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What I’ll cover…

• Background – Why a focus on serious and organised crime (SOC)?

• The main research questions the project addressed.

• How SOC cases were identified within the court data.

• Some key findings.

• Some tentative recommendations for data owners. 



Discrimination and bias apparent at each stage of 
the criminal justice process…and reflected in data



And the offending dealt with by the criminal courts is 
clearly unrepresentative of all crime

Source: Buil-Gil et al., 2022

Not all organised crime groups 
(OCGs) known to local police 
intelligence are ‘mapped’ and 
proactively investigated (e.g., 

only 6 of 43 groups considered 
to be involved in child sexual 
exploitation (CSE) in Bristol 

according to Skidmore et al., 
2016). 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15614263.2022.2047047
https://www.police-foundation.org.uk/2017/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/organised_crime_and_cse.pdf


Background – Why a focus on SOC?

• A growing area of policy interest. Serious and organised crime (SOC) is considered a national 
security threat by HM Government (Mackey, 2020).

• Protecting the public from serious offenders is one of three priority outcomes set for the 
MoJ by the 2020 Spending Review. Crime and Justice 1 of 5 priority areas for the £15M EAF.

• Considerable social and economic costs to the UK associated with SOC: estimated at £37 
billion in 2015-16 (NAO, 2019).

• But NAO concerned government does not yet have the extent or depth of data that it needs 
to formulate an effective response.

• Several recent high-profile reports have raised concerns about the effectiveness of CJS 
responses to SOC (e.g. Home Office, 2018; Police Foundation, 2018; HMIC, 2019).



What are the aims of the project?

• To better understand the nature, extent and outcomes of SOC appearances 
before the Crown Courts in England and Wales between 2013 and 2020.

• It sought to measure the cumulative crime ‘severity’ or harm attributable to 
these SOC appearances (vs. non-SOC ones) and assess whether these are equally 
distributed across different offence types, SOC groups, and locations (including 
indices of multiple deprivation).

• It tested for any association between SOC status and the likelihood of cases being 
discontinued, dismissed or acquitted.

• Finally, it assessed the feasibility of measuring subsequent reappearances of SOC 
defendants before the courts over time (vs non-SOC defendants).



Identifying SOC cases within the court data

• The administrative datasets do not contain SOC or OCG-specific flags. These have to be 
constructed.

• SOC is a contested concept and various definitions exist (e.g. von Lampe has identified 200+).

• Francis et al (2013) defined SOC as 185 offences with some degree of planning, control and co-
ordination, receiving a minimum custodial sentence of three years upon conviction, and where co-
defendants were involved.

• Using this definition does not provide a complete or comprehensive picture of SOC, but should 
instead be interpreted as relating to a proxy group of such cases. 

• Francis et al and more recently Ashby (2015) found low prevalence levels of SOC (0.2% and 0.5% 
respectively) within the known offender groups they examined using this definition. 



Nature and extent of SOC appearing at Crown Court

• 6% of appearances (N=862,816) before the Crown 
Court in England and Wales between 2013 and 2020 
met this proxy criteria for SOC. This was equivalent to 
3% of all cases (N=780,326) dealt with by the Crown 
Court during this period.

• Most Crown Court appearances (90%) and those 
considered to be SOC in nature (83%) involved a male 
defendant.

• Among SOC-related cases, 63% were comprised 
exclusively of male defendants. 

• 2% of OCGs were female-only enterprises. The 
remainder (35%) were a mix of males and females.

• These proxy SOC defendants were similar in age to 
other defendants (32.2 vs. 32.5 years). 

• A small proportion of SOC-related cases (0.3%) 
involved only children (aged 17 or under).

• 8% involved only young adults aged between 18 
and 21 years.

• The majority of defendants self-identified as 
White (58%), but data on ethnicity were missing in 
one in four cases. 

• 68% of defendants deemed to be involved in SOC 
self-identified as White. 

• Most (77%) cases considered to be SOC-related 
comprised only one ethnic group.



Case numbers fell 31% between 2013 and 2019, 
before falling sharply during 2020 (by 47%) 

Figure 2. Number of appearances before the Crown 
Court, by year received (2013-2020) (N=819,489) • The proportion of Crown Court 

appearances considered to be SOC-related 
remained stable – at 6% – between 2013 
and 2018.

• But fell in 2019 (5%).

• And did so again in 2020 (4%).
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Significant differences in offence profiles of SOC-
related appearances and others - notably drug 
offences

Figure 3. Main offence of all Crown Court 
defendants at committal (2013-2020) (N=862,816)

• Relative to the wider Crown Court caseload, SOC-related 
appearances were over-represented in offences relating 
to:

 drugs (57% vs. 15%)
 miscellaneous crimes against society (24% vs. 13%)
 fraud (12% vs. 4%)

• But comparatively under-represented in all other offence 
types (and absent from some) i.e.,

 violence (4% vs. 21%)
 theft (2% vs. 18%)
 sexual (<1% vs. 8%)
 possession of weapons (1% vs. 6%)
 robbery (0% vs. 6%)
 public order (0% vs. 5%)
 criminal damage and arson (0% vs. 2%)
 other (0% vs. 2%)

2%

2%

5%

5%

5%

6%

8%

14%

17%

17%

20%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Other

Criminal damage and arson

Fraud

Possession of weapons

Public order offences

Robbery

Sexual

Miscellaneous crimes against society

Theft

Drugs

Violence against the person



Most (87%) OCGs were charged with only one 
offence type 

• Members of OCGs tended to be charged with only one offence type (from a range of 12 Home Office 
offence crime categories recorded by XHIBIT: mean=1.1, median=1, SD=0.4, range=1-4). 

• Around one in eight SOC groups (13%) could be considered ‘polymorphous’ (Rubin, 2012) and 
engaged in more than one crime type. 

• Half (49%) the appearances before the Crown Courts between 2013 and 2020 entered a guilty plea, 
with SOC appearances being significantly more likely to do so compared to non-SOC ones (65% vs. 
47%). 

• There were more than 2.6 million hearings before the Crown Courts over the eight-year period 
examined. 

• On average, SOC cases involved almost twice the number of hearings when compared with non-SOC 
cases (5.7 vs. 3.3) and were therefore more resource intensive for the Crown Court to process. 



The seriousness of the offending appearing before 
the Crown Court varied by SOC status, offence type 
and location
• The seriousness of offending – measured using ONS Crime Severity Scores – was not evenly 

distributed across the Crown Court caseload (e.g., murder=7,832; cannabis possession=2). 

• Average (median) crime severity scores were significantly higher for SOC-related appearances (667 
vs. 203), which accounted for 5% of the overall crime severity associated with the Crown Court 
caseload.

• A small proportion of appearances accounted for a disproportionate amount of the total crime 
severity generated: 10% of all appearances generated almost half (46%) the total crime severity.

• Crime severity varied by offence type. Most (72%) of the total severity associated with SOC-related 
appearances was attributable to drugs offences (followed by violence at 12%). 

• Per capita crime severity linked to SOC-related appearances varied geographically (e.g., being two 
or three times the rate in the North West and London compared with other regions of E&W).



Geographically, SOC-related appearances were 
unevenly distributed 

Between 2013-2020, the five 
local authority areas of residence 
with the highest numbers of SOC-
related defendants appearing 
before the higher courts were: 

• Birmingham
• Liverpool
• Leeds
• Manchester
• Bradford

Figure 4. SOC-related appearances before the Crown 
Court in England and Wales, by local authority of 
residence (2013-2020) (N=42,379)



Overall, there was no association between SOC-
related appearances and multiple deprivation

• The proportion of Crown Court appearances involving defendants residing 
in the 20% most deprived areas (44%) was more than twice the rate of the 
general population in England (20% based on 2011 census data).

• Overall, SOC-related appearances were less likely to have involved 
defendants who resided in the 20% most deprived areas in England and 
Wales (42% vs. 44%).

• But higher rates were observed for different SOC-related offence types like 
sexual (47% vs. 36%), weapons (50% vs. 46%), violence (45% vs. 43%) and 
drugs (46% vs. 45%).  



Conviction rates were higher among SOC-related 
appearances compared to non-SOC (79% vs. 56%) 

Table 1. Conviction rates by main offence at 
committal to the Crown Court and SOC status 
(2013-2020) (N=862,816)

• Conviction rates were more stable for SOC 
appearances over the eight-year period 
examined (ranging from 77% to 81% for SOC 
vs. 50% to 60% for non-SOC). 

• Conviction rates for SOC appearances 
varied by offence, ranging from 84 per cent 
for drugs offences to 54 per cent for sexual 
offences.

• With the exception of sexual offences, 
conviction rates were higher among SOC 
appearances for all comparable offence 
categories (relative to non-SOC).

Conviction rates by main 
offence

SOC-related 
appearances

Other 
appearances

Overall Crown 
Court caseload

Robbery N/A 76% 76% 

Criminal damage and arson N/A 68% 68% 

Drugs 84% 57% 62% 

Violence against the person 61% 60% 60%

Fraud 73% 56% 59% 

Sexual 54% 58% 58% 

Miscellaneous crimes against 
society

74% 54% 56% 

Theft 73% 54% 54% 

Possession of weapons 69% 49% 49% 

Public order offences N/A 47% 47% 

Other N/A 18% 18% 



SOC-related appearances and cases heard before a 
jury experienced different court outcomes 

• A higher proportion of these SOC appearances had proceedings against 
them discontinued, dismissed, or were acquitted (46% vs. 23%).   

• At a case level, three in ten (30%) Crown Court hearings involving an OCG 
saw at least one defendant dismissed, discontinued or acquitted
compared to around one in eight (12%) non-SOC cases.  

• Three in five (61%) of the appearances convicted at Crown Court during 
this period received a custodial sentence, with broadly equivalent rates of 
imprisonment for SOC (62%) and non-SOC appearances (61%).



Only a minority of defendants reappear before the 
Crown Court, but those involved in SOC did so at a 
higher rate 

• Ongoing analyses points to the fact that most defendants (70%) appeared 
only once before the Crown Court between 2013 and 2020.

• Those with at least one SOC-related appearance were significantly more 
likely to reappear than other defendants (33% vs. 29%).

• Very few did so for another SOC-related offence, however.

• Could this higher rate of reappearance reflect ongoing enforcement interest 
in these individuals over time (e.g., via lifetime offender management 
arrangements)? 



Tentative recommendations relate to the extent to 
which data owners have scope to address key 
limitations

The main limitations encountered by the project were largely due to the 
absence of: 

• a dedicated SOC flag or marker within the datasets used;

• information on the full range of offences being prosecuted;

• any data on complainants and victims (and areas being impacted); and

• details of aggravating and mitigating factors which may have been relevant 
to sentencing decisions (e.g., as covered by the Crown Court Sentencing 
Survey). 
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Thanks for listening

Disclaimer: This work was produced using 
statistical data from ONS. 

The use of the ONS statistical data in this work 
does not imply the endorsement of the ONS or 
other data owners (e.g., MoJ and HMCTS) in 
relation to the interpretation or analysis of the 
statistical data. 

This work uses research datasets which may 
not exactly reproduce National Statistics 
aggregates.
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