challenges of the ‘preventive turn’, highlight-
ing how, at both a conceptual and a practical level, embed-
ding prevention as a mainstream approach has proved
very difficult for the police. Finally, we consider a pos-
sible way forward by proposing a theoretical framework
that draws together the need for an awareness of how
the problems to be prevented are defined, how preventa-
tive interventions are directed, what role the police and
other actors should play, how underlying rationalities
and logics may affect the understanding, implementation
and outcome of PP, how effects and consequences can
be measured, and the need for legal and ethical limitations
and guidelines.

Back to the future? A short history of the
concept of preventive policing
Policing refers to actions aimed at preserving security and
order in society, activities that can take reactive and pro-
active forms (Bowling et al., 2019). Whereas the use of
coercive or intrusive measures in surveillance, investiga-
tion, prosecution and other forms of reactive policing in
most societies is within the exclusive domain of the
police and the public prosecutor’s office, a myriad of
private and public agencies may be engaged in PP, i.e.
actions intended to stop or hinder crime, disorder or other
harmful incidents from happening. Furthermore, we can
distinguish between actions that are intended to have dir-
ectly preventative effects, and actions undertaken for
other reasons (such as prosecution) that can be argued to
have indirect preventative effects (Muir, 2021).

The formation of PP as an extensive multi-agency effort
in which partnerships between the police and public, private
and not-for-profit organizations are established to prevent a
wide range of problems in addition to crime, has been
described as a ‘preventive turn’ in crime control
(Crawford and Evans, 2017; Hughes, 1998; Tilley, 2009).
Rising crime rates in the 1960s and 1970s led to a pessim-
ism on behalf of the public police’s ability to fight and
prevent crime, captured in Martinson’s (1974) phrase
‘nothing works’. The assumed failure of traditional police
practices became an argument for a preventive turn
(Hughes, 2007), in which the root causes of crime and dis-
order should be tackled through shared responsibility and
multi-agency partnerships consisting of a variety of public
and private actors in addition to the police (Crawford and
Evans, 2017).

The preventive turn in crime policy has also been seen as
a symptom of ‘a fundamentally different outlook on social
reality’ (Peeters, 2015: 166), in which prevention has
become the dominant strategy for dealing with a range of
risks, such as those related to health, inequality or climate
change, as well as crime and terrorism (Ericson and
Haggerty, 1997). In other words, the preventive turn is
bound up with what Beck (1986) referred to as the emer-
gence of the ‘risk society’, and the Foucauldian idea of a neo-
liberal governmentality in which ‘dangerous’ individuals are
seen as ‘risks’ that should be identified, assessed and
managed, rather than as objects of discipline and reformation
(Castel, 1991; Rose, 2000). Furthermore, as Zedner (2007)
observes, the preventive turn can be seen as a shift from a
post- to a pre-crime society, ‘a society in which the possibil-
ity of forestalling risks competes with and even takes prece-
dence over responding to wrongs done’ (p. 262).

The idea of a preventive turn mobilizes an historical nar-
rative in which a ‘traditional’ reactive approach to policing
has been displaced by a ‘new’ understanding of policing as
the management of risk via multi-agency preventative
efforts. But, as we shall see, research on the history of
policing offers an alternative narrative in which PP as
well as a risk management culture can be traced much
further back in time.

Originally, the concept of the police was used to describe
the ‘establishment and maintenance of order’ (Knemeyer,
2011), and in the 16th and 17th centuries European rulers
issued a multitude of police statues regulating most
aspects of people’s lives (Härter and Stolleis, 1996).
Police statues regulated what to believe, how to dress,
what to eat, how to celebrate, what to grow and how to
trade goods, and prohibited many types of action and
behaviour that were defined as harmful to general welfare
and security.

According to the raison d’état of the absolutist states of
the 17th and 18th centuries, the exercise of policing was
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clearly distinguished from the exercise of justice, because
policing was understood as the sovereign’s right and duty
to ensure the welfare and security of their subjects
through the enforcement of regulations directly aimed at
preventing harm (Foucault, 2007). Policing was institutio-
nalized with the bureaucratization of the absolutist state;
for example in Denmark and Norway, chief of policing
offices (‘politimester’) were established from the 1680s
and given a mandate to enforce the sovereign’s police reg-
ulations to prevent any form of disorder that could harm
general welfare and security (Ellefsen, 2018). In other
words, policing was traditionally understood as a direct pre-
ventive activity, clearly distinguished from the reactive
activity of enforcing justice.

The emergence of police ordinances and police author-
ities in the early modern period has traditionally been
seen as a way to discipline society in order to increase the
power of the absolutist state. However, recent investiga-
tions of early modern policing in former absolutist states
in continental Europe and Scandinavia, show that ‘good
order and police’ were demanded by subjects, and that
the implementation police statues and ordinances required
the consensus of the free burghers (Mührmann-Lund,
2016). Even in absolutist states, policing was seen as a
civic virtue and a condition of liberty, as was the case in
18th-century Britain where policing was performed by
unpaid, propertied gentlemen (Dodsworth, 2004).

From the second half of the 18th century, the absolutist
idea of promoting and protecting welfare through police
regulations was challenged. Inspired by Immanuel Kant,
liberal police scientists argued that police regulations
should be restricted to the protection of security and not
intervene in matters concerning people’s intellectual and
material welfare (Stolleis, 2001). Rather than protecting
the general welfare of the state against the wrongdoings
of its citizens, policing should be directed at protecting
the welfare of individual citizens. According to Foucault
(2007), the breakthrough of economic liberalism in the
19th century paved way for a liberalist governmentality
that was ‘opposed term by term to the governmentality out-
lined in the [absolutist] idea of a police state’ (p. 347),
where policing was transformed into a reactive activity
restricted to maintaining order and protecting security.

In search of the historical roots of modern PP, many have
pointed to the formation of London’s Metropolitan Police in
1829, captured in Peel’s ‘Policing Principles’ of which the
first is ‘to prevent crime and disorder’ (Bowling et al.,
2019: 81; Critchley, 1978: 52–53),1 through a combination
of gathering information relevant to possible crimes and
the surveillance of known offenders (O’Malley and
Hutchinson, 2006). Political liberals in continental Europe
saw Peel’s Metropolitan Police as a model to which they
might aspire (Emsley, 2012), and professional police forces

with a mandate to prevent crime and disorder through patrol-
ling the streets and detecting crime were established in
Stockholm (1850), Oslo (1859), Copenhagen (1863) and
many other cities (Ellefsen, 2018).

Consequently, policing was understood as a reactive
activity with indirect preventative effects, and throughout
the late 19th and early 20th centuries PP was seen mainly
as a ‘scarecrow’ function of routine police work (Bowling
et al., 2019: 88). In other words, it was taken for granted
that police patrols, surveillance and investigation would
deter and prevent people from committing crime.

O’Malley and Hutchinson (2006) argue that the police
and government of crime was unaffected by the risk-based
prevention that characterized other parts of government in
the last half of the 19th century. Whereas the insurance
industry pressed the fire services to prioritize fire prevention
rather than firefighting, the police prioritized ‘crime fight-
ing’ (in the form of patrols, detections and arrests).
Resistance to embracing a more risk-oriented preventative
approach was underpinned by a ‘cop culture’ that valued
action-focused activity and viewed prevention as unglamor-
ous, not ‘real’ police work, and something very difficult to
measure compared with the metrics of arrests or detection
rates. Dodsworth (2016), however, warns against overlook-
ing the fact that crime fighting was only a minor part of
police work, and reminds us that the ‘history of preventive
policing … extends beyond “the” police’ (p. 41).
Investigating the development of policing organizations in
England between 1750 and 1850, he finds a large number
of private and public organizations concerned with managing
the perceived threats of the ‘dangerous classes’ and the ‘risk’
of becoming victim of crime. According to Dodsworth, these
were PP enterprises related to a ‘wider culture of risk man-
agement, something that was marked by a growth of insur-
ance as a field of governance’ (2016: 53).

To sum up, policing has always been about prevention
and was from the beginning a multi-agency enterprise.
The introduction of a liberalist governmentality and the
establishment of professional public police forces in the
mid-19th century, transformed policing into a reactive
activity restricted to maintaining order and protecting secur-
ity. Although other private and public agencies continued to
perform activities directed at managing and preventing the
risk of crime and disorder, it was no longer understood or
defined as PP. From such an historical point of view, the
so-called preventive turn of crime policy from the 1970s
can be seen as a journey ‘back to the future’ by reintrodu-
cing the idea of policing as a direct preventive activity.

The challenges of the preventive turn
Over the past 40 years, a specialized field of innovative PP
strategies has evolved (Weisburd and Braga, 2019). By
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introducing the concept ‘problem-oriented policing’ in
1979, Goldstein became the first of many to argue for a
more evidence-based police work (Goldstein, 1979).
Inspired by theories of rational choice (Clarke and
Cornish, 1985), routine activities (Cohen and Felson,
1979) and opportunities (Felson and Clarke, 1998),
evidence-based prevention strategies are intended to get
upstream of crime and to proactively prevent it rather
than merely respond to it. Examples are ‘hotspot policing’,
which ensures the deterrent use of visible patrols to prevent
crime, ‘intelligence-led policing’, which often focuses on
disrupting criminal activity to prevent crimes from being
carried through, and ‘predictive -policing’, which involves
using algorithms to analyse massive amounts of informa-
tion in order to predict and prevent potential future
crimes. Lum and Koper (2017) in their exploration of
evidence-based policing also highlight the contribution to
PP of a range of place-based, individual-focused and neigh-
bourhood policing interventions.

Evidence-based PP strategies are associated with wider
influences coming from ‘crime science’, which is focused
on the application of scientific methods to the study of
crime and security problems with the aim of reducing
harm and is based on theoretical positions characterized
by a common preference for (quasi) experiments and
quantitative methods (Cockbain and Laycock, 2017).
Underpinning much of the momentum towards these strat-
egies is a political focus on governmentality aimed at effi-
ciency and control through economic forms of reasoning
and new public management theory (Ellefsen, 2011) with
its preoccupation with performance management and
output control (Hood, 1991).

Nevertheless, the police’s capacity to ‘generate preventa-
tive effects’ through its regular operations is still emphasized.
As part of the 2022 Strategic Review of Policing in England
andWales, Muir (2021), for example, highlighted how when
investigating crime and arresting offenders, the police begin
a process that can lead to the incapacitation of criminals, and
provide entry points to rehabilitative and restorative pro-
cesses. Furthermore, police activity can have a general deter-
rent effect, engender trust in the ‘rule of law’ and encourage a
disposition towards prosocial behaviour, all of which in
theory contribute to PP.

Despite a political consensus that ‘prevention is better
than cure’, a sustained and systematic policy focus on PP
has been surprisingly difficult to achieve. In part, this
reflects the way prevention is a boundless, elusive and
expansive concept (Peeters, 2015). PP is boundless in that
there are a potentially infinite number of phenomena that
can be relevant objects of preventive interventions,
leaving the police, for example, with the difficult task of
deciding whether they should focus on the prevention of
corruption and environmental crime or on domestic

violence; on the harms caused by drug crimes, or respond-
ing to reports of missing persons; on prioritizing interper-
sonal violence or property crimes, and so on. PP is also
elusive, because although it may be possible to assess
changes in the levels of a particular crime before and after
an intervention, it can be difficult to isolate causal factors
or define what counts as sufficient prevention in a particular
context. In addition, PP is expansive in that a focus on pre-
vention typically drives attention towards tackling the
causes of crime and disorder via increased surveillance,
monitoring, early intervention and so on, which raises ques-
tions about respect for fundamental rights and freedoms and
public perceptions of the legitimacy of police actions.

Indeed, however successful it is in preventing crime
and other harmful incidents, PP may entail negative conse-
quences in the form of excessive surveillance, control,
human suffering, and loss of trust and legitimacy (Holley
et al., 2020; Lageson, 2022). This is what Loader (2006)
refers to as ‘ambient policing’, where policing begins to
take on a pervasive role across all areas of social life. A
vicious circle of crime, threats and countermeasures may,
in the end, put democracy at risk. Remembering why the
ideal of policing as a direct preventive activity was left
behind in the mid-19th century – that it was seen as bound-
less, intrusive and incompatible with liberal and democratic
ideals – the potential negative consequences of PP should
not be unexpected. This shows a need not only for knowl-
edge about how to prevent current problems, and about
the dilemmas and potential risks of PP, but also about the
role of the police in problem-solving, with special aware-
ness of the kind of preventive efforts the police should
not engage in.

In addition to these broad challenges, there are some
more specific, systemic issues that contribute to the lack
of sustained focus given to PP. Muir (2021), for example,
highlights political short-termism (prevention is typically
a longer game than 3–5-year political cycles), fragmented
policymaking, lack of ‘cashable savings’ (preventative
measures seldom produce immediate cost reductions), evi-
dence of the efficacy of interventions may not be strong,
preventive measures can involve costs that private and
public actors would rather avoid, and traditional ideas
about human agency and responsibility drive attention
towards the pursuit of justice (for instance, punishment is
often seen as a more appropriate state response to a crime
than diverting an offender into a programme that might
reduce future offending).

Recent police reforms have not made any significant dif-
ference with ensuring a stronger focus on prevention in the
police (Fyfe et al., 2013). Despite political and policy rhet-
oric about the need for police organizations to develop a
stronger ‘preventive mindset’, the reality has been reforms
that are vague when it comes to what, how, why and at
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what costs prevention should be achieved (Bland et al.,
2021). In Scotland, for example, the legislation that
merged the regional forces into a single service, Police
Scotland, set out a normative vision with deliberate echoes
to the ‘Peelian principles of policing’ focusing on partnership
working, community well-being and prevention:

The main purpose of policing is to improve the safety and well-
being of persons, localities and communities in Scotland, and
that the Police Service, working in collaboration with others
where appropriate, should seek to achieve that main purpose
by policing in a way which (i) is accessible to and engaged
with local communities, and (ii) promotes measures to
prevent crime, harm and disorder. (Police and Fire Reform
(Scotland) Act, 2012, para 32, our emphasis)

In practice, however, the early years of Police Scotland
were characterized by a shifting ‘culture of control’
(Garland, 2001), away from a strategy of prevention and
partnership, and towards a ‘sovereign state strategy’
of crime control focused on intensive enforcement.
Exemplifying this was the increasing use of the tactic of
stop and search, with recorded stops in the nine months fol-
lowing the establishment of Police Scotland increasing by
over 400% in some areas. As public concerns grew about
the increasing use of this tactic, a report commissioned to
investigate this concluded that it could find no evidence
that the use of stop and search contributed to a reduction
in violence (see Fyfe, 2016: 170–175).

Even where prevention has been an explicit focus of new
policing initiatives, significant challenges have been
encountered in embedding this in practice. In England
and Wales, for example, attempts have been made to get
the police to engage with evidence-based policing as a
way of orientating them towards a more preventative
mindset. In 2013, the What Works Centre for Crime
Reduction was launched with the long-term aim of chan-
ging the organizational culture of the police and other
crime reduction practitioners, to increase their use of
research evidence for policy and strategic decision-making
and to make evidence use a ‘professional norm’ (Hunter
et al., 2017).2 However, evaluation studies have revealed
that even though officers were positive about evidence-
based policing and the training they received, they felt
that lack of organizational resources and the organizational
culture were significant obstacles when it came to imple-
menting it in practice (Fleming et al., 2016). Furthermore,
in a mixed-methods study of 19 police forces in England
and Wales in 2019, Bullock et al. (2022) found that many
officers characterized evidence-based thinking as inaccess-
ible and ‘academic’, and that ‘many police organisations
were neither geared up to best absorb the knowledge base

that does exist nor to use it to orient practice’ (Bullock
et al., 2022: 8).

Similar findings were reported by Gundhus (2012), in an
ethnographic study of the Norwegian Police Service’s
response to the political demand for ‘knowledge-based’
PP. According to Gundhus, the demand was met with resist-
ance from police practitioners, who from their street-level
occupational subculture perceived academic knowledge as
a threat to their experience-based knowledge and profes-
sional discretion. Den Heyer (2022) reports similar findings
in a study of the adoption of evidence-based policing by
police agencies in the United States. Although most of
the officers understood what evidence-based policing is
and were amenable to its adoption and use, the organi-
zational structures were not capable of supporting an
evidence-based practice.

In 2011, the New Zealand Police launched a ‘Prevention
First’ strategy that aimed to reduce crime and improve the
relationship between the public and the police by securing
a victim-oriented and preventative mindset informing
everything the police did (New Zealand Police, 2017).
The strategy was premised on the notion of crime preven-
tion through the delivery of community policing, focusing
on six key drivers of crime (alcohol, youth, families,
roads, organized crime, drugs and mental health; New
Zealand Police, 2017: 8–9). Evaluating the effects, den
Heyer (2021) found that although some forms of crime
have declined since 2011, whereas others (including homi-
cide and sexual assaults) have increased or remained the
same. Furthermore, reported public satisfaction with the
police has remained unchanged, and the percentage of
police staff members that are not engaged, ambivalent or
actively disengaged remains high (78%). Locker et al.
(2011) have criticized the Prevention First strategy for
being based on an ‘over-simplistic notion’ of communities,
offending and the role of the police, and for ignoring the
role of other agencies that are in a better position than the
police to perform interventions directed at the root causes
of crime (cited in den Heyer, 2021: 136). Furthermore,
the strategy seems to: (a) tend to have been based on spe-
cialist initiatives rather than an overall approach, (b) be nar-
rowly focused on crime, and (c) ignore wider ethical issues
around the risks of ambient policing.

The future of preventive policing: towards
an overarching holistic framework
Policies on the prevention of crime and promotion of public
safety place much emphasis on the police establishing a
preventative mindset that informs everything they do.
But, as illustrated in the above examples, the police seem
to have been insufficient in living up to this ideal and
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dealing with the challenges of the preventive turn.
According to Muir (2021), we need to ‘consider what role
society as a whole (including non-policing public agencies,
the private sector and local communities) should play in
promoting public safety and security’ in order to be
‘clearer about what should be expected of the police’
(p. 4). Building on evidence from public health and other
policy areas where preventative systems have been estab-
lished, Muir argues for the need to establish a ‘crime and
harm prevention system’ that ensures cross-departmental
efforts and defines ownership and responsibilities on a
national as well as local level (2021: 23). Such a system,
however, presupposes transdisciplinary research and a
shared conceptual framework that draws together
discipline-specific theories, models, methods and measures
into a new synthesis.

Against this background, the final section of this article
argues for the need for a more holistic and transdisciplinary
approach to the analysis of PP. In the field of public health
promotion in the 1980s, a social ecological model was
established based on recognition of the need for more
holistic and transdisciplinary preventative approaches that
considered the complex interplay between individual, rela-
tionship, community and societal factors (Stokols, 1996:
283). Today, the model is used in the transdisciplinary
exploration and prevention of a wide array of societal pro-
blems, including criminal behaviour like violence and
sexual abuse (Stokols, 2018). Inspired by this approach,
we present six questions, the responses to which require
application of a transdisciplinary perspective drawing
inspiration from the social sciences, the humanities and
the law, in addition to perspectives and knowledge accumu-
lated in prevention research based on crime science. It is our
belief that responding to these questions may help define
some key elements in an overarching holistic framework
that enables an understanding of PP as a multi-agency
endeavour that is sensitive to a complexity of factors at
play.

What is the problem and who/what is a(t) risk?
Before deciding on the most suitable preventative responses to
a certain problem, the problem that is to be prevented should
be scrutinized. The objects of PP are social constructions
whose existence as problems depends on someone problem-
atizing (questioning, analysing, classifying and regulating)
them. Inspired by Foucauldian post structuralism, Bacchi
(2012) argues that the study of problematizations can give
access to the theoretical and political thinking behind
taken-for-granted truths in governing practices. As a govern-
ing practice, PP also rests on taken-for-granted truths that
may be dismantled by studying its problematizations.

For example, if we study how and why ‘gangs’ have
been defined as a problem to be prevented, we find a com-
plexity of theories, ideologies, myths and beliefs that shape
how the problem is understood, classified and regulated
today. If such underlying rationalities are not identified
and assessed, we risk letting ‘truths’ that are in fact based
on myths, beliefs or ideologies, affect our understanding
of what may be suitable preventative measures. For
example, Leirvik and Ellefsen (2020) uncover how under-
lying rationalities affect the police’s choice of a preventa-
tive response towards gangs and antisocial behaviour in
multi-ethnic areas in Norway: whereas police officers
who understood the problems in multi-ethnic areas as socio-
economically conditioned emphasized dialogue-based
explanatory approaches, police officers who understood
the problems as culturally conditioned were more inclined
to choose repressive and intrusive methods.

Which types of intervention?
A second question to be investigated is which types of pre-
ventative interventions that are most appropriate in particu-
lar contexts. Crime prevention literature often distinguishes
between person-oriented interventions that may be directed
at general developmental issues or more specifically at
persons at risk, community-oriented interventions that are
most often directed at strengthening social capital and col-
lective efficacy, and situation-oriented interventions that
focus on reducing opportunities and increasing risks. A
fourth category is criminal justice interventions, which
involve incapacitation, individual deterrence and rehabilita-
tion, initiated through law enforcement. In practice, the cat-
egories tend to overlap, and other agencies engaged in the
prevention of crime and disorder might not find them as
useful as the police.

Arguing for a more holistic approach to crime preven-
tion, Bjørgo (2016) distinguishes between nine types of pre-
ventative mechanisms: (a) establishing normative barriers;
(b) reducing recruitment to criminal social environments
and activities; (c) deterrence through threats of negative
sanctions; (d) disrupting criminal acts; (e) incapacitate
and deny the ability to carry out criminal acts; (f) protect
vulnerable targets; (g) reduce harmful consequences of
crime; (h) reduce the rewards from crime; and (i) assist
people to desist, quit and be rehabilitated.

Muir (2021) argues that the three-tiered model of public
health intervention, which distinguishes between primary,
secondary and tertiary interventions (see for example
Korchin, 1976), is a more suitable framework for PP.
This is because it is more capacious and flexible, and there-
fore resonates better across disciplines, time and place.
Primary intervention involves measures to target normal
populations in order to preclude problems from developing
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in the first place, in other words targeting the root causes of
crime, disorder and other harmful incidents. Secondary pre-
vention involves intervening early, before a behaviour and
practice formally requires any type of reactive police inter-
vention, to prevent it from becoming established or devel-
oping further. The aim of tertiary intervention is to reduce
the duration and impact of established disorders; for
example, by making sure ongoing crime is well managed
to reduce further harmful consequences.

An alternative terminology building on the same typ-
ology has been suggested by Coote (2012), who describes
primary interventions as upstream aims to prevent harm
before it occurs; secondary interventions as midstream
aims to reduce the impact of harm that has already occurred
by introducing initiatives to prevent it from reoccurring;
and tertiary interventions as downstream aims to mitigate
the impact of ongoing harm. Bland et al. (2021) operationa-
lizes Coote’s typology in an analysis of innovative PP prac-
tices, breaking it down along three dimensions: the focus of
the prevention activity, the preventive practices employed,
and the partners with which the police collaborate. They
stress the importance of the police recognizing the value
of investing in new partnerships because they create oppor-
tunities to collaborate, innovate and focus more sharply on
the prevention of harm. This brings us to the next key
element of an overarching holistic framework for PP,
which concerns identifying the responsible actors and
their role in the preventative measures.

Who are the responsible actors, and what role
should they play?
Muir (2021) argues that the police should rarely deliver, or
at least not lead, primary preventative interventions.
Instead, they should focus on tertiary preventative interven-
tions, which is essentially what we earlier referred to as the
police’s capacity to generate preventative effects through
regular law enforcement, and secondary preventative inter-
ventions, which means cooperating with other agencies to
stop emerging problems from developing further.

Primary preventative interventions address the root
causes of the problems, take the police into territory for
which they are not trained, and involve the police in
forms of social engineering that might not be viewed as
appropriate by wider society. Engaging in primary pre-
ventative interventions also increases the risk of ambient
policing, which ‘makes security pervasive in ways that, in
the end, foster and sustain the very insecurity it purports
to attack’ (Loader, 2006: 209). Loader argues for the need
to narrow down to a more reactive and rights-based
police role, and leave the responsibility for addressing the
root causes of crime and disorder to other agencies. This

is in line with Bowling et al. (2019), who argue that
‘[g]ood policing may help to preserve social order: it
cannot produce it. Yet increasingly that is being demanded
of the police. … policing is at best symptom-relief like
aspirin. … And it always leaves unwelcome secondaries’
(p. xvi).

History shows, however, that the police are often held
responsible when new types of problems not defined as
the responsibility of other agencies, arise. The problem-
atization of epidemics, drugs and online harassment,
abuse and fraud as objectives of PP may serve as illustrative
examples.

In the second half of the 19th century, venereal diseases
and epidemics were defined as a problem belonging to
the police. So-called ‘police doctors’ were appointed in
European cities, and given a mandate to prevent the
spread of disease by performing mandatory health checks
on women engaged in prostitution (Ellefsen, 2018).
With the Contagious Diseases Acts passed by the UK
Parliament in 1864, 1866 and 1869, the police were given
a mandate to arrest suspected prostitutes so they could be
objected to forcible examination and detention to prevent
the spreading of venereal diseases (Dodsworth, 2016).
After the establishment of a public health system, disease
was defined as a problem belonging to the health authorities
and hence the preventative role of the police was reduced to
tertiary interventions in the case of epidemics and mental
illness.

Today, drugs are a problem with no clear owner as it is
debated whether the problem should belong to the health
authorities or the police. The conflicting ideals of the trad-
itional ‘war on drugs’ versus the new ‘care for drug addicts’
makes it difficult to define what role the police should play
(Mohammad and Fulkerson, 2015). As long as the war on
drugs was an undisputed ideal, the police could engage in
primary preventative interventions, such as the ‘Scare
Straight’, ‘DARE’ and ‘Just Say No’ programmes, with
support from the public majority (Benavie, 2009). Today,
these kinds of interventions are met with critique from a
growing number who find them more harmful than doing
nothing (see for example Petrosino et al., 2003).

Online/cyber harassment, abuse and fraud are a newer
type of problem that – apart from being criminalized and
therefore defined as a problem belonging to the police –
have been assigned no clear owner when it comes to
prevention (Sunde and Sunde, 2021). In such situations,
given Bittner’s definition of police work as ‘something-that
ought-not-to-be-happening-and-about-which-someone-had-
better-do-something-now!’ (2005: 162), the police are often
assigned the responsibility of taking a lead in primary and
secondary intervention efforts. The role of the police being
a type of ‘deliverer’ of societal reactions towards new pro-
blems until a formal reaction has been established.
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The final report of the Strategic Review of Policing in
England and Wales (Muir et al., 2022) concludes that the
police have neither the capacity nor the capability to
address the range, volume and complexity of public
safety challenges alone. Instead, it argues, the government
should produce a cross-departmental crime prevention strat-
egy in which the police’s role is limited to promoting
‘public safety by maintaining order and upholding the
law, which their unique powers enable them to do, and to
carry out other activities which enable them to perform
this core role legitimately, effectively and with minimum
reliance on those powers’ (Muir et al., 2022: 11).
Cross-departmental prevention strategies may improve,
although not solve, the above-described situations, where
the ownership of a problem is unclear, and where the
police are pushed into an ambient preventive role that
should be avoided. The possibility of stopping and prevent-
ing all harm is a fata morgana. The belief in finding a ‘cure’
that can exterminate a disease (e.g. polio) is not necessarily
the best metaphor for a social phenomenon like PP.

Which rationalities and logics are at play?
PP is a social phenomenon heavily dependent on the
context in which it is constructed. Therefore, it is impos-
sible to make models, manuals or rules that, once and for
all, define how PP should be done and by whom. On the
other hand, prevention typologies that account for levels
of intervention and what role the involved actors should
play, may be sustainable if they are sensitive to the ration-
alities and logics at play in different contexts.

There is general recognition that prevention is difficult to
define (Coote, 2012), and that the notion of prevention
described in ambitious government policy documents
tends to be vague (Gough, 2015). Since the 1970s,
several theoretical models of PP have been suggested by
academia, stressing the need for more knowledge-based
policies and practices (Fielding et al., 2020; Tilley and
Sidebottom, 2017). However, the scientific rationalities at
play in the PP theories do not necessarily correspond with
the ideologies and governmentalities at play in policy-
making (Ellefsen, 2011). Furthermore, in the meeting
with different logics at play in the field of practice, the pre-
vention strategies may result in hybrid forms emerging
(Gundhus, 2012; Hughes, 2007).

To understand better what hinders or facilitates the
implementation of theory into policy and practice, we
have to: (a) identify the rationalities and logics at play in
the development of PP as an academic, political and profes-
sional field; (b) investigate how these rationalities and
logics interact in specific cases and contexts; and
(c) explore the processes of policy transfer that lead to
forms of PP ‘travelling’ from one jurisdiction and being

adapted in another. This includes recognizing the impact
of certain scientific rationalities, for example crime
science, on what is considered valid knowledge, and how
to measure effects, and accounting for the impact govern-
mentalities – for example ‘risk management mentality’
(Johnston and Shearing, 2003) and new public management –
may have when theories and strategies are put into practice.
When it comes to logics, economic logics may hinder full-
scale or long-term implementation (Muir, 2021), profes-
sional logics may oppose new ways of thinking (Fleming
et al., 2016; Gundhus, 2012) and digital and algorithmic
logics may obscure the many layers of considerations, pro-
fessional and cultural, that underlie how knowledge comes
into being using digital working tools (Gundhus et al.,
2022; Kaufmann and Leese, 2021).

The recent observation of the development of an over-
arching logic of an ‘abstract police’ in many Western coun-
tries over the past 15 years is relevant here (Terpstra et al.,
2019). ‘Abstract police’ refers to the ways in which the
police increasingly appear to operate more at a distance,
are more impersonal and formal, less direct and more
decontextualized, and have become more dependent on
‘systems’ and ‘system knowledge’ framed within the
logics of digitalized data systems. As police organizations
become more ‘abstract’ in terms of their internal and exter-
nal relations, the implementation of a multi-agency PP
approach may become even more challenging (Terpstra
et al., 2019, 2022).

What are the effects and consequences?
A fundamental challenge in assessing the effects and con-
sequences of PP is related to measurement, including
measuring complex chains of causality and attribution
between an intervention and its effect (Andersen and
Skardhamar, 2015). As Crawford and Evans (2017)
point out, debates about ‘what works’ are often struggles
over the status of different criteria and public values that
are not easily reducible to a universally accepted compo-
nent of efficiency. Parallel to the micro-oriented effect
assessments of evidence-based policing (quantitative rando-
mized experiments) and problem-oriented policing (mixed-
methods and quasi-experiments), critical criminologists have
tended to be more macro-oriented towards the larger conse-
quences of PP. According to Hughes (2007), both perspec-
tives are important when assessing PP efforts.

The costs and benefits of PP are monetary as well as
related to societal concerns on privacy and surveillance,
legal procedures and fairness in who is being targeted
and/or exposed to PP measures. Effects and consequences
are typically heterogeneous and vary by local context or
even officer characteristics (training, education and experi-
ence). This variability must be given attention when
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assessing the (un)intended effects and consequences of PP.
Because PP initiatives come with both benefits and costs,
the goal should be to measure these outcomes (human
and economic).

What are the legal and ethical limitations?
The legal and ethical framework for PP is underdeveloped,
leaving wide scope for discretion and a lack of consistent
professional standards. Broad ethical and legal reflection is
required to develop laws and guidelines on a par with this
challenge (Lawless, 2020). Ethico-legal challenges posed
by the invasive potential in emergent technology should
be investigated (Paulsen, 2019; Sunde, 2020); for example,
how the use of such technologies challenges the welfare
and perceived safety of citizens. Also, normative investiga-
tions, considerations central to person-oriented (secondary)
preventive interventions, should be analysed in the light of
procedural justice, particularly towards vulnerable groups
(Sunshine and Tyler, 2003).

The potential need to regulate the discretionary powers
of the police in performing PP must be addressed, similarly
the legal conditions for the utilization of new technology in
PP, such as artificial intelligence and international legal fra-
meworks for PP in a borderless online environment. This
suggests that robust principles of police accountability are
needed in relation to the performance of PP. Indeed, PP,
like policing more generally, confronts the ‘accountability
paradox’: that preventing harm will sometimes require the
use of coercive power and covert practices that conflict
with individual rights and the freedom of citizens. For PP
to be seen to have legitimacy within communities it must
be accountable in ways that ensure independent oversight,
transparency in decision-making and legal compliance.

Conclusion
It is our belief that an overarching holistic framework that
responds to the above six questions can contribute to
meeting the need for a shared conceptual framework that
allows for a transdisciplinary approach to PP. To increase
the quality of how PP is understood, taught, practised and
regulated, we must understand the factors that promote or
hinder change towards a preventative mindset, and how
knowledge, underlying assumptions and educational efforts
play out in practice. Furthermore, an overarching holistic
framework enables cross-departmental efforts and multi-
agency partnerships because it highlights the role of the
involved actors and raises ethical and regulative questions
that are particularly acute if the police are expected to play
an ‘upstream’ role. It also addresses the causes of problems
for which the police may not be trained, where other agencies
may be more appropriate, and where citizens may have

concerns about social problems being dealt with through a
police-centred approach. Finally, an overarching holistic
framework allows for holistic assessment of the intended,
unintended and unanticipated effects and consequences of
PP, enabling discussions on how to decide what constitutes
human and economic ‘costs’, and whether a cost is perceived
as manageable, just or legitimate.

From an educational point of view, an overarching hol-
istic framework can inspire reflection on how our under-
standing of PP influences the knowledge and skills that
are chosen to be a part of the curriculum, and how we
teach and train. For instance, it may help us teach and
train multi-agency partnerships in preventing crime with a
greater sensitivity to rationalities and logics, and allow us
to delineate which partnerships are relevant across different
levels of prevention. From a practice perspective, an over-
arching holistic framework for PP draws attention to how
our understandings of how PP influences the means and
practices we choose to be a part of our system, and how
this translates into how we approach, test, implement and
evaluate specific types of PP work across different levels
of prevention.

We argue that the narrow ‘crime science’ understanding
of PP needs to be expanded to facilitate greater cross-
departmental investment and multi-agency partnerships in
the prevention of crime and wider harms. If we want to
achieve progress in PP, as a field of science, policy and
practice, we need to seek broader perspectives that allow
for a more context- and role-sensitive understanding. A the-
oretical framework does not in itself solve all the challenges
of the preventive turn. However, by approaching challenges
in a holistic way, we may better elucidate how to prevent
the problems of today as well as the ones we do not yet
foresee.
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Notes

1. The principles stated in the General Instruction are popularly
known as the ‘Peelian principles of policing’; however, there
is no empirical evidence of any link to Robert Peel and
the instructions more likely were devised by the first
Commissioners of Police of the Metropolis (Charles Rowan
and Richard Mayne).

2. Organizational preconditions for evidence-based practice
include workforce capability and skills, subject knowledge
and capacity for critical thinking; workforce motivation to
engage with research; and organizational support and oppor-
tunity in terms of time and access to research evidence.
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