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HM Inspector of Constabulary in Scotland  
 
 
HM Inspectorate for Constabulary in Scotland (HMICS) is established under the Police and Fire 
Reform (Scotland) Act 2012 and has wide ranging powers to look into the ‘state, effectiveness and 
efficiency’ of both the Police Service of Scotland (Police Scotland) and the Scottish Police Authority 
(SPA).1 
 
We have a statutory duty to ensure that the Chief Constable and the SPA meet their obligations in 
terms of best value and continuous improvement. If necessary, we can be directed by Scottish 
Ministers to look into anything relating to the SPA or Police Scotland as they consider appropriate. 
We also have an established role in providing professional advice and guidance on policing in 
Scotland.  
 

■ Our powers allow us to do anything we consider necessary or expedient for the purposes 
of, or in connection with, the carrying out of our functions. 
 

■ The SPA and the Chief Constable must provide us with such assistance and co-operation 
as we may require to enable us to carry out our functions.  
 

■ When we publish a report, the SPA and the Chief Constable must also consider what we 
have found and take such measures, if any, as they think fit.  
 

■ Where our report identifies that the SPA or Police Scotland is not efficient or effective (or 
best value not secured), or will, unless remedial measures are taken, cease to be efficient 
or effective, Scottish Ministers may direct the SPA to take such measures as may be 
required. The SPA must comply with any direction given. 
 

■ Where we make recommendations, we will follow them up and report publicly on progress. 
 

■ We will identify good practice that can be applied across Scotland. 
 

■ We work with other inspectorates and agencies across the public sector and co-ordinate our 
activities to reduce the burden of inspection and avoid unnecessary duplication. 
 

■ We aim to add value and strengthen public confidence in Scottish policing and will do this 
through independent scrutiny and objective, evidence-led reporting about what we find.  

 
Our approach is to support Police Scotland and the SPA to deliver services that are high quality, 
continually improving, effective and responsive to local needs.2   
 
This audit was undertaken by HMICS in terms of section 74(2) of the Police and Fire Reform 
(Scotland) Act 2012 and is laid before the Scottish Parliament in terms of section 79(3) of 
the Act. 
  

                                                           
1
 Chapter 11, Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012. 

2
 HMICS, Corporate Strategy 2014-17 (2014). 

http://hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/CORPORATE%20STRATEGY%202014-17%20v1.0%20FINAL.pdf
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Our audit 
 
 
The aim of our audit was to assess the state, efficiency and effectiveness of crime recording 
by Police Scotland and the extent to which recording practice complies with the Scottish 
Crime Recording Standard and Counting Rules.3 We also assessed arrangements for the 
management, governance and internal auditing of crime recording. This audit follows similar audits 
of crime recording carried out by HMICS in 2013 and 2014.  
 
The results of our Crime Audit 2016 will provide the public and key stakeholders with up-to-date 
information on which to base their assessment of the accuracy of crime statistics and will highlight 
to Police Scotland areas of good practice as well as areas for improvement. Through our audit, we 
also sought to assess the extent to which previous recommendations regarding crime recording 
have been implemented by Police Scotland and the Scottish Police Authority (SPA).4 Our audit 
also seeks to address the need for comprehensive, independent audits of crime data as 
highlighted by the UK Statistics Authority.5  
 
In 2014-15, recorded crime in Scotland was at its lowest since 1974.6 Recorded crime statistics are 
relied on by a wide variety of users to monitor trends, for policy research and development, and for 
research purposes. The public, for example, can use the statistics as a source of information to 
help assess how safe their local area is and whether crime is decreasing or increasing. The police, 
as well as other agencies, can use crime statistics to monitor trends and variations, ensuring that 
services are targeted appropriately and sufficiently resourced. It is therefore essential that crimes 
are recorded accurately by Police Scotland, and that users have confidence in the crime statistics 
published by the Scottish Government.  
 
Crime recording practice is governed by the Scottish Crime Recording Standard and Counting 
Rules (SCRS). The SCRS provides a framework for deciding when an incident should be recorded 
as a crime, what type of crime should be recorded and how many crimes should be counted. Crime 
recording should also be carried out in accordance with the Police Scotland Code of Ethics.7  
 
We tested the accuracy of crime recording by auditing incident and crime records. We examined 
over 6,000 incidents and 5,000 crimes. Auditing this volume of records allows us to report on 
statistically significant compliance rates across Scotland and at divisional level. We assessed 
arrangements for the management, governance and auditing of crime recording by Police Scotland 
by carrying out almost 40 interviews of people involved in the recording process, by reviewing 
documents relating to crime recording and by observing key processes and meetings. Our 
assessment of crime recording was carried out taking into account the six themes of the HMICS 
Inspection Framework: 
 

■ Outcomes 
 

■ Leadership and governance 
 

■ Planning and process 
 

■ People 
 

■ Resources 
 

■ Partnerships  

                                                           
3
 Scottish Government, Scottish Crime Recording Standard: Crime recording and Scottish Government Counting Rules 

(April 2016).   
4
 Previous recommendations regarding crime recording were made in HMICS, Review of incident and crime recording 

(2013) and HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014) and are included at Appendix 1.  
5
 UK Statistics Authority, Assessment of compliance with the Code of Practice for Official Statistics: Statistics on 

recorded crime in Scotland (produced by the Scottish Government) (2014).  
6
 Scottish Government, Recorded crime in Scotland 2014-15 (2015).  

7
 Police Scotland, Code of Ethics (2014).  

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00498708.pdf
http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/Review%20of%20Incident%20and%20Crime%20Recording%20-%20December%202013.pdf
http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/HMICS%20-%20Crime%20Audit%202014%20Report.pdf
https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/archive/assessment/assessment/assessment-reports/assessment-report-288---statistics-on-recorded-crime-in-scotland.pdf
https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/archive/assessment/assessment/assessment-reports/assessment-report-288---statistics-on-recorded-crime-in-scotland.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0048/00484776.pdf


 

4 

 
 
 
HMICS wishes to thank the officers and staff of Police Scotland who participated in our audit, and 
the national and regional crime registrars in particular for facilitating our work.  
 
Our audit was led by Laura Paton and was supported by Katie Chisholm, Stephen Mackay, Sheila 
Kelly and Emyr Rhys-Jones. HMICS is also grateful to David Smith, Keith Paterson and Alan Sloan 
of the Scottish Government’s Justice Analytical Services who provided audit and statistical support.  
 
 
Derek Penman QPM 
HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary in Scotland  
September 2016  
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

5 

Key findings  
 
 
The quality of most incident and crime recording decisions by Police Scotland is good. 92.7% of 
incidents were closed correctly8 and 95.1% of crime was counted and classified correctly. These 
compliance rates were a slight improvement on those found in our last audit in 2014.  
 
There are still some significant divisional variations in compliance rates. Dumfries and Galloway 
Division performed consistently well.  
 
There has been a significant9 reduction in the number of crimes recorded within 72 hours of being 
reported to the police, from 96.6% in 2014 to 90.8% in 2016.  
 
There remains scope for improvement in the recording of sexual crime. 90.0% of sexual incidents 
were closed correctly and 91.4% of sexual crimes were counted and classified correctly. Only 
83.9% were recorded within 72 hours of being reported to the police.  
 
The referral of sexual incidents to specialist investigation units makes it more likely that recording 
will be delayed, and can sometimes result in incidents never being appropriately updated. There 
was some evidence of an ‘investigate-to-record’ culture, rather than ‘record-to-investigate’, among 
specialist investigation units.  
 
While statistics show crime is falling, there is a risk that some crime is being displaced and is now 
taking place online where it can be more challenging to identify, record and investigate. 
 
11.4% of the sexual incidents we audited had a cyber element, of which a significant proportion 
involved children.  
 
Children and young people are increasingly experiencing sexual crime online via commonly used 
apps on their smartphones and tablets.  
 
Current crime recording practice does not capture the scale of cyber-enabled sexual crime and 
associated victimisation in Scotland.  
 
93.0% of violent incidents were closed correctly and 96.0% of violent crimes were counted and 
classified correctly. This was an improvement compared to our audit results in 2014. We noted 
fewer examples of serious violent crimes being classified as less serious.  
 
Damage incidents reported to the police were closed correctly in 94.9% of cases. 96.0% of the 
resulting crimes were counted and classified correctly.  
 
There is scope for lower level incidents, such as those involving damage, to be recorded and 
resolved at first point of contact and to the complainer’s satisfaction, without the need for officer 
attendance. Resolving cases at first point of contact would improve the quality of service to the 
public and reduce demand on the frontline, allowing officers to attend higher priority cases and 
engage more with their local communities.   
 
91.0% of non-crime related incidents10 were closed correctly. This was a statistically significant 
improvement on our results for the same category in 2014 (87.2%). The improvement has resulted 
from increased scrutiny of incidents. 

                                                           
8
 Correct closure means either that (a) the incident was closed as non-crime related and contained sufficient information 

to dispel any inference of criminality; or (b) the incident indicated a crime had occurred and a crime report was traced.  
9
 Where we refer to significant increases or decreases in our audit results, it means the increase or decrease was 

statistically significant and was not attributed to chance.  
10

 Non-crime related incidents are those which were potentially crime related when created, but which were eventually 
closed as being non-crime related.  
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There are weaknesses in the reporting arrangements for, and response to, fraud in Scotland. 
There is a lack of clarity over the role of Action Fraud in Scotland.  
 
No-criming practice is generally good and has improved in several divisions.11 96.0% of no-crime 
decisions were correct. Three divisions achieved 100% – Fife, Lothian and Scottish Borders, and 
Renfrewshire and Inverclyde.  
 
Complainers are being informed that a no-crime decision has been made in their case, in 
accordance with a previous HMICS recommendation.  
 
All four divisions which required an improvement plan following our audit in 2014 have improved 
their compliance rates except in relation to timely recording. However, there is still scope for 
improvement, particularly for Ayrshire and Renfrewshire and Inverclyde.  
 
Incident records in the East often showed repeated attempts to deploy police officers to initially 
attend an incident, officers being diverted to attend more urgent calls, and diary appointments 
being cancelled.  
 
Leadership and internal governance of ethical crime recording is good, although there is a need for 
an overall strategy for how Police Scotland intends to ensure compliance with the Scottish Crime 
Recording Standard.  
 
There is no overt evidence of performance targets affecting crime recording decisions.  
 
There has been a significant improvement in external governance arrangements with the Scottish 
Government taking a more proactive role through the Scottish Crime Recording Board.   
 
The absence of a national crime management system limits the extent to which there can be 
consistent processes and resources to support accurate crime recording. Until such time as 
national incident and crime recording systems are available, incident and crime recording cannot 
be managed as effectively and efficiently as possible. 
 
Incident and crime scrutiny processes have developed since our last audit, although there is a risk 
that scrutiny will become disproportionate and a ‘getting it right first time’ approach would be more 
efficient.  
 
There is a good system of internal auditing of crime recording although there is scope for it to be 
developed further.  
 
The National Crime Registrar has been an effective leader on crime recording issues, while the 
regional crime registrars have extensive expertise and experience. There are concerns, however, 
that they lack capacity to perform all aspects of their role.  
 
Changes to the crime manager role and challenges faced by crime management units, such as 
turnover of staff, risks the service’s ability to build on recent progress in relation to crime recording.   
 
HMICS has seen the same errors recurring in our 2013, 2014 and 2016 audits, and the same 
errors have been identified in internal audits. This suggests there is insufficient learning from 
audits, and a need for more extensive training.  
 
Police Scotland has taken steps to implement previous recommendations made by HMICS 
regarding crime recording. While we have been able to close several recommendations made 
regarding crime recording in previous HMICS audits, several others remain open.  

                                                           
11

 No-crimes are incidents which were originally thought to have been a crime and a crime report was created, but were 
later re-designated as not being a crime following additional investigation.  
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Recommendations  
 

 
Recommendation 1 
 

Police Scotland should develop guidance for all officers and staff involved in crime recording 
decisions which highlights all recurring errors identified in our audits and notes the correct 
recording practice.  
 

Recommendation 2 
 

Police Scotland should embed a ‘record-to-investigate’ approach to all crime recording in support 
of a victim-centred service. In relation to sexual crime, Police Scotland should ensure that, where 
there is sufficient information to create a crime record, the crime record is not delayed by awaiting 
the statement obtained from the victim by the Sexual Offences Liaison Officer. 
 

Recommendation 3 
 

Police Scotland should ensure that officers update incident and crime recording systems with 
sufficient information regarding the status and outcome of investigations to ensure compliance with 
the Scottish Crime Recording Standard. Such information should not only be held on the Interim 
Vulnerable Person’s Database. 
 

Recommendation 4 
 

Police Scotland should develop the ability to tag all incidents and crimes with a marker to show that 
they have a cyber element and to assess the nature and scale of cyber-crime and its demands on 
policing in Scotland. 
 

Recommendation 5 
 

The Scottish Crime Recording Board should consider the extent to which current crime recording 
practice adequately captures the scale of cyber-enabled sexual crime and associated victimisation, 
particularly for children and young people. 
 

Recommendation 6 
 

Police Scotland should work with Action Fraud to clarify its role in Scotland, and clear and accurate 
information should be disseminated to the public. 
 

Recommendation 7 
 

In developing its customer contact strategy, Police Scotland should set out what standards of 
service the public should expect to receive, an attendance policy, guidance on re-contacting 
complainers, and guidance on the circumstances in which it is appropriate to make diary 
appointments.   
 

Recommendation 8 
 

Police Scotland should review the role and resourcing of the Quality Assurance Unit serving 
Edinburgh and Lothian and Scottish Borders Divisions with a view to ensuring that crime records 
are created timeously and accurately. Any unnecessary duplication in assurance processes should 
be avoided.    
 

Recommendation 9 
 

Police Scotland should develop a strategy to support its implementation of the Scottish Crime 
Recording Standard. 
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Recommendation 10 
 

Police Scotland should promote a ‘right first time’ approach to SCRS compliance throughout the 
service. Police Scotland should also consider what measures, such as improved training, will be 
necessary to support such an approach. 
 

Recommendation 11 
 

Police Scotland should streamline incident scrutiny processes carried out by the Contact, 
Command and Control Division and local policing divisions to minimise unnecessary duplication.  
 

Recommendation 12 
 

In developing the Contact, Command and Control quality assurance framework, Police Scotland 
should ensure that calls made to the police and the resulting incidents are checked for SCRS 
compliance.   
 

Recommendation 13 
 

Police Scotland should assess what scrutiny and/or audit arrangements should be developed in 
respect of reports of crime made via alternative routes, such as referrals from partner agencies. 
 

Recommendation 14 
 

To support its crime recording strategy, Police Scotland should review the national and regional 
crime registrar roles and review whether the current resourcing arrangements are sufficient. In 
particular, Police Scotland should ensure that there is sufficient capacity to undertake all aspects of 
the registrar role as well as the required audits, and that the crime registrar role in the West is 
sufficiently resourced. 

 
Recommendation 15 
 

Police Scotland should develop a training plan to support the delivery of its crime recording 
strategy.   
 
 

Improvement actions  
 

In addition to our recommendations, HMICS has identified three areas for improvement in this 
report. These improvement actions are aimed at a more operational level and are less strategic 
than our recommendations.  
 

Improvement action Paragraph 

1 
Training on the recording of sexual crime should be delivered to those working 
in specialist investigation units, as well as crime management units. 

55 

2 

When reviewing reports of rape, the National Rape Review Team should 
check for SCRS compliance. Where the team suspects that the SCRS is 
being applied inconsistently across Scotland, it should notify the crime 
registrars. 

56 

3 

Police Scotland should develop a proportionate approach to identifying 
common crime recording errors that are attributable to C3 Division, and 
should ensure they are communicated to that division and that action is taken 
to avoid such errors recurring. 

167 
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Context  
 
 

1. When a member of the public contacts the police to report a crime, the information provided 
is logged on an electronic incident recording system. The police assess the circumstances of 
the incident and respond accordingly. Depending on the information supplied and on the 
outcome of additional enquiries, the incident may result in the creation of a crime report. The 
SCRS is a 442-page document which provides a framework for determining when an incident 
should be recorded as a crime, the type of crime that should be recorded and how many 
crimes should be counted.  

 
2. The SCRS was introduced in 2004 to encourage a more victim-oriented approach to crime 

recording and to ensure greater consistency in recording across the eight police forces which 
existed at that time. The SCRS is updated in April each year to take account of changes in 
legislation and practice and is published by the Scottish Government. In the interests of 
transparency, the SCRS is available on the websites of both the Scottish Government and 
Police Scotland.  
 

3. The SCRS requires that all incidents, whether crime-related or not, will result in the creation 
of an auditable report. The incident will be recorded as a crime if (a) the circumstances 
amount to a crime or offence under Scots law; and (b) there is no credible evidence to the 
contrary. Once recorded, a crime remains recorded unless there is credible evidence to 
disprove that a crime occurred. The SCRS states that Police Scotland will record crime 
ethically and that recording practice must be capable of withstanding rigorous scrutiny.   
 

4. Responsibility for compliance with the SCRS ultimately lies with the Chief Constable but is 
discharged on a daily basis by crime registrars and crime managers. The role of the crime 
registrar is described in Police Scotland’s crime recording standard operating procedure 
(SOP) as being critical to the management of and compliance with the SCRS.12 It is a 
specialist role that requires knowledge, skills and experience of the crime recording process. 
The role does not involve the exercise of police powers and may therefore be performed by a 
member of police staff. The registrar has authority to determine whether or not a matter 
should be recorded as a crime and the crime classification that will be applied. The registrar 
is also the final arbiter for all no-crime decisions. The SOP notes that the crime registrar 
should not be placed in a position where he or she is directly responsible for performance or 
reducing crime or is answerable to a line manager who has such responsibility. This 
approach is intended to ensure openness, transparency and independence in crime 
recording decisions. Police Scotland has a National Crime Registrar and three regional crime 
registrars for the North, East and West command areas. Due to the high volume of incidents 
and crimes in the West, there is currently also a deputy crime registrar for that command 
area. Within each of Police Scotland’s 13 local policing divisions, crime management units, 
led by a crime manager, make day-to-day decisions about crime recording.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
12

 Police Scotland, Crime recording standard operating procedure (version 2.0, 30 April 2015).  
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Crime statistics  
5. Information on the number of crimes and offences recorded by the police is published by 

Police Scotland as management information and by the Scottish Government as official 
statistics in its ‘Recorded Crime in Scotland’ series. The most recent publication relates to 
crimes and offences recorded in 2014-15 when the total number of crimes recorded by the 
police was the lowest since 1974.13 This was also a decrease of 5% on the previous year. 
The number of offences also decreased by 24% compared to 2013-14.14 A significant 
proportion of this decrease can be attributed to a reduction in motor vehicle offences. The 
volume of motor vehicle offences is often seen as a measure of policing activity as the 
volume will increase when a more enforcement-centred approach is taken. More recently, 
Police Scotland has moved towards engagement and education, hence the decrease in 
motor vehicle offences.  
 

6. The Scottish Government notes in its recorded crime publication that crime statistics are 
used by a wide range of stakeholders to monitor trends, develop policy, assess the risk of 
crime, and for research purposes. The public, for example, can use the statistics as a source 
of information to help assess how safe their local area is and whether crime is decreasing or 
increasing. The police, as well as other agencies, can use crime statistics as well as internal 
management information to monitor trends and variations, ensuring that services are 
targeted appropriately and sufficiently resourced. Crime statistics are also used as a 
measure of how well the police service is performing. It is therefore essential that crimes are 
recorded accurately by Police Scotland, and that users have confidence in the crime 
statistics reported by the Scottish Government.  
 

7. In July 2014, recorded crime statistics in Scotland were assessed by the UK Statistics 
Authority (UKSA) which found that it could not confer National Statistics status on the 
statistics at that time.15 The National Statistics status serves as a quality mark and indicates 
that statistics have been independently assessed as meeting the high standards set out in 
the Code of Practice for Official Statistics. The UKSA noted that crime statistics were of high 
public interest, should be the subject of independent scrutiny and that the Scottish 
Government should obtain and provide strong levels of assurance about their quality. 
However, the UKSA found that the Scottish Government lacked sufficient evidence to be 
able to provide such reassurance. The UKSA set out a number of requirements that the 
Scottish Government should meet in order for crime statistics to be re-awarded their National 
Statistics status.  
 

8. Since 2014, the Scottish Government has taken forward a number of actions to improve the 
information provided to users and to aid their understanding and interpretation of crime 
statistics. In its 2013-14 publication (published in November 2014), the Scottish Government 
for the first time included the results of an independent audit of crime recording by HMICS 
with the aim of providing users with additional information on which to base their assessment 
of the accuracy of crime data.16 The UKSA is currently re-assessing the status of the 
recorded crime statistics and a decision on whether the publication will be re-designated as 
National Statistics is imminent.  

 
 
 
 

                                                           
13

 Scottish Government, Recorded crime in Scotland 2014-15 (2015). 
14

 Contraventions of criminal law in Scotland are divided for statistical purposes by the Scottish Government into ‘crimes’ 
and ‘offences’. ‘Crime’ is generally used for more serious criminal acts with seriousness generally relating to the 
maximum sentence that can be imposed. This distinction has been used since the ‘Recorded Crime in Scotland’ series 
began.  
15

 UK Statistics Authority, Assessment of compliance with the Code of Practice for Official Statistics: statistics on 
recorded crime in Scotland (published by the Scottish Government) (July 2014). The UKSA is an independent body 
established by the Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007. Its objective is to promote and safeguard the production 
and publication of official statistics that serve the public good.   
16

 Scottish Government, Recorded crime in Scotland 2013-14 (2014).  
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Previous crime audits  
9. Independent assessments of crime recording have been regular features of the HMICS 

inspection programme. In 2013, HMICS carried out a review of incident and crime recording 
shortly after the creation of Police Scotland.17 The timing of that review afforded us the 
opportunity to consider emerging governance arrangements and to assess compliance with 
the SCRS since the creation of a single police service on 1 April 2013. The review involved 
qualitative research with a range of people involved in the crime recording process and an 
audit of records relating to domestic abuse, sexual crime, assaults and robberies. Although 
the number of records audited was not representative of the volume of incidents in each 
division, the audit results nonetheless served as an indicator of recording practice across 
Scotland. Of the 1,501 records examined, 93% were closed correctly. We found adherence 
to the SCRS to be generally good, and were impressed by the knowledge and commitment 
of many officers and staff. We did however identify several areas in which Police Scotland 
could improve its approach to crime recording and made seven recommendations. 
 

10. In 2014, HMICS tested the accuracy of crime recording through an audit of over 8,000 
incidents and 4,500 crimes.18 The number of records examined was more than five times 
higher than in previous audits. This allowed us to report on statistically significant compliance 
rates across Scotland and, for the first time, at divisional level. We audited records in six 
categories: sexual crime; violent crime; housebreaking; hate crime; non-crime related 
incidents; and no-crimes. The results of our audit were intended to provide the public and key 
stakeholders with greater information on which to base their assessment of the accuracy of 
crime statistics, and to highlight to Police Scotland areas of good practice as well as areas 
for improvement. Our audit also sought to address the need for a comprehensive, 
independent audit of crime data as highlighted by the UKSA.  
 

11. In 2014, we found that the quality of most incident and crime recording decisions by Police 
Scotland was good. 92% of incidents were closed correctly and 94% of crime was counted 
and classified correctly. However, we found there to be scope for improvement, particularly in 
relation to the recording of sexual crime and non-crime related incidents. While a few 
divisions performed very well, achieving high compliance rates in all or most areas, a few 
divisions performed poorly. We made eight recommendations to Police Scotland and the 
SPA, and suggested 15 improvement actions.  

 

Police call handling audit  
12. In 2015, we carried out an audit of calls made to the police via the 999 emergency and 101 

non-emergency numbers.19 The primary purpose of this audit was to assess the quality of 
police call handling. However, when assessing the quality of the police response and the 
incidents that arose from the call, we also tested for SCRS compliance. We found that 95.1% 
of incidents were closed correctly. The errors we identified were similar to those found in our 
Crime Audit 2014, albeit the compliance rate had risen as a result of work undertaken by 
Police Scotland in response to that report.  

 

Crime Audit 2016  
13. In our Scrutiny Plan 2015-16, HMICS stated that we would revisit incident and crime 

recording in 2016 to provide the public and key stakeholders with up-to-date information on 
which to base their assessment of the accuracy of crime statistics, and to continue to 
address the need for independent audits of crime data as highlighted by the UKSA.  
 

14. The aim of our Crime Audit 2016 was to test the accuracy of incident and crime recording by 
Police Scotland and the extent to which recording practice complies with the SCRS, and to 
assess arrangements for the management, governance and auditing of crime recording. The 

                                                           
17

 HMICS, Review of incident and crime recording (2013).  
18

 HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014).  
19

 HMICS, Independent assurance review: Police Scotland – call handling final report (2015). The results of the audit are 
reported from p101, and SCRS compliance is reported at paragraphs 426-428.  

http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/HMICS%20Independent%20Assurance%20Review%20Police%20Scotland%20-%20Call%20Handling%20Final%20Report.pdf
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audit results would allow us to highlight to Police Scotland areas of good practice as well as 
areas for improvement.  
 

15. Through our audit, we also sought to assess the extent to which previous recommendations 
regarding crime recording have been implemented by Police Scotland and the SPA. In total, 
our previous reviews of crime recording in 2013 and 2014 resulted in 15 recommendations 
and 15 improvement actions. HMICS continually assesses progress made against our 
recommendations and, at the time our 2016 audit commenced, eight out of 15 
recommendations and six out of 15 improvement actions had been implemented. Seven 
recommendations and nine improvement actions therefore remained outstanding and are 
considered throughout this report. The status of all crime recording recommendations and 
improvement actions is included at Appendix 1.  
 

16. Our Crime Audit 2016 relates to only incidents and crimes recorded by Police Scotland. 
Crimes recorded by other police services operating within Scotland, such as British Transport 
Police, are outwith the scope of our audit and are reviewed separately.20 

 

Methodology  
17. We assessed arrangements for the management, governance and auditing of crime 

recording by Police Scotland by carrying out almost 40 interviews with people involved in the 
recording process including police officers and staff, and representatives of the SPA and 
Scottish Government. At an operational level, we focused our interviews in six divisions (two 
in each command area). These were North East, Tayside, Edinburgh, Forth Valley, Ayrshire 
and Lanarkshire. We also reviewed documents relating to crime recording and observed key 
processes and meetings. Our assessment of crime recording was carried out taking into 
account the six themes of the HMICS Inspection Framework (outcomes, leadership and 
governance, planning and process, people, resources and partnerships).  
 

18. We tested the accuracy of crime recording through an audit of records. In deciding what 
records to audit, several factors were taken into account including areas identified as weak in 
previous audits, areas of high risk or emerging concern, national and local policing priorities, 
and areas which have not previously been subject to independent audit. We also consulted 
with members of the Scottish Crime Recording Board as to what types of incidents and 
crimes we should review.  
 

19. We audited records relating to:  
 

■ sexual crime 
■ violent crime  
■ damage 
■ non-crime related incidents (i.e. incidents that were potentially crime-related but which 

were eventually closed as being non-crime related) 
■ no-crimes (i.e. incidents that were originally thought to be a crime and a crime report was 

created, but which were later re-designated as not being a crime following additional 
investigation).    

  
20. All but one category (damage) were also reviewed in our 2014 audit.   

 
21. In relation to the three crime types (sexual crime, violent crime and damage), we applied 

Tests 1, 2 and 3. Only Test 1 is applied to non-crime related incidents. The tests are:  
 

Test 1 – incident closure 
Test 1 involves reviewing the initial report to the police (the incident) and assessing whether 
the incident has been correctly closed. Correct closure means either that (a) the incident was 
closed as non-crime related and contained sufficient information to dispel any inference of 
criminality; or (b) the incident indicated a crime had occurred and a crime report was traced. 

                                                           
20

 See, for example, HMICS, Crime Audit: British Transport Police, Scotland Division (2015).  

http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/Crime%20Audit%20-%20British%20Transport%20Police%2C%20Scotland%20Division.pdf


 

13 

Incidents which result in a crime report proceed to Tests 2 and 3.  
 
Test 2 – crime counting and classification  
Test 2 involves reviewing the crime report to assess whether the crimes recorded are 
correctly counted and classified.  
 
Test 3 – timeliness  
Test 3 relates to the timeliness of recording. The SCRS states that all crimes should be 
recorded within 72 hours of the circumstances becoming known to the police (or 
exceptionally within seven days where the delay is outwith police control).  

 
22. The examination of no-crimes involves an assessment of whether the no-crime decision was 

correct. Because the no-crime test is different from that applied to the other categories, the 
no-crime results are reported separately. 
 

23. When assessing the results of its internal audits, Police Scotland uses a self-imposed 
benchmark of 95%. A pass is achieved where 95% or more of audited records comply with 
the SCRS.21 We consider this standard to be somewhat arbitrary for our own audit purposes 
and achieving a compliance rate of 95% does not mean that there is not scope for further 
improvement. Some divisions in Scotland are achieving higher compliance rates, 
demonstrating what can be achieved when a rigorous, ethical and victim-based approach is 
taken to attending, investigating and recording crime. We do consider however that the 
standard is helpful as an internal benchmark to be used by Police Scotland and which 
encourages those divisions performing below the standard to improve.  

 

Sample size 
24. We examined 6,273 incidents reported to Police Scotland between 1 January 2016 and 31 

March 2016. We also examined 876 no-crime decisions. Further information is available in 
Appendix 3 regarding how incidents were identified, how our sample sizes were determined 
and why the three-month time period from which to select records was chosen.  
 

25. Our goal was to report statistically significant results that would be representative across 
Scotland, across the 13 local policing divisions and across the five categories of record to be 
reviewed. The number of records examined in each division was proportionate to the volume 
of incidents reported in that division. The reported results are statistically significant with the 
following Scotland-wide confidence intervals22 at the 95% level:  

 

Category 
Confidence interval – 

Test 1 
Confidence interval – 

Tests 2 and 3 

Sexual crime 0.9% 1.2% 

Violent crime 1.2% 1.5% 

Damage 1.2% 1.3% 

Non-crime related incidents  1.7%  

All categories excluding no-crimes 0.7% 0.9% 

 

Category Confidence interval 

No-crimes 1.7% 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
21

 Further information on the origins of this benchmark can be found in HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014) at paragraph 
27.  
22

 When working with samples, a confidence interval indicates a range of values that is likely to encompass the ‘true’ 
value.   
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26. For our divisional results, we aggregated the three crime types and the non-crime related 
incidents to achieve a statistically significant sample for Test 1 of no more than ±4.5% at a 
95% confidence interval. For divisional results at Tests 2 and 3, we aggregated the three 
crime types to provide a statistically significant sample of no more than ±5.7% at a 95% 
confidence interval. For those divisions with the highest volume of crime, the confidence 
intervals were narrower (as low as ±1.5% for Test 1 and ±2.0% for Tests 2 and 3).  
 

27. In reporting our results, we have made comparisons with our 2014 audit results and have 
compared the results of individual divisions to those of Police Scotland as a whole. Where 
we state that there has been a significant increase or decrease, we mean that the difference 
is statistically significant (i.e. the difference is a result that is not attributed to chance).23    

                                                           
23

 When working with a sample, there is always a chance that the difference observed is just the result of random 
fluctuation within the chosen sample. A statistically significant result means that there is a low probability of getting such 
a result through these random fluctuations.  
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Outcomes  
 

 
28. To obtain an overall measure of incident and crime recording compliance in Scotland, we 

aggregated the results from four of the categories we audited. While this overall measure 
does not reflect all types of incident reported to the police, it nonetheless provides a national 
picture of the extent to which Police Scotland complies with the SCRS.  

 

Category  
Compliance rates 

Test 1 – incident 
closure 

Test 2 – crime counting 
and classification 

Test 3 – timeliness 

Sexual crime 90.0% 91.4% 83.9% 

Violent crime 93.0% 96.0% 94.6% 

Damage 94.9% 96.0% 90.6% 

Non-crime related 
incidents 

91.0%  

All categories 92.7% 95.1% 90.8% 

 
29. We examined 6,273 incident records across Scotland and found that 92.7% had been closed 

correctly (Test 1). Correct closure means either (a) that the incident was closed as non-crime 
related and contained sufficient information to dispel any inference of criminality; or (b) that 
the incident indicated a crime had occurred and a crime report was traced. The incidents 
examined resulted in 4,545 crime reports, 95.1% of which were counted and classified 
correctly (Test 2). We found that 90.8% of crimes were recorded within 72 hours of being 
reported to the police (Test 3).24  
 

30. The overall results for Tests 1, 2 and 3 are not directly comparable with the results of our 
Crime Audit 2014. Although three of the categories were the same, in 2016 we audited 
damage whereas in 2014 we audited both housebreaking and hate crime. Nonetheless, the 
overall results do indicate a slight improvement in compliance for both Tests 1 and 2. For 
Test 1, there was a small increase from 91.7% to 92.7%, and for Test 2, there was a small 
increase from 94.1% to 95.1%. Neither increase was statistically significant.  
 

31. Of some concern is that the compliance rate for Test 3 (timeliness) has fallen significantly, 
from 96.6% to 90.8%. The reasons for this reduction in compliance are considered at 
paragraphs 111-121.   

 

No-crimes 96.0% 

 
32. We also examined 876 no-crimes. These are cases which are initially thought to be a crime 

but were later re-designated as not being a crime following additional investigation. We found 
that 96.0% had been no-crimed correctly. This was an improvement on the compliance rate 
in 2014 (93.9%), albeit one that was not statistically significant.  
 

33. We report separately on compliance rates for sexual crime, violent crime, damage, non-crime 
related incidents and no-crimes. We also report on divisional compliance with the SCRS 
within Police Scotland.  
 

34. Throughout this report, we have identified weaknesses in crime recording practice that have 
arisen during our 2013, 2014 and 2016 audits. Rather than making recommendations 

                                                           
24

 During the course of an investigation, additional crimes may come to light but it is the timeliness of the initial decision 
to crime that we have assessed. Thus, timeliness compliance rates are worked out as a proportion of the incidents that 
passed to Test 2, rather than the total number of crimes we reviewed.  
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regarding each recurring error, we believe it would be helpful for Police Scotland to note 
these recurring errors and highlight them to all those involved in crime recording decisions.25 

 
 

Recommendation 1 
 

Police Scotland should develop guidance for all officers and staff involved in crime 
recording decisions which highlights all recurring errors identified in our audits and notes 
the correct recording practice.  
 

 

Sexual crime  
 

 Test 1 – incident 
closure 

Test 2 – crime counting 
and classification 

Test 3 – timeliness 

 
Sexual crime 90.0% 91.4% 83.9% 

 
35. We examined 1,117 sexual incidents, just under half of which resulted in a crime record. Of 

these sexual incidents, 90.0% were closed correctly. This is a small improvement on the 
compliance rate in our 2014 audit (89.3%).  
 

36. Some incidents resulted in multiple crimes being recorded, and we assessed 914 sexual 
crime records. Of these crimes, 91.4% were counted and classified correctly, a reduction in 
compliance compared to 2014 (93.0%). Only 83.9% of sexual crime were recorded within 72 
hours of the incident being reported to the police,26 down from 90.4% in 2014.  

 

Test 1 – incident closure 
37. More than half of the sexual incidents that had been incorrectly closed had either not been 

updated, or had been insufficiently updated, and therefore it was not possible to assess 
whether or not a crime had actually occurred. The SCRS clearly states that where the 
incident infers criminality, then either a crime record must be created or the incident closed 
with a ‘satisfactory narrative which eliminates any inference of criminality and fully justifies a 
non-crime disposal’. We saw incidents containing allegations of a crime being closed with a 
non-crime disposal without a supporting explanation.  
 

38. Many of these incidents had been referred to a specialist unit, such as a Public Protection 
Unit or Divisional Rape Investigation Unit, for investigation. While investigations relating to 
sexual incidents, particularly historic sexual incidents, can be complex and lengthy, and 
specialist units may eventually create a crime record at the conclusion of their investigation, 
we found that incidents were not updated in the meantime. This was despite the incidents we 
examined having been reported between 1 January and 31 March, and our audit taking place 
in June. This is contrary to the SCRS which requires that crimes should be recorded as soon 
as reasonably practicable and certainly within 72 hours. Where it is not possible to record a 
crime within 72 hours, then the reason for the delay must be fully explained on the incident.  
 

39. In several divisions, we noted an ‘investigate-to-record’ approach by specialist units. An 
illustration of the investigate-to-record approach can be found in how the police respond to 
allegations of rape or serious sexual crime. Often, uniformed officers will be deployed to 
gather initial information from the victim. This information is recorded on an Initial Briefing 
Report (IBR), a form which prompts questions relating to the date and time of the incident, 
the locus, the suspect’s details, potential witnesses and the circumstances of the incident. 
The completed IBR will be passed to a specialist investigation unit and a Sexual Offences 
Liaison Officer (SOLO) will be deployed to take a more detailed statement from the victim. 
We examined many incidents where an IBR had been completed, but the decision was taken 
not to record a crime until the SOLO statement was complete. While the extent to which the 

                                                           
25

 For ease of reference, we have listed recurring errors from this audit at Appendix 2.  
26

 This also includes crimes that were recorded more than 72 hours after the initial report but where we deemed the 
delay justified as being outwith police control and therefore did not record it as an error.  
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IBR contains sufficient information to record a crime will vary from case to case and will 
depend on, for example, how much information the victim is able or willing to share, we saw 
incidents where it appeared that the IBR was sufficiently detailed and yet no crime report was 
created pending the SOLO statement. Any local policy or practice that results in crimes not 
being reported until after the SOLO statement is obtained, even where there is already 
sufficient information to report a crime, should end. As well as contributing to Test 1 fails in 
relation to sexual incidents, this investigate-to-record approach also results in delays in crime 
reports being raised and poor Test 3 compliance rates.  
 

40. We have previously highlighted the issue of specialist units failing to update incidents and the 
risk that officers working in such units can be so focused on the investigation of crime that 
they lose sight of the need to record timeously. In 2014, we urged specialist units to guard 
against an investigate-to-record culture whereby they wait to ascertain the full details of the 
case before deciding whether to record a crime, even though sufficient information to create 
a crime report may be available at an earlier stage. Such an approach is not in keeping with 
the victim-centred ethos of the SCRS, as it may imply that the allegations made by the victim 
are not believed. A ‘record-to-investigate’ approach is preferred and, following our 2014 
audit, guidance was added to the SCRS stating that recording should not be delayed in order 
to wait for further details of the case. The National Crime Registrar has also sought to 
highlight the need for a record-to-investigate approach via the Crime Registrar’s bulletin and 
a force memorandum, and via discussions with crime managers and divisional commanders. 
While we welcome these activities, the record-to-investigate approach has not yet become 
embedded in all divisions.  

 
 

Recommendation 2 
 

Police Scotland should embed a ‘record-to-investigate’ approach to all crime recording in 
support of a victim-centred service. In relation to sexual crime, Police Scotland should 
ensure that, where there is sufficient information to create a crime record, the crime record 
is not delayed by awaiting the statement obtained from the victim by the Sexual Offences 
Liaison Officer. 
 

  
41. As in 2014, we reviewed some incidents where a crime was not yet recorded due to an on-

going investigation but the details of the investigation were noted on the incident record with 
a full and justifiable explanation of why the incident had not yet been crimed. This 
demonstrated that consideration was being given to the SCRS throughout the investigation 
and was an acceptable approach.  
 

42. In 2014, the failure of specialist investigative units to record crime timeously prompted us to 
recommend that, ‘Police Scotland should develop a mechanism to ensure incidents referred 
to specialist investigation units are regularly updated as to the status of the investigation and 
are recorded as crimes as soon as it is appropriate to do so.’ Given our findings in this audit, 
we do not consider this recommendation to have been fully implemented. We do note, 
however, that several divisions have put in place incident scrutiny processes which include a 
focus on sexual incidents. While such processes are to be welcomed, and we saw some 
evidence of them in our audit, our results suggest they are not yet having the desired effect. 
There are several reasons for this. 
 

43. One reason is that incidents are scrutinised (usually by a member of the crime management 
unit, but sometimes by someone working in the Contact, Command and Control Division) 
and are deemed to be SCRS compliant when they are not. While the SCRS is subject to 
interpretation to an extent, the frequency with which we saw this happening suggests those 
carrying out incident scrutiny are not always sufficiently knowledgeable or experienced and 
require further training (see paragraphs 159-167 for further discussion of incident scrutiny).  
 

44. Another reason is that even where scrutiny takes place and an error such as a lack of update 
is identified, the error is not corrected. The crime management unit will often task the 
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investigating officer to update the incident or to carry out further enquiry so that the incident 
can be closed correctly. We saw incidents (and crime reports) where these instructions from 
the crime management unit were appropriate but were not acted upon. This issue was also 
identified in our 2014 audit and prompted an improvement action that, ‘Crime management 
unit staff should consider how best to follow up on their tasking officers to ensure that tasks 
have been completed as instructed.’ While we heard that some divisions have developed 
processes to help follow up on tasking, our results show that this improvement action has not 
yet been fully implemented.  
 

45. In Edinburgh, one of the divisions where we carried out interviews with officers and staff, we 
heard that those carrying out incident scrutiny send a list to the divisional Public Protection 
Unit (PPU) of all sexual incidents reported in the last 24 hours. This prompts the PPU to 
monitor and update relevant incidents. Those scrutinising incidents also maintain a log of 
non-compliant incidents that have been tasked to enquiry officers for update or further action. 
Incidents are only removed from the log once the actions have been completed and the 
incident is SCRS-compliant. In addition, the Edinburgh crime management unit had also 
provided inputs to officers in the PPU regarding the need to record crime timeously. PPU 
officers had found this input useful. These processes and actions have been put in place 
since our audit in 2014 when Edinburgh was one of four divisions we recommended should 
develop an improvement plan to improve its crime recording performance. They have  
contributed to an increase in Test 1 compliance for sexual incidents in Edinburgh. 
 

46. In respect of many sexual incidents which failed Test 1 due to a lack of update, we heard that 
the update as to the outcome of the investigation had been included on the Interim 
Vulnerable Person’s Database (iVPD), rather than the incident. This is contrary to the SCRS 
which requires that it is the incident (or crime report) that be fully updated with the outcome 
of enquiries.  

 
 

Recommendation 3 
 

Police Scotland should ensure that officers update incident and crime recording systems 
with sufficient information regarding the status and outcome of investigations to ensure 
compliance with the Scottish Crime Recording Standard. Such information should not only 
be held on the Interim Vulnerable Person’s Database. 
 

 
47. Of the sexual incidents that were incorrectly closed, almost a third related to non-cooperative 

complainers. It is not uncommon for someone to report an allegation to the police and to then 
refuse to engage with an investigation. This happens in relation to all crime types, but 
appears particularly common for victims of sexual crime who can sometimes lose confidence 
following the initial report and become reluctant to engage with the police. In such cases, a 
crime should be recorded where there is sufficient information to do so, and a non-
cooperative marker should be assigned. Only where a complainer freely retracts their initial 
allegation and says no crime was committed can such incidents be closed without a crime 
report. Across all crime types, incidents with non-cooperative complainers appear to be more 
likely to be non-SCRS compliant. All police officers and staff, and particularly those 
scrutinising incidents, should be aware of this (see Recommendation 1).   
 

48. Another common reason why incidents were found to be incorrectly closed was because the 
locus of the incident or crime was in another Police Scotland division, or in another police 
force. In such circumstances, incidents should be transferred to the relevant division or police 
force and appropriate reference information should be included on the original incident to 
provide an auditable trail. For example, an incident transferred to a police force in England 
should have that force’s incident or crime number recorded. In the absence of this 
information, we are unable to assess whether the report has been appropriately followed up 
and therefore the incident will not be SCRS compliant. In relation to incidents transferred 
between Police Scotland divisions, we were sometimes able to search the system of the 
destination division to establish whether there was SCRS compliance. In some instances, we 
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were able to find no trace of the transferred incident, highlighting the need to establish an 
auditable trail. We have previously suggested an improvement action to Police Scotland that 
‘Officers and staff must ensure that there is an audit trail for incidents transferred to another 
Police Scotland division or sent outwith Police Scotland’s jurisdiction.’27 In early 2016 we had 
considered that this action was complete following regular guidance being given to staff on 
this point. While we believe that practice in this area has improved to some extent, there is 
still scope for further improvement and this should be addressed via Recommendation 1.   
 

49. As previously reported in 2014, the misapplication of the SCRS can also be a reason why 
some incidents fail Test 1. The SCRS states that where an alleged offender suffers from 
dementia or Alzheimer’s to the extent that it impedes their capacity to form criminal intent, a 
crime need not be recorded. Certain criteria must be met before this rule applies including 
that the crime must be minor and supporting evidence regarding lack of capacity must be 
obtained from a medical practitioner. We came across several incidents where this rule had 
been applied incorrectly, either because supporting medical evidence was not sought, 
because the offence was serious, or because there was a focus on the victim’s capacity, 
rather than that of the offender. Police officers and staff should be reminded about the criteria 
that must be met before applying the rules relating to incidents and crimes involving persons 
with mental illness (see Recommendation 1). There should also be a focus on this rule in any 
SCRS training.  

 

Test 2 – crime counting and classification 
50. We examined 914 crimes and found that 91.4% were counted and classified correctly. This 

was a small decrease in compliance compared to what we found in 2014 (93.0%). We found 
44 crimes to have been under-counted and eight crimes to have been over-counted. 27 
crimes were wrongly classified.  
 

51. Counting errors tended to arise due to the complexity of sexual crimes. The SCRS provides 
guidance on counting sexual crimes which takes account of the age of the victim, whether 
the crime occurred on more than one specific date and whether there was more than one 
suspect or the crime was committed in more than one place (i.e. more than one locus). 
Officers and staff making crime recording decisions can sometimes overlook an additional 
locus which merits an additional crime, or can count too many crimes where a person has 
been the victim of the same crime repeatedly but specific dates for each instance of the 
crime are not known.  
 

52. Some classification errors can also be attributed to the complexity of sexual crime, with 
several statutory provisions sometimes being relevant to one set of circumstances and a 
decision must be made as to which fits best. Some classification errors can be easily avoided 
however if more attention is paid to the age of the victim, with several statutory provisions 
applying to specific age groups only. For example, a sexual assault on an adult would be 
classified as a crime under section 3 of the Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009, whereas 
the same act against a child of under 13 would be classified as a crime under section 30 of 
the Act.  
 

53. Some classification errors arose because there was a failure to take account of the sexual 
element of the case. For example, we found several instances of threatening or abusive 
behaviour being recorded where the behaviour featured a sexual element and would have 
been more appropriately classified as a sexual crime (most often a public indecency under 
common law or sexual exposure under section 8 of the 2009 Act). Threatening and abusive 
behaviour is an offence under section 38 of the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 
2010, meaning that these incidents would have been counted for statistical purposes as a 
Group 6 offence and not as sexual crimes under Group 2. Such classification errors can 
therefore result in a misrepresentation of the volume of sexual crime in Scotland.  
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 Improvement action 12, HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014).  
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54. Many of the counting and classification errors we identified were similar to those we identified 
in our 2014 audit. At that time, we noted an improvement action that, ‘There should be 
continued awareness raising and training regarding the Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009 
for those involved in crime recording decision making.’ We consider that action to still be 
relevant today, and would extend it to all aspects of sexual incident and crime recording, not 
just the 2009 Act.  
 

55. Internal audits carried out by Police Scotland have also identified challenges in SCRS 
compliance in relation to sexual crime. To address this, the national and regional crime 
registrars have delivered training to crime managers and sought to raise awareness of the 
correct recording practice via the Crime Managers’ Forum and the Crime Registrar’s Bulletin. 
They also plan to deliver further awareness raising and training workshops on sexual crime. 
In light of our Test 1 findings, we would urge these workshops, or a similar initiative, to be 
delivered to those working in specialist investigation units, as well as those in crime 
management units.  

 
 

Improvement action 1 
 

Training on the recording of sexual crime should be delivered to those working in specialist 
investigation units, as well as crime management units.  
 

 
56. The National Rape Review Team (NRRT) reviews a sample of rape reports across the local 

policing divisions in Scotland. This helps maintain high standards and consistency in the 
investigation of rape. We heard that when reviewing each case, the NRRT does not explicitly 
consider SCRS compliance. While compliance may not be the primary purpose of the 
reviews, we believe it should be a key consideration as the NRRT would be able to provide 
additional quality assurance around compliance in what can be a high risk area. 
Furthermore, the NRRT could help ensure that the SCRS is being consistently implemented 
across divisions. We discussed the possibility of this additional compliance check with Police 
Scotland following our audit and prior to the publication of this report. Police Scotland has 
indicated that the NRRT would now carry out this task.  

 
 

Improvement action 2 
 

When reviewing reports of rape, the National Rape Review Team should check for SCRS 
compliance. Where the team suspects that the SCRS is being applied inconsistently 
across Scotland, it should notify the crime registrars.  
 

 
57. In 2014, we noted that the NRRT scrutinised reports of rape including rape no-crime 

decisions. We suggested that the NRRT also consider scrutinising cases where a rape was 
originally recorded but was subsequently reclassified to another crime type.28 We understand 
that the NRRT has not taken forward this suggestion, and that the mechanism by which it 
might have done so (a database of rape allegations) is being reviewed, as is the general 
approach of the NRRT. In the absence of oversight by the NRRT, we expect that crime 
managers will take steps to ensure that all reclassification decisions regarding rape are 
correct, and that they will refer these to the crime registrar where necessary.  
  

Test 3 – timeliness 
58. 83.9% of crimes resulting from sexual incidents were recorded within 72 hours of the incident 

being reported to the police (or over 72 hours where the delay was justified as being outwith 
police control). This was the lowest compliance rate for Test 3 among the three crime 
categories we reviewed. Almost half of the delayed crime reports were recorded within seven 
days, with just over half being recorded after seven days had passed. Multiple incidents had 
delays of more than 30 days.  
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 Improvement action 2, HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014).  
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59. While crimes resulting from sexual incidents also had the lowest compliance rate for Test 3 in 
2014, the compliance rate dropped significantly from 90.4% in 2014. While delays may be in 
part caused by the nature and complexity of the incidents being recorded, the referral of 
many of these sexual incidents to specialist investigation units and subsequent delays in 
recording crimes (including an ‘investigate-to-record’ approach) undoubtedly contributed to 
the lower compliance rate (see paragraphs 39-41).  

 

Cyber-enabled sexual incidents  
60. Cyber-crime itself is not a crime classification but may take the form of many crimes such as 

fraud, theft or communicating indecently. There is currently no comprehensive data on the 
extent of cyber-enabled crime in Scotland despite interest in the issue.29 We noted in our 
2014 audit that while statistics show crime is falling, there is a fear that some crime is being 
displaced and is now taking place online where it can be more challenging to identify, record 
and investigate. Recent years have also seen much concern about the extent of cyber-
enabled sexual crime, and particularly the risks posed to children and young people online.  
 

61. With that in mind, we sought to quantify the extent of cyber-enabled crime amongst the 1,117 
sexual incidents in our audit. We had to collect this information manually as, at the time of 
our audit, Police Scotland lacked the capability to identify nationally the number of incidents 
or the number of crimes that have a cyber element. Since our audit, officers have been 
instructed to tag crime reports with a cyber-crime marker. As well as tagging crime reports, it 
will also be helpful for Police Scotland to develop the ability to tag cyber-related incidents. 
This will help the service to not only assess the scale of cyber-enabled or cyber-dependent 
crime,30 but to more fully assess the demands that all cyber-related activity places on 
policing. HMICS will consider the use of cyber markers further in our upcoming inspection of 
cyber-policing.   

 
 

Recommendation 4 
 

Police Scotland should develop the ability to tag all incidents and crimes with a marker to 
show that they have a cyber element and to assess the nature and scale of cyber-crime 
and its demands on policing in Scotland. 
 

 
62. We found that 11.4% of the incidents we audited had a cyber element. This varied across 

divisions and was as high as 17.5%. Of those cyber-enabled sexual incidents, almost three 
quarters resulted in a crime report.  
 

63. The majority of the cyber-enabled sexual incidents involved social media channels such as 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Oovoo, as well as online dating sites. The crimes that 
resulted from these incidents included rape, sexual assault, causing a young child to 
participate in a sexual activity, communicating indecently, causing a young child to look at a 
sexual image, coercing a person into being present during a sexual activity, possession of 
child and extreme pornography, and grooming. A significant proportion of these cyber-
enabled sexual incidents involved children and young people under the age of 18. Many 
involved young children.31 Auditing these cyber-enabled sexual incidents raised several wider 
policy issues, particularly regarding the risk of sexual harm to children. 
 

64. Many of these crimes are committed by adults living outside Scotland. In these 
circumstances, according to the SCRS, the locus of the crime is deemed to be the place from 
which the suspect sent the communication or images. This means that much of this cyber-
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 Police Scotland had intended that the national crime management system component of i6 would include a marker to 
help identify all cyber-crime. The introduction of the i6 system was cancelled earlier this year (see paragraph 152).  
30

 Cyber-enabled crime refers to traditional crimes perpetrated using new technology such as fraud, drug supply or child 
sexual exploitation. These crimes can be committed offline, but online can take place at an unprecedented scale and 
speed. Cyber-dependent crime refers to crime which can only be committed using computers, computer networks or 
other forms of information communication technology.  
31

 The Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009 defines a young child as a child under the age of 13.  
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enabled sexual crime is not required to be recorded in Scotland and therefore is not 
represented in sexual crime statistics. This is a concern given that statistics may be used to 
develop policy, resource policing and design victim support or education services. As owners 
of the SCRS, the Scottish Crime Recording Board should consider the extent to which  
current crime recording practice adequately captures the scale of cyber-enabled sexual 
crime and associated victimisation. This could, but need not, necessitate a change to the 
SCRS. For example, it may be possible to record and report statistics on victimisation in 
Scotland where the locus is abroad separately from recorded crime in Scotland. This is 
particularly important in respect of children as, while the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey 
reports on people’s experience of crime, including those not reported to or recorded by the 
police, and is therefore a usual additional measure of crime in Scotland, the survey does not 
include the experiences of children and young people under the age of 16.  

 
 

Recommendation 5 
 

The Scottish Crime Recording Board should consider the extent to which current crime 
recording practice adequately captures the scale of cyber-enabled sexual crime and 
associated victimisation, particularly for children and young people.  
 

 
65. In a joint review of multi-agency public protection arrangements with the Care Inspectorate, 

published in 2015, HMICS noted that the posting of self-generated indecent images on social 
media networks (‘sexting’) had become increasingly common practice across Scotland. We 
recommended that the Scottish Government, in partnership with Responsible Authorities, 
develop a strategy to address the risks posed to children and young people from sexting in 
order to build healthy respect and avoid the potential for exploitation and criminalisation.32 
The findings from our crime audit only serve to strengthen this recommendation. We 
examined several incidents where young people were sharing indecent images of 
themselves and others in circumstances which amounted to a crime under Scots law.  
 

66. Police Scotland is aware of an increase in cyber-enabled crime and the risk of online sexual 
harm. In June and July 2016, it carried out Operation Latisse, a national initiative which 
focused on tackling online child sexual abuse. By the end of July, it had resulted in 77 people 
being arrested and charged, and 392 charges being libelled. Police Scotland has also stated 
that education in online safety is an integral part of its work with partners. In our local policing 
inspections, for example, we have often heard from school-based officers that they deliver 
awareness raising sessions to pupils regarding online safety.  
 

67. Despite preventive and enforcement action taken by Police Scotland as well as various 
initiatives delivered by other agencies, our audit highlights the risk of sexual harm online and 
the increasing demands placed on the police service. While parents may be aware of the 
need to have parental controls on a home computer, it was clear from our audit that much 
sexual harm to children was committed via apps on smartphones and tablets and that no 
controls had been put in place (or had been overcome). In one incident, an eight-year-old 
child received several indecent images via a popular app on their smartphone. In other 
incidents, young children were coerced to view adults engaging in sexual activity via their 
phone, or were coerced to taking and sending indecent images of themselves.  
 

68. Cyber-enabled sexual harm, particularly to children, forms a key strand in Police Scotland’s 
strategic assessment. We were concerned that some of the most popular social media 
networks used by children were recurring vehicles for sexual crime. This prompted us to 
consider what is being done by the police and governments at a strategic level with these 
companies to highlight the risks posed to children and to consider what additional 
safeguards, if any, might be available to minimise the risk of harm to children and to support 
the investigation and detection of crime and the prevention of further harm. The findings from 
our audit relating to cyber-enabled crime, particularly in relation to children, should be taken 
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into consideration by Police Scotland in its strategic assessments and planning, and by the 
government through its National Action Plan to Prevent and Tackle Child Sexual Exploitation. 
HMICS will also review Police Scotland’s response to cyber-enabled and cyber-dependent 
crime in an upcoming inspection.  

 

Violent crime  
 

 Test 1 – incident 
closure 

Test 2 – crime counting 
and classification 

Test 3 – timeliness 

 
Violent crime 93.0% 96.0% 94.6% 

 
69. We examined 1,986 violent incidents. These ranged from common assaults to robberies and 

attempted murders. We found that 93.0% were closed correctly, which was an improvement 
on the results for violent incidents in 2014 (92.0%). Of the 1,693 crimes that resulted from 
these incidents, 96.0% were counted and classified correctly, up from 93.9% in 2014. In 
relation to timeliness of recording, there was a fall in compliance from 97.8% in 2014 to 
94.6% in 2016.  

 

Test  1 – incident closure 
70. Test 1 errors for violent incidents generally arose because there was insufficient update on 

the incident to dispel an initial inference of criminality; there was a lack of follow-up regarding 
the allegation; the complainer became unco-operative; or the SCRS was misapplied. Some 
errors arose from incidents where the suspect in one incident subsequently made a counter 
allegation against the complainer and these were not managed satisfactorily.  
 

71. Misapplication of the SCRS often related to incidents involving mental incapacity (see 
paragraph 49) or those taking place on school premises, an issue we previously highlighted 
in 2014. The SCRS states that where an incident involving schoolchildren taking place on 
school premises is reported to the police, a crime need not be recorded where the incident is 
minor; the school has not requested that the police investigate the incident and is content to 
manage the incident under the school’s own disciplinary procedures; and the child, the 
child’s parent, guardian or representative are content for the incident to be dealt with by the 
school. We failed incidents where the parent was not happy with the school’s response and 
sought police intervention; where incidents occurred outwith school premises or school 
hours; or where the allegation involved a teacher rather than another child.  
 

72. Although rules relating to school premises are sometimes misapplied, they are nonetheless 
useful to assist the police and schools to manage minor incidents and to avoid the 
unnecessary involvement of children in criminal justice processes. In crime audits we have 
carried out in recent years, we have come across incidents involving children residing in 
children’s homes where the police have been contacted regarding minor altercations or 
instances of unacceptable behaviour. Such incidents taking place in the family home would 
either not be reported to the police, or would receive a proportionate response from attending 
officers. We believe there may be an opportunity to develop an approach to incidents taking 
place at children’s homes similar to that used for incidents on school premises. This would 
help avoid the unnecessary criminalisation of looked after children.33  
 

73. A significant proportion of the incidents that failed Test 1 involved a person who was 
vulnerable, for example, due to their young age or mental illness. While we are not able to 
say whether this is disproportionate to the number of police incidents in total that involve 
vulnerable persons, it is nonetheless of concern that recording errors so often occur in 
relation to dealing with particularly vulnerable people. This suggests a training need both for 
frontline and control room officers as well as those scrutinising incidents. This should be 
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taken into account when developing a training plan to support SCRS compliance (see 
paragraphs 197-198 and Recommendations 1 and 15).  

 

Test 2 – crime counting and classification 
74. Of the 1,693 crime reports we examined, 96.0% were counted and classified correctly. We 

found 34 crimes to have been under-counted, and 15 crimes to have been over-counted.  
 

75. More than half of the under-counted crimes were for common assault. Other crimes under-
counted on more than one occasion included threatening and abusive behaviour and 
robbery. An example of an under-counted crime was an incident where, during an 
altercation, three boys were assaulted but a crime was only recorded in respect of the boy 
who reported it to the police.  
 

76. The most commonly over-counted crime was threatening and abusive behaviour. This was 
often recorded in addition to an assault where it should have been subsumed instead.34 The 
SCRS states that where threatening behaviour occurs immediately before, during or after an 
assault, then it may be subsumed into the assault. Failure to subsume these crimes has 
been identified by internal audits carried out by crime registrars as well as our own audit in 
2014. While the problem seems less extensive than before, there is clearly still scope for 
improvement and to ensure a more consistent recording practice.   
 

77. Nineteen crimes were classified incorrectly:  
 

■ six assaults should have been serious assaults and one assault should have been a 
robbery  

■ one serious assault should have been an attempted murder  
■ three breaches of the peace should have been threatening and abusive behaviour under 

section 38 of the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 2010 
■ five section 38 offences should have been assaults, one section 38 should have been a 

robbery and one section 38 should have been a serious assault  
■ one culpable and reckless conduct should have been an assault.  

 
78. These classification errors are similar to those we found in 2014, albeit there has been an 

improvement in some key areas. For example, there are fewer examples in 2016 of more 
serious violent crimes being classified as less serious. This may be partly due to extensive 
work crime registrars have undertaken to ensure that serious assaults are not wrongly 
classified as common assaults. As well as providing additional guidance on the definition of 
serious assault, this included additional audit around assaults and support for crime 
management units.   
 

79. Our finding that the classification of assaults has improved is reflected in research recently 
carried out by the Scottish Government. As part of a response to a recommendation made by 
HMICS in 2014 that the crime groupings used for statistical purposes be reviewed, 
researchers from the Scottish Government’s Justice Analytical Services examined 500 
common assaults to assess the level of violence involved in each (see paragraphs 137-139). 
They found that the vast majority of common assaults had been classified correctly. Of those 
classified wrongly, there were only nine records where a serious assault should have been 
recorded instead or where evidence was lacking to dispel the suggestion that a serious 
assault had taken place. 
 

80. The errors involving section 38 offences suggests that this offence might be at risk of being 
used as a ‘catch-all’ for violent behaviour. Officers and staff should be reminded that only 
behaviour that meets the statutory scope of section 38, and not behaviour that fits the 
definition of a more serious crime, should be so recorded.  
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Test 3 – timeliness 
81. 94.6% of violent crimes were recorded within 72 hours of the incident coming to the attention 

of the police, down from 97.8% in 2016. The reasons for the drop in timeliness compliance 
are discussed further at paragraphs 111-121. Although few in number, there were some 
examples of significant delays in recording where the violent incident was reported at a 
prison. In these cases, it appeared there was a delay in the police attending and gathering 
information from the prison. One of the cases involved a delay of more than 100 days before 
the crime was recorded.  

 

Damage  
 

 Test 1 – incident 
closure 

Test 2 – crime counting 
and classification 

Test 3 – timeliness 

 
Damage 94.9% 96.0% 90.6% 

 
82. We examined 2,032 incidents relating to damage. These incidents often related to reports of 

vandalism such as broken windows, slashed tyres or cars being scratched. 94.9% of the 
damage incidents we examined were closed correctly. 1,938 crimes were recorded as a 
result of these incidents and 96.0% were counted and classified correctly, while 90.6% were 
recorded within 72 hours of the initial report.  

 

Test 1 – incident closure 
83. The Test 1 errors for damage incidents were similar to those for violent crime. There was 

often a lack of update to dispel an allegation of criminality, or a lack of follow up with a minor 
incident not being attended or followed up by telephone. There were also several errors 
involving non-cooperative complainers, as well as difficulties in re-contacting complainers 
which led to incidents being incorrectly closed. Where numerous documented attempts were 
made to contact complainers over a prolonged period of time in order to establish whether a 
crime had occurred, we did not record this as an error. On some occasions however, we saw 
few attempts being made over a very short period of time and felt the incidents were closed 
prematurely. How often and over what period of time efforts should be made to re-contact 
complainers before closing incidents should be addressed as part of work to support a 
customer contact strategy (see paragraph 118).  
 

84. Other errors in this category included incidents where the complainer said they were 
reporting the incident for information only. However, information only incidents often 
contained clear allegations of a crime and these must be followed up and recorded. We have 
previously suggested that officers and staff should guard against using the term ‘for 
information only’ when updating incidents and that those scrutinising incidents should be 
alert to this term being misused.35 While action was taken in response to our 
recommendation, including by adding guidance to the SCRS about ‘for information only’ 
incidents, our audit results suggest this practice has not yet ended.   

 

Test 2 – crime counting and classification 
85. Across Scotland, there were 55 counting errors and 22 classification errors in our sample. 44 

crimes were under-counted and 11 were over-counted. The vast majority of under-counted 
crimes were vandalisms. Often, a person would report a vandalism to the police and say the 
same incident had occurred recently, or had also happened to their neighbour. In these 
circumstances, these additional allegations of criminality should be followed up and 
additional crime records created if appropriate. Most over-counted crimes were also 
vandalisms, and these occurred when the vandalism could have been subsumed in another 
crime.  
 

86. Of the 22 classification errors, the majority related to crimes being classified as vandalisms 
when they were a different crime such as culpable and reckless conduct, theft or an 
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attempted housebreaking. From our audit, it seemed that those making recording decisions 
should be reminded about the circumstances in which the crime of culpable and reckless 
conduct should be used. We also noted that there may be some confusion regarding the 
circumstances in which it is more appropriate to apply the crime of malicious mischief, rather 
than vandalism (see Recommendation 1).  

 

Test 3 – timeliness  
87. Only 90.6% of crimes arising from vandalism incidents were recorded within 72 hours of 

being reported to the police. While most were subsequently recorded within seven days, 
around a quarter were recorded after seven days had passed.  
 

88. For many damage incidents, we saw details of the incident being taken over the telephone 
and a crime report being created very quickly, sometimes within hours of being reported. We 
also saw some damage incidents being treated as a low priority, remaining unattended for 
prolonged periods of time and then receiving what appeared to be a disproportionate 
response to the crime being reported. We believe there is greater scope for damage-type 
incidents, where appropriate, to be resolved at first point of contact and without the need for 
officer attendance, without compromising the quality of service provided to the complainer. 
This is discussed further at paragraphs 115-116.  

 

Non-crime related incidents  
 

 
Test 1 – incident 

closure 
Non-crime 
related incidents 

91.0% 

 
89. Non-crime related incidents are those incidents reported to the police which never result in a 

crime report. Because no crime report results, this category was assessed against Test 1 
only. We examined 1,138 non-crime related incidents and found that 91.0% were closed 
correctly. This was a statistically significant improvement on our results for the same 
category in 2014 (87.2%).  
 

90. In 2014, we noted that ‘Scrutiny of incidents reported to the police is a weakness in most 
divisions’, and recommended that ‘Police Scotland should introduce processes, including 
appropriate supervision, to ensure that incidents are closed and disposed of correctly.’36 
Incident scrutiny process have been introduced or strengthened across all divisions and this 
has contributed to the improvement in compliance. While this is to be welcomed, there 
remain some challenges before incident scrutiny processes are as effective and efficient as 
possible. Scrutiny processes are discussed further at paragraphs 155 to 167, but it is of 
concern that many of the incidents we failed had already been scrutinised and passed by 
either C3 Division or the local policing division. This suggests that the staff carrying out 
scrutiny are not sufficiently knowledgeable and would benefit from additional training.  
 

91. The types of errors we identified in this category were similar to those we found in 2014, 
such as property that was felt by the complainer to have been stolen was treated as lost, or 
the incident was wrongly deemed to be civil rather than criminal in nature.  
 

92. As in 2014, we noted that some errors related to allegations of fraud, particularly cyber-
enabled fraud. As we have previously stated, it seems that some officers are uncertain how 
to respond to these incidents and there is some confusion about the role of Action Fraud. On 
its website, Action Fraud purports to be the UK’s national reporting centre for fraud and cyber 
crime and the body to which the public should report fraud. However, the SCRS states that 
while police forces in England and Wales direct reports of fraud to Action Fraud, the same is 
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not true for Scotland. This is confusing for the public, but also for police officers. We have 
audited incidents in which the victim is wrongly advised by an officer to contact Action Fraud.  
 

93. While the police in Scotland do receive referrals from Action Fraud where, for example, the 
locus of a fraud reported to an English police force is thought to be in Scotland and requires 
Police Scotland to conduct local enquiries, victims of fraud in Scotland should report their 
case directly to Police Scotland. Indeed, this is the advice given on Police Scotland’s own 
website. It seems clarity is needed over the role of Action Fraud in Scotland and accurate 
information should be disseminated by both Police Scotland and Action Fraud to the public. 
Police Scotland may also wish to clarify the process to be followed by Action Fraud when it 
receives a call from Scotland, i.e. that callers should be redirected to Police Scotland. If the 
role of Action Fraud in Scotland is to change, then this should be communicated effectively to 
the public and all relevant agencies.   

 
 

Recommendation 6 
 

Police Scotland should work with Action Fraud to clarify its role in Scotland, and clear and 
accurate information should be disseminated to the public. 
 

 
94. It is important that Police Scotland accurately records fraud-related activity, including cyber-

enabled fraud. While this is widely considered to be an emerging threat, recorded crime 
statistics for Scotland show a decrease in fraud over the last 10 years.37 This is contrary to 
new data from England and Wales where the Office for National Statistics (ONS) has 
included specific questions relating to fraud in the Crime Survey for England and Wales for 
the first time. In July 2016, the ONS estimated that there were two million computer misuse 
offences and 3.8 million fraud offences in 2015-16.38 These figures were substantially higher 
than those suggested by police recorded crime statistics. While this can partly be explained 
by the ONS estimating that only around one fifth of victims of fraud reported the incident to 
the police or Action Fraud, this data suggests that the scale of fraud may be much higher 
than previously thought. Although this data relates to England and Wales, it seems likely that 
the same may be true in Scotland. HMICS has previously highlighted that as Police Scotland 
improves its response to emerging threats, it is likely that volume crimes including fraud and 
other cyber-enabled offences will increase significantly and impact on the historic reductions 
in reported crime.39  

 

No-crimes 
 

 Compliance rate 
No-crimes 96.0% 

 
95. In some cases, an incident which is recorded as a crime is later found not to have been a 

crime at all. This is known as a no-crime. The SCRS permits no-criming in only limited 
circumstances, such as:  
 

■ where additional credible information is available which determines that no crime has 
been committed  

■ where the crime was committed outwith Police Scotland’s jurisdiction  
■ where the crime is a duplicate of a crime recorded elsewhere.  

 
96. Where a no-crime decision has been made, the reason for the decision must be explained in 

detail on the crime report along with the details of the requesting and authorising officer. The 
crime registrar is the final arbiter for all no-crime decisions.  
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97. We examined 876 no-crime decisions across Scotland and found that 96.0% had been made 
correctly, a rise in compliance from 93.9% in 2014.  
 

98. No-crime decisions were made incorrectly for a range of reasons, but were often due to a 
lack of additional credible information to dispel criminality. In these cases, the rationale 
recorded for the no-crime decision was simply insufficient and the crime should have 
remained recorded. We also found errors where there had been a no-crime decision 
because it was thought the crime was a duplicate of another already recorded. However, 
when we checked, it was not a duplicate at all and was simply a similar crime, for example, 
involving the same locus on the same day but with a different victim.   
 

99. In our 2014 audit, we noted that good no-criming compliance was achieved when all 
requests for no-crime decisions in a division were closely scrutinised before being authorised 
by one or two members of the crime management unit. This helped ensure consistency in 
decision making and gave us confidence that no-crime decisions were being made by 
someone with the appropriate level of expertise and experience. We were pleased to note 
that many divisions had adopted this practice and this had contributed to improved 
performance. Although the division had some errors, we found that the crime management 
unit in Tayside was particularly good at requesting full explanations for all no-crime requests, 
and for asking officers to exhaust additional lines of enquiry before the no-crime request was 
granted.  
 

100. We have previously noted that it is good practice for complainers to be informed that a no-
crime decision has been made in their case. This is in keeping with the victim-oriented 
approach of the SCRS and would allow their views to be taken into account (e.g. if the victim 
is adamant that the no-crime decision is wrong, and believes that the evidence to support the 
no-crime decision is incorrect). In our 2014 audit, we found that complainers were rarely 
informed of no-crime decisions and recommended that, ‘Police Scotland should ensure that, 
where relevant, complainers in cases where there has been a no-crime decision should be 
kept updated on the status of the investigation and its conclusion.’40 In response, the SCRS 
was updated to reflect the requirement to update complainers and guidance was issued to 
crime management units.  
 

101. In this audit, we found extensive evidence of this recommendation having been implemented, 
including specific reference to our recommendation on crime reports, and observed that a 
significant change in practice had occurred since 2014. As a result, we consider this 
recommendation to have been discharged. We would however urge crime managers to 
ensure that complainers have been updated regarding the no-crime decision specifically, and 
not just that enquiries in their case have been concluded.  
 

102. Where there is a no-crime decision because the incident took place in another division or 
outside Police Scotland’s jurisdiction, the details of the crime should be passed to the 
relevant division or police force and a reference number or details of the officer dealing with 
the matter in the receiving division or force should be recorded. While this often happens, we 
still see examples of no-crime decisions where it does not. Full SCRS compliance requires 
an auditable trail for the transfer of crimes between divisions and forces (see paragraph 48).  

 

Divisional results  
103. Divisional compliance rates for Test 1 ranged from 87.1% in Ayrshire to 98.6% in Dumfries 

and Galloway. Two divisions performed significantly worse than Scotland as a whole – 
Ayrshire and Renfrewshire and Inverclyde. Four divisions performed significantly better than 
Scotland as a whole – Dumfries and Galloway, Highland and Islands, Fife and Edinburgh. 
This was a noticeable improvement for Edinburgh in particular which had a Test 1 
compliance rate of only 88.9% in 2014.  
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104. Divisional compliance rates for Test 2 (counting and classification) ranged from 90.7% in 
Ayrshire to 98.8% in Highland and Islands. While no division was significantly better than 
Scotland as a whole, the result in Ayrshire was on the borderline of being significantly worse.  
 

105. For Test 3 (timeliness), divisional results ranged from 69.5% in Lothian and Scottish Borders 
to 98.8% in Dumfries and Galloway. The timeliness compliance rate was significantly better 
for six divisions than for Scotland as a whole – Dumfries and Galloway, Renfrewshire and 
Inverclyde, Tayside, Greater Glasgow, Lanarkshire and Ayrshire. It was significantly worse 
for Lothians and Scottish Borders, Edinburgh, Fife and North East.  
 

106. In relation to no-crimes, three divisions – Lothian and Scottish Borders, Fife and 
Renfrewshire and Inverclyde – achieved full compliance, and several other divisions also 
achieved excellent results. Only the results in Lanarkshire were significantly worse than 
those for Scotland as a whole. 

 

 
Division 

Test 1 
compliance rate 

Test 2 
compliance rate 

Test 3 
compliance rate 

No-crime 
compliance 

rate41 

North East 92.0% 95.9% 85.7% 95.4% 

Tayside 89.6% 98.0% 97.0% 95.2% 

Highland and 
Islands  

98.3% 98.8% 91.5% 91.7% 

Edinburgh  95.5% 93.8% 85.4% 97.5% 

Lothians and 
Scottish 
Borders 

91.1% 94.8% 69.5% 100.0% 

Forth Valley 94.2% 96.7% 90.8% 98.7% 

Fife  95.9% 96.2% 85.5% 100.0% 

Greater 
Glasgow 

92.1% 95.1% 95.9% 97.3% 

Ayrshire 87.1% 90.7% 95.0% 96.1% 

Lanarkshire  94.6% 92.5% 95.6% 88.1% 

Argyll and 
West 
Dunbartonshire  

92.7% 94.8% 94.6% 96.4% 

Renfrewshire 
and Inverclyde  

88.7% 97.2% 97.5% 100.0% 

Dumfries and 
Galloway  

98.6% 98.3% 98.8% 98.9% 

Scotland  92.7% 95.1% 90.8% 96.0% 

 
 Significantly better    Significantly worse 

 
Improvement plans  
107. In 2014, we recommended that four divisions develop improvement plans for crime recording 

practice based on their audit results. The four divisions were Renfrewshire and Inverclyde, 
Ayrshire, Edinburgh and Argyll and West Dunbartonshire. Rather than focus solely on these 
four divisions, Police Scotland chose to develop an improvement plan that could be used by 
all divisions to improve their compliance with the SCRS. Each division was able to add to and 
tailor the national improvement plan to meet their own needs.  
 

108. In respect of the four divisions, the improvement plans have had some positive effect. While 
the results from 2014 and 2016 are not directly comparable given variations in the crime 
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categories audited, they nonetheless indicate an improvement in performance across all four 
divisions and across all tests (with the exception of Test 3, which is discussed further below).  
 

109. There is clearly still scope for improvement in the performance of these divisions, particularly 
in relation to Test 1 for Ayrshire and Renfrewshire and Inverclyde who performed significantly 
worse on this test than the other divisions; and for Ayrshire in respect of Test 2 against which 
it also performed significantly worse than other divisions. Nonetheless, improving results are 
to be welcomed and if these divisions learn lessons from this as well as internal audits, then 
compliance will increase.     
 

110. In our 2014 audit, we also stated that three of the four improvement plans for the poorest 
performing divisions should consider how the quality of no-crime decisions can be improved 
and that those divisions should look to learn lessons from those divisions that had good no-
criming practice.42 This action was implemented via the resulting crime recording 
improvement plans, and the three divisions concerned – Renfrewshire and Inverclyde, 
Ayrshire and Argyll and West Dunbartonshire – have improved their performance, with all 
achieving over 96% compliance.  

 

Division  
Test 1 

compliance rate 
Test 2 

compliance rate 
Test 3 

compliance rate 

No-crime 
compliance 

rate 

2014 2016 2014 2016 2014 2016 2014 2016 

Renfrewshire 
and Inverclyde 

82.8% 88.7% 90.1% 97.2% 95.6% 97.5% 83.3% 100% 

Ayrshire  85.8% 87.1% 88.2% 90.7% 97.2% 95.0% 89.0% 96.1% 

Edinburgh 88.9% 95.5% 92.6% 93.8% 93.8% 85.4% 92.3% 97.5% 

Argyll and 
West 
Dunbartonshire 

89.8% 92.7% 92.9% 94.8% 96.2% 94.6% 85.7% 96.4% 

 

Test 3 – Timeliness  
111. We have already noted that the Scotland-wide timeliness compliance rate was significantly 

worse in this audit (90.8%) than in 2014 (96.6%). While it is difficult to pinpoint the cause for 
this reduction in compliance, we believe there may be several factors at play.43  
 

112. Firstly, it is worth noting that five of the six divisions that performed significantly better on 
timeliness are in the West, while three of the four divisions that performed significantly worse 
are in the East. The majority of incidents in the West are created via the service centres 
which receive 999 and 101 calls at Govan and Motherwell, and are managed via the area 
control room at Govan. The majority of incidents in the East are created as a result of calls to 
the service centre at Bilston Glen and are managed by the area control room at the same 
location. There was a noticeable difference in the incident records we examined in the West 
and East. In the East, records often showed repeated attempts to deploy resources to attend 
an incident before deployment actually occurred. Often resources would be deployed but 
would then be diverted to a more urgent call, and appointments to meet complainers or 
witnesses would be cancelled. While it is normal in any police service to redeploy resources 
to priority incidents (such as serious or on-going crimes), it happened much more frequently 
in the East compared to the West.  
 

113. Several reasons could contribute to this, including inconsistencies in the initial prioritisation of 
incidents by the control room in the first instance, ineffective resource management by the 
control room or local policing division, or lack of available resources to deploy to an incident. 
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These issues have previously been highlighted by HMICS in other inspections.44 For 
example, in our review of local policing in Edinburgh Division in 2015, we noted that there 
were times when the division did not have the capacity to meet public demand in an optimal 
way. We recommended that Police Scotland review resourcing arrangements for Edinburgh, 
taking into account demands on the service and Edinburgh’s overall resource allocation. This 
recommendation may also be relevant to other East divisions given that we saw a similar 
pattern of delayed and non-attendance on their incident records.  
 

114. Our crime audit has provided evidence that these issues are contributing to reduced SCRS 
compliance which, in turn, may compromise a victim-centred response. In some cases, 
delays in attendance resulted in complainers becoming unco-operative due to frustrations at 
police non-attendance. As noted above, incidents with non-cooperative complainers appear 
more likely to be non-SCRS compliant and, even if a crime is recorded, investigations 
become more complex and detections harder to achieve. In addition, public confidence in 
policing can be negatively impacted.  
 

115. Another factor which has contributed to a lower compliance rate for timeliness of recording 
has been missed opportunities to resolve cases at the first point of contact, or to resolve 
cases via the telephone and without police attendance. We saw this most acutely in relation 
to the damage incidents we examined. Many of these incidents involved low-level crime and 
complainers were often happy to report the incident to the police and for it to be dealt with by 
telephone only. They did not require police attendance, and the entire incident could be 
crimed and closed within hours and to the complainer’s satisfaction. We saw this process 
working most effectively in the West, where such crimes are transferred from the area control 
room to a public assistance desk (PAD) for action. Although PADs exist elsewhere, the 
process is not working as efficiently as in the West, partly it seems due to some of these 
PADs being less resourced.  
 

116. We believe there is greater scope for Police Scotland to resolve cases at the first point of 
contact, or to resolve cases via the telephone where the complainer is content with this 
approach. This would alleviate demand on the frontline and allow officers to attend higher 
priority cases or to engage more with their local communities. This is not to say that low level 
incidents would never be attended. Where, for example, the complainer is vulnerable, or 
where there are forensic opportunities or a suspect has been named, then the police may 
choose to attend. An assessment should be carried out to decide whether resolution by 
telephone is appropriate. Given the financial constraints faced by all public services, there is 
an opportunity for Police Scotland, working with the SPA, other partners and the public, to 
redesign its service so that it is increasingly effective and efficient. This can be taken forward 
as part of a previous HMICS recommendation, that Police Scotland develop an overall 
strategy for customer contact.45  
 

117. To support its customer contact strategy, we believe Police Scotland should develop a 
national attendance policy and should also consider whether there is a need for clearer 
guidance on diary appointments and how many attempts are required over what period 
before officers can close an incident without successfully making contact with a complainer. 
Diary appointments are a useful means by which officers can contact complainers to gather 
statements at a time that is convenient for all. In our audit, we saw many diary appointments 
being cancelled (by both parties) and we also saw confusion over the circumstances in which 
it is and is not appropriate to make a diary appointment. This often resulted in discussion 
back and forth between the control room and the division, when the priority should have been 
to ensure that the complainer was seen as quickly as possible and at a time when they were 
likely to be available.  
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 See HMICS, Independent Assurance Review: Police Scotland – Call handling final report (2015) and HMICS, Local 
Policing+ Inspection Programme: Inspection of Edinburgh Division (2015).  
45

 Recommendation 6, HMICS, Independent Assurance Review: Police Scotland – Call handling final report (2015). 

http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/HMICS%20Local%20Policing%2B%20Inspection%20Programme%20Inspection%20of%20Edinburgh%20Division.pdf
http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/HMICS%20Local%20Policing%2B%20Inspection%20Programme%20Inspection%20of%20Edinburgh%20Division.pdf
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118. We also examined many incidents were the police made repeated and time-consuming 
attempts to contact a complainer to follow up an allegation. These attempts were often 
persistent and spread over several days or weeks before being appropriately abandoned. 
We also examined some incidents where we felt attempts to contact the complainer were not 
persistent enough, and not spread over a long enough period. There may be scope for Police 
Scotland to develop, as part of its customer contact strategy, a policy on re-contacting 
complainers. Amongst other things, the police could make clear that attempts should be 
proportionate to the allegations reported, and should take account of any attempts by the 
complainer to re-contact the police. A customer contact strategy should also set out what 
standards of service the public should expect to receive.   

 
 

Recommendation 7 
 

In developing its customer contact strategy, Police Scotland should set out what standards 
of service the public should expect to receive, an attendance policy, guidance on re-
contacting complainers, and guidance on the circumstances in which it is appropriate to 
make diary appointments.   
 

 
119. In the East, we also saw more use of the SC06 disposal code which appeared at times to 

contribute to delays in recording crime. This disposal code was introduced since our last 
audit and is applied to incidents that have not yet been attended. SC06 is used by control 
rooms to allow them to close lower priority incidents, often after making unsuccessful 
attempts to deploy a resource or re-contact a complainer, in the expectation that local 
divisions will review them and make a decision regarding whether and when to attend. This 
can cause a delay in attendance (and recording) as local divisions are still being tasked by 
the control room to attend higher priority incidents while also trying to attend outstanding 
SC06 incidents. When the SC06 code was introduced, divisions did not yet have in place 
effective processes to monitor SC06 incidents and deploy resources to them. The code was 
introduced in January 2016 and our audit sample was drawn from January to March. It 
appears that divisions have since developed processes to manage SC06 incidents, however 
it is possible that the code itself, however well managed, may contribute to delays in 
recording crime. HMICS will continue to assess the impact of disposal codes including SC06 
through our on-going scrutiny of C3 Division.  
 

120. Another factor in delayed crime reports which relates to two of the worst performing divisions 
for timeliness is the process by which crime reports are inputted in Edinburgh and Lothian 
and Scottish Borders. These divisions make up the legacy Lothian and Borders force, and 
use a common process and resource. Officers in these divisions submit information for crime 
reports, often via a PDA, to a Quality Assurance Unit (QAU) which forms part of the Criminal 
Justice Services Division. Staff in the QAU create the crime reports and, in the past, ensured 
they were SCRS compliant while doing so, for example, by checking that the crime 
classification was appropriate to the circumstances described. In recent years, the QAU has 
been insufficiently resourced causing delays in creating reports. At one stage, the backlog 
reached as high as 2,000 crime reports. To clear the backlog, Edinburgh and Lothian and 
Scottish Borders divisions took over temporary management of the QAU and supplemented 
the staffing of the QAU with their own personnel. This sped up the processing of crime 
reports and, at the time of our audit, the queue was around 200. Because of the need to 
speed up the processing of crime reports, the QAU began to focus on data input rather than 
SCRS compliance. This layer of SCRS assurance has therefore been removed to some 
extent, albeit is now being carried out instead by the two divisional crime management units.  
 

121. The long-term resourcing and management of the QAU remains in question. It is not clear to 
us why the QAU formed part of the Criminal Justice Services Division when Police Scotland 
was established and did not remain either with local divisions or with the C3 Division given 
that similar inputting of crime reports is a C3 function in the West. The issue of the QAU 
would have been resolved by the introduction of i6 and a national crime management 
system, as officers would have inputted their crime reports directly and this would have 
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removed the need for the QAU process. In the absence of i6, an alternative solution for the 
QAU is required. This is currently being explored by Police Scotland but had not been 
resolved at the time of our audit. It appears to us that the entire process of inputting crime 
reports in the two divisions requires review. We heard that the initial input from officers was 
of poor quality, hence the need for the QAU to review and revise. This is at odds with the 
‘getting it right first time’ approach that we advocate (see paragraphs 157-158). We also 
suspect that if the QAU was to be sufficiently resourced as to fulfil its intended role, then 
there would be some duplication between its work and that of the crime management unit. 
Whether such a review and any resulting practice and cultural changes are worthwhile 
pending the possibility of an alternative national crime management system (and allied 
national processes) depends on the timescales for the introduction of a national system (see 
paragraphs 151-154).  

 
 

Recommendation 8 
 

Police Scotland should review the role and resourcing of the Quality Assurance Unit 
serving Edinburgh and Lothian and Scottish Borders Divisions with a view to ensuring that 
crime records are created timeously and accurately. Any unnecessary duplication in 
assurance processes should be avoided.    
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Leadership and governance  
 
 

Leadership and internal governance  
122. In relation to leadership and internal governance of crime recording within Police Scotland, 

we would expect that there is leadership on accurate and ethical crime recording at a senior 
level, that clear messages are communicated throughout the organisation about the need for 
data integrity, and that there be an effective governance framework for crime recording. We 
would also expect responsibilities for crime recording to be clearly defined, and that leaders 
at all levels hold their staff to account for crime recording performance.  
 

123. While overall responsibility for compliance with the SCRS lies with the Chief Constable, 
crime recording falls within the corporate services business area which is within the portfolio 
of the Deputy Chief Constable (Designate) and which is led by a Chief Superintendent. 
Within corporate services, crime recording sits within the risk and business assurance 
section and is led on a day-to-day basis by the National Crime Registrar. There are three 
regional crime registrars for the North, East and West command areas. Due to the high 
volume of incidents and crimes in the West, there is currently also a deputy crime registrar 
for that command area.  
 

124. The National Crime Registrar considers his role to be setting the strategic direction for crime 
recording, and using audit results to drive improvement in SCRS compliance. The national 
registrar also acts as the final arbiter on crime recording decisions if, for example, the three 
regional registrars are unable to reach consensus. The role of the regional registrars is to 
ensure the accurate and consistent application of the SCRS across their command areas. 
They carry out audits of crime recording, using the results to identify areas for improvement, 
and they contribute to the development of specific rules on the recording, counting and 
classification of crime.  
 

125. Within Police Scotland, the National Crime Registrar reports on crime recording to the Force 
Governance Board. Chaired by the Deputy Chief Constable (Designate), this board is 
attended by all Deputy Chief Constables and directors of service within Police Scotland and 
is a useful forum to ensure crime recording and audit results are discussed at an executive 
level. In addition, the National Crime Registrar attends the national meeting of divisional 
commanders, chaired by the Deputy Chief Constable (Local Policing). Each division’s crime 
data is reported to this meeting alongside its audit results, and commanders are held to 
account for their performance in a number of areas, including SCRS compliance. Presenting 
both crime data and audit results together in a single forum is welcome, as it allows the 
accuracy of the crime data to be assessed at the same time as reductions or increases in 
crime are considered.  
 

126. Although falling under the line management of the DCC Designate, the National Crime 
Registrar has regular meetings with the DCC Local Policing and the Detective Chief 
Superintendent (DCS) for Local Policing to discuss crime recording and crime 
management.46 This arrangement is appropriate as the registrar should not report directly to 
someone who is accountable for performance management as it relates to crime, albeit there 
are key issues that they should discuss.  
 

127. The national and regional crime registrars feel there is support for their work at an executive 
level within Police Scotland. Among the service more widely, officers and staff felt the 
National Crime Registrar provided visible leadership on crime recording issues. They were 
also aware of key messages around ethical and accurate crime recording being issued by 
the DCC Local Policing and the previous Chief Constable, although there appears to be 
scope for such messages to be renewed. This could be included in work being taken forward 
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in response to our counter corruption review in which we recommended that Police Scotland 
develop a refreshed communications plan to increase awareness of the service’s Code of 
Ethics.47 We heard about plans to make a short film regarding ethical crime recording that 
would be available for all officers and staff to view and could be used to support training on 
SCRS. This film would benefit from executive level input as visible executive support can 
help to embed an ethical crime recording culture.  
 

128. Many of the officers and staff we spoke to also noted that leadership on SCRS issues had 
been provided by the DCS for Local Policing. The DCS works closely with the National Crime 
Registrar to promote SCRS compliance from a crime perspective. He attends the Scottish 
Crime Recording Board (paragraph 134) and chairs the Crime Managers’ Forum.  
 

129. The Crime Managers’ Forum is a quarterly meeting of the 13 divisional crime managers. This 
is a useful forum in which to share information about practice and process, hear about new 
developments and changes to the SCRS, and to give crime managers a voice. One crime 
manager told us that she had improved a local process as a result of hearing about the work 
of another crime management unit at the forum. Another crime manager suggested to us that 
they would prefer a regional meeting of crime managers either instead of, or in addition to, 
the national meeting. They felt this would allow for more discussion with their regional crime 
registrar.   
 

130. As chair of the forum, the DCS is able to provide support and some direction to crime 
managers regarding SCRS compliance. Such direction is, however, constrained by the fact 
that he has no supervisory oversight for crime managers who are instead managed by 
divisional commanders. Divisional commanders are accountable to the DCC Local Policing 
via their command area ACC, hence the need for the DCS and the National Crime Registrar 
to engage regularly with the DCC and seek her support for changes to policy or practice, 
particularly those with resource implications.  
 

131. Throughout the UK, there has long been concern that quantitative performance frameworks 
and targets, such as the one used by Police Scotland in its first three years of operation, may 
unduly influence crime recording decisions.48 In our audit, as in 2014, we found no overt 
evidence of performance targets affecting crime recording. Indeed, our 2016 audit results for 
violent crime suggest that any performance pressures that may have existed have eased 
further.  
 

132. We asked those involved in crime recording decisions whether they experienced any 
pressure to meet targets. Almost everyone we spoke to said they sometimes had robust 
discussions about recording or classification decisions with colleagues, but they felt able to 
make their final decisions in accordance with the SCRS. They also noted that, if needed, 
they were able to refer decisions to the regional crime registrar. We also heard Police 
Scotland’s evolving performance management framework had meant less focus on targets in 
recent months and, at the same time, there had been increased focus and activity relating to 
improving SCRS compliance.  

 

External governance  
133. There has been a significant development in external governance arrangements since our 

last audit with the Scottish Government taking on a more active role in relation to crime 
recording. Previously, there existed a Scottish Crime Registrars’ Group whose role was to 
support consistency in implementing the SCRS across Scotland. In our 2013 review of 
incident and crime recording, we recommended that this group be continued but that its 
membership and remit be reviewed.49 In our 2014 audit, we noted that some progress had 
been made in implementing this recommendation and we welcomed the consideration being 
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 Recommendation 8, HMICS, Police Scotland – Counter Corruption Unit Assurance Review (2016).  
48

 See, for example, House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee, Caught red-handed: Why we can’t 
count on police recorded crime statistics: Thirteenth report of Session 2013-14 (HC 760, 2014).  
49

 Recommendation 5, HMICS, Review of incident and crime recording (2013).  

http://www.hmics.org/sites/default/files/publications/HMICS%20Independent%20Assurance%20Review%20-%20Police%20Scotland%20Counter%20Corruption%20Unit.pdf


 

36 

given to transferring responsibility for this group from the National Crime Registrar to the 
Scottish Government. We also recommended that Police Scotland should work with the 
Scottish Government to clarify ownership of the SCRS to avoid any perception that Police 
Scotland sets its own rules for the counting and classification of crime.50  
 

134. Both recommendations have now been discharged as a result of the creation of the Scottish 
Crime Recording Board in 2015. This Board replaces the Scottish Crime Registrars’ Group. It 
is chaired by the Justice Analytical Services (JAS) division of the Scottish Government and 
attended by Police Scotland, the SPA, the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service, 
British Transport Police, the Ministry of Defence Police and HMICS. The overall purpose of 
the Board is, ‘to act as the guardian of, and ultimate decision maker on, issues related to the 
Scottish Crime Recording Standard’. It seeks to ensure that crime data is accurate, objective, 
consistent and trustworthy. A key function of the Board is to maintain the SCRS and approve 
all changes. The Board is supported by a Technical Working Group, led by a regional crime 
registrar and attended by other registrars and representatives of JAS and the SPA. The 
Technical Working Group develops proposals for changes to the SCRS which are submitted 
to the Board for approval.  
 

135. After only 18 months of operation, we believe that the Board is working effectively and is a 
significant improvement on previous arrangements. It has prompted the Scottish Government 
to take a more active role in relation to crime recording, with the Scottish Crime Recording 
Board now assuming ownership of the SCRS. Changes to the SCRS are developed by crime 
registrars and JAS working together, as opposed to being a largely registrar-led process in 
previous years. Police Scotland has welcomed the shift in ownership and the additional 
transparency the Board has afforded to crime recording. The remit of the Board is published 
on the Scottish Government website, as is the SCRS itself and actions arising from each 
Board meeting. In terms of membership, HMICS has previously stated that any such group 
should consider a role for stakeholders such as voluntary organisations with an interest in 
crime recording or who may be able to provide a victim’s perspective. The Board has made 
efforts to include such organisations although these efforts have to date been unsuccessful.  
 

136. The Board is still in its early stages and while it is progressing well, there may be scope for it 
to develop further. We spoke with various members of the Board during our audit and noted 
that it may benefit from quicker decision making, more consistent representation from Police 
Scotland’s Analysis and Performance Unit, and an increased contribution from the SPA. This 
contribution may be assisted by the SPA identifying a mechanism by which those attending 
Board meetings can act as a conduit for significant decisions taken by the Board to members 
of the SPA Board. Additionally, there may be scope to strengthen links between decisions 
taken at the Scottish Crime Recording Board and the scrutiny of crime recording performed 
by the SPA’s Audit and Risk Committee (see paragraph 142).  
 

137. In our 2014 audit, HMICS recommended that the SPA and Police Scotland should engage 
the Scottish Government and other stakeholders in exploring whether the crime groupings 
used for statistical purposes remain relevant taking into account the changing nature of 
crime.51 We stated that this review should include consideration of whether the crime 
groupings reflect the public’s perception of crime.52 The Scottish Crime Recording Board has 
taken on responsibility for addressing this recommendation, and organised a specific 
meeting to discuss a review of crime groupings in October 2015. This review has not yet 
concluded and so the recommendation remains relevant, however it has resulted in some 
useful work to date. This includes research comparing how other jurisdictions categorise 
crime, and research into the nature of assaults in Scotland.  
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 Recommendation 8, HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014).  
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 Recommendation 2, HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014). 
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 Seven categories are used to group crimes and offences for statistical purposes. These are non-sexual crimes of 
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138. One of the drivers for the HMICS recommendation was the fact that common assaults are 
not categorised as a crime of violence (Group 1) for statistical purposes, but instead as a 
miscellaneous offence (Group 6). This is despite the fact that some common assaults may 
be serious in nature, albeit not meeting the definition of a serious assault (which is a Group 1 
crime). If crime groupings are to be revised, one option may be to re-categorise common 
assaults as a crime under Group 1. This may lead to crime statistics providing a more 
accurate picture as the extent of violent crime in Scotland.  
 

139. A decision was taken to explore this further by assessing the level of violence contained 
within common assaults recorded by the police. A sample of 500 common assaults recorded 
in 2014-15 was reviewed by JAS and information gathered as to the actions of the 
perpetrator and the extent of the injury sustained by the victim. The Scottish Government 
intends to publish the results of this research in September 2016 at the same time as its 
recorded crime statistics for 2015-16. HMICS welcomes this research and the work being 
done to address our recommendation regarding crime groupings. 

 

External scrutiny  
140. In relation to external scrutiny of crime recording, we expect that the SPA and local scrutiny 

bodies are informed of the results of internal audits and that they seek assurance about the 
accuracy of crime data.  
 

141. In 2014, we recommended that the SPA’s Audit and Risk Committee should request from 
Police Scotland the full results of internal crime recording audits and should monitor the 
implementation of any resulting improvement actions. The Committee should also monitor 
improvement plans developed by Police Scotland in response to recommendations made 
about crime recording by HMICS.53 This recommendation reflected the role of the SPA in 
holding the Chief Constable to account and our expectation that, in the context of crime 
recording, the SPA should satisfy itself that crime data given by Police Scotland to the public, 
the SPA and the Scottish Government is accurate.  
 

142. Since 2014, the Audit and Risk Committee has received reports from the National Crime 
Registrar regarding audit results twice a year. The most recent report provides the audit 
results as well as a narrative for each command area describing some of the recurring errors 
as well as improvements in practice. Previous reports had also described what progress was 
being made in implementing recommendations and improvement actions made by HMICS. 
The National Crime Registrar presents the report and answers questions put by Committee 
members, although a review of the minutes of meetings suggests that questioning regarding 
crime recording has been fairly limited. This is perhaps been because the results from recent 
audits have been largely positive.  
 

143. In 2014, we also recommended that Police Scotland should provide local scrutiny and 
engagement bodies with the findings of internal audits and any resulting improvement 
plans.54 The purpose of this recommendation was to assist local scrutiny bodies in assessing 
the reliability of crime data regularly presented to them by local commanders.  
 

144. Police Scotland has developed a template for commanders to use when presenting 
information to local scrutiny bodies. In response to our recommendation, this template was 
revised to include a section on internal audit results. It includes the division’s audit results as 
well as the results for Police Scotland as a whole. It may be helpful for the template to also 
include the division’s previous audit results, so that the local scrutiny body can assess the 
direction of travel. It may also be useful to include some narrative regarding the results such 
as any recurring themes in relation to errors. For example, if the division reports to the local 
scrutiny body that robberies have decreased, it is also useful for it to know whether the 
robberies are always counted and classified correctly. Alternatively, it may be that 
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improvements in crime recording practice have contributed to a rise in a certain type of 
crime. Such information will assist the local body to more effectively scrutinise the policing 
service being delivered by the division.  
 

145. While the reporting template is useful, it is not used by all divisional commanders some of 
whom report to their local scrutiny bodies using a different format. We have reviewed recent 
reports submitted to local scrutiny bodies and, while some divisions, such as Edinburgh, 
have begun to report audit results to local scrutiny bodies, we do not believe this practice to 
be sufficiently widespread as yet to merit closing our recommendation. Moreover, we have 
yet to see evidence that improvement plans or actions arising from audits have been shared 
with local scrutiny bodies. Divisional crime managers and their commanders should be 
reminded of this recommendation and should note that HMICS will continue to monitor the 
extent to which it is implemented.  
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Planning and process  
 

 
Policies, procedures and processes  
146. In relation to planning and process, we expect there to be policies and procedures in place to 

support ethical and accurate crime recording. These policies, and any changes to them, 
should be accessible and communicated to all officers and staff.  
 

147. The main guidance provided to officers and staff is the SCRS itself which sets out when a 
crime should be recorded and how crimes should be counted and classified. The SCRS is 
generally viewed as being helpful although some said it was unnecessarily complex, such as 
rules relating to subsuming and course of conduct. Staff also said that recording sexual 
crimes was complex and would welcome efforts to simplify the rules in that area. Some staff 
felt that some rules were contradictory, and our own inspectors felt that some areas of the 
SCRS would benefit from further clarification including the rules relating to breach of bail. As 
noted at paragraph 135, the SCRS is owned by the Scottish Crime Recording Board and 
changes are approved by the Board, with a new version being published each year on 1 
April. Officers and staff are encouraged to raise any confusing or contradictory points within 
the SCRS with the crime registrars who are able to propose changes to the Scottish Crime 
Recording Board for approval. The SCRS will continue to be a living document which evolves 
to meet the needs of its users.  
 

148. When changes are made to the SCRS, they are highlighted and discussed at the Crime 
Managers’ Forum and are communicated via the Crime Registrar’s Bulletin. The bulletin is 
circulated around twice a year, and is used to communicate key crime recording 
developments, as well as to highlight common errors found during audits. The bulletin is 
circulated to all staff working in crime management units, and is accessible on the Police 
Scotland intranet to any officer or member of police staff.   
 

149. There is also a crime recording SOP which sets out some basic information about the SCRS, 
audit practices and the role of the registrar. Awareness of this document was very low among 
those we spoke to. Officers and staff were much more likely to refer to the SCRS or the 
bulletins. Some divisions, such as North East, have also generated local guidance which has 
been useful. It includes specific learning points noted during scrutiny and audit processes 
and is circulated throughout the division.   
 

150. While the SCRS itself is useful, we believe there may be scope for an additional document 
that sets out Police Scotland’s vision for crime recording, how it intends to comply with the 
SCRS and what processes or mechanisms will be put in place to support compliance. 
Currently, some of this information is available in separate documents such as the SCRS, 
the SOP, the audit methodology, action plans and local guidance and process maps. We 
believe that there may be scope to bring this together in one strategy document that can be 
used to support the induction and training of all those involved in incident and crime 
recording. It should make clear the service’s commitment to ethical and accurate crime 
recording and the fact that SCRS compliance is not an end in itself, but results in a more 
effective, victim-centred service. It should also link SCRS compliance with the Police 
Scotland Code of Ethics. The strategy could address several concerns and risks highlighted 
in this and previous audit reports, and could set out plans to improve compliance in the 
future. Many police forces in England and Wales have their own policy on crime recording, in 
addition to the National Crime Recording Standard. We believe the development of such a 
strategy may help Police Scotland to clarify its approach to crime recording, scrutiny and 
audit, and the roles and responsibilities of all involved, and aid consistency in practice across 
the service.  
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Recommendation 9 
 

Police Scotland should develop a strategy to support its implementation of the Scottish 
Crime Recording Standard. 
 

 

Systems  
151. In most areas in Scotland, incidents and crimes are recorded on separate systems. Since the 

creation of Police Scotland, a single incident recording system has been gradually rolled out 
across the service with only a few divisions still requiring to move to this system. The crime 
recording systems remain disparate. Even where two divisions use the same system, they 
can use it in quite different ways because, for example, the system was modified for the 
purposes of a legacy force. While five of the six divisions in the West (making up legacy 
Strathclyde) use the same type of system, there are eight standalone editions of the system 
according to old sub-force boundaries and it is not possible to transfer data between them. 
For example, in Greater Glasgow division alone, there are three crime management systems 
in use. If a crime is accidentally created in the wrong sub-division system, it must be no-
crimed and then re-crimed in the correct sub-division system.  
 

152. Police Scotland had intended that one component of its i6 project would be a national crime 
recording system. The i6 project was cancelled in the summer of 2016. Given that a national 
crime recording system is much needed, Police Scotland is currently exploring alternatives. 
In the meantime, the current systems will have to continue to be supported by the vendors.  
 

153. Good incident and crime recording systems can facilitate accurate crime recording, but 
unfortunately Police Scotland does not yet have these in place. Until such time as national 
incident and crime recording systems are available, we do not believe that incident and crime 
recording is being managed as effectively and efficiently as possible. Without national 
incident and crime systems, Police Scotland is unable to streamline its processes and the 
resources dedicated to crime recording as well as scrutiny and audit. Moreover, different 
crime recording systems may negatively impact on consistency as in some circumstances, 
the system itself can dictate what is recorded. For example, in Fife, the crime system is also 
used to report charges to the procurator fiscal. This means the recorded crimes and the 
charges must be the same, but in other areas, it is possible to record these differently.  
 

154. While we have recognised the absence of national incident and crime recording systems as 
a risk, we also recognise the budgetary constraints within which Police Scotland is operating. 
The absence of other national systems have also been identified as risks, all of which Police 
Scotland is currently seeking to manage and prioritise. When it is in a position to identify a 
national crime management system, the views of crime registrars and crime managers 
should be sought during the procurement process.  

 

Scrutiny  
155. The extent to which incidents and crimes are scrutinised by each local policing division 

varies, although divisions have some similar processes in place following the improvement 
plan that was developed by the National Crime Registrar in response to our audit in 2014.  
 

156. While scrutiny is an essential part of the crime recording process, scrutiny should be 
proportionate and the emphasis should be on a ‘right first time approach’. We are concerned 
that in some divisions, there is an over-emphasis on scrutiny at the expense of getting it right 
first time. This does not appear to be the most efficient way to ensure SCRS compliance.  
 

157. We would expect that officers and staff have sufficient knowledge of the SCRS to know when 
to record a crime and, in most circumstances, to know what type of crime to record. We 
appreciate that some crime recording rules, such as those relating to sexual crime, are 
complex and that the assistance of those with further expertise may be required. This 
expertise can be provided by supervisors in the first instance, and by crime management 
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units. The extent to which frontline supervisors (mostly sergeants) review incidents and 
crimes dealt with by members of their team varies across divisions. Some divisions are clear 
that this is an essential part of supervisors’ role. However, we are concerned that in some 
divisions, there seems to be a view that the crime management unit will scrutinise all reports 
and sort out any mistakes. This risks de-skilling officers and staff and their supervisors. It 
also risks reducing awareness and knowledge of the SCRS across the service, yet we view 
SCRS as being a fundamental part of an officer’s role.  
 

158. We are concerned that an over-reliance on scrutiny and quality assurance processes to 
ensure compliance is not sustainable in the long term. While intensive scrutiny can be 
appropriate to identify and correct weaknesses, a sustainable service requires a ‘right first 
time’ approach by officers and staff recording crime supported by proportionate scrutiny.  

 
 

Recommendation 10 
 

Police Scotland should promote a ‘right first time’ approach to SCRS compliance 
throughout the service. Police Scotland should also consider what measures, such as 
improved training, will be necessary to support such an approach.  
 

 

Incident compliance  
159. Divisions are now regularly scrutinising incidents in their area. This contributes to improved 

Test 1 compliance rates as the scrutiny identifies incidents that have been incorrectly closed 
and often leads to officers being tasked to submit further updates regarding the incident to 
dispel criminality, or to submit a crime report.   
 

160. The way in which incidents are scrutinised varies across local policing divisions. Some 
review all incidents that have been opened with a crime code, and closed with the code 
SC02 which means that no crime report is required.55 Some divisions do this, but also include 
incidents not opened with a crime code but which are deemed high risk, such as domestic 
incidents and hate crime, an approach which we welcome. Divisions also review incidents 
closed with SC03 and SC06 codes, and this is generally done daily. For SC02 incidents, 
divisions vary in how soon they scrutinise incidents after they are created. Some do it within 
a few days of being created or at least within one week. In Edinburgh, we were concerned 
that incident scrutiny was taking place at least a month after the incident was created. 
Although our audit sample was drawn from incidents created between January and March, 
we saw evidence of many incidents being scrutinised and updated as late as the end of May 
and early June, and it was only this late scrutiny that avoided the incidents failing our audit. 
We were told that the delayed scrutiny was caused by a lack of resources.  
 

161. While we welcome the increase in incident scrutiny, we have been surprised at the variation 
in scrutiny processes. There should be more consistent processes and mechanisms by 
which Police Scotland ensures compliance with the SCRS, and these should be outlined in 
any strategy Police Scotland develops for how it intends to implement the SCRS (see 
paragraph 150).  
 

162. Currently, some variation in processes is driven by systems and is therefore unavoidable 
until national systems are in place. Even with national systems, there will be some scope for 
variation but this should be driven by the need to achieve compliance with the SCRS, and 
not by resources or by an impending audit. Scrutiny should be proportionate to the results 
found. If a division is achieving good compliance due to an effective right first time approach, 
then scrutiny can be scaled back. If a problem is identified in a particular area, such as 
Group 2 crime, then scrutiny can be increased and other measures taken to improve 
compliance until better results are achieved.   

                                                           
55

 Each incident should be closed with an SC code. Various SC codes are available. The ones referred to in this report 
are: SC02, which means that no crime report is required; SC03, which means that the incident is non-SCRS compliant; 
and SC06, which means that resources have not yet been deployed to attend the incident.  
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163. In some divisions, those scrutinising incidents are members of the crime management unit, 
whereas in other divisions they are in a separate team. It is for divisional commanders to 
decide how to resource and structure their crime management units, however we do see 
benefits in those doing incident and crime scrutiny being part of the same team and being 
able to perform both roles. This offers resilience, and shared learning. Some divisions we 
spoke to, such as Forth Valley, were increasingly recognising these benefits and were 
moving to this shared incident and crime scrutiny model with multi-skilled staff.  
 

164. In some areas, we heard that incident scrutiny was constrained by divisional officers and 
staff not being able to fully access and use the incident recording system. To gain the access 
required, they were asked to undergo a four-day training course which was largely irrelevant 
for their work. Such training and technological barriers to efficient incident scrutiny processes 
should be addressed – training should be tailored to what those performing incident scrutiny 
need to know so as to avoid being abstracted from their regular duties for unnecessarily long 
periods of time.  
 

165. Prior to being scrutinised by local divisions, incidents are often scrutinised by C3 Division. 
While some incidents will merit scrutiny at more than one point before being closed, we are 
concerned that there is duplication of effort between C3 and local policing divisions. There 
appears to be no strategic overview of incident scrutiny within Police Scotland to map which 
incidents are being scrutinised, when and by whom. There is also no policy or guidance on 
which incidents might require a second layer of scrutiny. This results in unnecessary 
duplication. Some divisions we spoke to were aware that they reviewed incidents already 
checked by C3, but they did this because (1) they still found errors; and (2) any errors are 
attributed to the local division rather than C3 for reporting purposes.  
 

166. In relation to the first point, we too reviewed incidents that had been deemed compliant by 
C3 before being rechecked and identified as an error by the local policing division. However, 
we also saw incidents that had been checked by both divisions and deemed compliant, even 
though they were not. This suggests that some of those carrying out incident scrutiny, 
regardless of division, are insufficiently skilled and knowledgeable, and would benefit from 
additional training.  
 

167. In relation to the second point, SCRS compliance rates are currently reported by local 
policing division (in both internal and HMICS audits). The performance of C3 Division is 
reflected in that of all local policing divisions and is not reported separately. This is true even 
when an incident has been managed by C3 with little or no input from the local policing 
division. This may happen where, for example, a service centre adviser deals with the 
incident at the first point of contact and no resource is ever dispatched, or where the incident 
is referred to a Public Assistance Desk and is managed by telephone. Thus, while divisional 
commanders are held accountable for SCRS compliance in their local area, there appears to 
be a gap in accountability for non-SCRS compliant incidents that are managed by C3. 
Because errors are not attributed to C3, this may also mean there is a reduced opportunity 
for C3 to learn from mistakes.   

 
 

Recommendation 11 
 

Police Scotland should streamline incident scrutiny processes carried out by the Contact, 
Command and Control Division and local policing divisions to minimise unnecessary 
duplication.  
 

 
 

Improvement action 3 
 

Police Scotland should develop a proportionate approach to identifying common crime 
recording errors that are attributable to C3 Division, and should ensure they are 
communicated to that division and that action is taken to avoid such errors recurring. 
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Crime scrutiny  
168. Crime management units scrutinise crime reports to check that crimes are counted and 

classified correctly. In some divisions, the crime recording system requires that all crimes are 
submitted to the crime management unit prior to closure. This helps ensure that non-crime 
management staff are not able to make counting or classification decisions without them 
being approved by the crime management unit. In other divisions, crime management units 
carry out ‘closed case reviews’ to check for compliance and to ensure any investigative 
opportunities have not been missed. One unit told us they would like to do this, but lack the 
necessary resources.  

 

Audit  
169. The crime registrars have adopted a programme of regular audits to monitor compliance with 

the SCRS and to identify areas for improvement. Since 2013, this has included:  
 

■ a biannual audit of crime related incidents and associated recorded crime conducted by 
crime registrars 

■ a quarterly peer audit of recording of specific crime types carried out by crime managers 
(crime managers completed the audit in a division that is not their own and errors were 
verified by crime registrars)  

■ a biannual review of no-crimes by crime registrars.  
 
170. The audits have evolved in response to risk and in light of experience. For example, the audit 

methodology was adapted to include higher risk areas resulting in a greater proportion of 
assaults and sexual crimes being examined. In addition, the decision was recently taken to 
end the peer audit as there was concern that it was not as valuable as had been anticipated, 
and the checking of errors by registrars had resulted in duplication of effort. Instead, this 
audit of specific crime types will be incorporated into the other audits already carried out by 
the registrars. The majority of crime managers we spoke to welcomed this development as 
they felt the peer audits had been time-intensive and felt this would free up their team to 
focus on the day-to-day work of crime management units.  
 

171. As noted above, audit results are reported internally and externally. Findings from audits are 
communicated to divisions so that there are opportunities to learn from errors or to highlight 
good practice. Crime management staff told us that while they receive feedback about their 
own errors, or errors in their command area, they would like to know about errors nationally 
in order to maximise their learning from audits. The findings of the audits carried out by 
registrars are often broadly similar to those carried out by HMICS, lending credibility to the 
results and demonstrating that the registrars are objective and impartial in their assessments.  
 

172. While we welcome the audit approach taken by Police Scotland, we believe there may be 
scope for additional audit and/or scrutiny in two areas. Firstly, the audit process begins when 
an incident is created. This is the method used by registrars and by HMICS in our past crime 
audits. In 2015 however, HMICS carried out an audit of call handling by Police Scotland. This 
was primarily focused on the quality of call taking by C3 Division, but we also noted whether 
incidents were SCRS compliant. In that audit, we listened to 1,501 calls made by the public 
to the 999 emergency and 101 non-emergency numbers. We noted that some incidents were 
not SCRS compliant on the basis that an allegation of criminality made by the caller was not 
properly recorded on the incident. Thus, it was only by listening to the call that we were able 
to establish the error. By reviewing the incident only, we would not have been aware that 
there was an allegation of criminality that required to be dispelled. Following the call handling 
audit, it was our intention that future crime audits would include listening to calls as part of 
our methodology. We have not done so on this occasion however because HMICS intends to 
conduct a follow-up audit of call handling in the coming months and we did not wish to 
duplicate that work.56  

                                                           
56

 The follow-up audit of police call handling will take place when key stages of Police Scotland’s plan to remodel its C3 
function have been completed. Had these key stages passed prior to the commencement of our crime audit, we would 
have combined the crime and call audits.  
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173. Scrutiny of calls, including for SCRS compliance, should be part of regular supervision and 
quality assurance carried out by C3 Division. We also believe there is scope for crime 
registrars to carry out, or oversee, an audit of calls made to the police and the resulting 
incidents to check for SCRS compliance. It is possible that crime registrars may be able to 
influence quality assurance processes being developed by C3 Division for call handling to 
ensure that the SCRS is taken into account. The results of these processes should be 
shared with registrars so that they maintain oversight of compliance across Police Scotland, 
and should be reported on.  

 
 

Recommendation 12 
 

In developing the Contact, Command and Control quality assurance framework, Police 
Scotland should ensure that calls made to the police and the resulting incidents are 
checked for SCRS compliance.   
 

 
174. Secondly, audit or scrutiny processes should be introduced in respect of crimes reported to 

the police by alternative routes i.e. where an incident is not first created. Often, such reports 
will result from referrals from partners agencies and will be made directly to specialist 
investigation units. While the volume of such crime reports may be low, work done by HM 
Inspectorate of Constabulary in England and Wales suggests this is a particularly high risk 
area where compliance rates tend to be poor.57 Based on discussions we had during our 
audit, particularly with those working in specialist investigation units, we were not always 
reassured that such crimes were being recorded when they first came to the notice of the 
police. HMICS will look to review these reporting routes in future audits and we recommend 
that registrars do likewise.  

 
 

Recommendation 13 
 

Police Scotland should assess what scrutiny and/or audit arrangements should be 
developed in respect of reports of crime made via alternative routes, such as referrals from 
partner agencies.  
 

 

  

                                                           
57

 For further information, see the crime data integrity programme of inspections carried out by HMIC. 
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People and resources  
 
 

National Crime Registrar  
175. When first established in 2013, the post of National Crime Registrar was intended to be filled 

by a police officer at chief inspector rank, although the current post-holder is a Temporary 
Superintendent. There was consensus among those we spoke to that a national crime 
registrar at superintendent rank is more appropriate taking into account his regular 
engagement with other officers at a senior level and the need for him to influence and 
leverage change.  
 

176. The National Crime Registrar performs multiple other roles in addition to his focus on 
ensuring compliance with the SCRS. These other roles relate to corporate functions and do 
not appear to raise a conflict of interest with the registrar role. While we believe there is 
scope for the national registrar to do non-SCRS related work given the support provided by 
the regional registrars, we are concerned that since our last audit, the national registrar has 
increasingly taken on additional responsibilities. There is a risk that, if this continues, the 
national registrar may have insufficient time to devote to his SCRS responsibilities and to 
develop strategies to support and increase SCRS compliance.   

 

Regional crime registrars  
177. Police Scotland is fortunate to have three regional crime registrars and one deputy crime 

registrar who have extensive experience in crime recording, and who work well together. The 
three regional crime registrars are members of police staff who held the roles of force crime 
registrar in three legacy forces. Their expertise, and particularly their knowledge of how the 
SCRS has developed since it was introduced in 2004, is invaluable. Their status as members 
of police staff is advantageous in that they are easily able to sit outside the rank structure 
and maintain an impartial approach to their work. We are concerned that there are no 
obvious successors to the current crime registrars. All crime managers, who would have 
relevant expertise, are police officers, and the majority of crime management unit personnel 
are officers. Although some divisions employ police staff to work in crime management units, 
little thought appears to have been given to developing those staff into more senior positions 
with the hope that some may become registrars in the future. Such a long-term plan may 
also increase resilience among the registrars.  
 

178. Despite performing the same role, there remain significant differences in the terms and 
conditions of the three registrars. Police Scotland is aware of this and is working to resolve 
discrepancies through a service-wide project to harmonise terms and conditions for police 
staff.  
 

179. The deputy crime registrar in the West is a police inspector and was formerly a crime 
manager. A deputy was appointed in the West due to the fact that around 60% of incidents 
and crimes are reported in the West and the West has six local policing divisions compared 
to four in the East and three in the North. This places significant additional pressures on the 
crime registrar role in the West in relation to audit and liaising with and supporting a greater 
number of crime management units. However, we are concerned that the deputy crime 
registrar may not be a permanent resource and that the rationalisation of inspecting ranks 
may result in the post being removed. We urge Police Scotland to ensure that the crime 
registrar function in the West continues to be appropriately resourced.  
 

180. As well as auditing, a key part of the crime registrar role is to support crime management 
units and others by providing advice and guidance on the SCRS. The registrars are also key 
to developing effective training and learning opportunities on crime recording, and they 
contribute to the development of crime recording policy and update the SCRS each year. We 
are concerned that their role is becoming increasingly audit-focused, with little time left for 
other functions. We are also concerned that these other functions require further 
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development, and demand for their advice will only increase given changes to the crime 
manager roles (see paragraph 182). Indeed, since the removal of some inspectors from the 
crime manager role, registrars have already noted an increased demand for their advice and 
guidance. We have also already highlighted new areas in which their roles could develop 
including in relation to audit and working more with C3 Division. While it is clear that the 
crime registrar in the West requires additional support from a deputy crime registrar, there is 
a view that the registrars in the East and North would also benefit from additional support. At 
the least, this could be temporary or part-time support during audits. In developing a strategy 
for crime recording, Police Scotland should consider what is required from the registrar role 
and whether the current resource arrangements are sufficient. This was an area we 
highlighted in our 2014 audit and we believe it remains relevant today.58  

 
 

Recommendation 14 
 

To support its crime recording strategy, Police Scotland should review the national and 
regional crime registrar roles and review whether the current resourcing arrangements are 
sufficient. In particular, Police Scotland should ensure that there is sufficient capacity to 
undertake all aspects of the registrar role as well as the required audits, and that the crime 
registrar role in the West is sufficiently resourced.  
 

 

Crime managers 
181. Crime managers lead crime management units and have day-to-day responsibility for 

ensuring crimes are SCRS compliant. Some crime managers also have responsibility for 
incident compliance. Until recently, most crime managers were of police inspector rank. 
While some had other responsibilities, crime management tended to be the most significant 
part of their role. This has changed in recent months.  
 

182. Across Police Scotland, there has been a process of rationalising inspecting ranks. This has 
resulted in many crime managers being moved to new positions and the role being taken on 
by a sergeant. While we do not feel it is necessary for an inspector to perform the crime 
manager role, it is essential that the crime manager has particular attributes or 
characteristics. The manager must be sufficiently experienced and skilled in applying SCRS, 
and the manager must be able to engage in robust discussions with much more senior 
colleagues regarding crime recording decisions and, if necessary, resist pressure to change 
decisions. Some staff have told us that this can be difficult when, for example, they are 
seeking promotion. Crime managers must also be able to influence change within their 
division, and must be seen as credible by their colleagues. 
 

183. Many of the sergeants who have taken on the crime manager role from inspectors have 
extensive experience of working in the crime management unit. We are concerned that when 
these sergeants move on, those who take over will not only be of the more junior rank, but 
will lack the experience and skill of the current sergeants. This again highlights the need for 
succession planning, as well as improved training.  
 

184. Crime managers have also increasingly taken on additional responsibilities, such that leading 
the crime management unit has become a less significant part of their role. Because of this, 
some crime managers have the role in name only, while a more junior colleague effectively 
runs the crime management unit.  
 

185. Some crime managers (and registrars) perform functions related to their role in their legacy 
force. For example, one crime manager told us that 10% of his time is taken up with a 
technical function more suited to someone working in IT. It is often these additional tasks that 
prevent officers and staff properly fulfilling their core role, and that ensure that inconsistent 
roles and practices persist across Police Scotland. If there was ever a move to a national 
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 Improvement action 13, HMICS, Crime Audit 2014. This improvement action has been incorporated into 
Recommendation 14 and will now be closed.  
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crime management unit (see paragraph 192), these tasks should be properly mapped and 
reallocated.  
 

186. While we understand the budgetary pressures the service is facing and the need to 
streamline resources, we are concerned that the changes to the crime manager role will 
negatively impact SCRS compliance. These changes largely happened after the period from 
which our audit sample was drawn, and we are concerned that any impact on compliance will 
not be reflected in internal audit results for another six months or more. This should be 
closely monitored by Police Scotland and corrective action taken where needed.  
 

187. Management and reporting arrangements for crime managers vary by division. Some crime 
managers report to the divisional Detective Chief Inspector, while others report to the Chief 
Inspector (Support). Generally, we find it preferable for crime managers not to report directly 
to the DCI given that person’s operational responsibilities.   

 

Crime management units  
188. The staffing of crime management units is for divisional commanders to determine. As a 

result, there is no consistent staffing model, nor is there consistency in roles or processes. 
Some units have a mix of officers and staff, while others only have officers. Some units 
operate on a shift pattern over seven days, while others work over five or six days. Some 
staff carry out incident and crime compliance, while other units have staff designated to do 
each. In some divisions, responsibility for incident compliance sits outside the crime 
management unit.   
 

189. Most units told us they had sufficient resources to do their role. Some said they would benefit 
from more resources, but were reluctant to ask as this may mean taking resources from the 
frontline. We noted that some divisions appeared to benefit from additional resources when 
audits were being carried out. While the desire to do well in audits is understandable, this 
approach to resourcing misses the point of the SCRS being a mechanism by which a better 
service can be delivered to victims, rather than an end in itself. 
 

190. There is no tenure of posts in crime management units, and some units have experienced a 
high turnover of staff. Often officers on restricted or light duties, or those who are the subject 
of an investigation or disciplinary procedures, will be allocated to crime management units. 
This can often happen for quite short periods of time, and units have said this can be 
disruptive rather than helpful. These officers’ lack of experience and knowledge of the SCRS 
can negatively impact compliance rates. Some divisions have taken steps to address this by 
making more long-term staffing arrangements and no longer allocating officers to the unit for 
short periods of time.  
 

191. Police officers will often spend a year or two in a post before moving on. For that reason, we 
believe there are benefits in having crime management units staffed by a mix of officers and 
police staff. The officers bring their operational experience and, if allocated to the crime 
management unit for a reasonable length of time, can develop expertise which can then be 
useful in future roles. Police staff are less likely to move on and can provide more stability 
and develop expertise over a longer period of time. We have previously been concerned that 
turnover in crime management units affects the quality of decision making and asked Police 
Scotland to keep this under review.59 This concern remains relevant, and some crime 
managers told us that they could attribute dips in performance in internal audits to 
experienced members of staff leaving their team.  
 

192. Recognising the challenges facing crime management units, the National Crime Registrar 
and others within Police Scotland see advantages in developing a national crime 
management unit. This would allow for consistent processes and the development of a more 
expert workforce. It would also allow the units to sit outside divisional reporting structures 
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 Improvement action 15, HMICS, Crime Audit 2014 (2014).  
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and be more effectively removed from operational policing decisions, in a similar way to 
crime registrars. A national unit may also help to identify successors to the current crime 
registrars. Crucially, it is thought that a national unit would allow for a more streamlined and 
efficient staffing model. Many officers we spoke to during our audit saw benefits in a national 
unit, although some were keen that it be a virtual national unit, with some footprint in the 
regions or divisions, rather than the function being centrally located. A national unit is 
however dependent on a national crime management system and is therefore not imminent. 
This is unfortunate as we too see benefits in a national crime management unit. 
Consideration could be given to piloting a regional model in the interim where systems allow.  
 

193. Before a national crime management unit can be established, work will need to be carried 
out to map the processes and functions of each divisional unit. We have noted quite 
fundamental differences in how crime management units operate which would need to be 
addressed and managed if they are to be combined. For example, some units focus entirely 
on SCRS compliance while others also have responsibility for tasking and directing 
enquiries.  

 

Training 
194. HMICS has previously recommended that, ‘To improve consistency in crime recording, 

Police Scotland should review the training needs of all those involved in crime recording 
decisions and develop a strategy to address those needs. The strategy should address initial 
and refresher training and bespoke training for crime managers and their staff. It should also 
set out how officers and staff will be kept up to date with changes to crime recording 
practice.’60  

 
195. In response, Police Scotland has undertaken various initiatives to improve awareness of the 

SCRS. A PowerPoint presentation on SCRS was developed and circulated to crime 
managers and area control room supervisors to assist them in delivering refresher training to 
their colleagues. The national and regional crime registrars delivered training to crime 
managers, divisional commanders and other divisional senior managers in 2014, as well as a 
series of workshops to crime management staff in 2015. The National Crime Registrar is 
currently planning to deliver workshops on recording sexual crime as this has proven 
particularly problematic. We welcome this initiative and believe such workshops will benefit 
crime management units as well as those in specialist investigation units.  
 

196. Prior to our audit, and on receipt of information from Police Scotland about training, HMICS 
had closed this recommendation. In light of our 2016 audit results and new information 
gathered during our audit fieldwork, we believe there remains a need to develop a training 
plan which will support delivery of the crime recording strategy (see Recommendation 9).   
 

197. While the audit results have improved in several areas, we do not feel the improvement has 
been sufficiently significant and widespread, and we are concerned that we have seen the 
same errors recurring in our 2013, 2014 and 2016 audits. This suggests that there has been 
insufficient learning from our audits, as well as from internal audits. Moreover, taking into 
account challenges highlighted above facing crime managers and crime management units, 
as well as the need for the service to develop a more efficient right first time approach, we 
feel the need for a training plan is as strong as ever. In the absence of improved training, we 
are unsure what other mechanism exists to improve the quality of crime recording decisions. 
We are particularly concerned that:  
 

■ there is a lack of training available to newly appoint crime managers and crime 
management staff 

■ there is insufficient training and awareness raising of SCRS among all officers and staff 
to support a right first time approach, and instead there is an over-reliance on scrutiny to 
ensure SCRS compliance.  
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 Recommendation 7, HMICS, Review of incident and crime recording (2013).  
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198. The training need not be extensive, but should be tailored to the level of knowledge required 
by officers and staff for their role. Some crime management units are already delivering 
inputs to divisional colleagues. For example, in North East Division, the crime manager is 
carrying out scenario-based work with all sergeants to identify weaknesses in awareness of 
the SCRS which will inform future training and guidance. It is worth noting that in England 
and Wales, force crime registrars who are comparable to registrars or crime managers in 
Police Scotland, receive a newly developed and accredited course from the College of 
Policing.  

 
 

Recommendation 15 
 

Police Scotland should develop a training plan to support the delivery of its crime recording 
strategy.   
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Appendix 1 – Status of crime recording 
recommendations  
 
 
The following table includes all recommendations and improvement actions made by HMICS in two 
reports: Review of incident and crime recording (2013) and Crime Audit 2014 (2014). The table 
sets out whether the recommendations or improvement actions remain open or whether sufficient 
evidence has been received by HMICS to justify closure. Several recommendations were reviewed 
and closed prior to our 2016 audit. It should be noted that where a recommendation remains open, 
progress towards its implementation may well be underway.  
 
Of the 15 recommendations, 11 have been closed. Of the 15 improvement actions, eight have 
been closed.   
 

Recommendation/Improvement action Status 
Date closed/commentary in this 

report 

Review of incident and crime recording (2013) 

Recommendation 1 
Police Scotland should clearly define the term 
‘as soon as reasonably practicable’ by 
introducing timescales for the recording of 
crime following an initial report. This would 
facilitate compliance with the Scottish Crime 
Recording Standard and ensure victims’ needs 
are better met. 

Closed November 2014  
(see Crime Audit 2014, paragraph 
26) 

Recommendation 2  
Police Scotland should ensure that it makes 
full use of the non-cooperative 
aggravator/marker in the recording of assaults. 

Closed February 2016 
This has been the subject of regular 
communication to those recording 
crimes, including via the Crime 
Registrar’s Bulletin.  

Recommendation 3  
Police Scotland should review the new crime 
registrar structure and governance 
arrangements for crime recording one year 
after their implementation. The review should 
include consideration of whether sufficient 
resources are available for auditing incident 
and crime records, and whether the dual roles 
held by some crime managers raise a possible 
conflict of interest with ethical crime recording 
in contravention of the Scottish Crime 
Recording Standard. 

Closed This review was carried out and 
resources for incident and crime 
scrutiny have increased. There are 
developing plans to have a national 
crime management unit, which may 
resolve issues regarding conflicts of  
interest for crime managers, 
however this is dependent on a 
national crime system being 
introduced. We continue to have 
concerns about registrars’ capacity 
for audit (see paragraph 180 and 
Recommendation 14), as well as the 
capacity and capability of crime 
management units more generally 
(see from paragraph 181). 

Recommendation 4  
Messages about ethical crime recording and 
performance with integrity from senior 
members of the service should be frequent, 
consistent, clear and understood by all 
members of Police Scotland. 

Closed July 2015 

Recommendation 5 
Police Scotland should ensure the continuation 
of the Scottish Crime Registrars’ Group and 

Closed February 2016 
See also paragraph 133. 
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the role it performed. Police Scotland should 
consider the membership and remit of the 
group taking into account the new structures 
for crime recording. 

Recommendation 6 
Police Scotland, in cooperation with the 
Scottish Government and other criminal justice 
partners, such as the Crown Office and 
Procurator Fiscal Service, should seek to 
review and clarify the definition of serious 
assault.  

Closed February 2016  
Although no conclusion has yet been 
reached on the definition of serious 
assault, we are aware that some 
progress has been made and 
responsibility now ultimately lies with 
the Scottish Crime Recording Board 
as owners of the SCRS. HMICS has 
therefore discharged the 
recommendation directed to Police 
Scotland. 

Recommendation 7  
To promote consistency in crime recording, 
Police Scotland should review the training 
needs of all those involved in crime recording 
decisions and develop a strategy to address 
those needs. The strategy should address 
initial and refresher training and bespoke 
training for crime managers and their staff. It 
should also set out how officers and staff will 
be kept up to date with changes to crime 
recording practice. 

Closed February 2016. See 
Recommendation 15.  

Crime Audit 2014 

Recommendation 1  
Police Scotland should develop a mechanism 
to ensure incidents referred to specialist 
investigation units are regularly updated as to 
the status of the investigation and are recorded 
as crimes as soon as it is appropriate to do so. 

Open Paragraph 42 

Recommendation 2  
The Scottish Police Authority and Police 
Scotland should engage the Scottish 
Government and other stakeholders in 
exploring whether the crime groupings used for 
statistical purposes remain relevant taking 
account of the changing nature of crime. This 
should include consideration of whether the 
crime groupings reflect the public’s perception 
of crime. 

Open Paragraph 137  

Recommendation 3  
Police Scotland should introduce processes, 
including appropriate supervision, to ensure 
that incidents are closed and disposed of 
correctly. 

Open Paragraph 90 

Recommendation 4  
Police Scotland should ensure that, where 
relevant, complainers in cases where there has 
been a no-crime decision should be kept 
updated on the status of the investigation and 
its conclusion. 

Closed Paragraphs 100-101 

Recommendation 5  
Police Scotland should develop improvement 
plans for crime recording practice in four local 

Closed Paragraphs 107-110 
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policing divisions: Renfrewshire and 
Inverclyde, Ayrshire, Edinburgh and Argyll and 
West Dunbartonshire. The plans should set out 
how each division will improve its compliance 
with the Scottish Crime Recording Standard 
and the Counting Rules. 

Recommendation 6  
The Scottish Police Authority’s Audit and Risk 
Committee should request from Police 
Scotland the full results of internal crime 
recording audits and should monitor the 
implementation of any resulting improvement 
actions. The Committee should also monitor 
improvement plans developed by Police 
Scotland in response to recommendations 
made about crime recording by HMICS. 

Closed Paragraphs 141-142 

Recommendation 7  
Police Scotland should provide local scrutiny 
and engagement bodies with the findings of 
internal crime recording audits and any 
resulting improvement plans. This will facilitate 
the scrutiny of crime data presented to them by 
local commanders. 

Open Paragraph 143-145 

Recommendation 8  
Police Scotland should work with the Scottish 
Government to clarify ownership of the 
Counting Rules. 

Closed Paragraphs 133-135 

Improvement action 1  
There should be continued awareness raising 
and training regarding the Sexual Offences 
(Scotland) Act 2009 for those involved in crime 
recording decision making. 

Open Paragraphs 54-55 

Improvement action 2  
The National Rape Review Team should 
consider reviewing crime reports which were 
originally classified as rape but were 
subsequently reclassified. 

Open Paragraphs 56-57  

Improvement action 3  
Where the incident and crime record suggest 
that an assault may be serious, medical 
updates must be sought and the lack of an 
update is not a reason to record a common 
assault instead. 

Closed Guidance on this point has been 
added to the SCRS, and has been 
the subject of regular discussion 
between registrars and crime 
management units. Given the low 
number of serious assaults that were 
misclassified as common assaults, 
this action can be closed (see 
paragraph 77).  

Improvement action 4  
Police Scotland should seek feedback from the 
Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service in 
cases where the fiscal prosecutes cases of 
serious violence or sexual crime as different 
crimes from those which have been reported to 
them by the police. Depending on the 
circumstances, this may indicate that Police 
Scotland should reconsider its classification 
decisions or that the Counting Rules be 
updated to provide additional guidance to staff. 

Open This action has been discussed at 
the Scottish Crime Recording Board 
but has not yet been implemented.  
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Improvement action 5  
Officers and staff updating incident records 
should guard against using the term ‘for 
information only’ and supervisors and others 
scrutinising incident records should be alert to 
the term being misused in this way. 

Open Paragraph 84 

Improvement action 6  
Officers and staff who are uncertain about the 
classification of housebreaking, and 
specifically about whether the security of the 
building has been overcome, should refer to 
the Counting Rules for clarification and should 
seek advice from crime registrars. If the 
examples in the Counting Rules do not provide 
sufficient guidance, the crime registrars and 
Scottish Government should consider including 
additional examples to guide classification 
decisions. 

Closed February 2016 
Additional examples were added to 
the SCRS.  

Improvement action 7  
Crime management unit staff should consider 
how best to follow-up on their tasking of 
officers to ensure that tasks have been 
completed as instructed. 

Open Paragraph 44 

Improvement action 8  
In their day-to-day scrutiny of crime records, 
crime management units should ensure that 
hate crime markers are applied when 
appropriate. 

Closed February 2016 
Relevant guidance has been 
included in the Crime Registrars’ 
Bulletin.   

Improvement action 9  
In relation to hate crime, police staff and 
officers should be reminded of the rules 
relating to the recording of racially aggravated 
conduct and threatening and abusive 
behaviour. 

Open Police Scotland intends to address 
this action through a wider training 
programme on hate crime that is 
currently being developed.  

Improvement action 10  
The need for corroboration before racially 
aggravated conduct can be recorded should be 
discussed by the crime registrars and 
additional guidance given. This guidance could 
take the form of additional examples in the 
Counting Rules as to the circumstances in 
which the crimes of racially aggravated 
conduct or threatening and abusive behaviour 
should be used. 

Closed February 2016 

Improvement action 11  
In the improvement plans for Renfrewshire and 
Inverclyde, Ayrshire and Argyll and West 
Dunbartonshire, Police Scotland should 
consider how the quality of no-crime decisions 
can be improved and should look to learn 
lessons from those divisions that had good no-
criming practice. 

Closed Paragraph 110 

Improvement action 12  
Officers and staff must ensure that there is an 
audit trail for incidents transferred to another 
Police Scotland division or sent outwith Police 
Scotland’s jurisdiction. 

Closed February 2016 
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Improvement action 13  
The capacity of crime registrars to undertake 
other aspects of their role, in addition to the 
required audits, should be kept under review. 

Closed Paragraph 180. This action has now 
been incorporated into 
Recommendation 14. 

Improvement action 14  
The National Crime Registrar’s bulletin should 
be disseminated widely within Police Scotland. 

Closed February 2016 
See also paragraph 148 

Improvement action 15  
Police Scotland should assess what impact the 
turnover of crime management unit staff has 
on the quality of decision making (for example, 
does staff turnover coincide with peaks and 
troughs in compliance with the SCRS in 
internal or HMICS audits) and what can be 
done to manage this impact. 

Open Paragraph 190-191  
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Appendix 2 – Recurring errors  
 
Listed below are areas of weakness which we have often found in our audits of crime recording. To 
support Recommendation 1, we have collated these recurring errors.   
 

■ Incidents with non-cooperative complainers appear more likely to be non-SCRS compliant 
(paragraph 47). 

 
■ There should be an audit trail for incidents transferred to another Police Scotland division or 

sent outwith Police Scotland’s jurisdiction (paragraph 48).  
 

■ Officers and staff should be reminded about the criteria that must be met before applying 
the rules relating to incidents and crimes involving persons with mental illness (paragraph 
49).  

 
■ Where a crime has a sexual element, this must be taken into account when making a 

classification decision (paragraph 53).  
 

■ Counter allegations are not always managed satisfactorily (paragraph 70).  
 

■ Officers and staff should be reminded about the criteria that must be met before applying 
the rules relating to incidents involving schoolchildren on school premises (paragraph 71).  

 
■ Recording errors often occur in relation to incidents involving people who are vulnerable 

(for example, due to their young age or mental illness) (paragraph 73).  
 

■ There is inconsistent application of subsuming rules relating to assaults and offences under 
section 38 of the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 2010 (paragraph 76).  

 
■ There is a risk that section 38 is being used as a ‘catch-all’ offence for violent behaviour 

(paragraph 80).  
 

■ There can be delays in recording crimes occurring in prisons (paragraph 81).  
 

■ Where a complainer reports that the same crime has occurred in the past, or has also 
happened to a neighbour, these additional allegations should be followed up and additional 
crime records created where appropriate (paragraph 85).  

 
■ Officers and staff should be reminded about the circumstances in which the crime of 

culpable and reckless conduct should be used, and guidance should be provided about the 
circumstances in which it is more appropriate to apply the crime of malicious mischief, 
rather than vandalism (paragraph 86).  

 
■ Care should be taken not to mistake stolen property for lost property, and not to treat an 

incident as a civil matter when it is in fact criminal (paragraph 91).  
 

■ Where a no-crime decision is taken because the crime report is thought to be a duplicate, 
officers and staff should ensure that the two records relate to the same circumstances 
involving the same complainer on the same date (paragraph 98).  
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Appendix 3 – Methodology  
 
 

Identification of records  
When an incident is reported to the police, an incident record is created. The incident record is 
assigned an initial (opening) code and a disposal code. We used these codes to identify the 
records for analysis (see Table 1). The three crime types were identified only by their opening 
code, whereas the non-crime related incidents were identified by their opening and disposal code.  
 

Table 1 – Identification of records for audit  
 
Category  Method of identification  

Sexual crime Incidents opened with code CR-62 (sexual offence) 

Violent crime 
Incidents opened with codes CR-63 (robbery) and CR-71 
(assault) 

Damage Incidents opened with code CR-72 (damage) 

Non-crime related incidents  
Incidents opened with any crime code, but closed with the code 
SC02 (no crime report) 

No-crimes 
No-crimes are identified in different ways according to the legacy 
force systems in operation across Scotland.  

 

Sample size  
The volume of incidents reported to the police and the volume of crime varies across Scotland and, 
therefore, the number of records to be audited in each local policing division also varied. A 
proportionate, random sample for each of the five categories was selected in each of the 13 local 
policing divisions to meet the required confidence interval.  
 
In relation to the three crime types, we wanted to report statistically significant Test 2 and 3, as well 
as Test 1, results. However, we could not know in advance how many incidents would result in a 
crime report and would therefore be carried forward from Test 1 to Tests 2 and 3. To address this, 
we boosted the sample for the three crime types to meet the required confidence intervals. HMICS 
inspectors were given a ‘target’ for the number of records to be carried forward to Test 2 and, 
where this was not met from the incidents initially selected, were required to randomly select 
additional incidents from a list until the target was achieved.  
 
When selecting our sample size, we considered the reliability of the results. The records included 
in our audit are only a sample of the total population so we cannot be certain that the results 
obtained are exactly those we would have obtained if we had audited the entire population (the 
‘true’ values). We can, however, predict the variation between the sample results and the ‘true’ 
values from a knowledge of the size of the sample on which the results are based and the number 
of times that a particular result is obtained. The confidence with which we can make this prediction 
was chosen to be 95% (i.e. the chances are 95 in 100 that repeated audits of records would result 
in values that fall within the specified range).  
 
Our goal was to report statistically significant results that would be representative across Scotland, 
across the 13 local policing divisions and across the five categories to be audited. The reported 
results are statistically significant with Scotland-wide confidence intervals at the 95% level as set 
out in the table at paragraph 25.   
 

Sample selection  
Police Scotland provided a list of all incidents and crimes (the population data) that met the criteria 
described in Table 1 and which were reported between 1 January 2016 and 31 March 2016. From 
this population data, the incidents to be audited were randomly selected by HMICS. Police 
Scotland was not informed which incidents had been selected in advance of the audit. Police 
Scotland was however aware of the five categories to be audited and the dates between which the 
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records would be selected (this was necessary so that we could obtain the population data from 
which to select our sample).  
 
We chose to audit incidents reported over a three-month time period, as we did in our Crime Audit 
2014. The timeframe was dictated by the fact that we intended to carry out our audit in June 2016. 
Auditing records from January to March allowed sufficient time for enquiries to be undertaken in 
relation to incidents reported before 31 March and a determination made as a result of those 
enquiries as to the classification and counting of crimes.  
 

Recording our findings  
Our team of inspectors were provided with training on how to navigate the various incident and 
crime systems used by Police Scotland. Inspectors then had direct access to the systems and 
were able to examine each incident and crime record. Findings were logged on an Excel template 
which ensured all relevant information was recorded. Incidents and crimes which failed to comply 
with the SCRS were brought to the attention of Police Scotland’s crime registrars allowing any 
necessary corrective action to be taken.  
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