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Improving Police Data Collection to
Measure Repeat Demand: A Focus on
Domestic Violence and Abuse

Jessica Phoenix

Abstract Targeting police resources at repeat demand may reduce overall demand. To effectively target resources
at repetition requires repeat demand to be accurately measured in police data. Using domestic violence and abuse
(DVA) as a case study of repeat demand, this study takes a deep dive into the data and information systems used by
one police force to identify the key issues that prevent the effective measurement of repeat DVA-related demand. From
observations of the police response to DVA and manual review of 325 DVA case files, four key issues are identified: (1)
fragmented units of measurement across multiple information systems; (2) inconsistent recording of personal details;
(3) multiple methods of identifying DVA; and (4) the embedding of information in free-text. This paper makes recom-
mendations to improve the measurement of repeat demand in police data, with implications for police practitioners
and researchers.

Introduction effectively to manage demand (Kearns and Muir,

o . 2019). Research has shown that most demand is
A core task of policing is de.c1d1ng how resources  ,ibutable to the same offenders, victims and
should be allocated to eﬁfectwely manage demand places (Sherman, 2007; Farrell and Pease, 2017),
(Sherman, 1992). For police forces in England and ;4 ¢y targeting repetition could be an effective

Wales, this task has been challenged by significant use of resources to reduce overall demand (Farrell,
funding losses (Elliott-Davies et al., 2016; NPCC, 1995; Pease ef al., 2018).

2017; Palmer et al., 2019); changing demand, with
more calls relating to mental health, social care,
and cybercrime (College of Policing, 2015; Boulton
et al., 2017; Loveday, 2017; HMICERS, 2018a);

Studies on the repetition of crime have largely
focussed on either repeat victimization or repeat
offending and propose targeted interventions to
’ ) reduce repetition. On repeat victimization, research
and unprecedented recruitment drives (Home long shown that the risk of victimization is
Office, 2019; HMICERS, 2022). In this context, highest following the first and initial victimiza-

forces must target their available resources more ;. (Pease, 1998; Grove et al., 2012). Proposed
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interventions have largely focussed on targeting
resources at areas that have recently recorded vic-
timization to reduce overall crime levels (Ignatans
and Pease, 2018; Hunter et al., 2021). Conversely,
the criminal careers literature within criminology
has focussed on the repetition of offending, exam-
ining patterns of offending over time to categorize
offenders by their frequency, severity and type of
offending and their persistence or desistance in
crime (Moffitt, 1993; Mazerolle and Maahs, 2003).
Proposed interventions have largely focussed on
causal links between individual and social factors
and offending trajectories, proposing early inter-
vention to disrupt the most chronic trajectories (e.g.
Farrington and Welsh, 2007).

Some crime types are repetitious by nature, and
measurement and intervention need to go beyond
looking only at the repetition of victimisation or
offending and consider how the two trajectories
intertwine. Domestic violence and abuse (DVA) is
a key example. DVA does not consist of separate
events with separate offenders and separate vic-
tims (Walby et al., 2017). DVA is repetitive, often
constituting a series or pattern of violent and/or
abusive behaviours by the same perpetrator against
the same victim (Stark, 2007; Hester, 2009). DVA
differs from most crime types as it is defined by
the victim—perpetrator relationship. Repetition is
thus understood not only as repeat perpetrators or
repeat victims, but also as repeat dyads. Therefore,
the centrality of repetition makes DVA a suitable
case study of repeat demand.

DVA is a significant contributor to police
demand, with more than one in ten recorded
crimes being flagged as DVA-related (HMICFRS,
2019). In the year ending March 2022, police forces
in England and Wales recorded 1,500,369 inci-
dents related to DVA, of which 61% were recorded
as crimes (ONS, 2022). This equates to an average
of 171 DVA incidents recorded every hour. Much
of DVA-related demand is accounted for by repe-
tition. For victims, previous analysis of police data
has suggested that, for some forces, up to around
45-50% of DVA-related calls related to repeat vic-
tims (HMIC, 2014a), whilst research on offenders
suggests a small concentration of offenders account
for most DVA-related harm (Sherman, 2007; Bland
and Ariel, 2015; Barnham et al, 2017). Targeting

DVA repetition could therefore be an effec-
tive method to prevent further harm and reduce
demand (Robinson and Clancy, 2020). To target
repeat DVA, and demand more broadly, the police
firstly need accurate and consistent information on
victims, perpetrators, and events (Bland and Ariel,
2020). This paper therefore investigates the data
collection processes of one English police force in
response to DVA, to identify some of the key bar-
riers to the accurate measurement of repeat DVA-
related demand.

Debates on the definition and mea-
surement of DVA repetition and
what these mean for police data

To consider how repeat DVA-related demand is best
measured in police data, the context of wider debates
on the definition and measurement of DVA should
be outlined. These debates can broadly be divided
into two key perspectives. Works by Sherman et
al. (2016) and Walby et al. (2014, 2016, 2018) have
measured the repetition of DVA by counting dis-
crete incidents, focussing on the distribution of
harm (Sherman et al., 2016), and the disproportion-
ate frequency of physical violence against women
(Walby et al., 2014, 2016; Walby and Towers, 2018).
Alternatively, a body of research largely influenced
by Stark (2007) has encouraged a move away from
a discrete event-based understanding of DVA to a
framework of coercive control (Myhill, 2017; Stark
and Hester, 2019). The coercive control framework
encourages a conceptualization and measurement
model of DVA as a pattern of ongoing behaviour,
characterized not by the frequency of physical
assault, but by methods of control and coercion,
including non-physical forms of abuse, that subor-
dinate a victim over time (Stark, 2007; Myhill and
Kelly, 2021).

These debates have implications for policing.
There is no singular statutory offence for recording
DVA in England and Wales. Instead, DVA-related
offences are captured under existing offence codes
(e.g. assault with injury, criminal damage) and
since 2015, have been manually flagged as DVA by
recording police officers, as required by the Home
Office Counting Rules (HOCR) (Home Office,
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2023). In 2015, a new offence of Controlling and
Coercive Behaviour (CCB) in an Intimate or Family
Relationship was introduced under Section 76 of
the Serious Crime Act 2015. The aim of the new
offence was to recognize ongoing patterns of CCB
as a distinct form of abuse in legislation, particularly
non-physical abusive behaviours that were not cap-
tured by existing offence codes (Home Office, 2015;
Stark and Hester, 2019; Myhill and Kelly, 2021).
CCB does not replace existing offences that can
be flagged as DVA, but was introduced as an addi-
tional offence, that may be recorded standalone, or
alongside a principal offence. As a course of con-
duct offence, the CCB legislation encourages police
officers to identify an ongoing pattern of behaviour,
rather than to treat each event in isolation (Brennan
etal., 2021).

The focus of this paper is not how repeat DVA
is best conceptualized and measured, nor how
DVA is best responded to by the police. The focus
of this paper is the measurement of repeat demand
in police data, with DVA an appropriate case study.
Police data alone cannot capture a full trajectory
of DVA between a perpetrator and victim. Firstly,
most DVA is not reported to the police (Walby and
Allen, 2004). If DVA is reported to the police, a first
report often does not mark the first DVA event,
as there has likely been ongoing abuse leading up
to the first report (Stark, 2012). Likewise, gaps in
time between reported events do not always equate
to gaps in DVA. Repetition as measured in police
data therefore represents a specific trajectory not
only of DVA between victim and perpetrator, but
of their interaction with the police. In this context,
measuring DVA events in police data is marking
points of police intervention within a wider DVA
trajectory. Accurate measurement of the trajectory
between victim, perpetrator and the police provides
an important source of data to measure and there-
fore manage demand, and also crucially enables
evaluation of DVA interventions (e.g. Robinson,
2004; Hester et al., 2019). The value of evaluations
is therefore reliant upon the accuracy of police data.

Whilst police data can offer some insight into
the nature of DVA between victim and perpetrator,
police data alone cannot provide insight into the

full pattern of abuse. In understanding the nature of
DVA, alternative data sources contribute additional
insight. Key sources in England and Wales include
survey data, namely the Crime Survey for England
and Wales (CSEW), which routinely reviews its
methodology for measuring DVA (e.g. see Hester et
al., 2023); third sector data (e.g. Smith and Davidge,
2022); and Domestic Homicide Reviews (e.g.
Rowlands and Bracewell, 2022; Cook et al., 2023).

Legislation and policy for recording
DVA-related incidents and crimes in
police data

To understand police data, the national guidance
for incident and crime recording is outlined. For all
reported incidents, the police decide whether the
circumstances amount to a criminal offence, and if
so, a crime must be recorded following the HOCR.
The HOCR state how the police should record
crime, including whether and when to record,
how to classify crime, and how many to record
(HMIC, 2014Db). Police forces must also adhere to
the National Crime Recording Standard (NCRS),
which promotes victim-oriented crime record-
ing, and consistency across forces (Home Office,
2023). If an incident is not judged as amounting to
a criminal offence, it should be recorded as an inci-
dent, following the National Standard for Incident
Recording (NSIR) (Home Office, 2011), which pro-
vides a National Incident Category List (NICL).

As discussed, most DVA-related crimes are
recorded under existing offence codes (e.g. assault,
criminal damage). To identify DVA, the HOCR
require police forces to manually flag those that are
DVA-related (Home Office, 2023). The flag should
be attached to offences that align with the DVA defi-
nition stated in the HOCR, which refers to the stat-
utory definition introduced by the Domestic Abuse
Act, 2021 (Table 11). For incidents that demonstrate
issues relating to DVA but are not considered by
the police as amounting to a criminal offence, the
NSIR provides a closing incident code of ‘domestic
incident, and states that forces should also consider
adding a DVA qualifier to the incident.

! ‘Personally connected’ refers to (ex)intimate partners and family members.
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Table 1: Statutory definition of domestic abuse

Behaviour of a person (‘A’) towards another person (‘B’) is
‘domestic abuse’ if—

(a) A and B are each aged 16 or over and are personally con-
nected to each other, and

(b) The behaviour is abusive

(3) Behaviour is “abusive” if it consists of any of the following—
(a) Physical or sexual abuse

(b) Violent or threatening behaviour

(c) Controlling or coercive behaviour

(d) Economic abuse [see subsection (4)]

(e) Psychological, emotional or other abuse; and it does not
matter whether the behaviour consists of a single incident or a
course of conduct

(4) "Economic abuse’ means any behaviour that has a substan-
tial adverse effect on B’s ability to—

(a) Acquire, use or maintain money or other property, or

(b) Obtain goods or services

(5) For the purposes of this Act A's behaviour may be behaviour
‘towards’ B despite the fact that it consists of conduct directed
at another person (for example, B’s child)’ (Domestic Abuse Act,
2021: npn)

Table 2: Home Office crime flag for repeat domestic
abuse victims

A ‘repeat victim’ is defined as ‘a second or subsequent
report by a victim within a rolling 12-month period’. ALL
notifiable crimes that meet the DA definition should have
the DA flag applied to them. Where crimes are flagged
as Repeat DA then BOTH flags should be applied. (Home
Office, 2023: 4)

In addition to new DVA definitions and legislation,
the Home Office have introduced changes to the way
repeat DVA is defined and recorded. In 2018/19, the
Home Office (2023) introduced a new ‘repeat domes-
tic abuse’ flag which police officers must manually add
to DVA-related crime if the victim fits their definition
of a repeat victim, in addition to adding the standard
DVA flag. The definition and measurement of repeat
DVA (outlined in Table 2) is therefore based on the
trajectory of the victim through police data.

Ongoing police data quality chal-
lenges and implications for measur-
ing DVA

Before taking a deep dive into practices of data
recording and the consequences for measuring

repeat demand, some of the well-established lim-
itations of police data are acknowledged, partic-
ularly in relation to the measurement of DVA.
Perhaps the most well-established critique of
police data is of police recorded crime (PRC). PRC
are the offences that are reported to and recorded
by the police, collated by the Home Office. PRC
has been extensively criticized as an unreliable
source of data on crime (e.g. Mayhew, 2014), and
had its national statistics designation removed by
the UK Statistics Authority in 2014. At the time it
was noted that there was a persistent police perfor-
mance culture which had polluted crime recording
with tactical offence classification and non-crim-
ing (Mayhew, 2014), thus not all reported crime is
counted in PRC. A subsequent series of national
inspections has demonstrated marked improve-
ment in crime recording in many police forces,
though some show persistent recording fail-
ures, and the issue remains a subject of scrutiny
(HMICEFRS, 2022).

In relation to DVA, Myhill and Johnson (2016)
demonstrated how the use of police discretion to
interpret definitions of DVA and the HOCR leads
to further non-criming and misclassification of
DVA-related crimes as non-DVA, due to poor
police understandings of DVA. Furthermore, the
authors show that misclassification and non-re-
cording impact incidents as well as crimes, with
DVA-related incidents incorrectly screened out as
non-domestic related early in the response pro-
cess. Non-recording and misclassification not only
undercount the number of reported DVA-related
incidents and crimes, but prevent adequate inves-
tigation, intervention and risk assessment (Myhill
and Johnson, 2016). In addition to long-stand-
ing recording issues, the introduction of the CCB
offence gave the police a new definition of DVA to
identify and record, and therefore new challenges
in the interpretation of police data. Research sug-
gests that CCB is poorly captured in police data, as
misunderstandings of CCB, high evidence thresh-
olds and insufficient resources inhibit identification
and recording (Robinson et al., 2018; Myhill et al.,
2022).

Recording challenges are amplified by com-
plex policies and poor information systems. For
instance, the HOCR state that to identify DVA and
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its repetition, recording police officers must rec-
ognize two definitions, that of DVA and that of a
repeat victim, and manually attach two flags to each
eligible offence. Though there is little evidence on
the consistency of the use of DVA flags, HMICFRS’
(2018b) inspection into the police response to hate
crime, which also requires the manual attachment
of flags in crime recording, found multiple issues.
Issues included flags not being attached to eligible
crimes, flags being attached to ineligible crimes, and
the wrong flags being used. As the HOCR definition
of repeat in DVA requires the manual attachment
of two separate flags, there is scope for recording
errors in both.

Measuring repetition requires units of measure-
ment for victim, perpetrator and event (Walby et al.,
2017). Identifying repeat victims and perpetrators
does not need to be defined by the time between
events, nor does it require that events be marked
with an additional flag. Identifying repeat victims
and perpetrators requires only that each is recorded
with appropriate identifiers, such as name, address,
and/or a unique assigned identifier. However, the
use of identifiers to identify repetition is a known
problem in police data, with recording issues such
as misspellings and missing data preventing the
identification of repeats (Farrell and Pease, 1993;
Brimicombe, 2016). Further problems arise from
complex, outdated information systems in use by
forces across England and Wales, which restrict the
accessibility and therefore use of data (HMICFRS,
2017, 2022).

The Present Study

In this context, the present study took a deep dive
into the data collection processes of one police
force, to determine: (1) what data the police collect
in response to DVA; (2) the key issues in relation
to measuring repeat DVA-related demand; and
(3) how police data could be improved to measure
repeat DVA-related demand more accurately.

Methods

The study involved a series of observations of police
practice and a manual reading of 325 case files
stored across police information systems.

Data access

The author was vetted by the police force and allo-
cated a force laptop to enable remote access and
first-hand insight into force information systems.
Institutional consent was granted by the force for
the observation component of the field work, with
individual consent sought from police officers, staff,
partner agencies and members of the public that
were observed.

Observations

There were six types of observation, with seven
observations in total. Each was completed overtly.
Observations included unstructured conversa-
tions with the police officers and staff who were
observed. Physical field-notes were taken at each
site, only when deemed appropriate and the least
obtrusive to those observed (Gravelle and Rogers,
2014).

Two aims of the observations were to: (1) identify
points of data collection and available data sources;
and (2) to build a map of the police response to
DVA that highlights points of data collection.

The six observation types were:

(1) Shadowing of police call-handlers in Com-
mand and Control

Two police call-handlers were shadowed during a
Thursday evening shift in the Force Control Room
(FCR), this included listening to live calls.

(2) Ride-along with frontline response officers

Two frontline police officers were shadowed on
ride-alongs during a Friday evening shift in a city
centre within the Police Force Area (PFA).

(3) Observation of a Criminal Investigation De-
partment (CID)

On the Saturday morning following the ride-along, a
Risk and Threat meeting was observed at the city cen-
tre police station. The meeting discussed some of the
high priority cases ongoing in the PFA and provided
an insight into what happens with the information that
is collected by frontline officers once it reaches CID.
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(4) Shadowing of researchers in a Public Protec-
tion Unit (PPU)

Two researchers were shadowed in PPU to gain
insight into how data collected by the police are
used to facilitate safeguarding across the force.

(5) Shadowing of referral assistants in a
Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH)

Two referral assistants in MASH were shadowed as
they were processing domestic abuse (DA) refer-
rals and working alongside Independent Domestic
Violence Advocates (IDVAs). The referral assistants
demonstrated the process of populating and sharing
referrals.

(6) Observation of two Multi-Agency Risk As-
sessment Conferences (MARACS)

Two MARACs were observed to gain insight into
how information was shared between agencies.

Case file review. The observations identified
multiple data sources and information systems used
by the force to collect, manage, and share data in
response to DVA. The second stage of the study
took a deep dive into police information systems to
review the available data sources and to identify key
challenges in measuring repetition using these data
and systems.

In the case file review, a random sample of DVA
victims was selected from a sample of recorded and
flagged DVA-related crimes between January and
March 2018. Each victim was searched through
police information systems to identify all associ-
ated DVA events. For each event, the DA refer-
ral, Incident Report, Crime Report and DASH
(Domestic Abuse, Stalkingm, and Honour Based
Violence) assessment were extracted (each data
source is described in the subsequent section).
These four sources were collated and are referred to
here as a case file, with some victims having mul-
tiple case files. A total of 300 case files was chosen

as a manageable figure to review that should be
reflective of the data that are typically collected in
response to DVA for this force. As the final victim in
the sample had a high number of case files, the final
number of reviewed case files came to 325, relating
to 68 victims, 94 suspects and covering a date range
of 15 years (2003-2018), representing the longest
DVA trajectory in the sample. Each case file was
manually read to investigate the type of information
that was collected across, the format in which the
data were collected, how the data could be extracted
from police information systems and whether the
data could contribute towards the measurement of
repeat DVA-related demand.

Findings

A brief overview of the police response to
domestic violence and abuse. Figure 1 gives
an overview of the police response to DVA in the
form of a process map, derived from the observa-
tions. The overview focuses on the collection and
transfer of information from the point of initial
report to the point of information sharing between
the police and other agencies within multi-agency
frameworks and does not contain all possible per-
sonnel and actions that may contribute to a police
response to DVA.

Data collection in the police response to
DVA. Incident report. Often the first stage of
response occurs in Command and Control, where
call-handlers take initial reports and allocate the
frontline response. Call-handlers start by opening
an Incident Report in the incident recording system
and attaching an opening incident code (e.g. assault,
nuisance). For DVA-related incidents, there are two
codes: Domestic Incident and Domestic Crime (the
latter indicating that a crime has taken place). The
Incident Report is attached to the address of the
reported event. Call-handlers gather information
from the caller, and additional information may be
sought from the Police National Computer (PNC),
such as any warning markers.” Call-handlers allo-
cate aresponse grade which determines the response

? Warning markers are attached to addresses or individuals to provide officers with any information that may assist them in

their response, for example, weapons, firearms, drugs, violent.
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Figure 1: Points of data collection within the police response to domestic violence and abuse.

priority (ACPO, 2005), ranging from the lowest (5: DASH
Police report only—assistance not required) to the
highest (1: Emergency—likely to be a risk of danger
to life, serious injury or serious damage to prop-
erty). If frontline officers are deployed, the officers
update the Incident Report.

Frontline officers have several data collection tasks.
Whilst policies and practice vary by force, these
tasks generally include wearing a Body Worn Video
(BWV) device, completing a DASH form, and if
a crime is recorded, then taking victim/witness
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statements. The DASH was the nationally accred-
ited risk assessment tool for police forces between
2009 and 2022.° The purpose of DASH is to esti-
mate the risk of further harm to the victim based on
the victim’s responses to 27 questions, and should
inform a risk grading of standard, medium or high
(Richards, 2009). Though practice varies by force
(see Robinson ef al., 2016), for this force the DASH
was recorded as a binary yes/no to each question,
and included a free-text box for the officer(s) to give
their rationale for the grading.

Crime report. 1If no crime is identified, the
Incident Report is closed with a closing incident
code, which may differ to the opening incident
code. If the event crosses the criminal threshold,
officer(s) must submit a Crime Report on the force’s
crime recording system. The Crime Report is later
reviewed by the Criminal Investigation Department
(CID). If CID believe there is a case against the sus-
pect, they will review the available evidence and
build a case, which may then be submitted to the
Crown Prosecution Service (CPS).

DA referral. For all recorded DVA-related
events, the officer(s) must submit a DA referral
form to the local MASH. The referral is attached
to the victim, and is submitted within the forces
Protecting Vulnerable People (PVP) system, which
sits separately to the incident and crime recording
systems. The referral includes a free-text account of
the event circumstances, according to the respond-
ing officer(s). MASH review and process the case,
including gathering additional information to
populate the referral before sharing with relevant
agencies. Information may be sourced from other
agencies, the Police National Computer (PNC) and
the Police National Database (PND). The risk clas-
sification allocated to the referral determines the
amount of additional information that is added,
whether the referral is shared with agencies [e.g.
probation, housing, Children’s Social Care (CSC),
Victim Support, Independent Domestic Violence

Advocates (IDVAs)], and the speed of referral (see
Shorrock et al., 2019). The DA referral is largely
comprised of free-text narratives added by respond-
ing officers and MASH.

Four key issues to measuring repeat DVA-
related demand. Four data sources were core to
the collection and sharing of information in relation
to DVA: Incident Reports, Crime Reports, DA refer-
rals and DASH risk assessments. However, the for-
mat of data collection and management in response
to DVA restrict the usability of police data to identify
repetition. These barriers are summarized as four key
issues: (1) fragmented units of measurement across
multiple systems; (2) inconsistent recording of per-
sonal details; (3) multiple methods of identifying
DVA; and (4) embedding of information in free-text.

(1) Fragmented units of measurement across
multiple information systems

The measurement of repetition in DVA requires at
least three units of measurement: the victim, perpe-
trator, and the event, so the number of events per
person (and dyad) can be counted. An additional
unit of measurement, often used in policing, is the
event address (e.g. Farrell and Pease, 1993). Table 3
shows the units of measurement available in each of
the four data sources.

Both the Crime Report and the DA referral have
units of measurement for victim, perpetrator and
event. The repetition of DVA for victim, perpetrator
and dyad could therefore be estimated in the crime
data. However, around a third of reported DVA
events are not recorded as crimes (ONS, 2022),
thus crime data alone cannot provide an accurate
measure of repetition. The DA referral contains all
units, though is largely a free-text document that is
recorded and stored as an individual file, thus data
cannot be easily extracted. Transforming the data
into a quantitative form to enable the measurement
of repetition is time-consuming and resource inten-
sive. Incident data should contain most reported

3 In 2022, the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) identified the new Domestic Abuse Risk Assessment (DARA) as their
preferred risk assessment tool for first responding police officers’ primary assessments of risk, though specialist officers and
staff completing secondary risk assessments are still expected to use DASH (College of Policing, 2022).
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Table 3: Units of measurement across four police data sources

Data source Unit of measurement

Victim Perpetrator Event Victim Address Perpetrator Address Event address
Incident report N N Y N N Y
Crime report Y Y Y Y Y Y
DASH N N Y N N N
DA referral Y Y Y Y Y Y

DVA events [excluding those screened out as non-
DVA, see Myhill and Johnson (2016)], thus provide
an ideal site to measure repeat demand. However,
the only unit of measurement available in the inci-
dent data is the address of the incident.* An address
may be an appropriate form of measurement for
measuring some crime types (e.g. property crime),
but it is not an appropriate measurement to capture
the repetition of DVA, as DVA between the same
persons may not always occur in the same place
(HMICFRS, 2019). For instance, the home address
of victim and/or perpetrator may frequently change,
with some victims routinely moving address to
evade their perpetrator (Bowstead, 2015, 2017).

Related to different units of measurement is the
problem of multiple information systems. Each
source of data contained some insight into victims,
perpetrators and events. However, due to different
units of measurement within each source, which
were recorded across different police systems, the
sources could not be easily merged. The units of
measurement were therefore fragmented across
multiple information systems, operating in out-
dated technology. To build a pattern of repetition
therefore required going into multiple systems and
manually extracting information from different
sources.

(2) Inconsistent recording of personal details

When all personal details are recorded (e.g. name,
address), repeat individuals can be identified
(Brimicombe, 2016). In the crime data, recording
officer(s) often did not capture all identifiable infor-
mation. Furthermore, details were often recorded in

multiple formats, for example, different name spell-
ings, punctuation, and grammar, which prevented
the identification of repetition. An alternative to
using personal information to identify repeats
would be the use of a unique nominal attached to
each individual. Such nominal should be numeric
and avoid using combinations of names and per-
sonal details, to ensure resistance to changes in
these details.

(3) Application and multiplicity of DVA identi-
fiers

The third issue was the methods used to identify DVA.
Problems were identified in the application of DVA
identifiers and in the existence of multiple identifi-
ers. As discussed, the Home Office require that police
forces manually attach DVA flags to criminal offences
that align with their definition of DVA (violence or
abuse between intimate partners or family members)
(Home Office, 2023). During the process of searching
crime numbers through police information systems,
it was found that several of the crimes that had been
flagged as DVA did not meet the definition of DVA,
thus the flag had been inaccurately applied. Examples
included crimes where the victim had been recorded as
a business; crimes of assault against a Police Constable
(PC) (flagged as DVA as the crime occurred when the
PC was attending a reported DVA, though the crime
itself was between perpetrator and PC and therefore
not DVA); and crimes where the victim was a child
under the age of 16 years.

In addition to inaccurate application, multiple
methods of identifying DVA across information
systems produced different, though overlapping,

* This barrier to incident data may not apply to all police forces, if they routinely attach victim and suspect details to

incidents.
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records of DVA. If DASH and DA referrals are
included as methods of identifying DVA in police
data, then the police force had six DVA identifi-
ers (DASH; DA referral; Domestic Incident code;
Domestic Crime code; Domestic Abuse flag;
Repeat Domestic Abuse flag). Recorded DVA
events may include some or all of these identifiers,
and the manual reading of case files observed vari-
ous combinations of each. These methods therefore
produce different though overlapping samples of
DVA, and each may produce a different measure of
repetition.

(4) Embedding of information in free-text

Free-text entries provide vital insight into the vic-
tims, perpetrators and circumstances of a case that
are not captured by existing standard fields. In the
referral, most information collected is free-text, and
may contain anything from a short event summary
to a full police chronology of victim and perpetra-
tor. The information is collected operationally to
inform safeguarding, though if more easily extract-
able could enable analysis into the patterns of DVA
that are reported to the police.

The free-text fields in incident and crime reports
provide more insight into the event than standard
fields, for example:

During verbal argument offender grabs
victim and drags her up and down the
hallway causing reddening to under-
arms and pain to head. Police attend,
victim initially does not disclose but
states cohabiting ex-partner makes
vague threats to burn house down®

The summary gives much more insight into the
nature of the event and relationship between vic-
tim and perpetrator than the crime code alone,
which for the above excerpt was ‘assault with
injury’ The free-text account also indicates that
another offence may have taken place in addi-
tion to the assault, but the second offence was not
recorded, likely due to the HOCR that require
one offence to be recorded per victim (unless the

second offence is a course of conduct e.g. CCB).
Without this additional free-text information,
data from standard fields provide limited insight.
However, extracting information from free-text
police entries is a time-consuming process, thus
often it is the standard fields that are used to
extract police data (Bland and Ariel, 2015).

Discussion

Before police forces can target resources towards
repetition to manage demand and reduce harm,
they must be able to identify repeat demand. If
police forces cannot identify repetition, patterns of
violence and abuse are missed. To ensure victims
receive the most appropriate response, repetition
must be identified as early as possible, and barriers
such as manual searching and multiple information
systems delay this identification (HMICERS, 2019).
Though the focus of this paper is the challenges, the
study also demonstrates the rich amount of data that
are collected by the police that contribute significant
insight into DVA demand, but go unrepresented by
police figures. The police collect information on per-
petrators, victims, witnesses, locations, aggravating
factors, safeguarding concerns, relationship dynam-
ics, and actions taken by the police. Though some of
this information is picked up by the standard fields
of data sources, detailed insight is embedded within
free-text narratives that are recorded across multiple
systems. When inconsistent and inaccessible, data are
redundant, and can lead to wasted time and missed
opportunities (Lambri et al., 2011; HMIC, 2017).

Implications for police forces

Improving the measurement of repeat demand
requires changes to systems and practices of data
collection. This paper makes several recommenda-
tions to improve the collection of police data to bet-
ter measure repeat demand, with a focus on DVA.

(1) Police data should record units of mea-
surement for the event, the victim and the
perpetrator.

° Extracted from the free-text field of one crime report in the dataset.
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(2) Individuals that are recorded in police data
should be recorded with a unique numeric
nominal. Whilst implementing a nominal
system may not eliminate human error in re-
cording, it reduces the need to match multi-
ple pieces of identifiable information, which
are each susceptible to missing data and re-
cording errors.

(3) DVA flags should be used to identify DVA
rather than incident codes. Incident codes
should describe the event, for example,
breach, threats.

(4) One flag should be attached to all DVA
events. The flag should be applied to events
that fit the statutory definition of DVA.

(5) Data on events, victims and perpetrators
should be stored within one information
system.

(6) Free-text narratives are important to
capture the unique contexts of events
and police actions. However, adding some
keywords relating to aggravating factors
and additional offences as standard fields
in police information systems could re-
duce the duplication of recording for of-
ficers whilst increasing the accessibility
of key information for those using police
data, thus keywords should be added to
police systems.

Whilst these recommendations may appear sim-
ple, implementing any changes to police recording
practices can require significant system changes
which can be costly and disruptive. Police forces
in England and Wales do not all operate under the
same information systems. Many forces use infor-
mation systems created by private technology com-
panies, costing multimillions of pounds and tying
forces into long contracts, thus revising these sys-
tems is not simple nor inexpensive (Hadjimatheou,
2021). However, given the scale of DVA-related
demand and the benefits of better data, improving
systems to capture repeat demand should be con-
sidered a priority. Furthermore, following scru-
tiny in recent years for outdated technology and
poor data (HMICFRS, 2017, 2018c), some forces
have started to invest in technology, including new

devices, system updates and some full revisions to
main information systems (HMICFRS, 2022). In
this context, this paper provides timely recommen-
dations to police forces to consider the accurate
measurement of repetition when improving data
systems.

Improving the accessibility of information using
well-integrated systems can improve the use of
information for policing and partner agencies,
enabling records on people and places to be con-
nected to build patterns and assist investigations
and safeguarding (Crowhurst, 2017; Phythian and
Kirby, 2022). Whilst this paper has focussed on
DVA, the implications apply to repeat demand
more broadly, including the increasing demand of
calls relating to mental health and welfare crises
(Boulton et al., 2017; HMICFRS, 2018a).

It is crucial to recognize that improving police
data requires more than technological develop-
ment, it also needs organizational change, particu-
larly greater compliance with integrity and the use
of information systems (Phythian and Kirby, 2022).
Any new system should be designed, implemented
and evaluated alongside practitioners (Neyroud
and Disley, 2008; Lambri et al., 2011) to account for
organizational culture and how it may impact data
recording and prevent systems from being used to
their full potential (Phythian and Kirby, 2022).

The final note on these recommendations is
that some go beyond the responsibility of police
forces and require change at a national level. The
Home Office Counting Rules (HOCR) currently
require that police forces manually attach two
DVA-related flags: one for DVA, and a second
flag for a repeat DVA victim. Given the complex-
ity of the police recording process in relation to
DVA, the recommendation from this paper is that
this should be reduced to one flag, with the repeat
DVA flag removed from the HOCR. Identifying
repetition requires that records relating to peo-
ple and events are recorded accurately and does
not require an additional flag. Furthermore, as
the repeat flag applies only to notifiable offences,
is confined to a 12-month period, and consid-
ers only the victim rather than the perpetrator,
it provides limited insight into the repetition of
DVA.
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Limitations

The main limitation of the study is that it draws
from one police force, thus some observations of
the police response may be specific to the force,
for example, the number of information systems
in use and the type of information recorded in
each. However, most implications are applicable
to forces across England and Wales. Problems in
the measurement of repeat DVA are not unique to
one police force; data recording and problematic
information systems have been consistently raised
as areas to address in national inspections, for all
crime types (HMIC, 2014a; HMICFRS, 2019, 2022).
It should be noted that the police force under
study were in the process of changing their informa-
tion systems at the time that this study took place.
The force now has a new main information system,
replacing several previous systems from which the
study data were extracted. Some key features of
the new system included an integrated system of
crimes and incidents, an individual nominal for all
victims and perpetrators, and keywords to capture
additional event details that were not previously
captured by standard fields. Future research should
evaluate these features of police information sys-
tems on their ability to capture repeat demand.

Conclusion

The recommendations made in this paper would
enable a more consistent and robust identifica-
tion of repeat DVA in police data. Better identifi-
cation and measurement of DVA repetition could
assist the police in understanding the demand on
their resources from repeat DVA and how to effec-
tively target those resources. It would also enable
researchers and policy makers to investigate pat-
terns of DVA repetition to test theories and to eval-
uate and develop interventions to reduce DVA.
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