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Executive summary 

Goal 

The goal of this report is to provide policymakers with an overview of behavioural insights 

and interventions that aim to increase citizens’ awareness of domestic burglary prevention 

and encourage them to take prevention measures. In the report, we construct an 

evaluation framework and provide recommendations for four policy measures: 

neighbourhood watch groups; security surveys; police advice and police labels. We 

evaluate these measures using behavioural models, the Taxonomy of Choice Architecture 

Techniques and the EMMIE framework. 

Outline 

The applying of behavioural insights is a multidisciplinary and multipurpose approach to 

public policy that combines theories, frameworks and methods from the behavioural 

sciences. Knowledge of actual human behaviour challenges the ideal-type economic and 

policy models of rational choice. Behavioural public policy builds on the premise that 

peoples’ individual decision-making is boundedly rational and influenced by different 

factors, such as emotions, habits, social norms, heuristics, cognitive biases, contextual 

features and the physical environment. Policymakers can consider these behavioural 

factors (e.g., cognitive biases) when designing policies (e.g., nudges) to encourage 

citizens to take domestic burglary prevention measures. 

First, we examine three behavioural science theories. We start with the dual process 

theory, which distinguishes two systems of decision-making. System 1 is mostly 

unconscious and intuitive, while system 2 is more conscious and deliberate. Second, the 

elaboration likelihood model describes two pathways for altering a person’s attitude, 

namely the central route and the peripheral route. While attitude change through the 

central route is longer-lasting, it also requires more effort. In the peripheral route, attitude 

change occurs through more unconscious means, such as the attractiveness of the 

message. Third, protection motivation theory states that people’s behaviour is based on 

their evaluation of a threat (e.g. becoming the victim of a burglary) and the possible 

responses to manage the threat (e.g. burglary prevention measures). 

The Taxonomy of Choice Architecture Techniques is used to categorise burglary prevention 

measures into three main categories. First, the measures can target the information 

surrounding a decision that people must make, such as framing information or making it 

more visible. Second, measures can target the structure of the decision that people must 

make by changing the default choice. Third, the measures can provide assistance to people 

when they make a choice, for example, by providing well-timed reminders. 
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Finally, we use the EMMIE framework to analyse four burglary prevention measures. This 

framework consists of five dimensions. 

1. Effect: What are the size, direction and reliability of an effect related to a 

measure? 

2. Mechanisms/mediators: What are the underlying mechanisms that explain how 

a measure achieves its effect? 

3. Moderators/contexts: What impact does the context of the measure have on its 

effect? 

4. Implementation: What impact does the implementation of the measure have on 

its effect? 

5. Economic considerations: What are the economic costs of the measure? 

Prevention measures and policy recommendations 

Neighbourhood watch groups 

The first burglary prevention measure is neighbourhood watch, in which a community 

actively participates in increasing the safety and quality of life of its neighbourhood. 

Examples are patrolling through the neighbourhood, creating online groups to report 

suspicious behaviour, or providing information to the police about suspicious behaviour. 

The main findings and recommendations are: 

• Investigate how neighbourhood watch groups impact the neighbourhood, the amount 

of social control and social relations; 

• Use neighbourhood watch groups in higher-status neighbourhoods since they are more 

effective, while in lower-status neighbourhoods, neighbourhood watch groups can 

mainly be used to gather information;  

• Involve both police and residents in implementing neighbourhood watch groups; and 

• Neighbourhood watch groups are negatively influenced by fear of crime of residents, 

false or unnecessary information being shared, and excessive reporting by team 

members. Educate watch team members about the consequences of fear of crime. 

Security surveys 

Security surveys use nudges to make people reflect on their own burglary prevention 

behaviour. By directly contacting people with a survey that contains information about 

burglaries in their neighbourhood, security surveys aim to nudge people towards taking 

more prevention measures.  

The main findings and recommendations are: 

• Security surveys work by reminding people about the amount of burglary and about 

their prevention behaviour; 

• Security surveys that target students are more effective in making people contemplate 

their burglary prevention behaviour; and 

• The impact of the survey could differ depending on whether the police administers the 

surveys or someone else. 

Police advice 

Police can give advice to victims of burglary to encourage victims to take burglary 

prevention measures. The police can also target the victim’s neighbours, which is called 

‘super cocooning’.  
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The main findings and recommendations are: 

• Police advice is more effective in high-status neighbourhoods; 

• The impact of policy advice differs depending on whether the target group consists of 

burglary victims, neighbours to burglary victims, or non-neighbours; 

• The police should give advice close to the first burglary, because the likelihood of 

repeat burglary decreases over time; and 

• The ‘Train, Track, Feedback’ approach should be used to organise advice giving. Police 

officers are trained, tracked in the field, and then given feedback about their 

performance. Active involvement of supervisors is recommended. 

Police labels 

Police labels promote burglary prevention measures by awarding labels to houses that 

comply with certain security rules.  

The main findings and recommendations are: 

• The implementation of police labels requires the involvement of politicians, 

police and local actors; 

• The impact of the police label can differ depending on whether it targets 

individuals, neighbourhoods or urban planners and building practitioners; 

• The impact of the police label differs depending on whether it is the police or a 

different organisation that awards the label; and 

• Police labels can increase vehicle theft in the area. 

We conclude that behavioural insights and evidence-informed behavioural interventions 

can enrich and enhance the traditional toolbox to raise citizens’ awareness of domestic 

burglary prevention and to encourage citizens to take sound burglary prevention 

measures. These behavioural instruments should not be implemented in isolation but as 

part of a larger package including various types of instruments. We recommend the 

simultaneous use of behavioural and traditional prevention measures, targeting both the 

intuitive and the reflective, the conscious and the unconscious, and the rational and 

emotional underpinnings of people’s decision making processes.  
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Introduction: Using behavioural insights to raise 

citizens’ awareness of domestic burglary risks  

The prevention of domestic burglary is a European priority.1 To reduce the number of 

domestic burglaries, prevention activities can directly target (potential) criminals. 2 An 

example is burglary prevention through environmental design and  urban planning to make 

it more difficult for burglars to commit burglaries.3 Burglary prevention measures can also 

focus on (potential) victims. Many burglary prevention measures, such as keeping windows 

and doors locked or installing security systems, can be taken by potential victims 

themselves. Therefore, policy efforts have focused on raising awareness and on 

encouraging (potential) victims to invest in domestic burglary prevention. 4  Such  

awareness raising can be done through traditional measures, such as providing factual 

information about burglary and burglary risks. Concurrently, the use of behavioural 

insights and ‘nudges’ has become more popular to raise awareness.5  

Traditional awareness campaigns are not always very effective. While these campaigns 

can potentially increase awareness among citizens, actually reaching and convincing 

citizens is challenging and depends on different factors. The message should be brief and 

relevant and should be repeated to increase retention.6 The message should be delivered 

through multiple media and addressed to the right target group.7 The awareness campaign 

should also be combined with other burglary prevention initiatives.8 

Behavioural insights and evidence-informed behavioural interventions can serve as  

alternatives and complements to traditional information awareness campaigns. The goal 

of this report is to provide policymakers and practitioners with an overview of tangible and 

applicable behavioural insights and evidence-informed behavioural interventions to raise 

citizens’ awareness of domestic burglary prevention.  

This report consists of six parts. We first explain what behavioural insights into a public 

policy imply. Subsequently, we provide an overview of key behavioural science theories 

relevant to the field of domestic burglary prevention. We then introduce the Taxonomy of 

Choice Architecture Techniques and apply it to burglary prevention awareness. This section 

is followed by an introduction to the EMMIE evaluation framework.  

The main part of the report then consists of an evaluation of awareness-raising measures 

by examining three elements:  

1. We examine whether the measure is based on underlying behavioural science 

models and relates to the range of behavioural insights; 

2. We examine whether the measure can be placed in the Taxonomy of Choice 

Architecture Techniques; and 

3. We evaluate the measures against the criteria of the EMMIE framework. 

We end this report with a conclusion on the evaluation of the measures and 

recommendations on how to use these measures as burglary prevention awareness tools. 

This report was prepared by the KU Leuven Public Governance Institute and was 

commissioned by the European Crime Prevention Network. 
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Methodological note 

This report triangulated three data types. 

1. Analysis of existing academic literature on behavioural insights and prevention 

awareness using scientific databases, such as Scopus, Springer, Proquest and Taylor & 

Francis. We focused on behavioural science theory and models to comprehend how the 

different measures could use behavioural insights for burglary prevention awareness. 

2. Analysis of existing policy evaluations and experiments that have used behavioural 

insights into crime and/or burglary prevention awareness. 

3.  Five interviews with experts on the measures presented in this report. These experts 

have been involved in the implementation of a behavioural  awareness-raising measure or 

its evaluation. 

  



 

3 
 

1. What are behavioural insights in public policy? 

Behavioural public policy combines theories, frameworks and methods from the fields 

of psychology, behavioural economics, sociology and neurosciences. Public policy has 

always been closely connected with the study of human behaviour. Indeed, identifying 

the psychological mechanisms underpinning citizens’ behaviour is considered a crucial 

prerequisite for effective policy-making.9 

Over the past decade, we have witnessed a widespread behavioural turn in analytical 

perspectives and policy interventions.10 The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development is convinced that behavioural approaches in public policy are more 

than “a fashionable short-term foray” and that they “have taken root in many ways 

across many countries around the world ad across a wide range of sectors and policy 

areas”.11 

The insights of behavioural scientists challenge the ideal-type models of rational choice 

and utilitarian calculus.12 Behavioural public policy builds on the premise that peoples’ 

individual decision-making is boundedly rational and influenced by different factors, 

such as emotions, habits, social norms, heuristics, cognitive biases, contextual features 

and the physical environment.13 Policymakers can consider these behavioural factors 

when designing policies to encourage citizens to take domestic burglary prevention 

measures.  

For example, status quo bias explains why people often choose the default path of 

least resistance and are reluctant to change.14 According to this bias as applied to 

burglary prevention, people would more often choose not to implement prevention 

measures simply because it is the status quo option, and it requires no effort. Another 

example is present bias, with which people value an immediate reward over a future 

reward, even if the immediate reward would be smaller.15 Therefore, the amount of 

money saved by not investing in burglary prevention could have a higher perceived 

value compared to the future reward of not being burglarised. A final example is 

optimism bias, presuming that people are inclined to underestimate negative events.16 

People might underestimate the chance of becoming a victim of domestic burglary and 

are therefore hesitant to take prevention measures.  

Policymakers can harness this knowledge about actual human behaviour to design 

realistic and effective policy measures for burglary prevention. The spectrum of 

behaviourally informed policy instruments is broad, including among other components 

information simplification to reduce the cognitive burden on citizens, risk reduction 

advice and social proof campaigns.17  

Nudges are certainly the most prominent type of behavioural intervention. According 

to the definition of Thaler and Sunstein (2008, p.6) a nudge is “any aspect of the choice 

architecture that alters people’s behaviour in a predictable way without forbidding any 

options or significantly changing their economic incentives”.18 In a way, nudges such 

as the rearrangement of products, painted signalling on the floor, social norms in 

government communication, well-timed reminders, and all sorts of labels have become 

part of our everyday life.19 
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The behavioural insights approach to policy includes, but does not limit itself to, a 

catalogue of cognitive biases and nudging techniques. Behavioural public policy can be 

considered a pluralist, multipurpose approach that fosters the application of a 

behavioural insights throughout the entire policy process and in combination with more 

traditional policy tools such as regulatory and monetary measures targeting the 

rational and conscious decision-making processes of citizens.20 The distinction between 

conscious and unconscious cognitive choice processes is often explained via dual 

process theory. 21  We examine the dual process theory and other paramount 

behavioural science theories in the following section. 
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2. How do behavioural insights work? Behavioural 

science theories 

As we have mentioned in the previous section, behavioural insights are based on 

theories and ideas from economics, psychology and sociology. In this section, we briefly 

introduce some of the main theoretical ideas behind behavioural insights. 

2.1. Dual process theory 

According to dual process theory, there are two cognitive systems of decision-making.22 

System 1 is mostly unconscious and brings about instinctive decisions. System 2 is 

conscious decision-making, in which people actively deliberate on a choice. However, the 

dual process picture is more nuanced since both systems are not sharply separated from 

each other. Rather, the distinction between systems 1 and 2 is more fluid, interactive and 

iterative between habitual and deliberate behaviours.23 Behavioural insights usually target 

system 1 thinking by harnessing cognitive biases and unconscious decision-making. In this 

way, people’s decisions are guided towards a certain choice.24 Behavioural insights work 

independently from using measures that aim to alter people’s choices through rational 

decision-making. Measures such as mandates or economic incentives alter the costs and 

benefits related to a certain choice. By influencing these factors, people can rationally 

decide whether the choice is in their best interests. Behavioural insights, in contrast, target 

unconscious, less rational decision-making. 25  For example, when people have an 

emotional, social or unconscious response to potential burglary, they can unconsciously 

decide to buy security equipment without rationally weighing the costs and benefits, 

therefore deciding based on system one (unconscious decision-making) and not system 

two (conscious decision-making).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Systems 1 and 226 
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2.2. The elaboration likelihood model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Elaboration likelihood model27  

The elaboration likelihood model builds on dual process theory and uses it to describe 

possible changes in the attitude of a person.28 It provides a central and peripheral route 

towards persuading a person.29 When receiving persuasive communication, people can 

follow one of these routes resulting in attitude change. The central route is the result of 

rational and conscious thinking and creates a longer-lasting attitude and behaviour 

changes. In contrast, the peripheral route is the result of intuitive associations, often 

devoid of rationality and logic but influenced by the attractiveness of the message. Attitude 

changes through the peripheral route are often shorter-lasting than changes through the 

central route. In Figure 1, the routes are referred to as cognitive structure change and 

peripheral attitude shift.30 
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When a person receives a message, he or she can process the information using the central 

or peripheral route. The amount of elaboration (in other words, the level of thought) is 

dependent on psychological processes that cause a person to use a lower (peripheral 

route) or higher (central route) amount of elaboration. Since changes via the peripheral 

route would generally be shorter-lasting, they would not be as effective as changes via 

the central route. Additionally, attitude changes in the central route are able to more 

accurately predict behaviour. 31  Whether people take the central or peripheral route 

depends on the ability and opportunity to contemplate the message (understanding the 

message), the motivation and interest to contemplate (wanting to understand the 

measure) the message and the attitude towards the message (have positive or negative 

emotions towards the measure).32 These factors are also represented in Figure 1.  

When there is an attempt to persuade people, the message can be communicated to target 

the central or peripheral route. To change attitudes about crime prevention, many 

elements must be present to cause cognitive structure change via the central route. This 

is not the case for peripheral attitude shifts.33 Understanding this distinction can help to 

explain the limited effectiveness of some measures. For instance, burglary prevention 

awareness campaigns often have limited effectiveness, which could be attributed to people 

often lacking the motivation to process the information received during the campaign.34 

Therefore, awareness campaigns could also target a peripheral shift by implementing very 

noticeable and clear measures. Posters that evoke a strong emotional response, for 

example, could have an effect by creating a peripheral shift rather than a cognitive 

structure change via the central route because emotional decision-making occurs more 

unconsciously.  

Understanding the routes could help in creating messages that are more effective and last 

longer. For example, burglary prevention measures that use messages targeting the 

peripheral route would be shorter-lasting and would have a lesser predictive quality. 

However, the elaboration likelihood model has been criticised for regarding the two routes 

as exclusive.35 According to newer models, information can be processed both consciously 

and unconsciously, which would imply two things for burglary prevention measures. First, 

policymakers can use measures that appeal to the conscious and unconscious decision-

making of people. For example, regarding burglary prevention awareness raising, they can 

place posters that provide factual information (targeting the central route) and allude to 

social responsibility (targeting the peripheral route). Second, since peripheral route 

attitude changes are shorter-lasting, repetition of measures could be more important for 

behavioural insights than for other, traditional measures that don not use the peripheral 

route.36 

 

2.3. Fear-based messaging and protection motivation theory 

In addition to general behavioural science theories, there are also more specific 

behavioural science theories to explain how behavioural insights can help in altering 

people’s choices. These theories often focus on a specific psychological factor, such as an 

emotion or a more intuitive thinking pattern. One example is the use of fear to convey a 

message. Fear-based messaging uses a person’s fear of crime to obtain a certain 
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behaviour from the person. Fear of crime refers to a person’s fear of becoming a crime 

victim.37 A person can experience this fear of crime on a temporary basis (e.g. fear of 

being robbed while walking in a dimly-lit alleyway) or on a more permanent basis (e.g. 

constant fear of experiencing a burglary).38 Temporary fears, known as situational fear of 

crime can, in the long term, add to the creation of a more permanent, dispositional fear 

of crime.39 Next, the person can have an affective or emotional experience linked to the 

perception of the threat of crime. Fear of crime is then expressed by fearful behaviour.40 

For instance, when people are afraid of a burglary, they can be nudged towards taking 

crime prevention actions.  

However, an important caveat with using fear-based messaging consists of the negative 

consequences and side effects that fear can have for individuals. Not only can fear cause 

psychological issues such as anxiety and distrust, but it can also cause unwanted negative 

behaviours (such as limiting social activities or drug use).41 We should always consider 

these negative consequences when using fear-based messaging.  

Figure 3. Protection motivation theory42 

Protection motivation theory is often used to better understand responses to fear. This 

theory states that people try to protect themselves as a response to fear. People use their 

knowledge and experience to assess or appraise situations, which can be done through 

threat appraisal and coping appraisal. With threat appraisal, people estimate the degree 

of harm of the threat (severity) and the probability of it occurring (vulnerability). Threat 

appraisal is the result of combining the severity and the probability of a threat after 

subtracting the positive rewards related to not responding to the threat (e.g. saving money 

by not buying security equipment). With coping appraisal, the person attempts to cope 

with or eliminate the threat through a certain behaviour. This strategy is the combination 

of response efficacy and self- efficacy after the response costs are subtracted. Response 

efficacy is the belief that the behaviour will work in eliminating or coping with the threat, 

while self-efficacy is a person’s belief that he or she can actually perform the behaviour. 

The response costs are the costs associated with performing the behaviour.43  
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To minimise potential negative consequences, it is possible to use protection motivation 

theory and guide people in their appraisals. Information about the probability of crime can 

put the fear of crime into perspective and support people with their threat appraisal. By 

presenting coping mechanisms to people and convincing them of their effectiveness in 

response to fear-based messages, people can also be helped with their coping appraisal.44 

For example, when spreading messages about the prevalence of burglaries in a certain 

area, the negative consequences of fear caused by these messages could possibly be 

reduced by providing solutions for the burglary problem alongside the fear-based 

message, thus targeting response efficacy. A solution could be the installation of security 

devices or remembering to keep doors and windows locked. Emphasising the low costs of 

certain security devices can decrease the perceived response cost, and stressing the 

simplicity of installing such devices can target self-efficacy, because it could be easier for 

people to believe that they could install them. Research suggests that these coping 

mechanisms are even more effective in creating prosocial behaviour than fear-based 

messages themselves.45 
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3. How do we categorise behavioural insights? A 

taxonomy for behavioural insights 

We use a Taxonomy of Choice Architecture Techniques to categorise different measures 

to raise awareness about domestic burglary prevention.46 This taxonomy consists of three 

main categories, subdivided into nine different techniques. The taxonomy has been 

specifically designed to classify different applications of behavioural insights. We explain 

the categories of the taxonomy and illustrate them with examples relevant to domestic 

burglary. 

Category Technique 

A. Decision information A 1 Translate information 

Includes: reframe, simplify information 

A 2 Make information visible 

Includes: make own behaviour visible (feedback), make 

external information visible 

A 3 Provide social reference point 

Includes: refer to descriptive norm, refer to opinion leader 

B. Decision structure B 1 Change choice defaults 

Includes: set no-action default, use prompted choice 

B 2 Change option-related effort 

Includes: increase/decrease physical/financial effort 

B 3 Change range or composition of options 

Includes: change categories, change grouping of options 

B 4 Change option consequences 

Includes: connect decision to benefit/cost, change social 

consequences of the decision 

C. Decision assistance C 1 Provide reminders 

C 2 Facilitate commitment 

Includes: support self-commitment/public commitment 

Table 1. Choice architecture categories and techniques47 

The first category is decision information. This category focuses on the information 

available to persons and the way in which this information is presented.48 The presentation 

of the information can affect the unconscious thinking of people and affect their behaviour, 

which can be accomplished by translating the information, for instance by reframing or 

changing the information format or by simplifying the given information.49 An example is 

comparing the high rate of burglary on a person’s street to the average burglary rate  of 

the entire city. 50  This presentation reframes the information and can influence the 

behaviour of the residents. Policymakers can also make information visible, for example 

by using illustrations depicting people’s behaviour, which makes their own behaviour 

visible to themselves.51 Furthermore, social reference points can be provided, for instance 

by referring to descriptive norms, such as the number of citizens who already take burglary 

prevention measures, or by referring to the message of opinion leaders.52 Police officers 

could for example present residents with information on the effectiveness of a burglary 

prevention measure, since citizens can regard them as figures of authority with knowledge 

of the subject, thus making the information more valid in the eyes of the residents. Not 

only the message but also the messenger matter.  
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The second category is decision structure. This category focuses on the options presented 

to people and how the arrangement of these options can influence behaviour. One can 

influence behaviour, for example, by changing the default option. Doing so does not limit 

the choices of people, but changes the choice selected ‘by default’.53 For example, instead 

of allowing people to sign up to participate in a security check by the police department of 

their home, the police can automatically make an appointment. Instead of letting people 

proactively register themselves for a security check (opt in), they would have to indicate 

they do not want a security check (opt out).54  

The third category is decision assistance. This category focuses on assisting people in their 

choices and helping them to implement the behaviours that they actually want to perform. 

One way is to provide people reminders of desired options. For example, after giving 

people information about the importance of security devices, they can be reminded on a 

continuous basis. Next, facilitating commitment in public as well as in private can influence 

behaviour. For example, policymakers can hold a forum on the creation of a neighbourhood 

watch group, at which residents are invited and then publicly asked whether they want to 

be involved. This process can encourage people to publicly precommit to engagement in 

the neighbourhood watch group, which can influence their willingness to actually become 

involved.55 
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4. How do we evaluate behavioural measures based? 

The EMMIE framework 

In the previous section we categorised measures using behavioural insights to raise 

awareness of domestic burglary prevention and we examined the underlying theories. To 

evaluate the measures consistently, policymakers and practitioners can rely on the EMMIE 

framework. The EMMIE framework has been explicitly designed to evaluate crime 

prevention measures grounded in evidence-based findings.56 It uses five dimensions that 

are deemed important for crime prevention, represented in Figure 3. These dimensions 

are:  

• Effect; 

• Mechanisms/mediators; 

• Moderators/contexts; 

• Implementation; and 

• Economic considerations.57   

We evaluate crime prevention measures based on two scoring systems: the scoring of the 

measure itself, known as the EMMIE-E score, and the scoring of the research that 

examined the measure, known as the EMMIE-Q score. To exemplify these systems, one 

can contemplate research showing that a certain measure has a large, significant effect 

(EMMIE-E), but this research is considered to be of poor quality (EMMIE-Q).58  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. The EMMIE framework59 

The first dimension indicates the size and direction of an effect and the reliability of this 

effect. For example, a specific policy measure can cause a decrease in crime. However, if 

the measure would have an unanticipated effect of increasing crime in surrounding areas 

it  would lower the overall effectiveness of the measure. Research should consider both 

internal and external validity 60 , as well as unintended side effects, such as crime 

displacement.61 

The second dimension indicates the mechanisms and mediators influencing the functioning 

of a given measure. This dimension contains the underlying mechanisms/mediators that 

explain why a specific measure has a certain effect (or lack thereof).62 EMMIE-E scoring 

refers here to the amount of information about the underlying mechanisms, while EMMIE-

Q scoring measures how well designed and empirically examined these mechanisms are.63  
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The third dimension refers to the moderators and contexts of the different measures. They 

include the context in which a measure is applied and the effect that this context can have 

on the functioning of the measure. Moderators/contexts are often measured by 

determining differences in the effect of the measure concerning certain subgroups. These 

subgroups can, among others be different locations, different crimes or different segments 

of the population.64  

The fourth dimension concerns the implementation of the measures and refers to the 

components of the implementation of a measure that are necessary to replicate the effect 

of the measure when it is implemented elsewhere. Possible components could be the 

design of certain objects needed for an intervention, communication about the intervention 

or the organisation responsible for the implementation of the intervention. Since 

policymakers can implement many measures in different ways, this dimension can also 

include information about the type of implementation that achieves the best results.  

The fifth and final dimension of the EMMIE framework consists of the economic 

considerations surrounding the measure, more specifically, the cost of implementing the 

measure. This cost includes an estimated quantification of the cost of a measure itself, as 

well as a cost-effectiveness and cost-benefit analysis to contextualise the cost of the 

measure.65 Cost-effectiveness analysis weighs the results of a measure versus the costs 

invested to obtain this result. Therefore, it is possible to contextualise the results of a 

measure by indicating how much the results would cost.66  
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5. Evaluating burglary prevention measures using 

behavioural insights  

In this section, we present four burglary prevention measures with a focus on citizens and 

their burglary prevention behaviour: neighbourhood watch, security surveys, police advice 

and police labels. We evaluate these measures using the EMMIE Framework and underlying 

behavioural theories (see Table 2). The EMMIE framework provides a score from 0 to 4, 

where 0 stars indicates no available information, and 4 stars indicates strong evidence, 

based on quality research from multiple sources with a well-rounded methodology. For 

example, multiple studies with a substantiated methodology provide strong evidence that 

a certain measure is highly effective. These studies also provide information on additional 

effects of the measure that have been empirically tested and confirmed by different 

studies. In this situation, the measure receives a high score on ‘Effect’.67 

5.1. Neighbourhood watch 

Neighbourhood watch is a general term referring to activities in which residents of a 

community aim to improve the safety and quality of life in neighbourhoods.68 Citizens can 

for instance participate by patrolling the neighbourhood, by reporting suspicious situations 

to the police or by educating residents about crime prevention.69 Recently, there has also 

been an increase in online neighbourhood watch groups, in which residents can post about 

suspicious activity in a social media group. 70  Whilst neighbourhood watch is not a 

behavioural initiative in se, it can contain behavioural insights into its functioning, such as 

in educating citizens, convincing citizens of the amount of burglary in their neighbourhood 

or reminding citizens about burglary through regular patrols. 

Behavioural Theory 

Protection motivation theory explains how neighbourhood watch initiatives function 

through threat appraisal and coping appraisal, for instance by educating residents, 

encouraging residents to join a social initiative, and reminding residents of the amount of 

burglary in their neighbourhood. 71  First, neighbourhood watch groups can show the 

severity and vulnerability of residents by educating them about how much harm can be 

done with a burglary and the extent to which burglary is present in their neighbourhood. 

This information increases the perceived risk of becoming a victim of crime for residents 

and affects their threat appraisal. Research shows that the higher the perceived risk is, 

the higher that the perceived threat and willingness to change behaviour are (in this case, 

to join a neighbourhood watch group). Second, neighbourhood watch groups can also 

provide residents with solutions to this threat of burglary and provide coping mechanisms. 

Belief in online neighbourhood watch groups increases the perceived effectiveness (or 

response efficacy) of burglary prevention measures and therefore the willingness to 

change behaviour.72 Another element of coping appraisal is self-efficacy. Residents should 

believe that they can contribute to the initiative, for example by providing relevant 

information or actively patrolling. Convincing residents about the importance of these 

factors increases participation in neighbourhood watch groups.73 Neighbourhood watch 
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initiatives can use these factors, not only to increase participation, but also to educate 

other residents and convince them to take effective target hardening measures. 

We should remark, however, that neighbourhood watch is a complex measure that also 

influences other levels of decision-making. According to community engagement theory, 

for example, there are community factors that could influence participation in 

neighbourhood watch groups, such as sense of community and participation in the 

neighbourhood. 74  Furthermore, beliefs in institutional agencies that are part of the 

neighbourhood watch initiative, such as police, also have an effect.75 

Type of Behavioural insight 

Neighbourhood watch groups can use different choice architecture techniques to influence 

resident behaviour.76 First, they influence decision information. Neighbourhood watch 

groups can make information visible (A1) by directly contacting residents and organising 

events on burglary prevention measures.77 Second, they can influence decision structure 

by changing the social consequences of the decision to take burglary prevention measures 

(B4). By increasing social cohesion and providing information about the effect of burglary 

prevention measures on the entire neighbourhood, they can focus on the consequences of 

the social environment of the resident.78 Finally, neighbourhood watch groups can provide 

decision assistance by reminding residents about the importance of burglary prevention 

(C1). These reminders can take the form of organising events or regularly patrolling.79 

Furthermore, encouraging citizens to join a neighbourhood watch group can also induce 

public commitment (C2). People then publicly show their willingness towards this group to 

make efforts concerning burglary prevention. Therefore, neighbourhood watch groups 

facilitate commitment to burglary prevention through the social character of the group.80 

Effect 

In general, neighbourhood watch groups can be effective in reducing crime, including 

burglary.81 Additionally, the use of social media neighbourhood watch groups can reduce 

burglary, although these initiatives are more recent and have not been rigorously 

researched .82 A 2008 meta-analysis83 found an average effect of 26 crimes prevented for 

every 100 crimes.84 A later revision of this meta-analysis still shows that crime decreased 

by 16% on average (or that crime increased by 19% in areas without neighbourhood 

watch).85 However, many studies also show inconclusive effects on crime reduction.86 

Although the meta-analysis does not find that neighbourhood watch groups increase the 

amount of crime, some evidence contradicts this outcome.87 The revised version of this 

meta-analysis, for example, shows that there can be an association with increased crime 

in some cases.88  

Examinations of neighbourhood watch groups most often measure the amount of crime 

reduction. Studies with a transparent analysis clearly show a reduction in crime.89 There 

are also multiple meta-analyses, strengthening the evidence that neighbourhood watch is 

effective. 90  However, studies still suffer from limitations. First, neighbourhood watch 

initiatives often contain multiple activities, such as patrolling, creating social media groups, 

and organising events. When these initiatives are tested for their effectiveness, it is often 

not possible to measure the effectiveness of the distinct individual activities.91 Second, 

research often limits measurements of effectiveness to crime reduction in the 

neighbourhood where the watch group is active, while they do not consider surrounding 
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areas. Some studies found that there does not seem to be a displacement92 or diffusion93 

effect, although they still have limited results.94 Third, research often measures crime 

reduction through official recorded crime rates.95 However, since neighbourhood watch 

groups encourage citizens to be alert and provide information to the police, this could lead 

to more reports of crime and render the crime rate an inaccurate measurement.96 

Mechanisms 

There are several mechanisms that explain how neighbourhood watch groups have an 

effect on crime prevention. 

The first mechanism explains crime prevention through visible deterrence. The active 

patrolling of watch teams might deter potential burglars. 97 While studies have found 

reductions in the number of burglaries after the creation of neighbourhood watch groups, 

it is difficult to attribute this reduction to deterrence through active patrolling.98  

Second, crime prevention can occur by providing information to the police and authorities, 

which can aid in policework.99 Furthermore, evidence suggests that it might also improve 

the relationships between residents and police, in turn allowing police to operate more 

effectively.100 

Third, neighbourhood watch groups can induce crime prevention through social control, 

namely by directly intervening when ‘undesired behaviour’ is committed.101 However, in 

practice, neighbourhood watch teams often do not directly intervene in crime or disorder 

situations.102 Direct intervention also appears to undermine the social relations that the 

teams have built in the neighbourhood, which can have a negative impact on social 

control.103 

Finally, neighbourhood watch can prevent crime by informing residents about security and 

safety issues. They can, for example, organise events or patrols in which they provide 

residents with information about the most important crime prevention measures, although 

events are more effective than patrols regarding this matter.104 This measure, combined 

with the use of social media groups to report suspicious activity, also has a short-term 

effect on the alertness of residents. Alert residents are more likely to take crime prevention 

measures; thus, neighbourhood watch groups can have a significant effect.105 Here, we 

note a caveat about fear-based messaging. In particular, inadequate use of these 

initiatives by neighbourhood watch groups can cause residents to have a fear of burglary. 

Watch groups should be aware of this effect and prevent the negative consequences of 

fear of burglary.106 

While we can identify many potential mechanisms, research into the effectiveness of 

specific mechanisms is scarce. 107  Some evidence seems to suggest that providing 

information to residents and to the police and authorities is the most important activity, 

although there are no studies that have tested this relationship in isolation, without the 

presence of other activities.108 Research on the mechanisms is still severely lacking, and 

there is a need for empirical studies on the specific mechanisms contained in 

neighbourhood watch. 
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Moderators 

Research can accurately identify two moderators.  

First, the status of the neighbourhood (or the rate of crime in the neighbourhood) impacts 

the effectiveness of neighbourhood watch. In the Netherlands, for example, multiple 

reductions in the number of burglaries have been witnessed immediately after the creation 

of neighbourhood watch groups in higher-status neighbourhoods.109 However, this effect 

does not seem to be present in lower-status neighbourhoods. We can attribute this 

difference to two factors. First, policymakers often subject lower-status neighbourhoods 

to more stringent crime measures, such as active police patrolling. In such areas, 

neighbourhood watch groups, which are a softer measure, have a lesser impact compared 

to these harder measures. Second, residents of lower-status areas are often less willing 

to participate in neighbourhood watch groups because there less belief that these groups 

will work in reducing burglary rates. This doubt leads to fewer participants, in turn reducing 

the effectiveness of the neighbourhood watch groups.110 Residents of lower-status areas 

are also less present in social media watch groups. 111  Apart from this difference, 

neighbourhood watch teams in low-status neighbourhoods do have one advantage 

compared to their high-status neighbourhood counterparts. Criminals often do not regard 

neighbourhood watch groups in low-status neighbourhoods as a threat, because they have 

a less noticeable impact in the area, making it easier for the group to gather more valuable 

information.112 

Second, neighbourhood watch groups are often part of a larger programme consisting of 

multiple initiatives (such as property marking113 or government information campaigns), 

once again making it difficult to attribute effectiveness to neighbourhood watch groups.114 

However, there seems to be no significant impact on effectiveness when neighbourhood 

watch groups are part of a programme also consisting of property marking or security 

surveys.115 Multiple neighbourhood watch initiatives have been implemented without a 

larger programme, and these initiatives still seem to be effective.116 The interactions 

between neighbourhood watch groups and initiatives, other than property marking or 

security surveys, have not yet been thoroughly measured. 

Neighbourhood watch initiatives operate in many different contexts, rendering 

comparisons between them difficult. For example, initiatives in the USA and Canada reduce 

much more crime (47 per 100 crimes) than UK-based initiatives (15 per 100 crimes).117 A 

potential moderator therefore is location. The initiatives also vary greatly in size, which  

could also explain the difference in effectiveness. Although research often includes some 

context for neighbourhood watch initiatives, there still remain many contextual factors 

that have not been compared, making it difficult to determine which moderators actually 

have an effect. Empirical research focused on specific moderators could facilitate 

understanding of the impact of different contexts. 
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Implementation 

Neighbourhood watch is a complex initiative that policymakers can implement in many 

ways.  

First, implementation and continuous engagement in neighbourhood watch seems to be 

dependent on the fear of crime. The amount of fear of crime determines the resident 

engagement in the initiative. This fact has two implications. First, increased fear of crime 

could lead to more behaviour attempting to increase social control, such as through direct 

intervention during crime or disorder situations. This form of direct interventions can lead 

to an increase in reported crime.118 Second, when neighbourhood watch is effective in 

reducing crime, it could also lead to a reduction in the fear of crime. A lower fear of crime 

reduces engagement in the neighbourhood watch initiative, in turn reducing the 

effectiveness of the initiative.119 This means that engagement in neighbourhood watch 

groups solely based on fear of crime could decrease the effectiveness of the initiative. 

Second, cooperation between organisations is an important factor in implementation. The 

most important organisations are collectives of residents and the police (since these are 

most often involved in neighbourhood watch). Neighbourhood watch initiatives initiated 

by the public are more effective than initiatives solely initiated by the police.120 Public 

support of residents for neighbourhood watch groups is necessary to achieve crime 

reduction.121 Initiatives of residents that don not involve other organisations, such as 

police or private security businesses, also seem to be less effective.122 Therefore, the 

neighbourhood watch initiative is most effective when both the police and the residents 

are involved. Neighbourhood watch should also be coordinated at the level of the residents. 

When there is no coordinating stakeholder resident, groups are prone to fall apart.123 

Third, there are some important caveats when implementing neighbourhood watch. 

Neighbourhood watch groups should be aware of the behaviour of team members, because 

research shows this behaviour can harm the social relations and sense of security. False 

or unnecessary information often plagues neighbourhood watch initiatives, whether this 

information is delivered to police and authorities or shared among social media groups.124 

An excessive amount of reporting, also known as ‘report deformation’, can lead to 

excessive social control, which could be harmful to police effectiveness and social 

relations. 125  When citizens engage in behaviour to counteract disorder in the 

neighbourhood, they are inclined to use social stereotypes and stigmatise particular 

groups. This is also the case for neighbourhood watch groups, especially in high-status 

neighbourhoods.126 

Economic costs 

Because of the variety in neighbourhood watch groups, it is impossible to extract precise 

monetary information. Economic costs are mostly absent from neighbourhood watch 

evaluations.127 Costs depend on the activities in the neighbourhood watch initiative, the 

organisation that is responsible for the initiative, who is funding the initiative, and the 

amount of cooperation with other organisations, such as regular meetings with police.128 

When neighbourhood watch groups are based on fund-raising by residents and involve 

lower police cooperation, they can be implemented with relatively low costs.129 
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Summary 

We provide a summary of the different evaluation elements in Table 2. 

General 
Theory 

Taxonomy Effect Mechanism Moderator Implement
ation 

Economic 
Cost 

- Protection 
motivation 
theory 
- Community 
engagement 
theory 

- Making 
information 
more visible 
- Reframing 
information 
- Changing 
social 
consequence
s 
- Providing 
reminders 
- Facilitating 
commitment 

*** 
- Crime 
reduction in 
general, 
although 
crime 
increase is 
possible 

** 
- Visible 
deterrence 
- Providing 
information 
to police and 
authorities 
- Direct 
intervention 
- Informing 
residents 
about 
security 

* 
- 
Status/crime 
rate of 
neighbourho
od 
- No 
interaction 
with other 
activities, 
although 
very limited 
evidence 

** 
- Fear of 
crime 
- 
Cooperation 
between 
organisation
s 
- Daily 
practices of 
neighbourho
od watch 
team 
members 

* 
- Dependent 
on activities, 
organiser, 
amount of 
cooperation, 
… 

Table 2. Evaluation of Neighbourhood watch 
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5.2. Security surveys  

‘Security surveys’ refers to a newly developed nudging technique that uses surveys to 

provide information to potential burglary victims and to cause them to reflect on their 

burglary prevention behaviour. The survey gives people current information about the 

burglary rate in their area and aims to nudge them towards taking more burglary 

prevention measures.130  Since this is a very recent technique, research on security 

surveys remains very limited. 

Behavioural Theory 

According to the elaboration likelihood model, security surveys can create attitude change 

via the peripheral route. Peripheral attitude change occurs more unconsciously and has 

fewer requirements than central attitude change. People must be able and motivated to 

process the information that they are given to create central attitude change. Peripheral 

attitude change happens unconsciously, for example by simply reminding people of a topic 

such as burglary prevention. The security survey aims to make people contemplate their 

own prevention behaviour by simply reminding them about burglary and not by simply 

providing a list of rational arguments about burglary prevention measures. An emotional 

response can also induce peripheral attitude change.131 Further information about the 

presence of burglary in the area, which the survey provides, can lead to an emotional 

response and therefore induce peripheral attitude change. 

Protection motivation theory also helps to explain how security surveys work.  Information 

about burglary in the area could increase the perceived likelihood of becoming a burglary 

victim (vulnerability), making it more likely for people to engage in coping measures. The 

survey can also help in providing coping mechanisms for the perceived threat by causing 

people to contemplate prevention measures that they themselves can take (self-

efficacy).132 

Choice architecture technique 

The choice architecture of the security survey is based on two techniques. First, the survey 

influences decision information by rendering information about the amount of burglary 

more visible (A1). The survey mentions that the person lives in an area with the most 

burglary within a certain region. Second, the survey gives decision assistance by providing 

reminders (C1) about the occurrence of burglary and the existence of prevention 

measures, by asking questions about these topics in the survey. Both techniques aim to 

cause people to reflect on their own burglary prevention measures.133 

Effect 

The results from a 2020 study show that a security survey caused 79% of the people to 

think about their burglary prevention behaviour, and 63% would increase this 

behaviour. 134  The study also measured a 25% reduction in burglary in the area. 135 

However, there is no certainty that this reduction is connected to the use of the security 

survey or that other factors could be responsible for it, since the research does not take 

external variables into account. Furthermore, there is only a single study that explicitly 

measures security surveys that use nudge, which is very limited. More empirical testing is 
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necessary to properly determine whether security surveys are effective, including other 

factors of effectiveness, such as diffusion136 or fading of effectiveness over time. 

Mechanisms 

The survey of the 2020 study is based on previous studies of bicycle locking behaviour.137 

Here, policymakers prevented bicycle theft by nudging people towards securing and/or 

locking their bicycle, lowering the opportunity for theft.138 These studies use nudges with 

a similar goal as in the security survey, and they are effective measures in reducing crime 

by increasing crime prevention measures. They achieve this goal by reminding people 

about theft, theft prevention measures and the ease of implementing these measures.139 

Similarly, this survey aims to remind people of these topics concerning burglary. 140 

However, no empirical testing is present regarding the mechanisms of security surveys. 

Therefore, we cannot be certain that this mechanism is in fact the underlying mechanism. 

Moderators 

The most important moderator that we can identify is the target group of the current 

burglary security survey research, namely students. Unlike in the general population, 

multiple studies find that students often neglect very basic burglary prevention measures, 

such as locking doors and windows.141 The security survey can target. areas with many 

students and their neglect of burglary prevention measures.142 Targeting students is based 

on targeting people with a higher risk of repeat victimisation.143 Some studies indeed find 

that student accommodations have a higher repeat victimisation risk, but there are also 

studies that find the exact opposite.144 Regardless of whether students are a relevant 

target group, in the 2020 study, researchers compared students and nonstudents and 

found significant results with both groups, although more students than nonstudents 

indicate that the survey made them ponder their burglary prevention behaviour.145 This 

means that effectiveness does not seem to depend on the target group being students. 

However, security surveys that target students are more effective in making people 

contemplate their prevention behaviour. 

Implementation 

A factor of implementation is the actor that administers the survey. In the 2020 study, 

this was the police.146 People can regard the police as an authority figure, and the presence 

of such a figure can affect the information that they provide. Therefore, the presence of 

an authority figure and not only the content of the survey could affect the effectiveness of 

the survey.147 More studies of the effect of police and other implementation factors are 

necessary before we can draw conclusions. 

Economic costs 

We have not found information about the economic cost of security surveys. Costs can be 

dependent on who administers the survey, for example volunteers or police. Apart from 

this point, security surveys are expected to have relatively low costs, especially when 

people are contacted automatically via online methods. 

  



 

22 
 

Summary 

We provide a summary of the different evaluation elements in Table 3. 

General 
Theory 

Taxonomy Effect Mechanism Moderator Implement
ation 

Economic 
Cost 

- Peripheral 
attitude 
change 
- Protection 
motivation 
theory 
 

- Making 
information 
more visible 
- Providing 
reminders 

** 
- Crime 
reduction, 
although 
very limited 
evidence 

** 
- Based on 
nudging 
people 
towards 
reflection 
- Underlying 
mechanism 
has been 
shown to be 
effective 

* 
- Students 
as target 
group 
 

* 
- Police 
administerin
g the survey 
can possibly 
impact 
effectiveness 

/ 
- No 
information 
about 
economic 
costs 

Table 3. Evaluation of security surveys 
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5.3. Police advice (including super cocooning) 

Burglary prevention programmes often use police to give prevention advice to victims of 

burglary to prevent repeat victimisation.148 Targeted police advice is a form of hot spots 

policing149, in which there is a focus on targets with a higher crime concentration. Police 

advice aims to convince victims to take more burglary prevention measures. 150  This 

burglary prevention advice is often part of a larger context of police response to burglary, 

with police also conducting a criminal investigation and providing information about the 

burglary case.151 When police provide advice to victims, but also to neighbouring residents 

of this victim, it is called ‘super cocooning’. Super cocooning aims to contact more people 

with a greater risk of victimisation. 152  Indeed, neighbouring residents of burgled 

residences also experience a greater likelihood of burglary victimisation, called ‘near 

repeat victimisation’.153 

Behavioural Theory 

When we look at behavioural theory, we find the importance of fear of crime in burglary 

victims. Victims are more likely to experience a greater fear of crime compared to different 

times when they were not recently the victim of an offense.154 This fear of crime can, 

however, be situational and not permanent.155 When fear of crime remains for a longer 

period of time, it can become more permanent. Police then can give advice when fear of 

crime is still only situational. 

Fear of crime also plays a part in protection motivation theory. Experiencing a burglary 

can impact the perceived risk of a person becoming a victim of a burglary (vulnerability). 

Additionally, it can show a person the ways in which burglary can have a harmful effect, 

as the person has become a victim him- or herself (severity). In other words, becoming a 

victim of burglary can increase the perceived threat of a subsequent burglary. The police 

advice, then, aids people in thinking about ways to cope with this threat, namely taking 

prevention measures. The police can convince people which measures work (response 

efficacy) and that people can prevent burglary by their prevention behaviour (self-

efficacy).156 

Choice architecture technique 

Police advice mostly aims to influence decision information, for instance, by giving 

prevention advice that frames prevention measures positively (A1). Since there are many 

prevention measures to choose from, police advice can simplify information (A1) by 

offering the most effective preventive measures and explaining why they are beneficial. 

Furthermore, people can see police officers as authorities on the subject. This provides a 

social reference point for people (A3), who regard the information to be trustworthy 

because it comes from a source of authority.157 

Effect 

Information about police advice effectiveness is still quite limited.158 Police advice appears 

to increase belief in burglary prevention measures by potential burglary victims without 

necessarily increasing their fear of crime.159 In general, areas where police give advice 

experience a reduction in burglary rate, although the amount of reduction varies.160 The 

strongest evidence for police advice comes from an analysis of a large-scale Australian 
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project, in which researchers examined the effect of only police advice to burglary victims 

and found that repeat victimisation decreased from 13% to 8% within the year that police 

gave advice.161 Super cocooning also seems to be effective, although strong evidence is 

once again limited. 162  Different initiatives find a different amount of burglary rate 

reduction, ranging from 7% to 30%. These initiatives often coincide with other activities, 

however, significantly impacting the strength of the evidence because these activities 

could also be responsible for the decrease in burglary rate.163  

There are also a series of studies that find no or very limited effectiveness of advice.164 A 

meta-analysis 165  shows that some police advice can fail to convince people to take 

prevention measures.166 However, this conclusion is based on results from police advice 

concerning many types of crime and is not exclusive to residential burglary. When we only 

consider residential burglary, we can conclude that there is a reduction in residential 

burglary with the presence of police advice.167 

Measuring the effectiveness of police advice is prone to methodological problems. First, 

police advice is often part of a larger programme, containing multiple crime prevention 

initiatives. For example, some studies consider super cocooning initiatives to be effective 

in decreasing the burglary rate, while there are other activities implemented 

simultaneously. Therefore, these other activities could also have caused the burglary rate 

reduction.168 Second, there is still a lack of research on the additional effects of police 

advice. However, many studies have been done on effects of hot spots policing.169 Since 

targeted police advice is a form of hot spots policing, some information can be gained from 

general hot spots policing research. For example, a meta-analysis shows that there is a 

small possibility of a diffusion effect170 when using hot spots policing.171 However, further 

research is still necessary to examine whether this case also obtains specifically for police 

advice. For example, some evidence suggests that, compared to police advice, general hot 

spots policing has a larger but more short-term effect.172 

Mechanisms 

No clear mechanisms of police advice have been the subject of empirical research. 

Different studies are available on the impact of police advice on victims’ fear of crime and 

coping strategies, satisfaction with police and burglary prevention behaviour. However, 

they have not yet analysed how police advice exactly changes the burglary prevention 

behaviour of the victim, whether we can attribute this change to police presence, the 

timing of the information or a different factor.173 Further research could therefore provide 

information on the elements of police advice that are essential for effectively modifying 

behaviour. 

Moderators 

We can identify three moderators. 

First, police advice is more effective in areas where there is a lower amount of crime. 

There seems to be a larger reduction in repeat burglary victimisation in areas with a lower 

crime rate. This relationship is true although research shows that repeat victimisation is 

more prevalent in low-status neighbourhoods, which have higher crime rates, compared 

to high-status neighbourhoods, which have lower crime rates.174 



 

25 
 

A second moderator of police advice is the group of citizens that the police target. Police 

advice initiatives almost exclusively contact people with an increased risk of becoming 

victims of burglary. Research shows that victims of burglary are at a higher risk of 

becoming victims of another burglary compared to people who have not been victims.175 

Therefore, police advice targets victims of burglary, since they have a high chance of 

repeat victimisation.176 Super cocooning also includes neighbouring residences of the 

victims, since they also seem to experience an increased risk of victimisation.177 One study 

finds this to be the case for residences within 400 metres of the burglary, although exact 

measurements have not yet been rigorously tested and are likely dependent on the area 

where the burglary took place.178 

Third, police advice is most effective when it is provided close to the time of the first 

offense. It appears that police should give advice as soon as possible after the first 

burglary, because victims are still experiencing the psychological effects of the burglary 

and will take advice more seriously.179 Furthermore, the increased risk of victimisation for 

neighbours of burglary victims is higher when the burglary has happened recently. For 

example, some studies indicate it is highest within one week of the burglary taking place 

and remains high for two months after the burglary, meaning that the police should give 

advice quickly, so people can take prevention measures during this period of highest 

risk.180  

Implementation 

Unlike many other measures, police officers directly give information to citizens. Therefore, 

these police officers must be compliant with the given rules on how to most effectively 

convince citizens to take burglary prevention measures.181 There are some parameters to 

ensure that police officers are compliant.182 First, supervision by higher officers improves 

compliance. Second, direct feedback and active involvement from supervisors appear to 

do the same.183 Other police advice programmes suggest that these forms of supervision, 

especially in early stages, can improve compliance and therefore effectiveness. 184 

Empirical testing of compliance with police advice remains limited.185 However, there is 

evidence to suggest that the ‘Train, Track, Feedback’ approach can help in implementing 

policy initiatives that depend on front-line workers.186 In this approach, police officers are 

trained on giving police advice. Then, supervisors track officers to measure whether they 

are actually compliant. Finally, supervisors give feedback to police officers about the 

measured compliance during tracking.187 This approach can help increase to compliance 

with police advice, including when compared to less involved trainings.188 

Economic costs 

The economic costs of police advice are very difficult to determine. Police advice is one of 

many police activities. Research on the costs of police advice should therefore investigate 

the amount of time and money that the police allocate to this task, but this information is 

not yet available.189 
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Summary 

We provide a summary of the different evaluation elements in Table 4. 

General 
Theory 

Taxonomy Effect Mechanism Moderator Implement
ation 

Economic 
Cost 

- Situational 
fear of crime 
- Protection 
motivation 
theory 

- Translating 
information 
- Providing 
social 
reference 
point 

** 
- Crime 
reduction, 
although 
limited 
evidence 

/ 
- No 
mechanisms 
clearly 
identified  

** 
- Crime rate 
of 
neighbourho
od 
- Potential 
repeat 
victimisation 
as target  
- Time 
between first 
offence and 
advice 

*** 
- Compliance 
by police 
officers 

/ 
- No 
information 
about 
economic 
costs  

Table 4. Evaluation of police advice 
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5.4. Police labels 

The use of police labels is a measure that aims to promote burglary prevention measures 

by awarding labels. Police can inspect a house or create certain rules about security 

measures, and then provide a label that shows a residence is secure based on the 

measures in place. Most information on police labels stems from two large projects, namely 

Secured by Design in the United Kingdom and Police Label Secure Housing in the 

Netherlands. These projects involve multiple public organisations and citizens and include 

different activities.190 Although these initiatives are large-scale and can use financial, legal 

and other rational incentives, unconscious decision-making facilitated by behavioural 

insights can also convince people to take preventive measures.191 

Behavioural Theory 

Police labels mostly appeal to the rational and conscious thinking of citizens to increase 

prevention behaviour. However, multiple behavioural models suggest that labelling 

measures can influence both conscious and unconscious behaviour.192 One goal of police 

labels is for the label to be known by the largest number of people.193 While people can 

rationally choose to adhere to a police label, reminders of the existence of the label and 

the risk of burglary can also convince them. By reminding people about the existence of 

the label and how many other people already have them, the decision about acquiring a 

label could change from a solely rational to a partially unconscious and automatic one.194 

Next, a police label also provides a list of burglary prevention measures that policymakers 

deem to be effective and how to implement them. Doing so lowers the amount of cognitive 

effort a person must exert take for burglary prevention. When we examine protection 

motivation theory, we find that this reduction in effort (or response cost) could more to 

lead people acquiring a police label as a coping mechanism for potential burglary.195 

Choice architecture technique 

Police labels could use many choice architecture techniques to increase burglary 

prevention measures. First, a label can influence decision information by simplifying 

information (A1) and clearly stating the measures that people should implement and how. 

Furthermore, since awareness of the police label is often widespread, it can act as a social 

reference point for people (A3), by which people trust that the measures required to 

acquire the label are effective in reducing burglary. Second, the police label can influence 

decision structure by acting as a standard or default option (B1). When people see a police 

label as a standard for new residences, it could increase the number of labels that people 

acquire. Instead of having to actively take steps to acquire a label, the label can become 

standard practice. Finally, by increasing awareness about the label, policymakers can 

assist people in their decision on prevention measures. Indeed, every time the label 

reminds people about the existence of burglary and measures to avoid it (C1), it also 

details the prevention measures that can best help people.196  
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Effect 

Since measurements of police label effectiveness mostly stem from two large programmes, 

it is difficult to accurately identify how effective police labels are.197 In both programmes, 

strong reductions in burglary have been found.198 Residents with the Police Label Secure 

Housing have an 80% lower risk of burglary, and for new residences the risk is even 95% 

lower. The amount of burglary reduction fluctuates over the years. Notably, the number 

of people who attain a police label has decreased. While we could partially explain this 

outcome by the reduction in new residences being built, the reduction in awarded police 

labels is still significant. There is no research on why fewer people feel encouraged to 

obtain the police label.199 The effectiveness of Secured by Design also seems to fluctuate. 

An evaluation between 1994 and 1998 noticed a continuous rise in effectiveness. 200 

However, only since 1996 did residences with the label experience fewer burglaries than 

residences without the label. Additional and more recent studies use multiple methods to 

support that the police label in the UK is an effective method to reduce burglary and is 

therefore quite strong evidence.201 

Limited information is available on the additional effects of police labels. Research found 

a remarkable displacement202 effect during a Police Label Secure housing project. In 

neighbourhoods with the police label, the amount of vehicle theft was 148% higher 

compared to neighbourhoods without the police label.203 This effect also seems to be 

present with Secured by Design initiatives.204 Next, there is also limited evidence showing 

that although the UK police label led to greater crime reduction, the amount of crime also 

increased significantly faster in the long-term after the initial reduction.205 When evaluated 

over a 10-year period, crime increased faster in police label residences near the end of 

this period compared to residences without the label. Another study found a similar 

problem.206 

Mechanisms 

There are multiple possible mechanisms of police labels. 

First, police labels deter burglary through a list of environmental design choices, reducing 

the opportunities for burglary.207 Research has shown many times that environmental 

design is effective in reducing the burglary rate.208 To achieve this goal, police labels 

stimulate people to take burglary prevention measures.209 The existence of the police label 

gives people information about which measures prevent burglary and can also raise 

awareness. A survey shows that 85% of Dutch people are familiar with the Dutch police 

label.210 Next, police labels aim to support people in demanding secure residences from 

architects and urban planners. Indeed, the Police Label Secure Housing provides people 

with clearly structured demands that they can make when a residence is being built or 

more greatly secured. In this way, the police label encourages prevention measures by 

making it easier for people to realise how and which prevention measures can help, and 

by improving communication about security issues between clients and architects/urban 

planners.211  

Second, police labels are directed not only towards individuals, but also towards larger 

complexes and even neighbourhoods. 212  By creating such a joint initiative between 

multiple residents, a police label can improve social control and cohesion. This outcome 
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changes the social environment of the person and could motivate them to take burglary 

prevention measures.213 

Third, some elements of the police label can create a sense of ‘involvement’ of residents 

in their neighbourhoods. This mechanism is based on the idea that attractive 

neighbourhoods create more involved residents. Involved residents can then be more alert 

and make more efforts towards the neighbourhood, for example through burglary 

prevention behaviour.214 

Policy documents about police label projects show multiple possible mechanisms. 

However, there is only limited empirical evidence showing that police labels indeed work 

because of these mechanisms, in contrast with the mechanisms of environmental design 

that police labels encourage. Research on the police labels themselves, however, is 

lacking.215 Further research could empirically test these different mechanisms. 

Moderators 

Police label studies mention two possible moderators. 

First, we should note that these projects target not only citizens, but also urban planners 

and building practitioners.216 There is no information about whether targeting citizens or 

urban planners and building practitioners is more effective. 

Second, the effectiveness of police labels depends on location. For example, an evaluation 

of the Police Label Secure Housing found that the amount of reduction of burglary in 

residences with the label differs by large amounts.217 The reason for this difference has 

not yet been the subject of investigation. 

Although we can identify some potential moderators, there is no empirical evidence 

showing why these moderators have an effect. More testing is necessary to determine 

exactly how the context of police labels impacts their effectiveness. 

Implementation 

Both police label projects have existed for a long time and have undergone significant 

changes.218 Since 2005, for example, the police no longer awards the Police Label Secure 

Housing. Building plan advisors have now taken over this role.219 This reform reportedly 

led to a drastic reduction in the number of police labels that were awarded. In the UK, 

both the police and building advisors award Secured by Design labels simultaneously.220 

Multiple ministries have also conducted the implementation of the Police Label Secure 

Housing in the Netherlands. Implementation also depends on whether local authorities 

want to work on police labels in their area.221 Therefore, implementation in a different 

country without ministerial, police or local authority cooperation might not be as 

successful. There is, however, no research into how different forms of cooperation impact 

the effectiveness of police labels.  

The large scale of police label projects does have an advantage. Policymakers have created 

a handbook with guidelines for Dutch projects, which could make it easier for other 

countries to implement a police label, as a handbook with a theoretical background is 

available.222  
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Furthermore, the quality of implementation depends on whether the police label is always 

given to residences that have actually procured the required security measures. For 

example, not all neighbourhoods with a Police Label Secure Housing have actually fulfilled 

the necessary requirements.223 The impact of this discrepancy on the effectiveness of the 

police label is not yet clear. 

Economic costs 

There are no economic costs available about organising a police label project. These 

projects are large operations with multiple actors and initiatives.  The costs also don not 

pertain to a single organisation, since multiple public and private organisations are 

involved in a police label project. There is some information about the police label costs 

for citizens available. The Police Label Secure Housing in the Netherlands has an average 

cost of  €1.500. People with a police label often mention this cost as a negative element.224 

To comply with UK Secured by Design regulations, the costs seem to range between €82 

and €236.225 

Summary 

We provide a summary of the different evaluation elements in Table 5. 

General 
Theory 

Taxonomy Effect Mechanism Moderator Implement
ation 

Economic 
Cost 

- Both 
conscious 
and 
unconscious 
thinking 
- Protection 
motivation 
theory 

- Simplifying 
information 
- Social 
reference 
point 
- Changing 
choice 
default 
- Providing 
reminders 
 

*** 
- Strong 
crime 
reduction 
evidence, 
but only two 
projects 

** 
- 
Encouraging 
prevention 
measures 
- Improving 
social control 
and cohesion 
- Improving 
neighbourho
od 
involvement  

* 
- Citizens 
and urban 
planners/arc
hitects as 
target 
groups 
- Location 

* 
- 
Cooperation 
with police 
and local 
authorities 
- Large-scale 
project 
- Residences 
with labels 
don not 
always meet 
requirements 

* 
- No 
information 
about policy 
costs 
- The cost 
for citizens is 
known 

Table 5. Evaluation of Police Labels 
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6. Conclusion 

In this report, we evaluated four different measures that use behavioural insights to encourage people to take burglary prevention 

measures. In the evaluation, we examined the underlying behavioural theory, and situated the measure in the Taxonomy of Choice 

Architecture Techniques. We also evaluated the measure using the EMMIE framework. Table 6 presents a final summary of the four policy 

measures. 

Measure General Theory Taxonomy Effect Mechanism Moderator Implementation Economic cost 

Neighbourhood 

watch 

- Protection 

motivation theory 

- Community 
engagement theory 

- Making information 

more visible 

- Reframing 
information 

- Changing social 

consequences 

- Providing reminders 

- Facilitating 

commitment 

*** 

- Crime reduction in 

general, although 
crime increase is 

possible 

** 

- Visible deterrence 

- Providing 
information to 

authorities 

- Direct intervention 

- Informing residents 

about security 

* 

- Status/crime rate 

of neighbourhood 
- No interaction with 

other activities, 

although very limited 

evidence 

** 

- Fear of crime 

- Cooperation 
between 

organisations 

- Daily practices of 

neighbourhood watch 

team members 

* 

- Dependent on 

activities, organiser, 
amount of 

cooperation, … 

Security surveys - Peripheral attitude 

change 

- Protection 

motivation theory 

 

- Making information 

more visible 

- Providing reminders 

** 

- Crime reduction, 

although very limited 

evidence 

** 

- Based on nudging 

people towards 

reflection 

- Underlying 

mechanism seems to 

be effective 

* 

- Students as target 

group 

 

* 

- Police administering 

the survey can 

possibly impact 

effectiveness 

/ 

- No information 

about economic costs 

Police advice - Situational fear of 

crime 

- Protection 

motivation theory 

- Translating 

information 

- Providing social 

reference point 

** 

- Crime reduction, 

although limited 

evidence 

/ 

- No mechanisms 

clearly identified  

** 

- Area crime rate 

- Potential repeat 

victimisation as 

target  

- Time between first 
offence and advice 

*** 

- Compliance by 

police officers 

/ 

- No information 

about economic costs  

Police labels - Both conscious and 

unconscious thinking 

- Protection 
motivation theory 

- Simplifying 

information 

- Social reference 
point 

- Changing choice 

default 

- Providing reminders 

 

*** 

- Strong crime 

reduction evidence, 
but only two projects 

** 

- Encouraging 

prevention measures 
- Improving social 

control and cohesion 

- Improving 

neighbourhood 

involvement  

* 

- Citizens and urban 

planners/architects 
as target groups 

- Location 

* 

- Cooperation with 

police and local 
authorities 

- Large-scale project 

- Residences with 

labels don not always 

meet requirements 

* 

- No information 

about policy costs 
- The cost for citizens 

is known 
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6.1. Neighbourhood watch  

Neighbourhood watch refers to activities in which residents of a community aim 

to improve the safety and quality of life in neighbourhoods. Citizens can use 

social media groups, patrols or events to discuss suspicious activity and offer 

prevention advice. The behavioural theory of neighbourhood is based on 

increasing the severity and vulnerability factors of citizens while also increasing 

response efficacy. Neighbourhood watch can make information visible, change 

the social consequences of burglary prevention decisions, increase social 

cohesion and facilitate public commitment. 

We find that generally, neighbourhood watch is effective in reducing the 

burglary rate, although it is unsure which specific activities of neighbourhood 

watch are actually effective. We identified four mechanisms, namely visible 

deterrence through active patrolling, aiding in criminal justice by providing 

information to the police, increasing social control through direct intervention, 

and increasing prevention measures by informing citizens. Although there is 

limited evidence, this last mechanism seems to be the primary mechanism 

towards a decrease in the burglary rate and an increase in prevention 

measures. We also identified two moderators, showing that neighbourhood 

watch groups are more effective in higher-status neighbourhoods and that 

being part of a larger crime prevention programme likely does not impact 

effectiveness. Next, we found that the amount of fear of crime, cooperation 

with other relevant organisations and the behaviour of neighbourhood watch 

team members seem to be important during the implementation of the 

measure.  

Recommendations:  

• Investigate how neighbourhood watch groups impact the neighbourhood, 

the amount of social control and social relations; 

• Use neighbourhood watch groups in higher-status neighbourhoods, since 

they are more effective, while in lower-status neighbourhoods, 

neighbourhood watch groups can mainly be used to gather information;  

• Involve both police and residents in implementing neighbourhood watch 

groups; and 

• Neighbourhood watch groups are negatively influenced by fear of crime of 

residents, false or unnecessary information being shared, and excessive 

reporting by team members. Educate watch team members about the 

consequences of fear of crime. 

6.2. Security surveys 

A security survey provides people with questions and information about 

burglary and prevention measures, and aims to nudge people towards taking 

more prevention measures. Security surveys can create a more unconscious, 

peripheral attitude change by presenting information about the amount of 

burglary in the area and reminding people of the possibility of becoming a 

burglary victim. It also aims to increase the perceived risk of becoming a 

burglary victim (the vulnerability of the person).  
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We find that security surveys seem to be effective in reducing the burglary rate, 

although we can only base this finding only on very limited evidence. More 

studies are needed to conclusively indicate whether security surveys are 

effective. Security surveys can target students, since they more often neglect 

prevention measures and the surveys can more easily make students 

contemplate their burglary prevention behaviour. Current research on security 

surveys involves the police administering the surveys, which can impact the 

way in which people receive the content of the survey, because they can regard 

the police as an authority figure.  

Recommendations: 

• Target a group that neglects basic prevention measures (e.g., 

students) to increase the chance that they will contemplate their 

prevention behaviour; and 

• Allowing police to administer the security survey could cause people 

to regard the information from the survey as more trustworthy. 

6.3. Police advice 

Police advice refers to prevention advice that the police give to victims of 

burglary. This process aims to prevent repeat victimisation. When the police 

also give advice to neighbours of the victim, we  call this ‘super cocooning’. 

Becoming a crime victim can impact the perceived risk of the person once again 

becoming a burglary victim (vulnerability), and it shows how burglary can 

impact their lives (severity). The police can provide the person with 

mechanisms to cope with this perceived threat of burglary by encouraging 

prevention measures and by advising people regarding the measures that are 

best suited for them. They also serve as an authority figures or a social 

reference point to increase the validity of the information that they provide. 

Police advice is generally effective and works better in high-status 

neighbourhoods. Policymakers most often use it to target people with a higher 

risk of victimisation, and it is more effective when it occurs close to the time of 

the first burglary, as the increased repeat burglary chance gradually decreases. 

Policymakers receive positive results when they train, track and give feedback 

to their police officers to increase compliance among officers administering the 

survey.  

Recommendations: 

• Use police advice in high-status neighbourhoods since it is more 

effective; 

• Use police advice to target both victims of crime and their neighbours 

since it is effective in both situations; 

• The police should give advice close to the first burglary, because the 

chance of repeat burglary decreases over time; and 

• The ‘Train, Track, Feedback’ approach should be used to organise 

advice giving. Police officers are trained, tracked in the field, and 

then given feedback on their performance. Active involvement of 

supervisors is recommended. 
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6.4. Police labels 

Police labels aim to encourage burglary prevention measures by awarding a 

label to citizens who take certain prevention measures. Police labels are often 

large projects, in which policymakers design rules and then award the label 

when citizens fulfil these rules. Behavioural theories indicate that police labels 

can influence unconscious decision-making by reminding people of burglary 

rates and prevention measures and by lowering the amount of effort needed to 

take prevention measures (response cost). Police labels can simplify the choice 

of prevention measures, provide a social reference point in society, remind 

people about the existence of prevention measures, and serve as a standard to 

which people want to abide by regarding standards. 

Police labels are often large projects that are effective, but fluctuate through 

time depending on the project. They also affect the amount of vehicle theft in 

neighbourhoods with a police label project. Police labels aim to improve 

prevention behaviour but also social control and cohesion by targeting 

neighbourhoods. They however target not only individual residents and 

neighbourhoods but also urban planners and practitioners, especially 

concerning new residences. The effectiveness of police labels depends on the 

area where the residence is located, although no information is available 

regarding why these differences exist. Implementing police labels depends on 

multiple actors, since they are often large projects. Political, police and local 

actors are necessary to successfully implement police label projects.  

Recommendations: 

• The implementation of police labels requires the involvement of 

political, police and local actors; 

• Individuals, neighbourhoods and urban planners and building 

practitioners should be targeted, since the impact of the label can 

depend on the target group; and 

• Police labels are more effective when the police awards them. 

• When implementing police labels, vehicle theft can increase in the 

area. 

6.5. General recommendations for crime prevention 

measures 

Based on behavioural theories and the application of these theories on burglary 

prevention measures, there are some recommendations that we can apply to 

the use of behavioural insights in crime prevention measures in general.  

First, think before you talk. Policymakers should not only take into account 

the message itself, but also the way in which they present this to decision 

makers. Messages should be framed so they are easily understandable, clear 

and noticeable. The choice that is preferred (in this case: taking burglary 

prevention measures) should also be presented as positively as possible. 

Policymakers can contextualise information by making comparisons (e.g. 

burglary rate in a neighbourhood compared to the city), they can make 
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information more visible (e.g. directly contacting citizens), they can provide 

social reference points (e.g. letting authority figures present the information) 

or they can provide reminders (e.g. regular patrols to remind people about 

burglary risks). 

Second, take into account the entire decision-making process. Applying 

behavioural theories before presenting a message can provide policymakers 

with opportunities to improve their message and increase its effectiveness. 

Protection motivation theory, for instance, shows that showing the threat of 

burglary can be more effective when possible coping mechanisms are also 

provided. These coping mechanisms can show which burglary prevention 

measures are effective, how people can reduce burglary risk themselves and 

which advantages the measures can bring. The elaboration likelihood model 

shows that messages can be more effective when they target both the central 

and peripheral route, for instance by providing factual information and alluding 

to social responsibility concerning burglary prevention measures. 

Third, be careful with fear. Some messages have the ability to evoke an 

emotional response. This can unconsciously lead to more desired behaviour and 

can therefore be used to enhance the message. However, be careful with fear 

and fear-associated emotions, as this is very unpredictable and can have 

significant negative side effects. 

Fourth, make it easy for decision makers to make the desired choice. 

Policymakers can use defaults to let people choose the right option by default 

(or force people to opt out of the desired choice instead of having to opt in), 

and they can reduce complexity by presenting a clear message and reducing 

the effort that people have to take to choose the desired option. It is also 

possible to make it more difficult for people to refuse a certain choice, for 

instance by facilitating public commitment during an event. 

Lastly, context matters. The physical and social environment of the decision 

maker are important elements, as these can be used to nudge people towards 

a certain choice. Policymakers can mention social environments and norms and 

appeal to people’s moral conscience. The origin of the message also impacts 

the message itself, for instance when it is given by an authority figure. 

Furthermore, the timing of the message impacts effectiveness. It can be more 

effective when people most often need it, for example right after having become 

a victim of a crime.  This also applies to the context of the measure itself, since 

a different implementation or application might impact its effectiveness. 

Therefore, it is recommended to consult existing research and similar initiatives 

prior to implementation. 
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6.6. Final conclusion 

We conclude that behavioural insights and evidence-informed behavioural 

interventions can enrich and enhance the traditional toolbox to raise citizens’ 

awareness of domestic burglary prevention and to encourage citizens to take 

sound burglary prevention measures. These behavioural instruments should not 

be implemented in isolation but as part of a larger package including various 

types of instruments. We recommend the simultaneous use of behavioural and 

traditional prevention measures, targeting both the intuitive and the reflective, 

the conscious and the unconscious, and the rational and emotional 

underpinnings of people’s decision making processes.  
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