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In 1995-1998 the UK then Home Secre t a ry established a perf o rmance regime for the police
f o rces of England and Wales around the concept of repeat victimisation (RV). This concept
had been suggested through re s e a rch as an appropriate measure of police crime pre v e n t i o n
e ff o rt. This paper re p o rts on the pro g ress made by the police in meeting the Home Secre t a ry ’s
remit. It comprises a ‘snapshot’ of where forces were up to in May 1999. The paper considers
the extent to which the perf o rmance regime contributed to the development of police activity
on the ground, whether the tactics proposed to address repeat victimisation appear
a p p ropriate, and what might next be done to take these issues furt h e r. 

I m p o rtant developments have occurred in this area since the Local Government Act (1999)
and the subsequent introduction of 200 Best Value Perf o rmance Indicators (BVPI’s). Two of
these BVPI’s refer explicitly to repeat victimisation, in relation to both domestic burg l a ry and
domestic violence. Police Authorities will now have to review police forces’ perf o rmance in
reducing repeat victimisation. 

The police have come a long way in incorporating RV into mainstream practice, and I hope
that the continuation of RV indicators under Best Value, together with the lessons learned fro m
the programme of Home Office re s e a rch, will help to consolidate these achievements and
a d d ress some of the current variations in perf o rmance. RV provides an important foundation
for the development of toolkits, which are being developed by the newly formed National
Crime Reduction Task Force (NCRTF), for practical use in crime reduction initiatives.  

CAROLE F. WILLIS
Policing and Reducing Crime Unit
R e s e a rch, Development and Statistics Dire c t o r a t e
Home Off i c e
May 2000
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B a c k g ro u n d
Beginning in the early 1980’s the Home Office supported a programme of re s e a rch and
development on the prevention of repeat victimisation. Much of this work was published
t h roughout the late 1980’s and 1990’s. 

T h e re were a number of important messages for both the prevention of crime and the tre a t m e n t
of victims, which together led to pre s s u re on the police service, and other agencies, to pay
g reater attention to repeat victimisation. A range of methods was adopted to bring these
re s e a rch results to the attention of the police in the UK. This included the establishment of a
small task force in the Home Office with specific responsibility to raise the profile of re p e a t
victimisation. The task force developed a range of mechanisms for promoting re p e a t
victimisation but probably its most significant action was in supporting repeat victimisation’s
adoption as one of the Home Secre t a ry ’s police perf o rmance indicators (PI) for the pre v e n t i o n
of crime. The PI was developed over a number of years from 1995 – 1998 and took an
i n c remental approach, aimed at encouraging the police service to address re p e a t
victimisation in a planned, evidence based and realistic way. 

The re p o r t
This re p o rt provides a ‘snapshot’ of repeat victimisation activity as at May 1999 and
considers the extent to which the perf o rmance regime contributed to the development of police
activity on repeat victimisation. It makes use of a database originally established as part of
the work of the task force, and further developed in 1998 through personal contact with all
43 police forces in England and Wa l e s .

What did the survey show?
All 43 forces re p o rted having a repeat victimisation strategy. The re p o rt addresses some key
issues associated with the strategies, including:

Crime type: B u rg l a ry, and particularly residential burg l a ry, was given as the most
common crime tackled. Other crime types addressed included criminal damage,
personal crimes and motor vehicle crime, with a small number of forces addressing all
crime types.

Definitions of RV: F o rces were encouraged to develop local definitions of re p e a t
victimisation within a broad national framework. While there was some consistency in
the way they did this, for example, a burg l a ry defined as a repeat where there was a
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p revious re p o rted burg l a ry, there was variation in how far they used previous crimes of
a diff e rent type or previous unre p o rted incidents. Most limited their definition to re p e a t s
within the twelve months prior to the burg l a ry and most had more than one component
to their definition.

Identifying re p e a t s : In the early stages of this work, police forces generally lacked the
a p p ropriate systems for identifying repeats. The survey shows that, by May 1999,
significant pro g ress had been made. The most common types of system were
computerised crime re c o rding systems, manual means of identifying repeats and re l y i n g
on questioning the victim. Other, less frequently used systems, included crime pattern
analysis systems, incident logging, GIS systems and information from other agencies.
Most forces used more than one means of identifying repeat victims.

Tackling repeat victimisation: Most forces re p o rted that they had developed some form
of graded response, based on the Huddersfield model, where crime pre v e n t i o n
re s o u rces are allocated according to risk as determined by the number of prior
victimisations. There was also a wide variety of other activities being undert a k e n ,
ranging from target hardening to social interventions. There were two part i c u l a r l y
notable findings: 17 forces (40%) had adopted a response that involved some form of
detection activity, which suggests that prevention and detection are moving closer
t o g e t h e r, with crime prevention no longer being seen as the poor relation. Secondly, 14
f o rces had integrated repeat victimisation prevention into a more general pro b l e m
solving approach, acknowledging its broader context.

C o n c l u s i o n s
The re p o rt considers whether: the perf o rmance indicator made a diff e rence in the way the
police approached this work; the tactics chosen by forces are likely to work; and finally, what
remains to be done by re s e a rchers and police if further pro g ress is to be made. On the impact
of the perf o rmance indicator, it concludes that the degree and speed of pro g ress made
suggests that the impact of the perf o rmance regime was considerable. By May 1999, a l l
police forces in England and Wales claimed to have strategies in place to address re p e a t
victimisation and it is unlikely that this universal response would have resulted from the diff u s e
p rocess of re s e a rch dissemination. 

Although the survey showed that forces’ strategies incorporated a wide range of tactics, it
seemed likely that many were already in place prior to the development of the re p e a t
victimisation strategy. There was no indication that they had been adapted to address it. Of
g reater concern was the implication that other, more evidence based responses, had not been
c o n s i d e red. 
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F u t u re action
The survey highlights the impressive pro g ress made by police forces in developing their
a p p roaches to reduce repeat victimisation. At the same time, it suggests that further work is
needed to support forces in doing this. The re p o rt proposes a need for more demonstration
p rojects dealing with violent crime. In addition, there is a need for more information and
f o rmal police training on how diff e rent activities will deliver the crime reduction re q u i red – the
mechanisms of crime prevention. The final point of the re p o rt is directed at the Home Off i c e ,
suggesting that it needs to give further attention to an outcome measure as part of the
p e rf o rmance re g i m e .

(vii)
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1

Beginning in the early 1980s the Home Office supported a programme of re s e a rch and
development on the prevention of repeat victimisation (rv). Much of this work was published
in various Home Office re s e a rch series and as ad hoc publications throughout the late 1980s
and 1990s (Forre s t e r, et al, 1988, 1990; Sampson and Farrell, 1990; Sampson, 1991;
Sampson and Phillips, 1992; Farrell and Pease, 1993; Ti l l e y, 1993a, 1993b; Bridgeman
and Sampson 1994; Lloyd et al, 1994; Pitts and Smith, 1995; Sampson and Phillips, 1995;
A n d e r s o n et al, 1995; Chenery et al, 1997; Bridgeman and Hobbs 1998; Hanmer et al,
1999). 

T h e re were a number of important messages for both the prevention of crime and the tre a t m e n t
of victims, which together led to pre s s u re on the police service, and other agencies, to pay
g reater attention to the possibility of rv in various aspects of crime control. These ranged fro m
the way in which data was collected to the planning of crime reduction initiatives (Laycock,
f o rthcoming). Pease (1998) summarised these messages in a stock taking re p o rt :

● Victimisation is the best single predictor of further victimisation.
● When victimisation recurs it tends to do so quickly.
● High crime rates and hot spots are as they are primarily because of rates of re p e a t

v i c t i m i s a t i o n .
● The same offenders tend to re t u rn and re - o ff e n d .
● Those who repeatedly victimise the same target tend to be more established in criminal

c a reers than those who do not.

He went on to describe the advantages of concentrating on repeat victimisation as part of a
crime control strategy, drawing on the by then considerable literature on how victimisation
could be reduced. 

A range of methods was adopted to bring these re s e a rch results to the attention of the police
in the UK. This included the establishment of a small task force in the Home Office with
specific responsibility to raise the profile of rv. They began this process by ensuring that each
f o rce had a rv liaison officer – a champion – who would make it his or her business to steer
f o rce policy and to disseminate the re s e a rch results around the force as appropriate. The
liaison officers proved significant in constituting a network across the country. They met on a
regional basis and were able to provide the task force staff with feedback on pro g ress and
to draw attention to areas where the police were having implementation problems, such as
on the definition of rv.

1 . B a c k g round 
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The task force staff developed a range of mechanisms for promoting rv. Probably their most
significant action in encouraging rv onto the police agenda, however, was in supporting its
adoption as one of the Home Secre t a ry ’s police perf o rmance indicators for the prevention of
crime. This followed the publication of a re s e a rch re p o rt by Tilley (1995) in which he arg u e d
that the reduction of repeat victimisation, while not ideal, was likely to be an adequately
e ffective measure of the police crime prevention eff o rt. 

The measurement of police perf o rmance was, and still is, a sensitive matter. The police both
a p p reciate central govern m e n t ’s right to express a view on their perf o rmance, yet resent the
manner in which it is done. The Audit Commission has in the past used league tables as the

RV Snapshot: UK policing and repeat victimisation

1Taken from Laycock (forthcoming). 

Table 1: Police per f o rmance regime – reducing repeat victimisation 1

Ye a r P e rf o rmance re q u i rement C o m m e n t a ry

1995 - 1996 This PI was chosen because in the mid
1990s most forces did not have the
technical capability of measuring rv in
relation to any specified offence, but
many were in the process of upgrading
their computer systems. This PI helped to
e n s u re that the ability to measure rv was
taken into account.

1996 - 1997 T h e re was a concern not to specify an
o ffence centrally. These PIs are assumed
to operate at the basic command level in
f o rces where local concerns are more
relevant than central prescription. In some
a reas domestic violence might be a major
issue, in others domestic burg l a ry might
f e a t u re. An important consequence of this
a p p roach is that it precludes the cre a t i o n
of simplistic league tables.

1997 - 1998

1998 - 1999

This was intended to re i n f o rce the point
that strategies need to be delivered. An
obvious point at one level, but one often
i g n o red by managers whose intere s t
stops with the articulation of a strategy.

It was intended that targets should be set
locally as part of the strategic
d e v e l o p m e n t .

Demonstrate capability of
identifying repeat victims

Develop a strategy to
reduce repeat victimisation
for any locally re l e v a n t
o ff e n c e

Implement the strategy

Set targets for re d u c t i o n?
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mechanism through which the perf o rmance of forces is compared. In introducing rv as a
p e rf o rmance indicator (PI), there was concern not to place unfair burdens on the police and
raise expectations of their perf o rmance, which they could not reasonably deliver at this stage.
An incremental approach was, there f o re, adopted. This aimed to take the police from the
point at which many of them were in the mid 1990s, where they were unable even to measure
rv, to one where they could tackle it and deliver real results. 

The PI regime that was finally developed is illustrated in Table 1. This regime was implemented
f rom 1995-1998 and appeared to be effective in encouraging and supporting police action.
One of the side effects of the introduction of this regime was a greater police interest in ‘what
works’ and there f o re an increased attention to the re s e a rch papers emanating from the Home
O ff i c e .

T h e re has not, however, been any systematic eff o rt to assess the extent to which the police
have responded to these indicators. This paper attempts to fill that gap by pre s e n t i n g
i n f o rmation from a database originally established as part of the work of the task force, and
originally intended to provide an information source of good practice. The task forc e
developed the database both to help them target their own work and as a means of sharing
i n f o rmation amongst police managers and practitioners. It was adapted over time to re f l e c t
changing priorities and was regularly sent out to liaison officers and other interested police
s t a ff. The information was also placed on the Police Research Gro u p ’s information desk, which
is a central enquiry point for police agencies and others to obtain current re s e a rch based
good practice. In addition, it was also made available to HMIC and the Home Office Crime
Reduction College, which is the focus of police crime reduction training in the UK. In the
p resent context, the information is being presented as a way of assessing police pro g ress in
meeting the Home Secre t a ry ’s re q u i re m e n t s .

Background 
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The present dataset was first established by the task force on rv, and following the
disbandment of the task force in 1998, work on the dataset continued. It portrays the position
in May 1999. The information is based on personal contacts, interviews and visits with Forc e
Crime Prevention Officers or an appropriate alternative, and on a review of stated forc e
policies, which were provided to the task force. Due to the nature of the interviews, it is
possible that some small diff e rences may exist between the version re c o rded here and that
which might be re p o rted in a formal statement of force policy. Few are expected. It is also
possible that some changes in force policies may have been introduced since the pre s e n t
dataset was collated.

The response rate to the 1999 RV Snapshot Survey was 100%. This is unusual even for the
relatively small population of 43 UK police forces, but was probably facilitated by the
personal telephone approach and the fact that Alan Edmunds (who collated the inform a t i o n )
was a police officer himself and knew many of the respondents personally. Data were also
collected on the rv policies of the British Tr a n s p o rt Police and the military police although these
a re excluded from the present analysis. In short, all available indicators suggest that the re s u l t s
p resented below are an accurate snapshot of the state of rv policing practice in early to mid
1999. 

2. M e t h o d
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All 43 police forces re p o rted having a repeat victimisation policy of some sort or for some
types of crime. The text that follows highlights some key aggregate points, leaving the
i n t e rested reader to explore specifics of the tables in more detail. 

By crime type
Eight forces re p o rted having a policy on repeat victimisation for all crime types2 a l t h o u g h
b u rg l a ry dominates the 1999 snapshot. Every force had a policy for at least repeat re s i d e n t i a l
b u rg l a ry with the exception of the City of London, which instead covered repeat commerc i a l
b u rg l a ry.

F o rce policies by crime type are detailed in Table 2. Within these main categories a forc e
could re p o rt policies relating to more specific types of crime. For example, in the first ro w,
Avon and Somerset re p o rt a repeat burg l a ry policy for both residential and 'other' burg l a ry
(shown in the same cell) as well as for repeated assault (under personal crime) and re p e a t
motor vehicle crimes. 

Including the eight forces with an rv policy for all crime types, a total of eleven forces had
polices to prevent repeated criminal damage, twenty for various types of personal crime,
eleven for motor vehicle crime, and ten for other types of crime. Within personal crimes, the
crime most mentioned was domestic violence, followed by racial crimes (coded as 'Eth' in
Table 1), assault, homophobic attacks, ro b b e ry, rape, and violence between neighbours.

Operational definitions of RV
One of the questions frequently asked by practitioners is “How do we define rv?” Should the
unit of analysis be the individual, the household, the vehicle or other targ e t? Should crimes of
d i ff e rent types count as rv? The formal response from the Home Office has been that the
a p p ropriate definition is simply the one that works the best in the specific circumstances. While
this sounds vague it allowed rv to be used appropriately as a tool to analyse and respond to
local crime problems. Even though this means that practitioners in the field are obliged to use
a little initiative, this is probably the optimal solution. The alternative - a fixed single definition
for all circumstances - would impose constraints that outweighed any possible benefits of a
fixed definition. So what definitions were used in practice?

3. R e s u l t s

2The definition of all is really that of 'local' crimes, primarily those in the subcategories shown.
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Table 2: Force rv policies by crime type

All crime
t y p e s

B u rg l a ry C r i m i n a l
d a m a g e

P e r s o n a l M o t o r
v e h i c l e

O t h e r
c r i m e s

Avon & Somerset
B e d f o rd s h i re
C a m b r i d g e s h i re
C h e s h i re
City of London
C l e v e l a n d
C u m b r i a
D e r b y s h i re
Devon and Corn w a l l

D o r s e t
D u rh a m
D y f e d - P o w y s
E s s e x
G l o u c e s t e r s h i re
G t r. Manchester
G w e n t
H a m p s h i re
H e rt f o rd s h i re
H u m b e r s i d e
K e n t
L a n c a s h i re
L e i c e s t e r s h i re
L i n c o l n s h i re
M e r s e y s i d e

M e t ro p o l i t a n
N o rf o l k

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Y
●

●

●

●

Y
Y
●

●

Y
●

●

●

Y
●

●

●

●

●

R e s , O t h
R e s , O t h
R e s
A l l
C o m
R e s
A l l
R e s
R e s

R e s
R e s
Res, Oth
Res, Oth
Y
R e s
R e s
Y
R e s
A l l
R e s
Y
R e s
R e s
R e s ,
C o m , S c h
Res, Oth
R e s

●

●

●

●

●

●

C D
Y
●

●

●

●

Y
Y
●

●

Y
●

●

●

Y
●

●

C D

●

●

M V
●

●

●

●

●

●

Y
●

●

●

●

Y
Y
●

●

Y
●

●

●

Y
M V
●

M V

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Y
●

●

●

●

Y
Y
●

●

Y
●

●

●

Y
●

●

●

●

●

A s s
Rob, Eth
●

●

●

●

●

Y
D V, Neigh, Eth,
Rape, Rob
●

●

A s s
Y
Y
●

D V
Y
D V, Eth
●

●

Y
●

●

●

Eth, Homo
Ass, DV
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Data were examined relating to the definition of repeat residential burg l a ry for all 42 forc e s ,
and that relating to commercial burg l a ry was used for the City of London Force (this is true for
the remainder of the analysis). The results are shown in Table 3. 

Results

Table 2: Force rv policies by crime type (continued)

All crime
t y p e s

B u rg l a ry C r i m i n a l
d a m a g e

P e r s o n a l M o t o r
v e h i c l e

O t h e r
c r i m e s

N o rth Wa l e s
N o rth Yo r k s h i re
N o rt h a m p t o n s h i re
N o rt h u m b r i a
N o t t i n g h a m s h i re
South Wa l e s
South Yo r k s h i re
S t a ff o rd s h i re
S u ff o l k
S u rre y
S u s s e x
Thames Va l l e y
Wa rw i c k s h i re
West Merc i a
West Midlands
West Yo r k s h i re
Wi l t s h i re
All forc e s

Y
Y
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Y
●

8

Y
R e s
Res, Com
R e s
R e s
Res, Sch
R e s
A l l
R e s
Res, Oth
R e s
R e s
R e s
Res, Sch
R e s
Y
Res, Oth
4 3

Y
Y
C D
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Y
●

1 1

Y
Y
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Y
●

1 1

Y
Y
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

O t h e r
●

●

●

●

O t h e r
Y
●

1 0

Y
Y
Ass, Oth
●

●

D V, Eth, Homo
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

D V
Y
D V, Eth, Homo
2 0

K e y :
F o rces re p o rting an rv policy for all crimes types are denoted by a 'Y' in each relevant cell. Other codes
by category are: 
‘ B u rg l a ry ’ : All=All burg l a ry; Res=Residential; Com=Commercial; Sch=School; Oth=Other. 
‘Criminal Damage’: CD=Criminal Damage. 
‘Personal Crime’: Ass=Assault; Rob=Robbery; Eth=Racial incidents; DV=Domestic violence;
Homo=Homophobic attacks. 
‘Motor Vehicle Crime’: MV=Motor Vehicle Crime. 
‘ O t h e r ’ : Other=other crime; Local=Local crime. 
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Table 3 gives a sense of how forces approached the definition of repeat victimisation. There
is the potential for confusion here since strictly, there is no repeat victim until after a s e c o n d
o ffence. This has caused conceptual difficulties, which the task force touched on from time to
time. The re q u i rement is for the police to p re v e n t repeat victimisation, which means that they
should be targeting all first-time victims to ensure that they are not re-victimised. Defining a
repeat victim as having been burgled once is logically incorrect, but operationally spot-on. 

Most forces would also define an incident as a repeat if there had been a previous re p o rt e d
b u rg l a ry, or a re p o rted crime of a diff e rent type. Forty-two forces re p o rted that the burg l a ry
must be against the same residence but in practice it is likely that all forces used this as part
of their definition. Most forces also limited their definition of repeats to within the year prior to
the burg l a ry. Two thirds of forces counted a burg l a ry as a repeat if it were the same victim,
implying that a third would also count it as a repeat if it were the same dwelling but a diff e re n t
victim. Perhaps surprisingly, only ten forces defined a burg l a ry as a repeat if there had been
a previous burg l a ry but it had not been re p o rted. This may have been related to the
‘ d i s c o m f o rt’ forces felt about how to handle unre p o rted burglaries. It was easier not to ask
victims about previous victimisation. If there had been a previous crime re p o rted by the same
individual but it had been a diff e rent type of crime, only seven forces would count it as rv, and
only two if that crime had not been re p o rted. Which of these options forces chose may have
depended upon how they planned to use the information. Knowing about repeats is useful in
assessing the scale of the problem and there f o re in planning the work, but in the case of the
individual victim you need know no more than that they have been victimised once. 

As is fitting, forces generally had more than one component to their definition of rv. Thirt y - n i n e
f o rces had four, five or six components with a mean of five and a maximum of eight. One
F o rce re p o rted defining repeat burg l a ry as only ‘more than a single incident’, but this pro b a b l y
reflects a survey error since a minimal definition must include the component of the same
t a rget, location or owner. 

RV Snapshot: UK policing and repeat victimisation

Table 3: Operational Definitions of Repeat Residential Bur g l a ry

F o rces (N=43)D e f i n i t i o n

4 3
4 2
4 2
3 8
2 9
1 0
7
2
2

At least one burg l a ry 
Same re s i d e n c e
P reviously re c o rded burg l a ry
Within a 12 month rolling period
Same victim
P reviously unre c o rded burg l a ry
D i ff e rent crime - previously re c o rd e d
D i ff e rent crime - previously unre c o rd e d
Within period other than 12 months

N o t e : Table shows multiple responses per Force. 
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What systems did forces use to identify re p e a t s?
Putting rv policy into practice means identifying which people or other targets have been
revictimised. The national rv policy was introduced gradually over a period of years to allow
time for forces to gear their computer and other identification systems towards the identification
of repeats. Where were they by 1999? Again, systems used to identify repeat burglaries were
analysed; Table 4 shows the results. 

Twenty-eight forces (65%) used their computerised crime re c o rding system to identify rv, of
which sixteen also used a manual system. Over half of all forces (24) questioned the victim as
p a rt of their eff o rt to identify repeat victimisation, and slightly less than half (20) used a crime
p a t t e rn analysis system to identify rv. Only seven forces used a GIS system to identify hot spots
or hot dots to allow them to pick out rv, and, perhaps surprisingly in the age of inter- a g e n c y
cooperation in community policing, only five forces (12%) allowed other agencies to identify
rv and exchanged the relevant information with them. 

F o rces generally used more than one means of identifying repeat victims. A mean of thre e
methods (the exact mean was 2.93) was used, and a maximum of six. Thirty-one forces used
two, three or four methods of identifying repeats. 

What tactics did forces use?
While forces may re p o rt having a refined definition of rv, a means of identifying repeats and
a formal rv strategy in line with the perf o rmance re q u i rement, this may not be reflected in much
activity on the ground. A strategy comprises one or more tactics or activities, which determ i n e
what is actually done (HORS 187 revised). If the police are to prevent crimes being re p e a t e d ,
then the tactics they adopt to do so are fundamental to determining the success of the strategy
– the crime outcome. What did forces claim to actually be doing?

Results

Table 4: What Systems did forces use to Identify Repeats? 

F o rces (N=43)S y s t e m

2 8
2 6
2 4
2 0
1 2
7
5
2
2

Computerised crime re c o rding system
Manual system for identification of rv
Relies on questioning victim
C PA systems identify rv
Incident logging system identifies rv
Hot spot/ hot dotting (GIS)
Other agencies id rv and exchange info
Systems automatically identify re p e a t s
Links victim/offender/ location made

N o t e : Table shows multiple responses per Forc e .
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Most forces (37 of 43, or 86%) re p o rted that they had developed some form of graded
response to burg l a ry. This is the response based on the Huddersfield model where crime
p revention re s o u rces are allocated according to risk as determined by the number of prior
victimisations (Anderson et al, 1995). For example, a victim who re p o rts their third burg l a ry
within a year is likely to receive a higher-level response, perhaps including the more costly
elements of detection and security software, than a first time victim. This is on the assumption
that such a household remains at greater risk of a further crime in the near future. In Table 5,
the grade of response is shown as either A (the least re s o u rce intensive) to D (the most re s o u rc e
intensive), although the naming of specific graded response systems varied between forc e s
(e.g. some called it ‘gold, silver, bronze’, others ‘red, amber, green’, others ‘A, B, C’ etc).

F o rces could re p o rt more than one level of graded response, so Table 5 contains double
counting of forces. Of the 43 forces, 29 re p o rted having a specific response to each of a
first, a second and a third victimisation. Three forces re p o rted a response to only a first or
second victimisation (unfortunately the survey did not ask why), five re p o rted a response to a
combination of both of a second or third burg l a ry, and six forces re p o rted not having a
graded response. 

By 1999, 17 forces (40%) had adopted a response that involved some form of detection
a c t i v i t y. This seems particularly appropriate given that of the order of 80% of repeat burg l a ry
victims are likely to have been re-victimised by the same offender (Pease, 1998). 

At a strategic level, a third of forces (14) had integrated rv prevention into a more general
p roblem-solving approach. Again, this is understandable – POP can be construed as an
overall policing strategy from which tackling repeat victims, repeat offenders and hot spots
derives (HORS 187 revised). 

The survey also asked about other tactics that formed part of the rv strategy. Those listed in
Table 6, for consistency with the analysis above, are related to preventing repeated re s i d e n t i a l
b u rg l a ry. Forces adopted a mean of three of the listed tactics (the exact mean was 3.06), with

RV Snapshot: UK policing and repeat victimisation

Table 5: Number of forces adopting graded response 

F o rces (N=43)Ta c t i c

3 3
3 6
3 0
1

1 7

Graded Response: 
Graded response/activity after 1st crime (Level A)
P reventive activity after 2nd crime (Level B)
P reventive activity after 3rd crime (Level C) 
P reventive activity after 4+ (Level D)

Linking rv prevention to detection activity
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a minimum of zero (by three forces) and a maximum of five (by six forces). Five forces re p o rt e d
using two of the tactics, 15 forces three tactics and 11 forces four. 

Results

Table 6: Activities and tactics to protect victims from re-victimisation, grouped by
m e c h a n i s m

M e c h a n i s m Activity (Number of Forc e s )

Crime pre v e n t i o n
m e a s u re s
i m p l e m e n t e d

Home Office alarm installation (27), alarm installation (13), pens for
p ro p e rty-marking supplied (5), shriek alarms (1), carelink alarm
installation (1), mobile phones for vulnerable (1). 

S u rv e i l l a n c e NW (30), cocoon watch (18), CCTV - permanent and mobile (8),
police directed patrols (28), watch schemes (2).

Other police action

Crime pre v e n t i o n
advice (generally
t a rget hard e n i n g )

P a rtnership activity

Detective inspector/ crime manager notified (22), off e n d e r
t a rg e t i n g / d i s ruption (14), house to house enquires – burglar alert
(12), priority fingerprint search (11), LIO checks (8), pro p e rty outlets
checked (7), risk assessment at the response (6), tasking/cultivating
i n f o rmants (5), regular police contact with victim (4), aide memoire s
for victim to help risk assessment (3), aide-memoire for officers (3),
s e a rch warrant expedited (2), prison visits to identify opport u n i t y
causes (2), witness liaison (1), digital cameras for briefing (1).

Crime prevention advice packs (25), CPO visit and advice (25),
CP advice by SOCO (24), CP advice at the response (23), other
means of advising on CP (16), letter to victim suggesting rv is
possible (15), pro p e rty surveys (12), pro p e rty marking scheme
advice (11), advised re risk of rv (10), burg l a ry pack given (9),
victims letter shows rv status noted (7), info on support
o rganizations given (3), holiday crime prevention packs given (2),
business leaflets given with council tax bills (1).

Victim support activity (28), local authority activity (26), re p a i r
schemes (15), Bobby van/age concern (11), social serv i c e s
activity (9), crime prevention panel/trust activity (6), Age Concern
activity/Help the Aged (4), work by volunteers (2), enviro n m e n t a l
health (2), Probation Service activity (2), diversion scheme (1).

Notes to Table 6: Number of forces re p o rting each activity are shown in parenthesis. CP = crime
p revention; CPO = Crime Prevention Officer; SOCO = Scenes of Crimes’ Officers (forensics); LIO = Local
Intelligence Off i c e r. 



12

Not all activities related to protecting the individual victim or place dire c t l y. The most popular
a c t i v i t y, for example, was neighbourhood watch, which clearly operates on a neighbourh o o d
basis. It is probable this tactic was in place or planned re g a rdless of the rv strategy and was
t h e re f o re independent of it. The second most popular activity was visits by Victim Support ,
which as with directed patrols, was re p o rted by 28 forces. 

Activities in Table 6 have been put into broad groups according to the mechanism by which
the activities might prevent repeat victimisation. Some of the mechanisms are more direct than
others, and the ordering in the table tries to reflect this to some extent: implemented crime
p revention activity comes first, followed by surveillance, then other police action, crime
p revention advice and partnership activity. Clearly there is variation within groups as well as
between. The category ‘partnership activity’ is particularly problematic in this respect since
t h e re is nothing in partnership activity per se which would reduce crime; it is what the
p a rtnerships do, or facilitate, that might lead to an effective crime reduction mechanism.

But what does Table 6 tell us about activities? For the most part it tells us that a wide range
of activities are underw a y, although it is difficult from the present snapshot to determine which
specifically focused upon rv. This limits possible inferences about effectiveness. Perhaps one
of the more surprising points arising from Table 6 is the extent of ‘other police action’, which
is mainly about detection. At one level it is hardly surprising that the police should include
detection in their strategic approach to crime control! What makes it remarkable in this context
is that there is so much of it in response to a question on crime reduction. For many years
p revention has been characterised as the Cinderella of policing. The crime prevention side of
the business was not valued as highly as the detective side. The suggestion from Table 6 is
that the two worlds are coming closer. Detection and prevention are finally being seen as both
n e c e s s a ry and complimentary to a holistic approach to crime management. 

What forces re p o rted the most activities?
An imperfect indirect indicator of actual activity levels is the number of activities that each forc e
re p o rted. The present indicator suggested great variation by force, from the City of London
that re p o rted no specific activities relating to rv and burg l a ry, to Thames Valley that re p o rt e d
24 (Figure 1). Of course more does not necessarily mean better, but Figure 1 does give a
flavour of the extent to which diff e rent forces are committing re s o u rces to tackling rv and may
p rovide a basis for further exploration. The ‘activities’ indicator, however, is not necessarily
p e rfectly standardised between forces – the emphasis in the data collection was upon
allowing forces to convey the information rather than giving them a pre-set checklist of
activities.  

RV Snapshot: UK policing and repeat victimisation
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Results

F i g u re 1: Number of activities to prevent repeat burglary: all police forces, 1999
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This discussion falls into three sections. It first considers the extent to which the perf o rm a n c e
regime appears to have made a diff e rence to the way in which the police approach rv.
S e c o n d l y, it reviews the tactics which forces have chosen to include in their strategies to tackle
rv, and considers whether there is any prima facie evidence that they may work. And finally,
it looks to the future and discusses what remains to be done by both re s e a rchers and the
police if pro g ress is to continue to be made. 

Did the perf o rmance regime make a diff e re n c e?
T h e re is not, nor could there be, a categorical answer to this question – too many other things
of relevance were happening at the same time (Laycock, forthcoming). Nevertheless, it is not
an unreasonable assumption that the developments which we have documented here would
have been less likely, probably much less likely to have happened, had that regime not been
in place. In the early days of the rv task force, no police force was systematically able to
identify repeat victims for any offence, including domestic assault. They now all claim to be
able to do so. The staff of the rv task force did a great deal of networking, training and
dissemination of information, but much of that was carried out at a relatively low level in the
f o rces. In order to have made the pro g ress which was made, and at the speed at which it
was made, senior officers needed to be on board and it was through the perf o rmance re g i m e
that this happened. This view is re i n f o rced by the observation that all English and We l s h
f o rces claimed to have policies and practices in place to address rv. If these developments
had resulted from the more diffuse process of re s e a rch dissemination, training and networking,
it is doubtful that such a universal response would have been in evidence.

Looking first at the identification of repeats, which was a re q u i rement for the period
1995/96, all forces claim to have a system in place. It was not possible in this brief re v i e w
to determine the extent to which the identification of repeats by forces was accurate or
p roperly carried out, but this may be covered in the course of a future inspection by Her
M a j e s t y ’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC), or through the force inspection processes. 

The re q u i rement for the period 1996/97 was that forces should have developed a strategy
to tackle rv. The choice of offence was for local decision. It is perhaps not surprising that the
emphasis of rv policies in 1999 was upon residential and other forms of burg l a ry. Burg l a ry
has been the focus of much of the existing published rv re s e a rch. It is the crime type where
the best examples and guidelines exist and is consequently the most discussed in
p resentations, seminars and training. So if the snapshot is of a ‘work in pro g ress’, then this is
a good thing: all forces should start with what is easy and familiar to get the rv ball ro l l i n g .
It is also a sensible starting point given that burg l a ry is a high volume crime of public concern .
But it is disappointing that relatively few forces have chosen to look at domestic violence,

4. Discussion and conclusions
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which is the quintessential repeat crime. There is also a relative lack of attention being paid
to ‘hate crimes’ generally – racial attacks and homophobic offences in part i c u l a r, where again
repeat victimisation often feature s .

The national picture also shows great variation in the pro g ress being made. The stages of
policy implementation were always intended to be gradual and to allow for individual
variation between forces, but the discrepancies are quite wide. Some forces appear to be
doing far more than others.

T h e re is no way of knowing to what extent the strategies which forces claim to have in place
have actually been implemented as planned without visiting the areas and systematically
checking. That could not be done as part of the work of the task force for re s o u rce re a s o n s
and it is, in any case, more properly a task for others. 

The tactics
F o rces claim to have launched a wide range of tactics as part of their rv strategies. There are
a number of points to be made in relation to this. First, some of the tactics are suspiciously like
the run-of-the-mill force crime prevention activity that has been going on for some time.
N e i g h b o u rhood Watch (NW) is a good example here. There was no sense from the
responses from forces that NW had in any way been modified to make it more relevant to the
needs of existing victims. If the collation of this information is to continue and a further snapshot
be developed, this classification system might be refined. Specifically, it would have been
useful to be able to identify which activities were focused upon rv rather than activities that the
f o rce already undertook as part of its general crime prevention work.

F o rces are clearly trying to respond to the re q u i rement that they address repeat victimisation,
but it seems likely from many of their responses that not only are the tactics not obviously
t a rgeted to the protection of victims, but many have a weak preventive mechanism. At pre s e n t ,
it is largely assumed that police officers know (either from training, experience or from re s e a rc h
l i t e r a t u re such as the Home Office publications) of the full and wide range of pre v e n t i o n
possibilities and the mechanisms which underlie them. This assumption may well be wro n g .
Indeed the recently published review by Pease (1998) was addressed to the many police
o fficers with whom Ken Pease had discussed rv over the bulk of the last decade, but who were
not familiar with the re s e a rch. As Pease says; ‘many of them believed they knew about the
available re s e a rch, but were familiar with only a small pro p o rtion of it. Neither had they
e n c o u n t e red anything which sought to locate recent rv re s e a rch in thinking about crime
p revention more generally’. 

The purpose of the review was, there f o re, to support the implementation process – bringing
re s e a rch to practice. Although the notion of preventing repeat victimisation has penetrated
police strategic thinking, the associated tactics have not been so successful. This is a challenge
for re s e a rc h e r s .

Discussion and conclusions
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One way to address this issue might be to work with the police to develop a portfolio of crime-
specific prevention tactics that have been shown to prevent crime under certain circ u m s t a n c e s .
This would provide forces with a list of options, which they might tailor to their specific
c i rcumstances. The basis for such a portfolio could simply be a synthesis of crime pre v e n t i o n
activities to date, grouped by crime type, and prioritised by likely effectiveness. For example,
silent alarms might be recommended for burg l a ry prevention over neighbourhood watch, since
a l a rms are more likely to protect the individual victim – they are more closely targeted on the
p resenting problem and there f o re more likely to be cost effective. 

The snapshot might also have benefited from more direct measures of the extent to which
various activities were implemented. For example, what pro p o rtion of each force undert o o k
these activities, all divisions or just particular ones, for how many victims and crimes, and over
what time period? F o rces might consider carrying out victim satisfaction surveys to check on
the extent of rv that occurs, perhaps as a six-month follow-up to victimisation. Such inform a t i o n ,
p a rticularly if using standardised surveys, could prove useful to a more formal evaluation of
the rv policy. 

The wide range of tactics seen as relevant to the protection of victims and the reduction in
crime is particularly notable. There appears to be a balance between crime prevention advice
and attempts to catch offenders. There is good re s e a rch evidence that seeing prevention and
detection as the opposite sides of the same crime control penny is an effective way of
a p p roaching the problem. And of course it suggests that crime prevention more generally is
no longer being seen as a backwater specialism but has joined the mainstream of policing
a c t i v i t y.

The fact that some forces, albeit a minority, have subsumed their approach to re p e a t
victimisation into a broader problem-oriented policing perspective is an import a n t
development. Preventing repeat victimisation fits well into, or alongside, a POP appro a c h .
Victims, or targets however defined, are a tangible focal point around which a crime
p revention response can be developed. There is, however, an important distinction between
the problem-oriented policing perspective, particularly insofar as it involves the SARA pro c e s s
of scanning, analysis, response and assessment (Eck and Spelman, 1987), and rv. Pre v e n t i n g
rv usually does not need to involve complex scanning and analysis of data, crime maps or
calls for service, since an rv response can be triggered at an incident level by the re p o rt i n g
of a crime. What that response should be may well call for the same kinds of skills as apply
to the process of problem solving because each response needs to be tailored to individual
c i rcumstances. It may, however, be a more straightforw a rd process at that individual level,
o ffering the opportunity for a more ‘menu’ driven response. For domestic burg l a ry, to take a
c o n c rete example, the police might select from a pre - d e t e rmined list of preventive activities
a c c o rding to the force rv protocol. The list could include target hardening to prevent a re p e a t
by the same modus operandi, a general security upgrade, cocooning of the victim by
neighbours, and/or some detection eff o rt. 

RV Snapshot: UK policing and repeat victimisation
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In some instances, however, the more traditional problem-solving approach will be necessary,
with aggregated data analysis and the use of crime mapping assisting in identifying linked
o ffences and in the subsequent development of the appropriate response. 

Some of the conclusions from this review are fairly straightforw a rd :

● Many forces need to get up-to-speed with their rv policies to keep up with the trailblazers
on the basics of implementation.

● M o re forces need to introduce rv policies against personal crimes of various sorts, and
criminal damage. While preventing repeat motor vehicle crimes could also be
developed, the optimal manner in which to do this, and its combination with other
elements of problem solving, may re q u i re further thought (see e.g. the examination of
‘ v i rtual’ repeat victimisation of identical cars by Ken Pease (1998:23)). As such, it may
be an outstanding opportunity for the development of inventive preventive approaches. 

● G reater clarity is re q u i red on the mechanism through which the various tactics might be
expected to protect victims. An offence-specific portfolio of effective tactics might be
developed in order to maximise the use of cost effective preventive mechanisms.

Moving forw a rd
The survey results re p o rted here, in common with many relatively superficial snapshots of
agency activity, raise as many questions as they answer. How, for example, do forc e s
implement rv policies against 'all' crimes? A re there any policies that are just 'paper policies'
that have resulted in little change on the gro u n d? (this suggests the need for in-depth force case
studies). What are the results in terms of crimes pre v e n t e d? Can we identify good and bad
practice across areas and across (or even within) forc e s? How can we continue to support the
development of effective tactics in this area – is there, for example, a role for an rv award s
scheme for innovative practice, good projects and evaluations?

The list of additional questions is long, but perhaps the most important is what are the next
steps in developing our response to repeat victimisation; where should the emphasis be? T h e re
a re perhaps three areas for attention. First, there is a need for more demonstration pro j e c t s ,
which address violent crime. Burg l a ry, particularly domestic burg l a ry, has been well served by
re s e a rch and development projects over recent years. The police and re s e a rchers have
demonstrably worked well together and have shown that significant reductions in pro p e rt y
crime can be achieved through this approach. A similar eff o rt now needs to go into addre s s i n g
the sometimes more intractable problems of violence – domestic, racial and homophobic.

S e c o n d l y, the present snapshot was based on the analysis of a database that was developed
for administrative rather than evaluation purposes. Although some assessment was possible, it

Discussion and conclusions
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may also suggest a need for the introduction of more formal instruments and mechanisms
designed to monitor and evaluate the implementation and impact of national changes in
police policies. 

F i n a l l y, there seems to be a need for more information and formal police training on the
concept of mechanisms (Pawson and Ti l l e y, 1997). The mechanism is no more than a
statement about how the proposed activity or tactic will deliver the crime reduction re q u i re d .
H o w, for example, would the probation service, contribute to the protection of a part i c u l a r
v i c t i m? Asking the question in this way is not meant to imply that the probation service c a n n o t
contribute to tackling repeat victimisation at the individual level, simply that the mechanism,
which in this case is likely to involve a long causal chain with a number of assumptions, needs
to be articulated. This is an important area if cost effective solutions are to be developed. For
example, a long causal chain might run along the following lines - ‘we want to protect the
victim and we know that 80% of offenders go back to the same victim and repeat their
o ffence, so if we believe that a particular offender is involved, it may be wort h w h i l e
a p p roaching the probation officer with responsibility for that offender and asking them to keep
a close watch for further offending’. It may be cheaper to target harden the victim’s home. 

In conclusion, the police have made astonishing pro g ress over a relatively short time in the
way they approach repeat victimisation. They claim to be able to identify repeat victims
t h rough a variety of means, and some of the tactics included in their response to the pro b l e m
a re plausible and sophisticated insofar as it is possible to assess this from a survey of this
n a t u re. Although it is not possible to prove the point, it has been argued here that the
p e rf o rmance regime made a significant contribution to the pro g ress that has been made. There
remains, however, a need to develop a similar response to repeat violence as we have seen
developed on domestic burg l a ry. There is also a need for greater appreciation of the cost of
some of the tactics that have been introduced in relation to their effectiveness. Understanding
and articulating the mechanism through which the tactics are meant to operate would be a
major step forw a rd. In-depth case studies of a selected number of forces would seem to be
an appropriate means of assessing what has happened on the ground. 

F i n a l l y, it is important to move towards an outcome measure as was originally intended as part
of the perf o rmance regime. The Home Office needs to consider how to take this forw a rd .

RV Snapshot: UK policing and repeat victimisation
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