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Q1: What examples of effective work to reduce reoffending are out there?
Peer support 
The strength of services provided by people who have ‘been there and done it’ was a big theme emerging 
from your responses because:
●● It puts offenders at the centre of the solution 
●●  Real life experiences give them genuine credibility and emotional intelligence 
●●  They are credible because as an offender, they have demonstrated that they can actually turn their life 

around 
●●  They are determined because they instinctively know that they must go the extra mile for their client 

– failure will result in more victims 
●●  They are able to engage with and gain the trust of clients far quicker than others

“Highly trained, well managed and in a productive environment and culture the results are 
spectacular.”

“Nothing more powerful as those who have walked in the same shoes helping and advising others”

“At its heart is the genuine belief that all people have the capacity to change, and an unnerving sense 
of energy to make this happen.”

Check out the work of organisations such as St Giles Trust and The Crossroads Trust for more information.

Mentoring
Particularly peer mentors, or others who have received peer led training.
“The great gap in why reoffending rates remain so stubbornly high is the real lack in humanisation 

of services... No one actually giving them any pragmatic and credible face-to-face support and 
guidance.”

Ongoing support pre & post-release
This allows trusting relationships to be built over time. Providing this support consistently, even once 
participants have had success in areas such as gaining employment; can be crucial to reducing reoffending. 

Arts and creativity 
Activities that encourage people to use creative ways to express themselves 
can be particularly effective e.g. music, acting or poetry. This can also help 
people to build their skills, or act as a tool for building relationships with 
mentors and advisers. For example, see Changing Tunes.

Working with animals
For example, when dogs are involved in skills development activities or 
community contribution programmes they can be particularly effective in 
helping participants to relax and engage, and to facilitate communication.  
See Paws for Progress for more details.

Reducing reoffending... 
What you told us

Offenders working with dogs at  
Paws for Progress

http://www.stgilestrust.org.uk/
http://www.crossroadstrust.org.uk/
http://www.pawsforprogress.com
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Wilderness based activities
When combined with the right support, the demanding nature of the 
wilderness presents participants with emotional, social and physical 
challenges that can enable them to develop more positive and 
productive attitudes and behaviours. For example, see Venture Trust. 

Attitudes, thinking and behaviour
You suggested a number of interventions to successfully influence 
offenders’ attitudes, thinking and behaviour:
●● Experiential learning techniques
●●  Cognitive behavioural approaches
●●  Interventions that provide people at risk of offending with a critical 

perspective on the world that they live in. For example, to recognise 
the impact of gender inequality, racism and poverty on their lives. 
Providing this kind of critical lens can be very empowering, enabling 
people to critically assess their choices and the type of support they 
are offered or require.

●● Restorative justice, providing offenders with the opportunity to 
understand and make amends for the harm they have caused; and 
subsequently to gain the skills and understanding that discourage 
future offending behaviour.  

Some thoughts on how to successfully affect attitudes, thinking and 
behaviour:
●● Begin with the assumption that with support, people have the 

wisdom and capacity to make choices that are in their own interests 
and will not hurt those they love 

●●  Explore possible reasons for negative and self destructive behaviours
●●  Give people access to new ways of thinking and understanding that 

offer options other than fear based survival decisions
●●  Support people to build and maintain good relationships 
●●  Support people to express their feelings, gain insight into and 

understanding of themselves, and build confidence and self esteem 
– this is essential for them to begin to feel and think with any 
confidence that they might not reoffend. 

These kind of approaches arguably work best when other barriers 
occupying the headspace of individuals are dealt with at the earliest 
possible stage, such as pressing practical issues like accommodation.

Community outreach
Approaches that take interventions into the environments where people 
at risk of offending live, rather than waiting for them to access services. 
Not only does this directly engage people, it also ensures that 
interventions are delivered in the real environments that are shaping 
their perspectives and behaviours. For example, see MAC-UK.

“One of the inmates 
observed that you 
can always tell when 
someone is going to 
come back to prison 
because they say that 
they are ‘out’, whilst 
those who stay out 
say that they are 
‘going home’.”

build 
resilience and 
stability to 
enable people 
to live life 
completely 
differently on 
release

http://www.venturetrust.org.uk


3

Q2: Which models respond best to local 
differences?

You told us that the best and most responsive models:
●● Sit within local frameworks such as community safety partnerships or 

criminal justice boards – they can then challenge and influence local 
agendas.

●●  Have a presence in and understanding of both the prison and 
probation systems, and the local community where the individual is 
being released. 

●● Are tailored to accommodate specific local needs, such as the 
availability of housing, employment and training opportunities, and 
different approaches to these issues from authorities. 

●● Focus on the individual, tailoring support based on their needs, and 
building individual agency throughout. E.g. the Good Lives Model or 
the Risk Need Responsivity Model 

●●  Go to ex-offenders in their community, rather than requiring them to 
travel.

User led models
These are adaptable and produce interventions tailored to the needs of 
and truly relevant to those taking part. They also have the advantage of 
providing a real sense of ownership of the projects to those taking part, 
leading to higher levels of commitment. 

Employing local people
●● Employing people who live in the local community and are reflective 

of the communities they serve. 
●●  These people will have local expertise in terms of knowledge, 

connections and lived experience. 
●●  They also value the community in which they work.

Giving back to the community
Models that connect people to their communities and give them the 
opportunity to give something back can be very powerful, helping them 
to feel positively involved and included. It also enables people to make 
different friends and link into different networks, which in turn might 
help them break the cycle of reoffending. 

Recognising the relationship between social context and 
individual choices and behaviour
Where the nature of the social environment in which the intervention is 
delivered forms part of the intervention itself, it is well equipped to 
respond to local differences. This accounts for the fact that social 
environments can enhance or hinder the impact of an intervention, 
rather than focussing solely on the individual’s risk and subsequently 
offering the same interventions around the country. For example, 
spending time auditing local responses to abuse between young people 
before designing an intervention enables it to build upon strengths in 
local practice and also identify risks in the local environment. The 
MsUnderstood Partnership is an example of this kind of approach.

Decorating at charity and Social 
Enterprise Bounceback 

http://www.bouncebackproject.com
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Q3: What strengths do ex-offenders themselves 
bring to the table?
 
On working to support offenders, you told us:
●●  Offenders who are ready for change bring an open mind as to how 

their reintegration will happen.
●●  They are often effective at conveying their individual needs and are 

proactive at suggesting how they can contribute via their individual 
strengths.

●●  Services effectively offering an opportunity for positive change 
should support and empower offenders – ownership is very 
important.

●●  Research undertaken by the Prison Reform Trust in 2013 documented 
that 97% of offenders expressed a desire to stop offending. The 
determination of ex-offenders to start a new life is a formidable 
ingredient for success.

Lots of you talked about the benefits of using ex-offenders in the design 
and delivery of services...

Challenging stereotypes
There is currently a very negative view of ex-offenders amongst the 
public, with little empathy towards prisoners and their rehabilitation. 
Ex-prisoners speaking at community events about the changes in their 
lives can help to change people’s perspectives. 

Service improvement
Ex-offenders can help drive improvements through feedback on their 
experience of services. For example, through involvement in ‘user voice’ 
organisations, which are recognised as key stakeholders by government 
and other statutory agencies like the prison service.  

Motivation
●●  Loyalty, motivation and appreciation of being given a chance to prove 

themselves
●●  Given their own experiences, they bring an exceptional level of 

passion and commitment.

Experience
●●  First-hand experience of rebuilding your life with a criminal conviction, 

giving them knowledge and credibility
●●  Bring unique insights and perspectives, challenging stereotypes
●●  They have first-hand knowledge of the danger signals to look out for.

Skills and talents
●● Whether they realise it or not, offenders will have skills that can be 

reinforced and strengthened to foster empowerment and increased 
self-efficacy.

●●  Engaging the skills and talents of offenders whilst they are in custody 
(through vocational and educational courses for example) helps them 
to see their own potential, and enables them to return to the 
community with new confidence and beliefs in their abilities, taking 

“Without a doubt 
offenders within the 
prison service and 
outside it have a 
huge contribution to 
make to tackling this 
problem.”   

An ex-offender working with Changing 
Tunes speaking about his experiences and 
performing at a community event

http://www.changingtunes.org.uk
http://www.changingtunes.org.uk
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their strengths and skills with them.

Role models
●●  Living proof that change is possible – actively demonstrating that it is 

possible to move your life forward despite having a criminal 
conviction.

●●  They can build supportive relationships, solidarity and a place to 
belong for ex-offenders.

Building engagement and trust as peers
●●  A powerful way of engaging the most disengaged.
●●  People in the criminal justice system are more likely to have multiple 

needs. Often they do not easily trust statutory services and support 
and will frequently feel they have been let down by them.

●●  Being supported by someone who has ‘walked in their shoes’ often 
means they are more likely to build a trusting and frank relationship. 

●●  One example of the benefit of this kind of relationship is that the 
client will then feel less likely to hide the fact that they may feel 
vulnerable to reoffending.

IMPORTANT
●●  The provision of professional training and support, and the careful 

selection of ex-offenders who are well progressed on their 
resettlement path is of the utmost importance. 

●●  If this is not ensured, there are considerable risks that things can go 
wrong, causing harm by letting down both the ex-offender and the 
client they are helping. 

●●  However when the balance is right, the combination of excellent 
training to build professional skills, and first-hand knowledge of 
rebuilding life with a criminal conviction, can provide a uniquely 
credible and high quality service. 

www.apexscotland.org.uk
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http://www.apexscotland.org.uk
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Q4: What other data is there that would help us 
understand what works, and what doesn’t?

Some of you gave examples of the kind of data you collect to learn 
about the impact of your projects and interventions:
●● Monitoring personal attitudinal and behaviour changes which make a 

person more or less likely to offend
●●  Monitoring progress over a period of time and across agencies (e.g. 

NOMS in England and Wales)
●●  Distance travelled evaluation tools
●●  Monitoring both general ‘stability’ around different indicators, and 

more concrete outcomes such as completing a CV or getting a job
●●  Personal impact statements by participants
●●  Participants designing and facilitating discussions and workshops 

about their experience
You also mentioned that data about impact of work with other 
disadvantaged groups is often highly relevant e.g. those relating to youth 
inclusion, drug/alcohol recovery and chaotic behaviours

Challenges
You also expressed the following challenges:
●●  There is a lot of data that is considered too soft or not rigorous 

enough and therefore is sometimes ignored by other sectors
●●  Attributing change to an intervention can be very difficult – 

reoffending behaviour is a very complex issue
●●  Quantitative data can be misleading and reoffending data doesn’t tell 

the whole story - qualitative research can really add value and logic 
models can be used to develop interventions with good chances of 
success

●●  Even where what works has been demonstrated in one context, the 
same intervention may not be successful in another. Other factors in 
the local environment and local strategic priorities are also important. 
For example, if gangs are grooming young people, and nothing else is 
being done to tackle this in the local environment, then a previously 
successful 1:1 intervention might struggle to successfully engage 
young people. 

Women’s Breakout provides integrated 
women’s community alternatives to 
custody

http://www.womensbreakout.org.uk
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Gaps in the data 
We also heard from you about some evidence gaps that could have big 
implications for what works, such as data relating to barriers 
encountered by offenders. These can sometimes make it seem 
impossible to avoid further offending.
So, why don’t we create the space and funding to ask what happens in 
the longer term when people leave the criminal justice system? This 
question is often overlooked, especially by agencies working within the 
system itself. For example, how many people who return to offending 
and/or prison:
●● Did not know where they would sleep on the night of the day they 

were previously released from prison?
●●  Had their benefits sanctioned or not started at all?
●●  Were unable to access services or bank accounts due to lack of 

‘acceptable’ ID?
●●  Were unable to access IT and therefore unable to meet the 

requirements of Jobcentres?
●●  Were not able to access their NHS records or GP for medication?

Data on these kinds of issues could enable targeted work to address 
barriers such as institutional discrimination. 
It was also noted that in Scotland, access to reoffending data is 
challenging, and rectifying this would be a big breakthrough.

“For the majority of 
people, it feels like 
they’re serving a life 
sentence – the many 
years of obstacles 
and struggles 
they face, the 
prejudice they face 
by employers, the 
difficulties they have 
getting insurance, 
and so on.”
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Q5: If you had £10k, £100k or £1m to help 
bring about change for ex-offenders and the 
communities they live in, what would you do?

Here are some of your ideas...
Supporting peer advisors, mentors and ‘change makers’:
●● Set up delivery hubs for peer support.
●●  Create an industry standard for peer advisors.
●●  Support a network of mentors.
●●  Develop a network of ‘change makers’ to challenge, inform and shape 

local delivery; supporting environmental interventions to reduce 
violence and criminality.

Accommodation:
●●  Provide support around accommodation for prison leavers such as 

rent deposits and tenancy support.
●●  Develop really effective premises for ex-offenders to live in, 

especially in London.
●●  Set up a ‘move on house’ for people in the early days of recovery or 

resettlement.

Family and community support and involvement:
●●  Deliver family support to all those who have a family member in 

prison.
●●  Support prisoners’ families and communities through the rehabilitation 

process, to help offenders gain acceptance in their community. 
Employ people to work on projects in their own communities.

●●  Offering apprenticeships and accommodation programmes with an 
element of community involvement can also help to support inclusion. 

Addressing the way we treat offenders:
●●  Build an evidence base to demonstrate that the way we currently 

treat offenders, in a social and legal sense, further marginalises a 
group of people already struggling to rebuild their lives.

●●  Establish an evidence base around alternatives, such as:
●●  working with employers to ensure job applicants are treated more 

fairly
●●  reconsidering the current policy approach on spent convictions, to 

allow people to genuinely ‘wipe the slate clean’ and ‘lose the label’
●●  A tribunal based system which allows people to demonstrate how 

they’ve changed their lives, and for this to have meaning and 
significance in changing the way they’re treated by society.
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●●  Establish alternatives to prosecution services to help first time 
offenders stay out of the justice system and avoid the long term 
damage that this creates – gathering the evidence and the political 
will to support this is a real challenge.

●●  Set up inclusion units in schools that would like one but do not 
currently have the funding available.

●●  Training and education for organisations and their staff to reduce 
stigma and fear of working with people with criminal convictions.

●●  Support professionals in prison and outside it to approach their work 
in a different way, focussing more on capacity than on risk, building 
trust and mutual respect, and risking emotional investment in the 
future wellbeing of offenders.  

Other services and support:
●●  Provide mental health support and therapeutic services for offenders.
●●  Provide training to offenders for qualifications that enhance 

employability, self esteem and confidence.
●●  Make services based on the human-animal interaction model available 

in prisons across the UK.
●●  Set up social businesses that employ ex-offenders who are trained to 

deliver in all aspects of the business.

“Put ex-service users at the 
centre of delivery... Then take 
advantage of the multiplier 
effect. Every reformed offender 
can go on to help actively 50 or 
so plus other offenders.”


