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PROJECT TITLE  

Understanding threat, risk, and harm in the policing of suspects of sex offences 

PROJECT SUMMARY 

Within policing there is a drive to understand who the ‘riskiest’ or ‘most harmful’ suspects are, to prioritise limited policing 

resources and to ensure police are maximising their opportunities to safeguard victims and the wider public. While there 

is a strong appetite in policing currently to use concepts like, threat, risk, and harm to drive forward operational actions, 

these concepts are often poorly understood and articulated, used inconsistently, and used to describe different 

psychological concepts in different circumstances without recognition of these differences. Further, their application in 

tools, assessments, and judgements often do not often have a strong evidence base which underpin them. The purpose 

of the PhD, therefore, is to explore the psychology of concepts threat, risk, and harm, and to understand how they are 

used within policing. 

There is scope for the appointed student to select specific aspects of the topic that are of most interest to them. They 

may cover research questions like: 

- What are the underpinning psychological mechanisms of concepts like threat, risk, and harm, and how are they 

operationalised within a policing context? Are these operationalisations fit for purpose and reflective of the 

underpinning psychological concepts? 

- How are these concepts currently measured, and can the evidence base which is largely reliant on convicted 

populations be attributed to non-convicted perpetrators? What are the differences are between these 

populations? 

- What are the current ways in which these concepts are used within policing, e.g. the development of policing 

risk assessment structured tools? Are these concepts being used on a case-by-case basis or through the use of 

‘big data’ to make large scale decisions about suspects (e.g. ranking suspect ‘harm’ through an algorithmic 

tool)? Have these tools been appropriately applied and evaluated, and considered within existing ethical and 

legal frameworks relevant to policing? 

Crucially, the PhD should consider how the realities of policing enable, or prohibit, officers from conducting assessments 

of suspect threat, risk, and harm equitably, ensuring that these principles are used fairly and do not reinforce bias e.g. 

may be seen in the general collection of police data, or create misinformation leading to inappropriate policing decision 

making. 

The student who undertakes this PhD must be eligible for UK policing security clearance.  

ACADEMIC IMPACT  

While concepts like risk and risk assessment are not new, within forensic psychology and criminology they are most often 

used within the context of psychologists conducting risk assessments within prison settings. The application of risk in 

policing, particularly on a large scale as opposed to on a case-by-case basis, is something which has received little 

attention in the academic literature. The links between the operational uses of threat, risk, and harm are rarely linked 

back to the theoretical literature to determine what is actually meant by these terms and what they should represent in 

policing. The successful student would have the opportunity to make a truly novel contribution to both the psychological, 

criminological, and social policy / policing literature in the field. 

SOCIETAL IMPACT  

This is an applied topic which brings together theoretical concepts from psychology and criminology and understands 

how they are applied in policing. There is, therefore, a clear pathway to non-academic impact as the PhD will explore 

how these concepts are currently used to good (or poor) effect within policing, providing clear recommendations as to a) 
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where the evidence base supporting law enforcement practice requires bolstering, and b) where current or projected 

policing practices should be continued or paused, subject to further scrutiny. 

PGR DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES  

As this is an applied area of research, there will be opportunities for the student to make professional connections with 

both academics and practitioners in the field. There will also be the opportunity to: 

- Present their findings to academics at both UK and international conferences 

- Present their findings to practitioners 

We also strongly encourage our PhD students to take advantage of the opportunities BU provides PG students, such as 

attending PG conferences and networking opportunities and completing relevant courses. We endeavour to provide our 

PhD students with the tools to develop professionally during their PhD and are open to discussions around their career 

progression and how we can support this. 

 

SUPERVISORY TEAM  

First Supervisor Dr Kari Davies 

Additional Supervisors Professor Miranda Horvath (University of Suffolk); Dr Mark Manning 

Recent publications by 

supervisors relevant to this 

project 

The following are a selection of publications from Davies, Horvath, and Manning 

over the last three years: 
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INFORMAL ENQUIRIES 

Please contact the lead supervisor on the following email for informal enquiries: Kari Davies 

(kadavies@bournemouth.ac.uk). 

ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ffigshare.com%2Fs%2Fa49ec5cc8cd7c45b3dca&data=05%7C01%7Ckadavies%40bournemouth.ac.uk%7C29e4247ec6ee4789cb4f08dbe9bbeb9c%7Cede29655d09742e4bbb5f38d427fbfb8%7C0%7C0%7C638360765538627603%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=odndqsq%2BzHQBe4fwyXkf5cvRBbrA%2BnsoogTak2WhAPU%3D&reserved=0
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The BU PhD and MRes Studentships are open to UK, EU and International students. 

Candidates for a PhD Studentship should demonstrate outstanding qualities and be motivated to complete a PhD in 4 

years and must demonstrate: 

• outstanding academic potential as measured normally by either a 1st class honours degree (or equivalent 

Grade Point Average (GPA) or a Master’s degree with distinction or equivalent 

• an IELTS (Academic) score of 6.5 minimum (with a minimum 6.0 in each component, or equivalent) for 

candidates for whom English is not their first language and this must be evidenced at point of application. 

Candidates for an MRes Studentship should demonstrate outstanding qualities and be motivated to complete a MRes in 

18 months and must demonstrate: 

• outstanding academic potential as measured normally by an upper second class honours degree (or equivalent 

Grade Point Average (GPA) 

• an IELTS (Academic) score of 6.5 minimum (with a minimum 6.0 in each component, or equivalent) for 

candidates for whom English is not their first language and this must be evidenced at point of application. 

HOW TO APPLY 

Please complete the online application form by the deadline on the project webpage.  

Further information on the application process can be found at: www.bournemouth.ac.uk/studentships  

 

http://www.bournemouth.ac.uk/studentships

