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1
Introduction
Anthea Hucklesby and Mary Corcoran

The voluntary sector’s role in criminal justice is being transformed. 
Instead of supplementing the services provided by statutory criminal 
justice agencies it is becoming enmeshed in the day-to-day operation 
of the criminal justice system. Since the 1990s successive governments 
have actively engaged the voluntary sector in determining local crime, 
justice and community safety strategies. More recently, policies have 
aimed to increase the involvement of voluntary sector organisations 
(VSOs) in services which have hitherto been provided by statutory 
agencies. These policy developments are premised on a blend of neo-
liberal political rationalities for restructuring state welfare systems into 
‘mixed-service markets’ and communitarian aspirations to liberate the 
untapped social capital, expertise and consensus of the voluntary sector 
in securing justice at community level (Norman, 2010). Whilst volun-
tary sector–state partnership and contracting out are not new, a combi-
nation of funding and political reforms under successive governments 
has generated a profusion of new spaces for collaboration, which are 
unprecedented in scale. However, behind these new formations in the 
national and regional voluntary sector and criminal justice landscapes 
reside the overwhelming majority of small- and medium-sized organi-
sations which continue to provide the backbone of volunteering, civic 
engagement and local service delivery.

VSOs are longstanding providers of support to suspects, defendants, 
offenders, victims and witnesses and their families. Historically, they 
have augmented state service provision. In performing this role they 
have relied largely on short-term, insecure funding streams which have 
resulted in ad hoc, patchy and short-term service provision with lit-
tle strategic direction. Recently, traditional funding streams have been 
either replaced by competitive commissioning or squeezed as a result of 
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the financial crisis to the point where many VSOs face financial stress at 
a time when they are being asked to contribute significantly to criminal 
justice policy and practice. These conditions have resulted in turbulent 
times for the voluntary sector (Macmillan et al., 2013).

The radically heightened expectations of what VSOs are being expected 
to deliver is resulting in qualitative changes in their role. The prospect 
of closer partnerships with state and for-profit organisations may pre-
sent advantages for VSOs in offering strategic direction, continuity of 
service provision and financial stability. However, it also presents chal-
lenges in terms of whether VSOs have the capacity, capability, infra-
structure, expertise or willingness to deliver particular services for the 
criminal justice system; legal, ideological and ethical questions about 
taking on quasi-punitive and formal sentencing and enforcement roles; 
and the compatibility of service provision and advocacy and campaign-
ing roles. The longer-term ambition of rendering VSOs fit for purpose to 
deliver public services necessarily incorporates them into the pervasive 
managerial, audit and performance management systems that operate 
in the statutory sector. At the same time, the onus is placed on statutory 
criminal justice agencies to ensure effective oversight and accountability 
structures are in place to support and monitor the work of VSOs as well 
as ensuring that high-quality services are provided and statutory duties 
are met in terms of equality and data protection, for example.

From one perspective, these developments herald a turning point 
by which the sector’s historical strengths of mutuality and service are 
deployed to help make public services more responsive, democratically 
accountable and relevant to all sections of society (Putnam, 2000). From 
a different vantage point, the forging of partnerships by means of greater 
commercialisation and subordination to contract and audit cultures 
threatens to capture the ‘soul’ of the voluntary sector (Salaman, 2013). 
A third factor, and one which has been largely glossed over in the politi-
cal rhetoric, relates to the need for a clear delineation of the voluntary 
sector’s commitment to social justice in the sphere which can epitomise 
legal injustice. Viewed from within the sector, the prospect of working 
more closely with the state and for-profit organisations has the potential 
to jeopardise the very independence which ultimately underpins its claim 
to a distinctive social mission and function (Independence Panel, 2014). 
As a consequence, and with some controversy, the chameleon sector finds 
itself once again in the position of reinventing its relationships with mar-
kets, governments, communities and individuals as well as reasserting its 
independent social and civic mission (Civil Exchange, 2014). Although it 
may be too soon to conclusively measure the impact of economic and 
policy factors on the future shape and role of the voluntary sector in 
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criminal justice, these factors are undoubtedly likely to be transforma-
tive – for better or for worse.

This volume of essays arose out of an Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC)-funded seminar series on the third sector in criminal 
justice (RES-451-26-0823) which ran between 2011 and 2013. It brings 
together critical reflections and cutting-edge research on the contem-
porary features of voluntary sector work by capturing the dynamic 
nature of the voluntary sector, its responses to the current climate, and 
identifying some of the conflicting positions with regard to its current 
and future role in criminal justice work. The volume examines the cur-
rent and future potential impact of economic, political and ideological 
trends on the role and remit of VSOs at a time when it is perceptibly 
evolving from familiar models of voluntary sector service provision to 
one in which VSOs are potentially becoming embedded in the criminal 
justice administrative apparatus. In the remainder of the introduction 
we provide an overview of the policy context in which VSOs were oper-
ating at the time the chapters were written (2014–2015). The aim is to 
provide a context to debates which follow. Before doing this we define 
the subject of this book: the voluntary sector involved in criminal jus-
tice service provision.

Defining the voluntary sector in criminal justice

The voluntary sector has been involved in criminal justice for a long 
time (Carey and Walker, 2002) and in many different ways including as 
service providers and/or reform/campaign organisations. Yet, defining 
the voluntary sector which is involved in criminal justice is not an easy 
task. As many of the authors in this volume point out, the number of 
VSOs working exclusively with service users involved in criminal justice 
is, in some way, relatively small (Clinks, 2014). For many VSOs offend-
ers or crime victims are just one of their service user groups. Their work 
focuses on an area in which many offenders and/or victims have needs 
and it is on this basis that they intersect with the criminal justice sys-
tem. Indeed some VSOs may unknowingly be working with service users 
caught up in the criminal justice process whilst others may play down 
their work with offenders because of concerns about spoiling their repu-
tation, therefore making those who work with offenders particularly dif-
ficult to identify. VSOs may also be involved in assisting with offenders’ 
and victims’ needs, which may or may not be linked directly to their 
offending or victimisation. In the main, this book is about VSOs who 
consider themselves as working with or alongside the criminal justice 
system and openly acknowledge that at least some of their service users 
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are involved in the criminal justice system to a greater or lesser extent. 
Many of these VSOs have dual roles as service providers and advocacy/
campaigning organisations. The tensions which this potentially creates 
are among the themes of this volume.

The organisations which comprise the voluntary sector involved in 
criminal justice are also diverse in terms of size: there are a few large 
national organisations, some regional organisations and many local 
organisations. The local organisations range in size and include very 
small VSOs run by one or two people and most have turnovers of 
less than £100,000 (Gojkovic et al., 2011). In recent years there have 
been mergers between some of the medium and large VSOs resulting 
in advantages of scale but potentially threatening some of the tradi-
tional values and working practices associated with the voluntary sector. 
New types of organisations have also emerged such as social enterprises 
which blur the already indistinct boundaries between voluntary and pri-
vate sector organisations. Despite the plethora of organisational models, 
certain consistent features of VSOs remain (Etherington and Passey, 2002). 
VSOs are non-profit-making and many of them have charitable status. 
Consequently, they are governed by their charitable aims and are required 
to comply with charities law. VSOs are governed by trustees and/or direc-
tors who are volunteers and who are ultimately responsible for the manage-
ment and financial affairs of the organisation whether or not they employ 
paid staff to run the VSO on a day-to-day basis. The diversity of the sector, 
however, means that policy developments and changes in the environ-
ment in which VSOs operate will impact on different parts of the sector 
in different ways.

Finally, we have chosen to use the terms voluntary sector and VSOs in 
this volume. We could have used several others, amongst them the third 
sector (which includes mutual and social enterprises as well as VSOs) or 
the voluntary and community sector. The advantage of using the term 
voluntary sector is that it has a long history and is understood interna-
tionally. There are drawbacks, however. The inclusion of the word ‘vol-
untary’ is a misnomer suggesting that the services provided are free and 
exclusively by volunteers, that is, unpaid helpers. The reality is rather 
different. Whilst some VSOs rely entirely on either volunteers or paid 
staff, most have a mixture of both.

The policy context

Recently governments have sought to increase the involvement of VSOs 
in core criminal justice activities. Policy is rapidly moving towards a 
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mixed economy of service provision within criminal justice whereby 
core services, which have traditionally been provided only by statutory 
sector agencies, are supplied by a tripartite structure of statutory, pri-
vate and voluntary sector organisations working singly or in partnership 
(MoJ, 2010, 2013; NOMS, 2014). In theory, the voluntary sector should 
be in a strong position to take this opportunity, having been involved in 
providing services in criminal justice for a considerable period of time. 
Nevertheless, its role is potentially being transformed from a provider 
of supplementary, ‘nice to have’ services to a provider of core criminal 
justice services, and in doing so arguably co-opting it, or at least parts of 
it, into the apparatus of the state (Maguire, 2012).

The motivations for greater involvement of VSOs have been dressed 
up in the cloak of greater civil society engagement in criminal justice, 
fostering greater public involvement in dealing with the crime prob-
lem (Morgan, 2012; Maguire, chapter three, this volume). VSOs have 
continued their traditional role of filling gaps left by statutory crim-
inal justice agencies and supplementing the services they provide by 
becoming increasingly involved in core criminal justice activities. At 
the same time, government policy has colonised some areas of service 
delivery which have traditionally been the preserve of the voluntary 
sector. These include the provision of statutory support to prisoners 
released from prison having served sentences of less than 12 months 
from February 2015 and the increasing number of mentoring schemes 
funded by the government (MoJ, 2013). The landscape is not simply one 
in which more and more criminal justice services are being provided 
by the voluntary sector but one in which the voluntary sector is being 
expected to become the service deliverer of government policy. The gov-
ernment has asked the voluntary sector to do two things: one, to operate 
or at least become more involved in providing some services which have 
hitherto been provided by the state and, two, to maintain involvement 
in providing services in its traditional areas of operation but to do so 
from inside the criminal justice system and with government funding. 
It is not then a return to the 19th and early 20th centuries when VSOs 
operated largely outside of government control but one where the con-
cern is that VSOs are becoming agents of the state. Such concerns are 
not new, as Dacombe and Morrow demonstrate in chapter four.

Government attempts to increase the involvement of VSOs in criminal 
justice services are motivated by a number of factors. Austerity measures 
have led to considerable cuts in criminal justice budgets and all agen-
cies are being required to find new ways of doing the same (and in some 
cases more) for less. The voluntary sector is viewed as a resource which 
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can provide services more cost-efficiently than the statutory sector and 
potentially access sources of funding not available to statutory agencies 
(Hucklesby and Worrall, 2007). A second related driver has been the 
radical transformation of public services. Diversifying the providers of 
public services to include private and voluntary sectors is one part of a 
broader reform package which includes localism – devolving responsi-
bility, decision-making and budgets and ‘improving the transparency, 
efficiency and accountability of public services’ (HM Government, 2010; 
HM Treasury, 2010: 8). The third motivation is linked to a policy trend 
to harness the power of civil society and strengthen its involvement in 
the lives of citizens and residents. It is claimed that the voluntary sector 
has a key contribution to make in all these regards and is quantifiably 
‘better’ at providing services than the statutory sector. It is viewed as 
an innovative, nimble and flexible sector which is embedded in, and 
reaches out to, communities and particularly hard-to-reach groups. It 
can therefore contribute to transforming public services by providing 
innovative programmes and services, which may cause a ripple effect in 
the public sector, at a reduced cost (Etherington, 2006; Morgan, 2012).

Whilst supporters from within and beyond the voluntary sector will 
extol similar virtues of the sector, they also question some of the assump-
tions which form the basis of government policy. Primary amongst these 
is that the voluntary sector should not be viewed as a cheap or in some 
cases free resource. A considerable infrastructure is required to ensure 
that the voluntary sector can provide appropriate services; moreover, 
‘volunteers’ are not free, and they, at least, require training and expenses 
(Hucklesby and Worrall, 2007). Second, moves to increase its involve-
ment in criminal justice will inevitably result in some of the voluntary 
sector’s positive attributes being undermined (Maguire, 2012). For exam-
ple, the requirements of being contracted to provide government services 
will increase bureaucracy and make VSOs less innovative and flexible.

Of greater concern to some commentators is that the fundamen-
tal values of the voluntary sector and its critical voice may be threat-
ened (Corcoran, 2008; Silvestri, 2009; Mills et al., 2011). At its heart 
are anxieties that the voluntary sector will lose its independence and 
legitimacy and be co-opted into the state’s apparatus (Carlen, 2002; 
Hannah-Moffat, 2002). Concerns have also been raised about mission 
drift, whereby the values and objectives of VSOs might change to align 
more closely to government or partners’ agendas in order to receive 
funding to provide services alone or in partnership. Values may be fur-
ther undermined via involvement in coercive aspects of the criminal 
justice system. Hitherto these have been almost the exclusive roles of 
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statutory organisations (for an exception see Hucklesby, 2011). Greater 
involvement of VSOs in the criminal justice system, especially in its 
coercive elements, potentially threatens their trusted status and credibil-
ity amongst communities and hard-to-reach groups, putting at risk their 
work in local communities and thereby contradicting the basis of their 
appeal to the ‘localism’ agenda of the coalition and current conservative 
governments. Alongside the Lobbying Bill 2015, which seeks to define 
campaigning as ‘political’, it also puts at risk the dual roles many VSOs 
perform as service providers and advocacy/campaigning organisations, 
and potentially the VSOs’ charitable status.

A key element of government plans under the Transforming 
Rehabilitation (TR) agenda (MoJ, 2013) is the introduction of Payment 
by Results whereby service providers will be paid according to reduc-
tions in reconviction rates which follow an intervention. Payment by 
Results is a controversial payment mechanism, particularly because it 
uses a binary measure of reconviction and transfers financial risks onto 
the service providers (Fox and Albertson, 2011, 2012). It also encour-
ages ‘cherry-picking’ (working with those least likely to reoffend) and 
‘parking’ (not working with those at high risk of reoffending). The risks 
to the voluntary sector are considerable, as Maguire explores in chap-
ter three. Predominant amongst these are the withdrawal of specialist 
services provided to hard-to-reach groups, which have been to date an 
important element of VSOs’ work. VSOs are also likely to have to expend 
considerable resources on an infrastructure to provide evidence of their 
work, thereby adding to their costs and making them more bureaucratic. 
Finally, volunteers might withdraw their services if they perceive that 
they are doing the government’s work on the cheap.

There is much written about the distinctive contribution which the 
voluntary sector makes generally and within criminal justice. Yet, very 
little evidence is available which supports this view. Research on the vol-
untary sector in criminal justice remains a ‘cottage industry’ and there 
is no strong tradition of independent research within VSOs themselves. 
Consequently, many of the assertions about its effectiveness are not sub-
stantiated by robust or verifiable evidence, as Hedderman and Hucklesby 
argue in chapter six. What evidence is available varies in quality and 
reliability. Greater involvement in state-funded service provision brings 
with it requirements to measure performance and outcomes. In chapter 
six Hedderman and Hucklesby suggest that considerable investment will 
be required by the voluntary sector to meet the standards expected by 
the government (Harlock, 2014). Yet much of the contribution of VSOs 
will remain intangible and therefore immeasurable, for example their 
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influence on community cohesion or the culture of statutory criminal 
justice agencies (Nutley and Rimmer, 2002).

Critical commentary on the voluntary sector has been muted not only 
by a lack of empirical research but also by a general agreement that the 
voluntary sector is something which should be valued and that its values 
are necessarily positive. However, as Corcoran and Grotz demonstrate in 
chapter five, it is important to look beyond general assertions of value 
and delve deeper to unearth the reality. Greater knowledge about the 
value and contribution of VSOs to criminal justice alongside an aware-
ness of what works and what does not will strengthen and not diminish 
the voluntary sector. It will also ensure that the services it provides are 
necessary and appropriate whether or not they are funded by the state.

Structure of the book

The book is split into two sections. Part I examines issues facing all 
VSOs involved in criminal justice. In chapter two, Clinks – the umbrella 
organisation which represents the penal voluntary sector – explores the 
voluntary sector’s work with offenders and its contribution to criminal 
justice policy. The authors consider the role of the voluntary sector in 
the current policy climate and conclude that VSOs face an uncertain 
future. In chapter three, Mike Maguire considers the implications for 
VSOs in the growing marketisation of criminal justice services, conclud-
ing that it will have a transformative impact on the voluntary sector. 
Rod Dacombe and Elizabeth Morrow’s contribution in chapter four 
looks backwards to debates which took place in the mid-20th century 
about what the role of the voluntary sector should be and traces conti-
nuities with the debates taking place today. They argue that a genuine 
appreciation of the relationship between the voluntary sector and the 
state can be achieved only by taking account of historical debates. In 
chapter five, Mary Corcoran and Jurgen Grotz question assumptions 
made about the benefits of using volunteers. The final chapter in this 
part examines issues raised when evaluating the work of the voluntary 
sector drawing on the experience of the authors, Carol Hedderman and 
Anthea Hucklesby. In chapter six, they examine the consequences of the 
requirements for VSOs to ‘prove’ their worth under new commissioning 
arrangements, arguing that the very characteristics which make involv-
ing the voluntary sector in service delivery attractive to funders also 
make them hard to evaluate in the ways in which the government and 
other funders increasingly require.
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Part II of the book turns its attention to the work of the voluntary 
sector with different groups in the criminal justice system. In chapter 
seven, Alice Mills and Rosie Meek explore the work of the voluntary 
sector in prisons. They focus on the benefits and limitations of the work 
undertaken by VSOs in prisons from the perspectives of those directly 
affected by such work. They also explore the specific features and chal-
lenges of the partnerships between VSOs and criminal justice person-
nel and examine how these can impact upon both VSOs and prison  
cultures. Chapter eight, written by Paula Maurutto and Kelly Hannah-
Moffat, discusses the role played by the voluntary sector in shaping 
and implementing criminal justice policy relating to women offend-
ers in Canada, focusing particularly on women’s imprisonment and 
domestic violence courts. The authors argue that existing debates 
underplay the ways in which VSOs contribute to criminal justice and 
their capacity for innovation. In chapter nine, Loraine Gelsthorpe 
and Jane Dominey explore the contribution that the voluntary sec-
tor makes to the diversity agenda in criminal justice and some of the 
potential impacts of the TR on the ability of criminal justice to treat 
offenders from diverse communities with fairness and sensitivity. The 
final chapter, written by Katherine S. Williams, examines the role of 
VSOs in supporting and campaigning for victims of crime. In chapter 
ten, Williams charts the symbiotic and sometimes turbulent nature of 
the relationship between victims, VSOs and governments through the 
use of case studies.
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Paved with Good Intentions:  
The Way Ahead for Voluntary, 
Community and Social Enterprise 
Sector Organisations
Clive Martin, Lesley Frazer, Ellie Cumbo,  
Clare Hayes and Katie O’Donoghue

Clinks is a membership or umbrella organisation that exists to support 
voluntary sector organisations (VSOs) that work with offenders and their 
families in England and Wales. Drawing on our extensive knowledge of 
VSOs working in criminal justice, this chapter explores the sector’s past, 
current and future role in criminal justice, and the barriers and oppor-
tunities that organisations face in the current political and economic 
climate. It provides a background and historical context to the role of 
the criminal justice VSOs in England and Wales, noting that, despite the 
stated intention of successive governments, and numerous policy and 
structural changes, the full potential of the sector has never been real-
ised owing to patchy and unstable support. It then gives an account of 
how Clinks was formed in response to these challenges, how infrastruc-
ture organisations have helped to shape the sector’s independent voice 
and what the current threats are to this crucial aspect of the sector’s role.

The varied nature of the present-day sector is depicted alongside an 
account of the most pressing challenges it faces in a turbulent policy 
environment, from commissioning and funding changes to fundamen-
tal debates about how to measure the impact and value of the inter-
ventions it provides. The chapter then explores the sector’s distinctive 
contribution, demonstrating what may be lost if the sector is not sup-
ported, including its holistic, person-centred services that work with peo-
ple’s strengths, foster social capital and link to desistance from crime. It 
outlines the particular achievements of the sector in working with ‘hard-
to-reach’ offenders, raising the profile of minority groups and promoting 
enabling practices, such as service user involvement. Overall, the authors 
conclude that, despite some progress from successive administrations, 
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criminal justice VSOs and the service users they support continue to con-
front an insecure and unpredictable future.

Background: the voluntary sector in criminal justice

VSOs have a long history of complementing the work of statutory agen-
cies in criminal justice, both in prisons and in the community. This has 
not, however, been without difficulties, particularly in the level of for-
mal commitment to partnership working from statutory services, which 
has not been consistent or stable. This constitutes a double jeopardy for 
the sector: firstly, the sector is prevented from reaching its full potential, 
and secondly, its existing work is disrupted by changes in criminal jus-
tice policy which may exacerbate the problem.

In prisons, the sector’s work dates back at least to the philanthropic 
activities of 18th- and 19th-century reformers such as John Howard and 
Elizabeth Fry, who worked to achieve more humane and rehabilitative 
regimes. Most early voluntary activity was faith-based and channelled 
through the prison chaplains, and much of it focused on promoting 
temperance and abstinence from alcohol. Many locally based Discharged 
Prisoners’ Aid Societies and other charities sought to work positively 
with offenders not only inside the prison but ‘through the gate’, follow-
ing their release.

The sector has continued to play a recognised role in service provision 
both inside the prison and on release despite the formal handing over 
of the ‘throughcare and aftercare’ role to the Probation Service in 1963. 
As Carey and Walker (2002: 59) describe, the 1970s witnessed a prolif-
eration of professionally run, secular VSOs operating in and beyond 
the prison, many established by those with first-hand experience of the 
penal system. Working alongside the more traditional church-based 
organisations, their development reflected wider societal shifts and 
changing needs in relation to substance misuse, cultural diversity, and 
recognised economic, health and gender inequalities. The Wolfenden 
Committee report (1978) paid tribute to their work and acknowledged 
its significant role in complementing, supporting and extending the 
statutory system.

Yet there were difficulties in gaining acceptance within individual 
prison establishments and also in remaining financially viable (Hobhouse 
and Brockway, 1922 cited in Carey and Walker, 2002: 55). Over the 
 subsequent decades, the coordination of the sector’s work in the prison 
setting continued to fluctuate, and some earlier gains, for example the 
appointment of a member of prison staff in each establishment to act as 
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voluntary sector coordinator, have receded. The funding of VSOs work-
ing in prisons has also continued to be fragmented, with some ser-
vices being centrally specified and procured by the National Offender 
Management Service (NOMS); some smaller-scale services being locally 
commissioned at the discretion of prison governors; and much work 
being delivered free of charge to the establishment through the support 
of charitable trusts and foundations (Hucklesby and Hagley-Dickinson, 
2007). This is problematic in that it not only results in geographic vari-
ations in the provision of services, but also means the sector is less able 
to engage strategically and cohesively with the direction of criminal 
justice policy and practice.

Beyond prison, work with ex-offenders in the community has a simi-
lar history of waxing and waning strategic and financial support. This 
is despite the fact that the Probation Service itself has its own roots in 
voluntary work, specifically that of 19th-century voluntary court mis-
sionaries. Over the succeeding hundred years, the Probation Service con-
tinued to work closely with VSOs, at one time even actively recruiting 
and involving its own groups of volunteers. This was, however, informal 
and not linked to funding streams.

This situation began to change in the 1980s when responsibility 
for offender accommodation was devolved from central government 
to local probation areas, and probation for the first time entered into 
a more explicit commissioning relationship with voluntary provid-
ers. Even then there were significant fluctuations in that commit-
ment (Clinks, 2012a, 2012b). By the mid-1990s local probation areas 
were expected to spend at least 7 per cent of their budgets on ‘part-
nership’ arrangements, including offender accommodation, but when 
the National Probation Service was formed in 2001, this requirement 
was removed. As other local commissioners took over responsibility for 
some key services to offenders, probation expenditure on services pro-
vided by VSOs dwindled to as little as 2 per cent in some areas.

In 2004 the creation of NOMS, to oversee both probation and pris-
ons, saw a second wave of enthusiasm for diversifying providers and 
including the voluntary and community sector. When the current 
Probation Trusts were established in 2007, the Ministry of Justice and 
NOMS renewed their pledge to open up the market and enable VSOs 
to play a more active role in local service delivery (MoJ, 2008). At this 
time, many probation trusts began to commission a wider range of ser-
vices from VSOs and other partners to meet specific needs, and also to 
engage with the sector collectively over their plans and possible part-
nership opportunities.
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This, then, is indicative of the climate in which the voluntary sector 
working with offenders operates today. Although there is significant sup-
port available from some statutory services, it is not a long- established 
feature of the system, and remains patchy and unstable. The conse-
quence of this is that, despite the plethora of activity still being carried 
out by VSOs concerned with supporting rehabilitation, the scope for the 
sector to play a more significant strategic role in delivering rehabilita-
tion and resettlement support in prison and beyond the prison gate has 
remained fairly limited. Moreover, as this chapter explores further, even 
these fragile foundations are once again being disturbed, as the coalition  
government implements its Transforming Rehabilitation (TR) proposals 
(MoJ, 2013a) to outsource the bulk of the work hitherto undertaken by 
the probation service. Whether this will strengthen the voluntary sector 
or force it to go through the lengthy process of securing engagement 
once again will be a key question for criminal justice decision-makers 
for at least the next 10 years.

Clinks and the role of infrastructure organisations

These challenges facing the sector over the last few decades led directly 
to the formation of Clinks in 1998, its aim being to support voluntary 
and community-based organisations working in prisons and with ex-
prisoners in the community (Martin, 2002: 68). There had been a much 
earlier incarnation of an umbrella body for the sector, in the form of the 
Central Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Society – later the National Association 
of Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies (NADPAS) – which was formed in 
1935 to coordinate local VSOs and act as a link between them and the 
Prison Commission. NADPAS itself became a service delivery organisa-
tion, Nacro, during the 1960s expansion of the sector.

Clinks came into being in the immediate aftermath of the 1997 elec-
tion. The New Labour government seemed to herald a resurgence of 
political interest in the concept of active citizenship, and in the role of 
the voluntary sector working with the state to build social capital and 
effect positive change, at both the individual and societal levels. This 
new spirit of recognition and partnership was most notably reflected in 
the signing of a Compact on Relations between Government and the Voluntary 
and Community sector in England (HM Government, 1998). This docu-
ment, refreshed in 2010 by the new coalition government, continues to 
be in wide use as the foundation text for best practice in delivering ser-
vices that include voluntary sector involvement (Cabinet Office, 2010b).
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As an infrastructure organisation, Clinks’ founding purpose is not to 
deliver directly to service users but to support and represent VSOs that 
do. As such, it has had a unique role to play in channelling their voices 
and raising awareness of the opportunities and challenges that they 
have faced over a number of years. An initial study of the work of VSOs 
in four prisons (Clinks, 1999) showed at that time that the relationship 
between prisons and the voluntary sector lacked both a philosophical 
and practical framework, which left staff and volunteers in both sec-
tors operating on the basis of personal conviction without any coherent 
policy to guide them. Where there was a positive relationship it was a 
nervous one and much depended on the extent to which individual 
prison governors were willing to take action without direction from 
Prison Service HQ. It was also unclear which VSOs were active inside 
each prison, resulting in a lack of coordination and awareness of their 
work, which was consequently underutilised.

A number of positive gains flowed from the Clinks study and related 
work. Clinks’ Good Practice Guide (2000) was adopted by the Prison 
Service in 2001, at the same time as a new national post of Voluntary 
Sector Coordinator was created at Prison Service HQ (Sanderson and 
Gordon, 2002: 76). A significant constituency of locally based VSOs with 
a long history of working in prisons was able to develop its collective 
voice through Clinks for the first time with the aim of influencing gov-
ernment policy and practice.

This advocacy role is in fact an essential correlative to the sector’s 
involvement in service delivery, since both are equally informed by its 
distinctive ethos. Set up and run by private individuals, the voluntary 
sector is defined by its legal, economic and ideological independence 
from the public and private sectors. Organisations can focus exclusively 
on the needs of the specific users or communities for whom they were 
created, and who are enshrined in their founding documents as their 
beneficiaries. Not only are they free of the profit motive that drives 
the private sector, but they are also exempt from the need to balance 
these alongside competing interests, as statutory services must. For this 
reason, the voluntary sector’s role is often to act as a safety net where 
statutory services either fail or do not exist. It follows from this that the 
voluntary sector also has an ethical duty to scrutinise policy decisions 
on behalf of their service users, who are already marginalised, and to 
some extent disenfranchised, from mainstream public services. In many 
cases, such as where policy changes might reduce the need for a vol-
untary organisation’s services, it might in fact be more advantageous 
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for the sector not to speak out. For example, criminal justice VSOs are 
known for their long record of supporting alternatives to custody to 
reduce the number of people in prison, even where they themselves 
are funded to work with prisons and might otherwise be seen to have a 
financial interest in a growing number of prisoners. This commitment 
to amplify the voices of its users is indicative of the sector’s foundational 
values, and of the contribution it is able to make beyond its role as an 
alternative service provider to the public or private sectors. So important 
is this aspect of the sector’s work that it was enshrined as the first prin-
ciple of the Compact, in which the government commits to doing the 
following (Cabinet Office, 2010b: 8):

1.1. Respect and uphold the independence of CSOs [Civil Society 
Organisations] to deliver their mission, including their right to cam-
paign, regardless of any relationship, financial or otherwise, which 
may exist.

In recent years, however, there have been signs of increasing pressure 
upon the sector not to speak out. The Panel on the Independence of the 
Voluntary Sector, founded by the Baring Foundation in 2011, warned in 
its most recent annual report that the overall independence of the sec-
tor is ‘undervalued and under serious threat’, and that there had been 
a particular deterioration in respect of its ability to use its voice (Baring 
Foundation et al., 2014: 6). Perhaps the most notable instance of this was 
the passing of the Transparency of Lobbying, Non-Party Campaigning 
and Trade Union Administration Act, otherwise known as the Lobbying 
Bill, in January 2014. A highly vocal campaign was run by many 
organisations, including Commission on Civil Society and Democratic 
Engagement, of which Clinks is a member, arguing that the provisions 
of the Act risked limiting the ability of VSOs to engage in legitimate cam-
paigning activity because it might inadvertently influence the outcome 
of elections (Commission on Civil Society and Democratic Engagement, 
2013). The outspoken hostility of some politicians and sections of the 
media who labelled voluntary sector campaigning as ‘political’, and 
therefore illegitimate (sometimes because campaigns were seen as criti-
cal of government policy), however, predates the Lobbying Act (Baring 
Foundation et al., 2014: 33).

In this climate, there is a particular need for infrastructure organisa-
tions such as Clinks to articulate the value of the sector’s independ-
ent voice to effective and democratic policy-making. Since their role 
is not to promote the interests of any individual organisation but to 
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support and represent the sector as a whole, and its marginalised users, 
such organisations have a strong platform from which to speak about its 
constituency’s purpose and achievements. The scale and magnitude of 
forthcoming changes to criminal justice policy make such an undertak-
ing both more urgent and more challenging.

In order to draw out the full potential of current policy proposals, 
however, it is first necessary to present both a snapshot of the sector’s 
current make-up and an outline of the overarching policy context in 
which it finds itself.

The profile of the sector working with offenders  
and their families

The criminal justice voluntary sector includes a rich variety of organisa-
tions and there are multiple ways in which it might be organised and 
understood. Perhaps most obviously, organisations can be categorised in 
terms of their size or the specific constituency of service users that they 
support. However, decision-makers should also be aware of the wide 
variety of organisational structures, approaches to delivering services, 
business models and political or faith orientations within the sector.

Given its history, with its roots mainly in small-scale voluntary services 
delivered by volunteers and small numbers of paid staff in particular prisons 
or local communities, the voluntary sector can be seen as being polarised 
between a sizeable majority of small, local voluntary groups and a minor-
ity of larger national or regional organisations (Gojkovic, 2012). This is 
reflected in Clinks’ own membership of around 600 VSOs: at least three 
quarters of these have 20 or fewer paid staff members. A recent Centre 
for Social Justice (CSJ, 2013: 7) study, drawing on the 2010 National 
Survey of Charities and Social Enterprises (Cabinet Office, 2011), esti-
mated that, although as many as 13,596 VSOs in England may work in 
some way with offenders as part of their wider remit, only 1475 organi-
sations have offenders, ex-offenders and their families as their primary 
beneficiaries. Of these, 51 per cent have an annual income of less than 
£150,000, and 5 per cent have no income at all. Most reported having 
few employees, with 24 per cent having no full-time equivalent staff 
and 58 per cent having five or fewer staff. The predominant focus was 
also very local, with 61 per cent carrying out their activities at county 
council level or at a smaller scale. At the other end of the scale, the CSJ 
study revealed 23 per cent of organisations with an annual income of 
more than £500,000, and just a handful with very substantial incomes 
of £50 million or more. Only 4 per cent of VSOs have more than 100 
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staff, with 21 per cent operating nationally and 33 per cent operating 
regionally. These findings clearly have significant implications for the 
ability of the sector to participate in larger-scale contracted activity, with 
relatively few VSOs having the income, staffing or geographical reach to 
operate at more than local level. In addition, the current economic cli-
mate has brought multiple challenges to the sector in relation to both its 
own funding and the level of need faced by its service users; it is in short 
being asked to do more with less. This has two obvious consequences: 
on the one hand, it may be seen to increase the level of urgency with 
which organisations feel they must work to amplify the voices of their 
service users and, where necessary, criticise government policy. On the 
other hand, however, it impacts on the level of choice they have about 
engaging with commissioning processes where opportunities to do so 
arise, even where it is on terms that they may find financially, or even 
ethically, problematic.

Impact of the economic downturn

Although the precarious economic situation of many VSOs is not a new 
phenomenon, the work of Clinks and others in mapping the impact 
of the economic downturn has highlighted some stark trends. VSOs 
working with offenders have in the past been strongly reliant on grants 
from a limited number of charitable trusts. Raising funds through pub-
lic donations has historically been difficult given the lack of public 
traction for the plight of offenders and former offenders as a worthy 
cause. Fundraising from the public constitutes just 3 per cent of total 
income for those organisations who responded to our most recent sur-
vey (Daly, 2013: 3).

The economic downturn has had a detrimental impact on the finan-
cial situation of VSOs. Biannual surveys conducted by Clinks since 2010 
have indicated that as many as 50 per cent of responding organisations 
are not recovering their core costs, and 65 per cent are using their reserves 
to cover these. The level of income that responding organisations have 
secured over the last three years particularly varies by size; our most 
recent survey found that medium-sized organisations were more likely 
to have seen a drop in turnover than either larger organisations (with 
over 50 staff) or smaller ones (with fewer than 10 staff) (Daly, 2013: 9). 
VSOs have also reported that reduced income and the need for staff to 
dedicate more time and energy to fundraising are interfering with the 
quality and flexibility of service provision for service users. Clinks’ previ-
ous monitoring has also revealed reports from organisations that service 
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user demand is escalating in parallel with the bite on their resources. 
Daly (2012: 31) notes that

national and local government cuts over the last twelve months have 
resulted in a decrease in the quantity and quality of the services on 
which the most vulnerable depend. In the past, the charities and not-
for-profit organisations have provided a safety net for those whose 
needs are not met by the public sector. But with large cuts to the 
public sector services coinciding with cuts to the not-for-profit sector, 
some of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable are falling through 
the gaps.

The obvious result of this is that providers report that they are stretch-
ing their resources even further to cover the rising level of need, without 
additional funding. Organisations have also expressed concern not only 
about their own financial position but also about the tapering number 
of services to which to signpost and refer clients onwards (Daly, 2013: 4).

These factors give an insight into some of the reasons why contracts 
with statutory authorities to provide services have become such an impor-
tant option for the sector (Meek et al., 2010: 10). Contracts bring with 
them both the promise of stable income and a more formalised strate-
gic relationship with the authority contracting out the service. Yet, even 
financially, these are no panacea: for a start, they overwhelmingly favour 
larger organisations with 50 or more staff (Daly, 2013: 3). Moreover, 
these organisations are particularly exposed to the shifts in commission-
ing landscape and overall reductions in public spending. This presents a 
number of sobering questions about the future of wider voluntary provi-
sion in the criminal justice system, given the clear political preference for  
contractual relationships exemplified by TR. It also has obvious conse-
quences for the sector’s independent identity and voice if it becomes ever 
more dependent on statutory sources of funding.

Current policy climate and challenges  
for the voluntary sector

Reference has already been made above to the endemic strategic and 
economic uncertainties that have characterised the sector’s relation-
ship with the state throughout its history, and how they may have 
undermined the independence and versatility of the sector. These are 
largely to do with how the delivery of services is envisioned at the local 
and national political levels, which has led to a constantly shifting 
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commissioning and procurement landscape. It is important, set against 
these longer-term factors, not to overstate the implications of the current 
turbulent policy environment. Many organisations will attest that the 
peaks and troughs of each new policy cycle are a familiar and accepted 
characteristic of this sector. Nevertheless, the forthcoming changes to 
how rehabilitation services are delivered are among the most significant 
in their history. These changes, like any overhaul of a major public ser-
vice, carry risks alongside opportunities. We now explore some of these 
through the lens of a sector which, as the previous sections have sought 
to demonstrate, has a sizeable stake in whether or not they achieve their 
stated aims.

Transforming rehabilitation

It has been noted already that the late 2000s heralded the introduction 
of more significant outsourcing of criminal justice services. The further 
expansion of competition has also been an acknowledged priority of the 
current government from the outset. In the 2010 Coalition Agreement, 
the very first of the nine commitments given on justice was as follows:

We will introduce a ‘rehabilitation revolution’ that will pay inde-
pendent providers to reduce reoffending, paid for by the savings 
this new approach will generate within the criminal justice system. 
(Cabinet Office, 2010a: 26)

Following a reshuffle in which Chris Grayling replaced Ken Clarke as 
Secretary of State for Justice, the final TR agenda was launched in the 
Strategy for Reform white paper in 2013 (MoJ, 2013a). This announced 
the government’s intention to contract out the management of low 
and medium risk adult offenders in the community, and those leaving 
custody, to new providers – Community Rehabilitation Companies –  
who would be incentivised to drive down reoffending rates by a 
Payment by Results (PbR) scheme. As part of the new regime, a num-
ber of prisons would be redesignated as ‘resettlement prisons’, where 
prisoners from the area would start working with the new providers 
during the last three months of their sentence, to ensure continu-
ity through the gate and in the community after release. For the first 
time, supervision would also be applied to those completing sen-
tences of less than 12 months, who would serve all or most of their  
sentence within their local resettlement prison. The cost of extending 
rehabilitation in this way would be met by efficiencies driven by the 
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new providers, and longer-term savings would be delivered by the pro-
jected reduction in reoffending. Meanwhile, high-risk offenders would 
be the responsibility of a newly constituted National Probation Service 
(NPS), which would also undertake risk assessment, advise courts and 
the Parole Board and work closely in partnership with the new providers 
to ensure public protection.

A further, important aspect of the new regime was the commitment 
given in A Strategy for Reform to including the voluntary sector in the 
new arrangements:

There are organisations across all sectors which have value to add 
in reforming offenders. A large number of consultation respondents 
agreed that voluntary and community sector organisations could 
have a strong impact on reducing reoffending. We know that there 
are challenges for smaller organisations in all sectors in participat-
ing in delivery under ‘payment by results’ contracts and across large 
areas. We are determined to design a system which brings together 
the best of the public, private and voluntary and community sec-
tors and we asked questions on how we could achieve this in the 
Transforming Rehabilitation consultation. (MoJ, 2013a: 16)

This was a welcome statement of intent, appearing to promise an 
approach to the sector that is both assured and flexible, particularly 
for smaller organisations. However, the challenges posed by certain 
aspects of the proposals are indeed significant; whether or not they 
will in fact translate into more comprehensive support for the sector 
remains to be seen.

The problem of scale

One of the key uncertainties that remain concerns the extent to which 
the small localised nature of much of the sector can be accommo-
dated in the new structures. The question for VSOs is whether and 
how meeting local need can be reconciled with an attempt to create 
economies of scale through large-scale procurements. In its report 
on the future of the Probation Service in England and Wales prior to 
the launch of Transforming Rehabilitation; A Strategy for Reform (MoJ, 
2013a), the Justice Committee advised that such large contracts were a 
false economy and an inappropriate vehicle for commissioning proba-
tion services (Justice Committee, 2011). An even wider concern than 
the practicability of the new arrangements is that competition itself is 
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problematic for a sector which has traditionally thrived on partnership 
and complementary working. Competing with other providers poses 
both practical and existential anxieties for organisations, not least about 
the ultimate effect on their service users.

One issue of particular concern is the impact of large-scale com-
missioning of specialised services currently carried out by local, 
 community-based organisations, particularly where these are targeted 
at minority groups, such as women or Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 
(BAME) offenders. The future of local partnership working also remains 
uncertain, with Contract Package Areas cutting across a wide range of 
local authorities and statutory bodies, and little indication as to how 
collaborations between voluntary, statutory and commissioners will 
actually transpire. On non-statutory partnerships, VSOs are explicitly 
given ‘the flexibility to decide how they engage in such arrangements 
and with whom’ (MoJ, 2014: 47). This raises clear questions about the 
future of, for example, Integrated Offender Management (IOM), the 
well- established scheme in which all local agencies and organisations 
working with the most high-risk offenders in a community, whether 
statutory or voluntary, are brought together to ensure a coordinated 
approach (MoJ, 2010).

In this way, the TR proposals do not necessarily sit comfortably along-
side the drive towards localism in other areas of government policy, not 
least that of its sister department, the Home Office. In 2011, the Home 
Office created a new level of directly elected local decision-makers, Police 
and Crime Commissioners, to set the strategic priorities and budget for 
each police force in England and Wales. The aim of this was precisely to 
devolve governance of policing and community safety services to local 
areas, and hence to secure more locally tailored provision. The extent 
to which Police and Crime Commissioners might be involved in com-
missioning offender management services in the future is unknown. 
However, the new local landscape of contracting, with its plethora of 
commissioners who must be approached for funding, risks creating con-
fusion and threatens to overload smaller local VSOs that might want to 
work with them all.

Even for the small number of large national VSOs, there are significant 
barriers to leading one or more of the new contracts, even though the 
government has stressed its desire not to have the sector limited to being 
subcontractors in supply chains led by others (MoJ, 2013a). In reality, 
however, organisations that compete for large contracts must have sub-
stantial capital and resources. Taking on large contracts would also have 
major legal implications, such as the requirement to take on employees 
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transferring to the new providers from existing services, whose job terms 
and conditions are protected by the Transfer of Undertaking (Protection of 
Employment) (TUPE) regulations. Although one option would be devel-
oping a consortium to bid for contracts, doing so successfully is usually 
a lengthy and complex process, requiring trustee approval, due diligence 
checks and a good cultural ‘fit’ between organisations. A useful case study 
is provided in Hucklesby and Wincup’s (2007) evaluation of the Pyramid 
partnership project between Depaul Trust and Nacro, piloted by Northern 
Rock foundation between 2004 and 2007 which highlights some of the 
benefits and pitfalls of VSOs working in partnership with each other.

Despite the mutual interest from government and the sector in see-
ing VSOs and consortia as lead providers, it may still be the private 
sector that dominates the list of successful bidders, because they have 
the resources to absorb all the various risks. The majority of voluntary 
providers will enter the market as subcontracted partners to a private 
sector lead provider. This once again highlights the importance of all 
parties committing fully to the sector’s ability to maintain an independ-
ent voice even when it is part of a commercial supply chain, upholding 
the values of the Compact (Cabinet Office, 2010b). It is too early to say 
whether this level of commitment exists, given that negotiations are 
under way at the time of writing between lead providers and VSOs, but 
considering the situation captured by the Panel on the Independence of 
the Voluntary Sector (Baring Foundation et al., 2014), it seems reason-
able to assume that scrutiny will be necessary.

Payment by Results

An important element of the TR proposals is the introduction of PbR 
into the new contracts, whereby full payment will only be paid to ser-
vice providers if reconviction rates of offenders under their supervision 
are reduced, compared with a given baseline. It will be a mandatory 
part of the contracts for the main providers, who will include the level 
of PbR they propose to take on as part of their bid for the new services. 
The extent to which PbR will be passed down to subcontractors pro-
viding specific rehabilitation services is a live question; there is no pre-
scribed maximum amount of risk they are allowed to pass on, though 
the Ministry of Justice has committed to ensure that this is not done 
‘disproportionately’ (MoJ, 2013c: 7).

Although this is notably not the most controversial aspect of the 
changes at a political level, where most of the opposition has been 
to privatisation as a principle in itself, it has provoked serious debate 
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within the voluntary sector. Some voices have welcomed PbR as an 
important way to hold services to account (Pollard, 2013). Others have 
pointed to the difficulties likely to be faced by small to medium-sized 
organisations in joining the supply chain under conditions where pay-
ment is conditional, particularly given the typical size and capacity of 
such organisations (CSJ, 2013: 7). Even for larger organisations, the risks 
of PbR are not insignificant, especially given the experiences of some 
VSOs involved in PbR contracts as part of the Department for Work 
and Pensions (DWP) flagship Work Programme (Rees et al., 2013). In 
an attempt to militate some of the concerns about PbR and as a result 
of its earlier use in other areas such as health, there has been invest-
ment in new ideas to ensure that the sector is enabled to be part of such 
commissioning arrangements. One example is the use of social finance 
such as the Social Impact Bond (SIB). In this model, social investment 
funds are pooled into a Special Purpose Vehicle (partnership or lim-
ited company), which then contracts with VSOs to provide innovative 
resettlement support to short-term prisoners. These providers are paid  
100 per cent of their delivery costs upfront and all of the risk is carried 
by the investors, who also receive a return on investment from govern-
ment proportionate to the outcomes achieved, that is, the reductions in 
reoffending achieved (Social Finance, 2011). However, the complexity of 
assessing outcomes and the levels of start-up capital required appear to 
make it unlikely at the time of writing that the SIB model will be rolled 
out extensively. Even though the Social Investment market is more gen-
erally expanding, it is impossible to predict how fast or how far it will 
develop over the next few years. Therefore, while there are reasons to be 
optimistic regarding the future role of social finance in funding inter-
ventions run by VSOs, it must be viewed as one among several options 
for the next few years.

Evidencing outcomes

Closely related to the challenges of PbR is the question of how best 
to measure the impact of interventions. Evaluating very diverse, often 
small-scale interventions is not a straightforward undertaking, 
and the sector has been grappling for some time with demanding expec-
tations from national and local commissioners. Although it is not con-
tested that public money should not be spent without paying regard 
to whether the interventions it funds are successful, there is less of a 
consensus over how VSOs can reasonably be expected to demonstrate 
that they are successful. Moreover, there is an ongoing debate over what 
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success actually means, even within the stated aim of reducing reof-
fending. This has been brought into sharp relief by PbR, under which 
reoffending rates of service users over the 12 months from the start of 
the intervention will be measured and compared to a historic baseline. 
There will be two different calculations as part of this: the number in a 
cohort who go on to commit any further offences (known as the binary 
metric), and the number of further offences per individual service user 
(the frequency metric). Providers will be able to receive payments if 
both metrics reduced. However, they will only be rewarded for reduc-
tions on the frequency metric if the binary metric at least stays constant, 
that is, there is no increase in the number of individuals committing 
further offences.

This method of measurement immediately prompts questions about 
the extent to which interventions working with those who are harder 
to reach will find a home within the new system. The academic lit-
erature on desistance from crime has continually stressed that it is a 
process rather than an event, and that it is marked by a number of 
largely subjective, rather than overt, changes, such as developing social 
capital and building a non-criminal identity (Maruna and Farrall, 2004; 
McNeill and Weaver, 2010). While NOMS (2012) has recently acknowl-
edged the importance of measuring intermediate outcomes, such as  
improved family relationships, progress towards employment and sta-
ble accommodation, these understandings have yet to penetrate the 
binary orthodoxy of the TR programme. So where an intervention 
achieves success over a longer period by reducing reoffending in the 
longer term, despite reconviction levels remaining constant or getting 
worse in the first 12 months, this will not be recognised by current PbR 
proposals.

A further example of the restricted way in which government cur-
rently approaches evaluation of the work of the sector is the new Justice 
Data Lab, through which organisations can gain access to official data 
on the reconviction rates of their service users, and how this com-
pares to similar service users in a matched control group (MoJ, 2013b). 
In other words, the Data Lab aims to analyse whether or not specific 
interventions are succeeding in reducing reoffending. This represents a 
valuable opportunity for the sector within the context of the changes 
to probation, but does not yet go beyond this fairly restricted view 
of success. The Data Lab is currently confined to measuring changes 
in reconvictions, with no measures as yet for intermediate outcomes; 
in this sense, some successes may be missed simply because the data 
are extracted too early in individuals’ desistance process. In addition,  
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there is the perennial problem of attributing change in an individual to 
one particular intervention or organisation, where a number of services 
have been working in combination.

These issues speak to wider tensions over whether the expectations 
commissioners have of the sector’s ability to demonstrate its impact 
are proportionate. Policy makers prefer high-quality, quantitative evi-
dence, but relatively few voluntary sector evaluations are currently 
thought to meet the methodological standards required (Hucklesby 
and Worrall, 2007, see Hedderman and Hucklesby, chapter six, this 
volume). Obstacles include small cohorts, lack of capital to fund eval-
uations and difficulties in accessing official data relating to service 
users beyond the specific provisions of the Data Lab. In relation to 
intermediate outcomes, these can be difficult to assess and measure, 
particularly when they are largely subjective in nature, for example 
with building personal relationships. Furthermore, the specific inter-
mediate factors most strongly associated with desistance will differ 
between different individuals and groups, for example women and 
BAME offenders.

This may seem like a very technical and rarefied debate, but it is a 
crucial one given the very close link that exists in principle between 
evaluation and funding. Although TR may have an impact on wider 
commissioning practice, it is not an overstatement to say that, at pre-
sent, inappropriate evaluation can be the difference between which 
parts of the sector survive and which do not. There are, of course, 
other local commissioners of services related to criminal justice that 
are becoming important to VSOs working in this field, including Police 
and Crime Commissioners and local and regional Health commission-
ers, which may offer the sector a chance to build new relationships  
and diversify funding sources. In all these commissioning contexts, 
however, evidencing impact and value is becoming increasingly impor-
tant. The conversation about the most appropriate and viable methods 
of evaluation will have to continue if the contribution of VSOs is to  
be sustained.

How is the voluntary sector distinctive?

Although the sector and its work are far from homogeneous, an insight 
into these overlapping networks of organisations can find many com-
mon themes and consistencies. We now turn our attention to what 
distinguishes the ethos, activities and interventions of criminal justice 
VSOs from those of statutory agencies and private companies, in order 
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to capture the full range of activity that is at stake if the voluntary sec-
tor’s work alongside the criminal justice system is not secured.

The commitment by the voluntary sector to ‘enable’ and ‘empower’ 
the marginalised is widely understood by the public to be its primary pur-
pose. This has specific connotations in criminal justice, however, given 
that the user group is effectively ‘disempowered’ by virtue of the fact that 
they are subject to the mandatory, rather than the voluntary, intervention 
of the state. The voluntary sector’s claim to distinctiveness is that, despite 
operating within these confines, it prioritises the needs of offenders as 
independently as it can from the formal machinery of justice, although 
that is often difficult and contentious. VSOs have traditionally stressed this 
independent stance and their roots in the local community as the basis 
for reciprocal, trusting relationships with service users and communities.

For many individuals, there is also a very important social dynamic to 
their journey away from crime. The ability to enhance social capital and 
to assist a person to forge new or renewed connections in their commu-
nity is possibly the voluntary sector’s most significant claim to distinc-
tiveness in working with offenders. Offenders and ex-offenders generally 
face structural stigmatisation in employment, housing and social rela-
tions which perpetuates punishment and hinders complete rehabilita-
tion. VSOs, as value-driven bodies, have an inherent interest in tackling 
this kind of structural disadvantage. Much of the contribution of the 
voluntary sector in criminal justice is therefore related to the challenge 
of accessing and mobilising social capital (Farrall and Calverley, 2005). 
This work takes many different guises. The sector has, for example, a 
long and distinguished history of working to create strong, reciprocal 
ties among those who have offended and their families. Restorative 
Justice programmes have been shown, in certain circumstances, to be 
deeply beneficial for both victims and offenders (Shapland et al., 2011). 
However, a unique goal of the sector is to help the service user move 
beyond their immediate circle, into the society from which they are dis-
engaged and stigmatised. A meta-analysis of numerous North American 
criminal justice interventions found, for example, that communi-
ties were much more likely to accept the presence of a high-need sex 
offender in their midst if they were a member of a Circles of Support and 
Accountability group (Wilson et al., 2007). This last point has recently 
been developed by McNeill (2012), who suggests that VSOs that sup-
port reintegration into the community are contributing more than just 
practical support for individual offenders. Such organisations are in fact 
contributing to a fair and just system by assuming responsibility for end-
ing state-sponsored punishment at the appropriate time, so that former 
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offenders can move back into active citizenship. The contribution of 
the voluntary sector therefore goes beyond crime reduction solutions to 
creating a more credible and efficient criminal justice system.

Desistance and the voluntary sector

A particular recent boon to the sector’s work has been the burgeon-
ing academic literature on desistance theory, which has become a sub-
ject of interest amongst policy makers and practitioners alike (McNeill 
and Weaver, 2010; NOMS, 2012). Desistance refers to the process – as 
opposed to the event – of ceasing and refraining from offending, and the 
individual’s eventual reintegration back into the community (McNeill 
and Weaver, 2010). It distinguishes between primary desistance (any lull 
or gap in offending) and secondary desistance (the complete cessation 
of offending, accompanied by the development of an altered identity as 
a non-offender, and the person’s full reintegration into the family, com-
munity and society) (McNeill and Weaver, 2010). Critically, the process 
of desistance is attributed to a combination of subjective and objective 
factors. While practical support such as finding accommodation, steady 
employment and addressing substance misuse issues are all acknowl-
edged as important, researchers have also devoted considerable atten-
tion to the importance of the individual’s own social context, priorities 
and motivations in the desistance process (Ward and Maruna, 2007). 
This reflects the pre-existing narrative that has informed voluntary 
sector services in criminal justice for decades, which emphasises that 
offenders are individual agents, and that a ‘one size fits all’ approach to 
rehabilitative interventions is unlikely to be effective.

The sector’s distinctive contribution to the criminal justice system, 
then, can be summarised as offering holistic, person-centred interven-
tions, deeply embedded in the appropriate social and local context, with 
significant points of synthesis with desistance theory. As noted above, 
this does not have to be carried out in isolation from, or in opposition to, 
statutory or other interventions. Indeed, partnership arrangements such 
as IOM have been shown to be particularly successful when they include 
a variety of partners from different sectors (Wong et al., 2012). In a Home 
Office–commissioned evaluation of a series of IOM pilots, the positive 
contributions of VSOs were attributed to their flexibility, their ability 
to respond quickly and the fact that they are embedded in the com-
munity and can provide a source of ‘informal intelligence’ on unique 
features of the local area (Wong et al., 2012).
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Working with complex needs, hard-to-reach  
offenders and minority groups

In addition to its general ethos, VSOs have made particular and 
acknowledged strides in providing for individuals who present with par-
ticularly complex needs. In their review of the Circles of Support and 
Accountability programme, O’Connor and Bogue (2010: 317) point to 
the unique role of the volunteer, arguing that finding the right volun-
teer and community support could be critical in supporting individuals’ 
desistance, and noting that people are more responsive to interventions 
where they find a ‘match with their own way of being in the world’. 
Where VSOs find a way of facilitating this, they may be uniquely well 
equipped to assist statutory partners to meet the challenges of particularly 
disempowered or disenfranchised individuals. An evaluation of the 2nd 
Chance Sports Academies Project at HMYOI Portland found delivering 
specialist help and mentoring relationships, tailored to individual com-
plex needs, yielded significant improvements in the reconviction rates 
of a cohort of young service users who had committed violent offences, 
when compared to the national average (Meek, 2012). Significantly, 
despite initial fears that the programme would merely duplicate existing 
resettlement provision, members of the prison staff reported that 2nd 
Chance had become an indispensable aspect of their work.

Flowing directly from its independence and ethos, the sector has also 
played a vital role in raising the profile and meeting the needs of mar-
ginalised groups of people within the criminal justice system. One of 
the terms often used by the sector itself to capture its unique value is the 
commitment of organisations to working with the ‘hard-to-reach’ popu-
lations (Nacro, 2011: 3; Clinks, 2013: 3). Far from being a derogatory 
label to the individual service user, this term recognises that many peo-
ple caught up in the criminal justice system find themselves persistently 
alienated from mainstream services, from an early stage in life and in rela-
tion to the full spectrum of social welfare, health and education provision. 
The role of the voluntary sector in advocating for particular models of 
working and for service change is perhaps best illustrated by its recent 
achievements in regard to women and BAME service users.

Women offenders

Women constitute a numerically small proportion of those subject to 
criminal justice disposals, accounting for just 5 per cent of the prison 
population (MoJ, 2013a). The relatively low number of women perhaps 
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partially accounts for a historical tendency at both a strategic and opera-
tional level to overlook the very high levels of multiple and complex 
needs typically experienced by women in the criminal justice system. 
In most recent estimates, 46 per cent of women in prison have suf-
fered a history of domestic abuse and 53 per cent report having expe-
rienced emotional, physical or sexual harm as children, compared 
with 27 per cent of men (Prison Reform Trust, 2013a). In 2007, the 
Independent Review on women in the criminal justice system led by 
Baroness Corston (2007: 3) presented a piercing critique of provision 
for women, on the basis that prisons and practices within them have 
‘for the most part been designed for men’. In the course of her review, 
Corston (2007: 61) visited three voluntary sector women’s community 
centres, Calderdale in Halifax, Asha in Worcester and 218 in Glasgow 
and described their services as follows:

What unites these three centres is their broad approach which is to 
treat each woman as an individual with her own set of needs and 
problems. They recognise the impact that victimisation and isolation 
by disadvantage can have on a woman’s circumstances and behav-
iour; the shame and stigma that many women feel by a number of 
life experiences, not just being convicted of an offence but also men-
tal illness or being a single parent. [They] seek to provide constructive 
and humane responses to many women who need a whole range of 
support from community-based services including both psychologi-
cal therapy to aid personal development and practical assistance to 
help them develop economic prospects. They are primarily ‘women’ 
not ‘offenders’.

The evolution of a one-stop-shop to women service users is just one 
example of a voluntary sector initiative that provides a practical answer 
to entrenched social neglect.

While government policy responses to the Corston recommenda-
tions have been frustratingly slow, alliances across the voluntary sector 
and interested funders, most notably the collaboration by the Corston 
Independent Funders Coalition, have been evermore active in their 
development and advocacy efforts (Kaufmann, 2011). Since 2007, novel 
solutions for assisting women have continued to proliferate in the 
voluntary sector. For example, the SWAN project in Northumberland 
developed a virtual one-stop approach to address rural isolation and 
associated service inequality (Barefoot Research and Evaluation, 2010). 
Experienced VSOs have also pioneered new resources to help others 
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better understand how to respond to the distinct profile of women 
service users. For example, the Together Women Project (2013) has 
developed an online gender-specific mentoring toolkit, which provides 
detailed but accessible guidance on approach, design and practice. The 
toolkit emphasises the importance of a user-led approach to design-
ing effective services, informed by the three questions: ‘Who are these 
women? What are the women’s needs? What do the women say?’

The voluntary sector has also played an important scrutiny and cam-
paign function. For example, Women in Prison (2013) recently pub-
lished a report State of the Estate, which includes a fact file of every 
women’s prison and contextualises this with the testimonies of women 
prisoners. In their strategic work, the voluntary sector providing gen-
der-specific services to women and the Corston Independent Funders 
Coalition have been advocates of a new language introduced by the 
Corston Report (2007). For example, it promotes an approach that refo-
cuses attention upstream to women and girls ‘at risk’, rather than solely 
upon ‘women offenders’. Strong voices in the sector have also urged a 
new discourse about gender-specific understanding of equal treatment 
(Prison Reform Trust, 2014). A consistent theme of strategic and local 
activism from criminal justice VSOs is to challenge fixed categories of 
‘victim’ and ‘offender’. Unpicking this dichotomy, and pointing out the 
harm and neglect that many women who enter the criminal justice have 
experienced, and the failure of a network of services to intervene, has 
been at the heart of the sector’s strategy for effecting alternative service 
response (Hayes and Frazer, 2012).

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) offenders

Particular BAME groups are notoriously over-represented in the criminal 
justice system. In March 2013, 26 per cent of the prison population was 
from a minority ethnic group, compared with one in ten of the national 
population (Prison Reform Trust, 2013a: 5). Clinks commissioned a study 
entitled Double Trouble to explore the specific resettlement needs of BAME 
groups, in recognition of continuing direct and indirect racism across the 
criminal justice system as a whole (Jacobson et al., 2010). The research-
ers found that, in addition to the generic practical barriers that face all 
prisoners, there are often added challenges and nuances in meeting the 
needs of those from minority ethnic backgrounds. It was recognised that 
VSOs can have a critical ‘bridging’ role to play in engendering trust with 
service users whose experiences may have led them to be mistrustful of 
statutory services (Jacobson et al., 2010: 5). They do this by delivering 
culturally sensitive provision and ‘personalised services tailored to the 
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needs and circumstances of offenders as individuals as well as members 
of minority ethnic groups’ (Jacobson et al., 2010: 4). For example, the 
Nilaari Agency, a community-based drug treatment provider that sup-
ports primarily BAME adults and young people in Bristol, was created as 
a result of consultations with service users who did not feel that existing 
mainstream provision was meeting their needs (Jarman, 2012: 7).

In a recent small-scale study of BAME VSOs more generally, Ware 
(2013: 1) noted that while most organisations are facing funding chal-
lenges, both the service provision of BAME organisations and their 
capacity to influence strategic decision-making are threatened. There is 
no consensus in the literature about whether there is a ‘distinct and 
definable’ BAME VSO but Ware’s (2013: 2) study revealed a view that 
there is a ‘sector’, albeit diverse and fragmented. Exacerbated by the eco-
nomic downturn, Runnymede Trust argues that the work of BAME VSOs 
working in criminal justice has been reduced to ‘fire-fighting and crisis 
management’ (Sviensson, 2012: 7). In a sense, one could think of the 
plight of VSOs that deliver specialised services to BAME communities as 
‘triple trouble’. The experience of BAME organisations in criminal jus-
tice illustrates not only how a vibrant voluntary sector has evolved to fill 
gaps at a local level and address entrenched institutional discrimination, 
but also how a lack of political traction for addressing racism has led to 
marginalisation of the organisations themselves.

Filling the gaps

Beyond this, there is work by VSOs to address other protected charac-
teristics such as age and disability. Clinks has been increasingly alert to 
the need to emphasise to policy makers that even a cursory appraisal of 
the statistical profile of service users within the criminal justice system 
reveals that an overwhelming proportion of this population has vulner-
abilities associated with protected characteristics under the Equalities 
Act 2010. The sector has also played a pivotal role in highlighting flash-
points and articulating solutions in relation to young people, for exam-
ple as captured by the work of the Transitions to Adulthood Alliance 
(Transitions to Adulthood, 2010). An example of a frontline organisa-
tion filling an emerging gap within mainstream provision is RECOOP 
(RECOOP, 2014), which works to address the needs of older offenders 
at a time when the fastest-growing age group in the prison estate is the 
over-sixties (HMI Prisons, 2014). It would be fair to say that one of the 
most distinctive contributions of the sector has been relentlessly to 
champion the rights and needs of those service users who might other-
wise remain invisible to policy makers and commissioners.
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Promoting and enabling user involvement

Related to its record on advocacy on behalf of service users is the sec-
tor’s development of vehicles by which service users themselves can be 
empowered to have a voice in how the criminal justice system operates. 
In recent years, there has been an increasing amount of activity both 
at statutory level and in the sector to promote ‘service user involve-
ment’ in the criminal justice system. Service user involvement connotes 
processes by which the people using services participate in their design 
and delivery to make them more effective, which has historically been 
less developed in the criminal justice system, as compared with health 
and social care fields. A Clinks (2008) Taskforce identified a culture and 
mentality of ‘ingrained resistance to the concept of offenders, former 
offenders and their families as experts’ as perhaps the greatest barrier to 
their involvement in service design and review.

There are many examples, however, of VSOs pioneering projects to 
include service users in consultative and preventative work, such as prison 
councils, peer-led housing schemes, listener schemes, prisoner-led edu-
cation schemes and peer-mentoring and through-the-gate support. An 
example of this is the SOS Gangs Project, run by the St Giles Trust, which 
offers intensive support and mentoring to young offenders in London, 
particularly around gang-related crime, usually provided by former ser-
vice users themselves. Peer-mentoring projects are designed to be mutu-
ally beneficial: the caseworkers bring with them ‘first-hand experience of 
the issues their clients are working through’, and, following a six-month 
intensive training course, they also gain an accredited qualification in 
Information, Advice and Guidance (St Giles Trust, 2012: para. 3).

Clinks was commissioned by NOMS in 2011 to undertake a review 
of service user involvement in prisons and probation trusts across 
England and Wales. The research found many examples of VSOs assist-
ing with and promoting service user consultative groups, particularly 
in prisons. For example, Age Concern Older Offenders Project was 
facilitating monthly forums for older prisoners to bring their specific 
concerns to the attention of senior prison staff (Hayes, 2011: 21). 
Women in Prison have taken steps to enable service users to contrib-
ute to national policy by conducting policy consultations with women 
while they are held in prison. The nature and extent of this activity were 
relatively unknown in 2010 and much voluntary involvement seemed 
to be operating ‘under the radar’. However, there are promising indica-
tions of greater buy-in from statutory partners and service user involve-
ment seems a growth area in the criminal justice system. User Voice, a 
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national charity led and staffed by ex-offenders, was one of the pioneers 
of the ‘Prison Council’ model for including prisoners in democratic par-
ticipation within prisons. At the time of writing, User Voice has also been 
commissioned by the London Probation Trust to develop Community 
Councils, in which users of probation services are elected to engage with 
staff over improvements, in every London borough (User Voice, 2014).

Conclusions

The voluntary sector in criminal justice is a formidable presence in pro-
viding services to offenders that would not otherwise exist. It goes well 
beyond the minority of larger charities that are perhaps best known to 
the public, providing a vast range of localised and individualised inter-
ventions that, in line with desistance theory, are likely to play a signifi-
cant role in making communities safer.

The history of the sector’s relationship with the state is characterised 
by a series of false dawns in terms of genuine recognition of its value. 
Even where new opportunities arise, such as through the TR changes to 
probation services, these are characterised by inadequate opportunities 
for small and localised organisations, and a very restrictive set of criteria 
for success. The increasing use of contracts to fund the sector is also  
having a clear effect on the sector’s ability to have an independent  
voice on policy and practice, at a time when the effects of austerity 
mean that it is perhaps more important than ever.

Despite the stated good intentions of government, the future role 
of the sector in delivering this work continues to look far from secure, 
caught as it is between the various, insufficiently mitigated risks of 
contracts, and a small and shrinking set of alternative funding sources. 
Organisations require more flexible support if they are to preserve their 
defining, holistic focus on supporting offenders as individuals and fos-
tering community reintegration, to the benefit of society as a whole.

The likelihood that tightly defined contracts might miss some of the 
most significant needs and aspirations of the most marginalised people, 
along with the sector’s roots in communities, probably means that in the 
longer term the sector will survive these changes as it has others. What 
is more difficult to predict is whether a sector that divides itself between 
small isolated community groups and large quasi-corporate structures 
can provide adequate voice and leadership for the growing numbers of 
marginalised and alienated citizens. Who will be left to speak for them 
and offer a vision that builds on their strengths and assets?
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3
Third Tier in the Supply Chain? 
Voluntary Agencies and the 
Commissioning of Offender 
Rehabilitation Services
Mike Maguire

In this chapter I consider the implications of the growing marketisation 
of criminal justice services for voluntary sector organisations, looking in 
particular at the expansion of competitive commissioning as a means of 
delivering offender management and rehabilitation. Until recently, the 
pace of change in this direction has been slower in the penal field than 
in many other areas of public services, and most voluntary agencies 
that work with offenders appear so far to have adapted fairly comfort-
ably to new developments. However, it will be argued that the advent 
of the ‘Transforming Rehabilitation’ (TR) initiative (MoJ, 2013), whereby 
the majority of work previously undertaken by the probation service 
was outsourced on a ‘payment by results’ (PbR) basis to 21 ‘community 
rehabilitation companies’ (CRCs) in February 2015, represents a likely 
tipping point or step change. While opening up new opportunities for 
some individual agencies, this will create major risks and challenges for 
a substantial segment of the voluntary sector.1 Most CRCs are headed by 
a large private company (or a partnership which includes a large private 
company) which manages a ‘supply chain’ comprising a combination 
of other private companies, voluntary agencies, social enterprises, coop-
eratives and/or mutual funds. In such a structure, whose aims and out-
come targets are set by public sector commissioners, and whose modes 
of operation are controlled (in most cases) by private sector organisa-
tions, subcontracted voluntary agencies may find it difficult to maintain 
their traditional values, working practices and independence. Moreover, 
those left outside the supply chain may find it harder to obtain funding 
and access.

The chapter is structured as follows. To locate the discussion in 
a wider context, I begin by noting the frequently articulated wish of 
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UK governments since the 1980s to involve the voluntary sector more 
centrally in the delivery of public services, ostensibly as a catalyst both 
for improvements in the quality of provision and for a broader agenda 
of ‘civil renewal’. I also point out that moves to bring this about have 
generally taken place within a market framework, where charities are 
expected to compete for contracts on an equal footing with bidders 
from other sectors, and to deliver the outputs and outcomes specified 
by commissioners: many commentators agree that, although this sys-
tem offers benefits and opportunities, it can create over-reliance on gov-
ernment funding and threats to the character and independence of the 
voluntary sector. I then look specifically at voluntary agencies working 
in the criminal justice field, arguing that they face a set of additional 
challenges which arise from the statutory status of many penal interven-
tions. Charities have a long history of working with offenders on a con-
sensual basis, but have increasingly been asked to deliver interventions 
(including those specified by the courts) which contain coercive ele-
ments – a situation with which some are uncomfortable. They have also 
faced growing pressure to focus on activities directly related to criminal 
justice priorities and outcomes, sometimes at the expense of the wider 
welfare or social justice goals typically expressed in their charitable aims –  
arguably a reflection of broader social trends encapsulated in concepts 
such as Garland’s (2001) ‘culture of control’, Wacquant’s (2009) ‘penal 
drift’, or Simon’s (2007) notion of ‘governing through crime’. The limited 
evidence available suggests that most voluntary agencies working in this 
field have so far been able to cope with such pressure – as well as with 
the general challenges posed by competitive commissioning – without 
seriously compromising their principles or values. However, in the final 
section I argue that the introduction of TR will create a new situation 
which is likely to present far greater threats and challenges.

It should be noted at the outset that the term ‘voluntary sector’ is 
used here in its broadest sense. Recent years have seen increases in both 
the numbers and types of organisations that are neither state agencies 
nor private companies; indeed, it has been argued that distinctions 
between them are becoming blurred and we are seeing the emergence 
of some new ‘hybrid’ organisational forms (Corcoran and Fox, 2013). 
This complexity is also reflected in changing labels. The term ‘volun-
tary, community and social enterprise’ (VCSE) sector is now often pre-
ferred in government literature to either ‘voluntary’ or ‘third’ sector. 
This is the latest in a line of attempts to capture under one heading a 
highly diverse set of bodies which range from local community groups 
to national organisations with turnovers of millions; from charities to 
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quasi-businesses; from those run totally by volunteers to those whose 
executives and staff are all paid; from campaigning organisations to ser-
vice providers; from those with highly specialised charitable aims (often 
underpinned by particular ideological positions and strongly articulated 
values) to those prepared to take on a wide range of commissioned activ-
ities; and from those which raise their funds from donations or grants to 
those which depend almost entirely on competitive bidding for govern-
ment contracts.

Policy background: the voluntary sector  
and public services

Over the last 25 years or so, there has been a persistent and intensifying 
drive by successive governments to create opportunities for non-state 
organisations to expand their involvement in the delivery of services pre-
viously regarded as primarily or solely the preserve of the public sector.  
The main mechanism for outsourcing such work – common across vir-
tually the whole gamut of public services – has been competitive com-
missioning, whereby potential providers bid for contracts to deliver 
a specified set of services and, in growing numbers of cases, a set of 
target outcomes to which rewards or penalties may be attached. The 
development of policies to widen and facilitate voluntary sector partici-
pation in these processes can be traced through a series of key reports 
and initiatives that have been launched at frequent intervals since the 
mid-1990s. These include the Independent Commission on the Future of the 
Voluntary Sector in England (the Deakin Report) in 1996, which set a clear 
direction for change; the Compact on Relationships between Government 
and the Voluntary and Community Sector in 1998, which set out ground 
rules and principles; the Cross-Cutting Review on The Role of the Voluntary 
and Community Sector in Public Service Delivery in 2002, which proposed 
concrete reforms to strengthen the sector, including capacity-building 
initiatives and the direct involvement of sector representatives in the 
planning of public service delivery; the creation of the Office of the 
Third Sector in 2006; the establishment of Futurebuilders (the first of 
a number of significant capacity-building funds) in 2007; the revised 
Compact in 2010; and the current Open Public Services agenda, which 
encourages bids from a wide variety of providers to run mainstream 
public services (including setting up Free Schools and Academies).2

The persistence of such policies can be linked to two recurrent preoc-
cupations of recent governments. The first is a perceived need for pub-
lic sector reform. From the 1980s onwards, economic policy has been 
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dominated by neo-liberal thinking, with an emphasis on reducing taxa-
tion and government spending. It has become a common refrain that 
the rising costs of welfare are an unsustainable burden on the economy 
and seriously hamper growth. At the same time, the state agencies deliv-
ering public services have been regularly painted as wasteful and inef-
ficient in their use of resources, bureaucratic, inflexible, impersonal and 
unresponsive, producing poor outcomes for service users. Concrete pol-
icy initiatives associated with these arguments have included attempts 
to make public sector agencies more efficient and effective through vari-
ous forms of ‘managerialism’ or ‘performance management’ (prominent 
in the Thatcher government’s ‘Three Es’ initiative and in New Labour’s 
‘modernisation’ agenda3) and, to an increasing degree, the ‘contracting 
out’ of services to alternative providers who are expected to deliver them 
more cheaply and in new ways.

The second recurrent preoccupation involves concerns about an 
increasing detachment of individuals from community life, including 
reduced participation in local political processes and the various insti-
tutions of civil society. Since the 1990s, there has been a frequently 
expressed aim of promoting ‘civil renewal’, ‘community engagement’ 
or the ‘empowerment’ of citizens, underlined by the Blair government’s 
references to Etzioni’s philosophy of ‘communitarianism’, and encapsu-
lated more recently in the coalition government’s ‘Big Society’ slogan 
(see, for example, Hale, 2006; HM Government, 2010b; Maguire, 2012; 
Morgan, 2012).

In the light of both sets of concerns, it is easy to see why successive gov-
ernments have found the idea of a more prominent role for VSOs in pub-
lic service delivery attractive. Not only are they ostensibly cheaper than 
agencies staffed by professionals, but they have a reputation for innova-
tion, flexibility and the ability to engage socially excluded clients; many 
have close links with local communities; and they promote and facili-
tate the community-spirited act of volunteering to help others. Indeed, a 
recurrent claim has been that the voluntary sector offers a special set of 
qualities which, if effectively ‘harnessed’, can potentially have a ‘trans-
formative’ effect on the delivery of public services (Etherington, 2006; 
House of Commons, 2008).

Key debates and concerns

The developments outlined above raise some controversial issues and 
have provoked a wide range of views both within the voluntary sector and 
among external commentators. At one extreme, the Association of Chief 
Executives of Voluntary Organisations (ACEVO), which tends to reflect 
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the views of the larger charities and social enterprises, vigorously sup-
ports the opening up of public service delivery to competition and has for 
many years argued that the voluntary sector should aim to increase signif-
icantly its share of the cake (see, for example, ACEVO, 2003). In doing so 
it has lobbied the government for the creation of a ‘level playing field’ in 
competitions for funding, at the same time urging voluntary agencies to 
become more businesslike in terms of organisation and management: the 
stark choice being to ‘professionalise or perish’. Its consistent message –  
supported to varying degrees and with varying caveats by other third 
sector representative bodies such as the National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations (NCVO) and Social Enterprise UK – has been that a greater 
voluntary sector presence can both improve public service delivery and 
offer a healthier financial future for the sector.

At the other extreme, those with serious doubts about the wisdom 
of going further down this road have repeatedly warned of the dangers 
of voluntary agencies becoming over-dependent on government fund-
ing. It is often pointed out that there has been a significant fall in the 
amount of funding available through traditional grants (which allow 
charities to design their own ways of working and have few ‘strings 
attached’) and a concomitant increase in competitive commissioning 
and procurement, whereby the services to be delivered are (often nar-
rowly) defined in advance and put out to tender.4 Winning such con-
tracts is thus becoming increasingly important to the survival of many 
voluntary agencies, and they can suffer catastrophic losses of income 
if a major contract is not renewed. This creates the risk that fear of dis-
pleasing commissioners becomes a central factor in determining their 
organisational behaviour and working practices. Such fear, it is argued, 
can undermine their independence and their readiness to point out the 
negative effects of government policies or to speak out as advocates of 
vulnerable groups. Concerns have also been expressed that if voluntary 
organisations come to see themselves primarily as contracted delivery 
agents providing tightly prescribed services, they will lose much of their 
distinctive culture and value-driven approach, focus too much on targets 
at the expense of individual client need and ultimately become simply 
a pale reflection of the public sector – part of what Wolch (1990) pres-
ciently called a ‘shadow state’. Ironically, too, moves in this direction 
are likely to stifle innovative practice – one of the core strengths of the 
voluntary sector which attracted the government to it in the first place.5

In recent years, concerns about charities’ co-option as agents of the 
state have been supplemented by new concerns about their growing 
subservience to private companies. This stems largely from the coalition 
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government’s rapid acceleration of policy in several fields from limited 
outsourcing exercises into the development of large-scale competitive 
markets in public service provision, in which the private sector is gener-
ally seen as taking the lead role, with voluntary agencies as subcontractors. 
In the words of Benson (2014: 3) in a recent report for the National 
Coalition for Independent Action:

(T)he move from grants to commissioned contracts is the single most 
important factor in the progressive co-option of VSGs [‘voluntary ser-
vice groups’] as servants of state plans and policy and, increasingly, 
as subservient to the profit-making activities of private companies.

Hemmings (2013: 346) goes further, arguing that the third sector has 
been deliberately used over a long period as a kind of decoy or Trojan 
horse, to prepare the way for the eventual wide-scale privatisation of 
public services:

The nature of the relationship of voluntary organisations, between 
the public and private sector, enabled voluntary organisations to act 
as a staging post in the incremental move of public services from the 
public to the private sector. While in the public sector managerial 
initiatives on public service reform continued to be contested, the 
voluntary sector provided an alternative and a compliant route to 
break down resistance to privatisation, marketisation and the spread 
of private sector managerial values and practices.

Finally, Milbourne and Murray (2014: 3) argue that parts of the volun-
tary sector itself have begun to embrace marketisation too enthusiasti-
cally and to behave in predatory ways that further exacerbate the threats 
to those small and medium-sized local organisations which are striving 
to sustain traditional values and working practices:

Disquiet is also evident among many longer-standing, small and 
medium-sized voluntary organisations that have a history of local-
ised service provision, who perceive a triple threat. Corporations 
with little experience of, or interest in, specific service users are gain-
ing an increasing share of the scaled-up service contracts, extracting 
profit from welfare funding and often excluding them from the sup-
ply chain. Secondly, new, entrepreneurial, purportedly non-profit, 
entrants to an area are successfully competing for scarce funding, 
often with low-priced bids, based on casualised labour and minimal 
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overheads. Thirdly, there is a growing mistrust of very large chari-
ties, for appropriating funding and services, with little regard for the 
casualties left behind, whether through the loss of local expertise and 
specialist services as small centres close or the loss of local jobs and 
volunteer experience.

The criminal justice arena

These kinds of debates have been prevalent in the criminal justice 
arena as in most other areas of public policy, and I shall return to 
them in more detail later. First, however, I shall consider some rather 
different issues which are peculiar to the outsourcing of work with 
convicted offenders. Most obviously, court sentences and their imple-
mentation involve elements of punishment, coercion and control 
which do not sit easily with the welfare-oriented ethos of many volun-
tary agencies and staff. There are also issues around risk management 
and the protection of the public which do not arise with most other 
kinds of service users. Importantly, too, in both awarding and monitor-
ing contracts, commissioners of offender-related services tend to focus 
on criminal justice goals – especially that of ‘reducing reoffending’ – 
rather than the broader outcomes (such as promoting clients’ well-
being, empowering the disadvantaged or combating social exclusion), 
which many in the voluntary sector regard as the primary purpose of 
their work. In terms of practice, this can put pressure on providers to 
place less emphasis on welfare services and personal support and to 
introduce more interventions which accentuate clients’ criminal status 
and are perceived to be more directly aimed at changing their offend-
ing behaviour or managing their ‘risk’.

It is important to recognise that these issues are not new. Voluntary 
agencies have worked with convicted offenders for many years, often 
funded directly or indirectly by the Home Office or Ministry of Justice 
and in some form of partnership with criminal justice agencies. This 
has sometimes created tensions and dilemmas, but generally speaking 
the roles of each partner have been relatively distinct and the differ-
ences in aims, values and working practices have been understood and 
respected by funders. As illustrated below, the situation has become 
more blurred in recent years as voluntary agencies have become more 
directly involved in the delivery of court-ordered interventions, creat-
ing new challenges for some. However, it will subsequently be argued 
that such challenges have been minor in comparison to those which will 
arise as a result of TR.
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Charities, offender work and the coercion issue

As has often been pointed out, the direct involvement of charities 
and volunteers in rehabilitative work with convicted offenders has a 
very long history. Indeed, the probation service grew out of pioneer-
ing work by 19th-century ‘court missionaries’, and until the 1960s most 
post-release work with ex-prisoners was undertaken by volunteer-based 
Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies, whose National Association later 
evolved into the national charity Nacro6 – still a major player in the 
provision of resettlement services. Numerous charities still send work-
ers and volunteers into prisons to offer prisoners help and advice, in 
some cases funded by individual establishments, in others by govern-
ment, charitable foundations or sources such as the Big Lottery. Until 
recently, probation trusts regularly commissioned services such as drug 
counselling, housing advice, or training and employment services, from 
a variety of local voluntary agencies.7 However, it is important to put all 
this into perspective. In the context of the voluntary sector as a whole, 
it is only a small minority of agencies that specialise in or have substan-
tial experience of offender-related work (although, as will be discussed 
later, these are now being joined by growing numbers of ‘newcomers’). 
This includes, on the one hand, those whose services are aimed prin-
cipally or exclusively at offenders (estimated at less than 1 per cent of 
all voluntary sector agencies) and, on the other, a larger number whose 
expertise lies in a specific area such as substance misuse or housing 
services, which they offer to a range of clients but also attract crimi-
nal justice funding by tailoring them for delivery to offender groups.8 
Furthermore, the majority in both the above categories are small, locally 
based organisations which employ relatively few staff.9

Voluntary and coerced participation from the perspective of ‘old hands’

Probably the most common form of voluntary sector work with offend-
ers is variants of ‘mentoring’ or support by volunteers (offered in 
prison, ‘through the gate’ or post release) to assist prisoners’ resettle-
ment. Agencies with long experience in this include large charities such 
as Nacro, SOVA and St. Giles Trust (which particularly promotes peer 
support) and smaller organisations which work in limited geographical 
areas or with particular groups of offenders, such as women or minority 
ethnic prisoners. To date (though this changed in 2015 – see below), the 
bulk of such work has been undertaken on a purely voluntary basis with 
short-term prisoners, who have not been subject to probation supervi-
sion or licence conditions on release. This means that, while collabora-
tion with prisons or probation is often necessary for the purposes of 
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obtaining information about prisoners and contacting and recruiting 
them as participants, once people leave prison they are no longer under 
any form of coercion or control from the criminal justice system, and 
the voluntary agency concerned is relatively unconstrained in how it 
works with them.

Similarly, participation in rehabilitative interventions (such as group-
work, arts projects or drug counselling) offered by voluntary agencies 
inside prison has always been uncoerced from the offender’s point of 
view (although there may be some pressure to participate in cases where 
the possibility of early release is at stake).

However, there are also many long-standing examples of community-
based interventions delivered by charities which include statutory ele-
ments and hence involve them, indirectly at least, in a degree of coercion. 
For example, the Stonham Housing Trust has long experience of run-
ning hostels for ex-prisoners, some of whom are compelled to reside 
there for a period as a post-release licence condition. For many years, 
too, voluntary agencies have been commissioned by local probation 
services to deliver interventions such as drug or alcohol treatment to 
convicted offenders in fulfilment of requirements specified by the courts 
when passing community sentences. Participation in such activities is 
compulsory (albeit in the case of Drug Rehabilitation Requirements or 
Alcohol Treatment needing the offender’s consent before the original 
order is made) and non-attendance can result in breach proceedings.

Important as they are, such arrangements have traditionally left con-
trol and decision-making firmly in the hands of criminal justice agen-
cies, voluntary organisations always being regarded as junior partners. 
The underlying threat of breach for failure to comply with conditions has 
therefore remained to some extent distanced from the day-to-day deal-
ings that offenders have with project workers, making it easier for the 
latter to maintain open and trusting relationships. Certainly, experienced 
‘offender specialist’ organisations such as Stonham appear to be broadly 
comfortable with the responsibility of monitoring compliance and report-
ing breaches where necessary to the probation service. There is little 
evidence that this causes resentment or undermines trust, or that offend-
ers confuse their role with that of probation officers (see, for example, 
Maguire et al., 2007: 78).

The picture is a little less clear regarding voluntary agencies deliver-
ing court-ordered interventions to offenders on community sentences, 
especially those agencies which also work with a variety of other cli-
ent groups. This kind of work has both increased in volume and been 
subject to considerable change since the 1990s. The proportion of 
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probation orders augmented by ‘additional requirements’ grew from a 
quarter to a third between 1992 and 2002 (Morgan, 2003), while the 
introduction under the Criminal Justice Act 2003 of a generic commu-
nity sentence to which one or more of a menu of requirements could 
be added by sentencers led to a further steep increase, to the extent 
that a majority of community sentences now include at least one 
such requirement. Around 15,000 offenders a year receive sentences 
including Drug Rehabilitation Requirements or Alcohol Treatment, the 
delivery of most of which is contracted out to third sector agencies.10 
Anecdotal evidence from informal discussions with current and for-
mer probation officers and drugs agency managers and staff suggests 
that, for many years, it was quite common for such agencies to fail to 
report missed appointments by offenders who were generally compli-
ant, partly because they saw this as counterproductive to efforts to help 
them address their substance misuse problems, and partly in order to 
avoid being seen by service users as too close to the criminal justice sys-
tem.11 However, it was generally agreed that such practices became far 
less common during the 2000s as a result of efforts by probation boards 
(with NOMS encouragement) to tighten up the wording and monitoring 
of contracts and to promote more transparent record-keeping systems. 
This was said to have caused some concerns among drugs agency staff 
who work with their other (non-offender) clients on an entirely volun-
tary basis, but the general view appeared to be that, over time, most ‘old 
hands’ (in terms of working with offenders) have adapted to the new sit-
uation without feeling that they are seriously compromising their prin-
ciples or alienating clients. Similar views were expressed by experienced 
voluntary sector staff attached to an Integrated Offender Management 
(IOM) scheme, where some offenders were likewise compelled to attend 
their interventions.12

Newcomers to the field

In addition to agencies with substantial experience or expertise in 
working with offenders, there are numerous others which have newly 
entered the criminal justice field in recent years or are currently attempt-
ing to do so. The TR initiative has undoubtedly been the major factor 
in the ignition of what has recently become an explosion of third sector 
interest, but the sector’s desire to work with offenders had already been 
building up gradually since the passing of the Offender Management 
Act in 2007, which opened the door to the ‘contestability’ of core pro-
bation services (as recommended by the Carter Report of 2003), thereby 
laying the foundations for the later emergence of a substantial new 
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‘penal market’ (Corcoran, 2008, 2011).13 During this pre-TR period, 
some important probation services (notably Unpaid Work) were con-
tracted out to private companies, but outsourcing to voluntary agencies 
progressed more slowly. Nevertheless, a number of relative newcomers 
to offender-related work began to enter the market by competing for 
smaller projects funded by NOMS or probation trusts, in some cases 
clearly hoping to establish a foothold in anticipation of greater funding 
opportunities to come.

These ‘newcomers’ range right across the board in terms of size, aims 
and ethos. At one end of the spectrum are small and medium-sized 
charities, typically those which already work with a variety of vulner-
able or disadvantaged clients. A good example known to the author is a 
local agency which has for many years offered mentoring and support 
services to vulnerable women and disadvantaged young people, receiv-
ing most of its funding from a combination of charitable foundations 
and local authority grants. It came more into the orbit of the crimi-
nal justice system by being commissioned (partly by NOMS) to provide 
similar services for female offenders leaving prison, and is at the time 
of writing bidding to become a lower-tier partner in a TR bid. At the 
other end of the spectrum are a growing number of large charities, as 
well as ‘social businesses’ or not-for-profit ‘social enterprises’, some of 
which have been recently set up or have been created through merg-
ers between existing voluntary sector organisations. These tend to be 
more diverse in their activities than local charities, and to see their role 
primarily as one of ‘service delivery’ in accordance with commission-
ers’ wishes, in many cases obtaining a large proportion of their funds 
through competitive bids for government contracts. While pursuing 
(in name at least) some form of social mission, social enterprises tend 
to be closer in ethos to private companies than to traditional charities, 
in that most engage in business-type activities and aim to generate sur-
plus income to reinvest in the organisation.14 Some of the larger charities 
and social enterprises (both old hands and newcomers to criminal justice 
work) have also gained a reputation for aggressive bidding and ‘hoover-
ing up’ funds previously given to smaller local or specialist charities – in 
some cases without possessing much expertise or previous experience in 
the particular type of work concerned (Centre for Social Justice, 2013b; 
Baring Foundation, 2014; Milbourne and Murray, 2014).

Among the ‘newcomers’, it is the smaller charities which tend to have 
the most qualms and doubts about the potentially coercive aspects of 
working with offenders, some of which have become more overt as 
the contracting out of services by NOMS and other criminal justice 
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commissioners has progressed. To continue with the example outlined 
above, whereas the organisation’s first forays into working with offend-
ers involved entirely voluntary attendance and engagement, it was later 
funded to offer services to female offenders as an alternative to sentenc-
ing, in which a minimum level of attendance was a condition of diver-
sion from the courts. Although set at a very undemanding level, even 
this modest degree of ‘coercion’ caused concerns for an agency whose 
management team held strong views about the importance of volun-
tary engagement and ‘client-led’ services. Moreover, even when the 
notion of compulsory participation is accepted, lack of awareness of the 
importance that is attached by the criminal justice system to consistent 
enforcement practice can also result in broad differences among volun-
tary agencies in how they respond to non-compliance. For example, in 
a diversion scheme in which offenders were given community sentences 
with the requirement to attend a skills course as an alternative to cus-
tody, significant variations were found between local voluntary organi-
sations involved in delivering the course, in terms of the reporting of 
non-attendance to offender managers: in one area, indeed, staff asked 
each offender group to design its own ‘rules’ as to what was to count as 
an unacceptable absence.15 As will be discussed in the next section, if 
and when such organisations expand their services under TR to work 
in a statutory capacity with offenders on community sentences and/or 
post-custody licence, compliance and enforcement issues are likely to 
loom very much larger.

By contrast, some of the larger voluntary sector organisations (VSOs) 
(again, including old hands as well as newcomers) appear to be fully pre-
pared to take on responsibility for the ‘management’ of offenders on a 
non-voluntary basis. Prior to the advent of TR, perhaps the best-known 
examples were Nacro’s (eventually unrealised) partnership bid with a 
private company to run a new prison, which drew stinging criticism 
from the Assistant Director of the Howard League, Andrew Neilson, in 
a widely quoted journal article (Neilson, 2009), and the successful part-
nership bid between Serco and two large charities (Catch 22 and Turning 
Point) to manage Thameside prison, which opened in 2012. Neilson 
commented on the latter:

If charities are equal partners in decisions on prison boards, they 
could be implicated in decisions on restraints, segregation or suicide. 
This could have a reputational risk for the whole sector. The Daily 
Mail would have a field day.16
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The ‘prime and supply chain’ model: a step change?

While much of what has been described so far might be seen as illustrat-
ing a process of ‘creep’ towards new roles and new challenges for the 
voluntary sector in relation to criminal justice, it can be argued that the 
TR initiative represents something of a step change or tipping point. TR 
will almost certainly have a major impact both on individual organisa-
tions and on the sector as a whole.

The basic delivery model on which TR is based is one in which, in 
each of 21 ‘contract package areas’, a ‘prime’ provider is commissioned 
by the NOMS to deliver a number of specified services and outcomes. In 
doing so, the prime is expected to put together a ‘supply chain’ made 
up of a variety of ‘second and third tier’ providers, to which it subcon-
tracts aspects of the work. In the case of TR, the prime manages the work 
through a Community Rehabilitation Company (CRC), which is respon-
sible for the management of all medium- and low-risk adult offenders 
on community sentences, in custody or on post-release licence in the 
relevant area (those assessed as high risk becoming the responsibility of 
the new National Probation Service, which remains in the public sector). 
As noted earlier, most primes are either large private companies or part-
nerships including large private companies, and the supply chain will 
be made up predominantly of voluntary agencies. A very similar model 
was adopted in the Work Programme, which was overseen by the same 
government minister in a previous post (DPP, 2012).

Another important feature of TR, also used in the Work Programme, is 
the application of PbR principles, whereby the amount ultimately paid 
to providers is dependent on the achievement of specified targets: in the 
case of TR, reductions in 12-month reoffending rates. Although it has 
been applied in several other public policy areas, there is as yet very little 
experience of PbR in the criminal justice field (Fox and Albertson, 2011).

For voluntary agencies, the above changes are likely to accentuate or 
bring to a head many of the issues already referred to, as well as giving 
rise to some new problems and dilemmas. While they will also bring 
benefits for some individual organisations, most published commentary 
has focused on the potential risks they create for the sector more widely, 
both in the short and long terms. These include particular concerns 
about their immediate impact on small and locally based charities, as 
well as more general worries about longer-term effects on organisational 
culture and working practices. Some of the main concerns raised are 
summarised below. As in the rest of the chapter, I am approaching the 
topic here from the point of view of the voluntary sector: there is much 
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more that could be said about the impact of TR from the point of view of 
other stakeholders, not least the probation service (as was), other crimi-
nal justice agencies and indeed the private sector.

Coercion, enforcement and breach: threats to trust and legitimacy?

TR will entail for the first time the transfer of statutory case management 
responsibilities (albeit excluding final decisions on whether to breach17) 
to private and in some cases voluntary sector providers. While some 
voluntary agencies may remain at arm’s length from case management, 
providing only brief specialist interventions, others will take on roles 
involving substantial levels of supervisory contact. For the latter, this 
raises important questions about the nature of their relationships with 
service users – or ‘offenders’, as they will probably come to call them 
more often – and about possible longer-term effects on legitimacy.

Where relationships with offenders are concerned, the TR arrange-
ments will place many voluntary sector workers in a position much 
closer to that occupied by probation officers, in which – reflecting a long 
period of ‘penal drift’ – enforcement and risk management have become 
central ingredients of the work, and the coercive nature of relationships 
with offenders is often overt.18 While it appears (from admittedly lim-
ited evidence) that VSO staff who are ‘old hands’ in work with offenders 
are often able to maintain their trust even when there is an underlying 
threat of breach for non-compliance, the general view within the sec-
tor is that voluntary participation is a critical factor in successful cli-
ent engagement and that to achieve it without this requires exceptional 
skill and experience (Centre for Social Justice, 2013a).19 By no means 
all voluntary sector staff who take on work under TR will possess these 
qualities and, particularly if (as seems likely) they are pressed for time 
due to large caseloads, the compliance issue may undermine attempts 
to build trusting relationships. Such problems are likely to be particu-
larly prominent in the case of prisoners released from sentences of under 
12 months, who will for the first time be subject to statutory super-
vision (for a period of 12 months) after release. It is well known that 
such offenders often have complex problems, lead ‘chaotic’ lives and are 
notoriously difficult to engage or maintain contact with: indeed, many 
have received a short prison sentence for the very reason that they have 
been assessed as unlikely to respond to probation supervision (Social 
Exclusion Unit, 2002; Maguire, 2007). CRC managers and staff will have 
to find a balance somewhere between the extremes of strict adherence to 
guidelines on attendance (which would almost certainly result in large-
scale breaching, with an adverse effect on relationships with clients) 
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and ‘turning a blind eye’ to numerous missed appointments (which, 
although possibly more conducive to winning client trust, is unlikely to 
meet with approval from primes, commissioners or sentencers).

The greater involvement of some VSOs in statutory activities involv-
ing a degree of coercion may also have a long-term effect on their 
image – and hence their legitimacy – in the eyes of the public, as well as 
of other members of the voluntary sector. Many people hold the view 
that punishment should be both allocated and delivered by the state, 
and that implementing court requirements and managing offenders 
sits uneasily with what is perceived to be charities’ primary role of help-
ing people. Threats to legitimacy may be further exacerbated by volun-
tary organisations’ close association under TR with private companies: 
again, despite the existence of several private prisons in England, there 
is still a widespread view that punishment should not be used as a vehi-
cle for the generation of private profit. (For further discussion of such 
issues, see Benson and Hedge, 2009; Corcoran, 2011; Mills et al., 2011; 
Maguire, 2012.)

Working practices and organisational culture

Although by no means always clear-cut, there are undoubtedly some 
basic differences in working practices and organisational culture 
between the public, private and voluntary sectors. In very broad terms, 
the public sector model of service delivery is based on principles of 
universalism, whereby all clients are entitled to a minimum (and are 
sometimes restricted to a maximum) level of service which should apply 
regardless of geography or individual circumstance. In addition, it often 
includes rules stipulating different levels or kinds of intervention for 
different categories of clients. For example, probation services have for 
several years followed the principle of ‘resources follow risk’, which 
underpins the tier system in the NOMS Offender Management Model 
(NOMS, 2006). Such principles are commonly translated into standard-
ised work practices (such as formal assessments, written plans of action, 
regular appointments and comprehensive case notes). On the other 
hand, the voluntary sector tends to individualise its services to a much 
greater degree, depending upon perceptions of need, clients’ wishes, 
client–worker relationships, volunteer availability and so on, leading 
in many cases to irregular patterns of client contact (much of which 
may take place in community settings rather than in offices) ranging 
from highly intensive to sporadic, and sometimes reflected in wide vari-
ability in the depth and quality of action plans and case notes.20 As a 
result, it can be difficult to describe a ‘standard’ way of working even 
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within a single voluntary organisation. In the words of a witness to the 
House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee (House of 
Commons, 2008: 19):

We do discretion. The voluntary sector is not about equity.

Finally, although many other factors are taken into account, working 
practices in private companies tend to be driven to a large extent by 
rational calculations about the most cost-effective ways of producing 
specified results. The work of front-line staff, too, tends to be fairly tightly 
managed to ensure that they have a clear understanding of the prescribed 
goals and keep a firm focus on them as they carry out their duties.

In situations which will arise frequently under TR, where work with 
offenders is commissioned by the public sector, managed by a private 
company and delivered by a voluntary agency, it will be interesting to 
see how these different approaches interact.21 One of the issues that 
has caused considerable debate is that of ‘creaming and parking’: con-
cern that private companies will decide that, in order to maximise their 
chances of meeting reoffending reduction targets, they will invest little 
time and resources (i.e. will ‘park’) in the most unpromising cases – typi-
cally, recidivist offenders with major social and personal problems – and 
will focus instead on those they judge to need relatively little input 
to significantly increase their chances of avoiding criminal behaviour 
(Marples, 2013). Voluntary agencies tend to take the opposite view, that 
they should concentrate mainly on working with the most vulnerable 
and needy, recognising that this can be highly resource-intensive and 
will often produce poor results in the short term, but at the same time 
knowing from experience that perseverance can ultimately lead to total 
transformations in the lives of some individuals.22 Indeed, there is some 
evidence that, even when they know that their ‘performance’ will suffer 
as a result, voluntary agencies will continue to work intensively with 
those in most need (Maguire et al., 2014).

Clearly, there is potential for considerable friction arising from these 
differences of views and approach, as many workers in voluntary agen-
cies would be reluctant to reduce the attention they give to those most 
in need (McGarry, 2013). However, the application of a PbR system in 
which payment is triggered by a narrowly defined and short-term binary 
target23 is likely to encourage primes to engage in some form of cream-
ing and parking, leading to pressure on voluntary agencies to change 
their working practices significantly. This was certainly the experience 
of many voluntary agencies taking part in the Work Programme, which 
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applied a similar PbR-based model (Maddock, 2012; Rees et al., 2012, 
2013a; Sheil and Breidenbach-Roe, 2014). The Ministry of Justice has 
insisted that steps are being taken to prevent similar problems occurring 
in TR (for example, by stipulating certain minimum levels of interven-
tion with all offenders), but doubts remain about how effective this will 
be, as it is difficult to enforce and monitor in practice.

Further potential conflict or disagreement over working practices 
could arise in relation to the types of intervention offered to offenders. 
Both public and private sector providers tend to favour ‘off the peg’ or 
‘one size fits all’ programmes, which staff can be trained to deliver in 
a systematic fashion to groups of participants. Voluntary agencies, on 
the other hand, often prefer more individualised, tailored and ‘client-
led’ approaches, based mainly around one-to-one work (Corcoran, 2008; 
Holloway and Brookman, 2010; Macmillan, 2010; McGarry, 2013). 
Some primes may ask second and third tier providers to implement, for 
example, manualised offending behaviour programmes, which research 
evidence suggests can be effective – and, importantly, cost-effective – 
in reducing criminal behaviour in the short term. These may be alien 
to voluntary sector workers who are used to adopting more holistic, 
personalised approaches which are aimed primarily at helping service 
users achieve greater self-confidence and lead more fulfilled lives, rather 
than directly at offending behaviour. Just as many probation officers ini-
tially opposed the introduction of accredited offending behaviour pro-
grammes in the early 2000s, employees of VSOs may be reluctant to go 
down this new route, especially if – as is likely, given the large caseloads 
expected as a result of the inclusion of short-term prisoners in CRCs’ 
caseloads – they have considerably less time available for developing 
trusting personal relationships with their clients. Similar staff resistance 
has been reported in evaluations of other commissioned services which 
have introduced standardised packages of interventions (see, for exam-
ple, Vennard and Hedderman, 2009).

Vulnerability to exploitation by primes

Evidence from the Work Programme, which adopted a similar delivery 
model, suggests that there are risks that some second and third tier pro-
viders will gain little from their participation in supply chains and may 
be exploited in various ways by their primes, on whom they are reliant 
for funding. For example, some participating charities did not receive 
sufficient referrals to trigger expected payments; others were told to 
act in ways they did not consider were in clients’ interests; some, too, 
had their subcontracts terminated at an early stage for not meeting the 
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challenging targets quickly enough (see, for example, Maddock, 2012; 
NCVO, 2012; Stuffins, 2012; Centre for Social Justice, 2013a; Rees et al., 
2013a, 2013b). These kinds of experiences have given currency to the 
phrase ‘bid candy’ as a description of how some voluntary agencies have 
been used by some of the big private companies: that is, they have been 
included in tender bids to impress commissioners, but largely sidelined 
once the contract is won.

Exclusion of those outside the supply chain

It is likely that many voluntary agencies which currently work with 
offenders, but for whatever reason do not become members of TR supply 
chains, will find it difficult to obtain further funding (either from NOMS 
or elsewhere) to continue this work, as funders will tend to assume that 
the TR initiative will supply sufficient resources to cover rehabilitative 
work as a whole (Marples, 2013). Moreover, some of those who currently 
provide services in prisons may find themselves excluded from access, 
either because governors decide that the TR providers alone are respon-
sible for supplying all the necessary resettlement and ‘through the gate’ 
work, or – particularly in overcrowded resettlement prisons – simply in 
order to reduce the pressures on meeting rooms, escort duties and so 
on, which will be created when TR arrangements are in full swing and 
CRC staff are dealing with large numbers of short-term prisoners. Both 
the above situations would have negative consequences not just for 
the voluntary agencies that were excluded, but for the overall welfare 
of prisoners. At present, a great deal of ‘unsung’ resettlement work is 
undertaken by numerous small charities, funded from a wide variety of 
sources; it is unlikely that this can be replaced by the TR supply chains 
alone, which are anyway operating on a budget lower than that previ-
ously available to the probation service.

Mergers, consortia and shrinking localism

In order to make themselves attractive to primes as potential subcontrac-
tors, many VSOs have increased their capacity and geographical cov-
erage by entering into mergers or consortia. This was a trend already 
occurring throughout the voluntary sector as a result of financial auster-
ity and shrinking grants, as well as the rising costs of bidding for con-
tracts (Rees et al., 2012), but has been given further impetus by TR. Such 
mergers clearly have their advantages, but they can also adversely affect 
the character and culture of local charities. Many of the smaller chari-
ties have strong roots in local communities, as well as close personalised 
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and cooperative links with other local agencies, which can be lost as 
organisations grow in size, become more competitive and are man-
aged at a distance (Corcoran, 2011; Mills et al., 2011; Benson, 2014). 
Equally, larger organisations are often more impersonal and manage-
rialist, which may alienate employees used to the ‘democratic’ staffing 
traditions of small charities, as well as reducing their attractiveness to 
volunteers (Rochester, 2014).

Over-dependence on one source of funding

As the competition areas are large, funds acquired by VSOs through TR 
will in many cases form a major proportion of their annual income. 
Many will also need to take on extra staff to cover the increased work-
load. This, of course, brings with it extra management responsibili-
ties, perhaps necessitating new specialist posts in human resources, 
finance, record keeping, and so on. While such rapid expansion may 
be welcome, it also carries a risk that if the contract is lost after two 
or three years, the organisation may be faced with an urgent need to 
cut its spending by more than half and make staff redundant: sudden 
retrenchment can be highly expensive and may result in some cases in 
bankruptcy.

Loss of independence, critical voice

In addition to the financial risks, over-dependence on TR funds could lead 
to the undermining of voluntary agencies’ traditional independence and 
the muffling of critical voices, manifested in reduced willingness to speak 
out on behalf of clients about poor services or adverse effects of govern-
ment policy. It has often been pointed out that over-reliance on state 
funding can produce excessive self-censorship, in which charities remain 
silent out of fear of losing crucial funding (see, for example, Wolch, 1990; 
Benson, 2014). TR potentially adds to this a further disincentive to voicing 
criticism or concerns in public: the risk of exclusion from supply chains 
as a consequence of displeasing private sector primes. Indeed, this may 
not be only a matter of self-censorship. In the Work Programme, a num-
ber of charities were persuaded to sign ‘gagging clauses’ which restricted 
their freedom to criticise either the prime or the Work Programme more 
generally (Marples, 2013; Rees et al., 2013a). It is possible that similar 
clauses will be inserted into TR subcontracts by some of the successful 
primes. The silencing of criticism would be particularly important in the 
case of the big national charities, whose voice can be relatively influential 
in policy circles.
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Undermining of traditional voluntary ethos

More generally, there is a risk that the sector becomes increasingly 
driven by the need to win contracts, with less and less attention to how 
closely what voluntary agencies are asked to deliver fits with their chari-
table aims and guiding principles – a process sometimes referred to as 
‘mission drift’ (Corcoran, 2011; Benson, 2014). Winning contracts also 
requires a good track record in terms of performance indicators, which 
means that managers may become focused on these to the exclusion of 
broader aims and outcomes, further undermining traditional practices 
and values. This in turn could result in fewer people being willing to vol-
unteer, as opposed to working for money, in an environment no longer 
perceived to be primarily value-driven.

Threats to innovation

Finally, it will be remembered that one of the main arguments for 
greater involvement of the third sector in statutory service delivery has 
been that this will produce innovative ways of working. However, while 
voluntary agencies often work in imaginative ways if left to their own 
devices (as under traditional grant-based funding systems), there are 
many examples of commissioners over-prescribing how services should 
be delivered, thereby actively discouraging innovation. This is encapsu-
lated in a comment by the manager of a charity contracted to deliver a 
skills programme:

Don’t prescribe exactly how it has to be done. It’s not necessary to 
micromanage everything because otherwise then they might as well do 
it themselves. If you want to bring in the way that the voluntary sec-
tor do things then allow us to do it. (Pierpoint and Maguire, 2010: 22)

Generally speaking, the coalition government has made efforts to 
reduce the extent to which ways of working are prescribed by com-
missioners, replacing process and output targets by outcome targets 
and giving more freedom to providers to decide how these can best be 
achieved. This thinking is clearly evident in the plans for TR, with the 
added incentive of PbR. However, it is by no means certain that this 
will generate the innovation they are seeking either. On the contrary, 
it has been argued by Maddock (2012), using evidence from the Work 
Programme, that the supply chain model can actually discourage inno-
vation. Sheil and Breidenbach-Roe (2014) further argue that, if applied 
under conditions where intermediate outcomes are not rewarded, 
where the price of failure is high, where little research investment is 
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made to test new approaches and where learning is not shared, PbR is 
likely to deter rather than promote innovation:

PbR is in part intended to give providers flexibility; by purely specify-
ing outcomes, not the way a service should be delivered, providers 
are able to try new ways of delivering. Yet the PbR financial model 
demands certainty of results which runs counter to the scope for fail-
ure and learning which is required for innovation. . . .

Without the evidence of what is working, providers are taking 
unknown risks by trialling new approaches. Given that PbR already 
transfers risks to providers, adopting unproven ‘innovations’ would 
not only fail to manage this original risk, but would also enhance it. 
In response, voluntary sector providers are less likely to make changes 
to their ways of working. Instead, providers will manage the PbR risk 
by maintaining services as they are, seeking efficiencies, or even dis-
investing. . . .

PbR does not automatically provide the necessary systems to support 
ongoing improvement and innovation, from conception and trial, to 
adoption. The transactional approach it takes is not sufficient to ena-
ble new models and new entrants to develop: there is still a very real 
need for holistic commissioning and for markets to be as collaborative 
as they are competitive. (Sheil and Breidenbach-Roe, 2014: 22–25)

Concluding comments

Despite the rhetoric of ‘contestability’ following the Carter report, and 
the enabling legislation of 2007, the outsourcing and marketisation of 
offender management and rehabilitation services progressed quite slowly 
for some time. For the most part, it involved a gradual increase in com-
petitive commissioning (by a variety of local and regional commissioning 
bodies) of interventions such as training and employment services, men-
toring and substance misuse, many of which had anyway been provided 
to probation boards for many years by local voluntary agencies. Moreover, 
most of those bidding were still from the voluntary sector, although it 
was noticeable that these included some large new organisations and 
some established charities that were keen to expand into offender-
related work and new areas of the country, perhaps in anticipation of 
future opportunities – in some cases displacing experienced specialist 
local providers. The overall impact of these developments on the volun-
tary sector was quite limited in comparison with that of the more radical 
outsourcing policies being pursued in some other areas of public services.  
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They probably contributed to wider trends such as professionalization, 
the growth of mergers and consortia, and greater acceptance of the role 
of voluntary agencies as ‘delivery agents’ of public services. In addition, 
a more direct focus by commissioners on criminal justice goals and tar-
gets (such as reduced reoffending) and on coerced compliance rather 
than voluntary engagement may also have contributed a little to general 
concerns in the sector about ‘mission drift’ and threats to collaborative 
working styles and client trust. Nevertheless, the (admittedly limited) 
evidence available suggests that most agencies experienced in working 
with offenders were able to adapt to such changes without seriously com-
promising their principles or undermining relationships with clients.

However, the emergence of TR has changed the picture entirely. Many 
voluntary organisations will now become second and third tier pro-
viders in large service supply chains led mainly by private companies. 
Others who are left out may find it difficult to find alternative sources of 
funding for offender work, or to obtain access to prisons. Such changes 
are likely to create major financial, managerial and organisational chal-
lenges, particularly for small and medium-sized local charities, which 
tend to be less well equipped than larger organisations to survive in 
large competitive markets. As outlined above, they also contain poten-
tially significant risks to the independence, reputation, traditional val-
ues, community links, innovative working practices and client relations 
of a substantial section of the voluntary sector, as it struggles to meet 
the demands of both public sector commissioners and private sector 
directors. Ironically, indeed, there is a risk that, rather like the couple in 
the Aesop fable who killed the goose that laid the golden eggs, there is 
a risk that a journey that began (rhetorically, at least) with the ambition 
of ‘harnessing’ the elusive and fragile qualities of the voluntary sector 
could ultimately have the perverse effect of stifling them.

Of course, much of what I have said about the likely impact of TR –  
which has been predominantly, though not entirely, pessimistic in 
tone – inevitably falls into the category of, at best, informed specu-
lation’: nothing similar to TR has previously been attempted in the 
criminal justice field. Nevertheless, evidence from marketisation ini-
tiatives in other areas (especially the Work Programme, in which a 
similar model was applied) flags up serious risks to voluntary agen-
cies that could well materialise if little is done to counteract them. 
To end on a more optimistic note, it is clear that these issues are well 
understood by many within the sector, which has a reputation for 
resilience as well as adaptability in the face of change, and there is 
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potentially much that can be done to mitigate their impact. This 
includes determination on the part of voluntary sector managers to 
maintain a cooperative rather than excessively competitive or preda-
tory approach to relations with other voluntary agencies; refusal to 
compromise core values in pursuit of winning or keeping contracts; 
resistance to pressures to exploit the goodwill of staff and volunteers 
and ratchet up workloads; continuing efforts to maintain close local 
community links, even as organisations grow; and courage to ‘speak 
out’ when this is felt necessary, even at the risk of displeasing primes 
or commissioners. The leadership and tone-setting role of representa-
tive bodies such as NCVO and Clinks will also be crucial. Finally in 
the longer term, while it is perhaps inevitable that as the new penal 
landscape develops, some VSOs will eventually ‘morph’ into entities 
which behave little differently than public or private sector agencies, 
it is also likely that others will find effective new ways of working with 
offenders outside the ‘supply chains’ and of continuing the more radi-
cal and independent traditions of the voluntary sector.

Notes

1 In this chapter, my primary focus is on the implications and challenges for the 
voluntary sector. TR also has major implications for agencies in other sectors, 
most obviously the probation service (as was) and other criminal justice insti-
tutions, as well as raising broader questions about the privatisation of criminal 
justice, which I do not discuss here. The most comprehensive academic discus-
sion of TR to date can be found in a wide-ranging collection of papers published 
in a Special Issue of the British Journal of Community Justice, vols 2–3, 2013.

2 See, inter alia, NCVO (1996), Home Office (1998), Cabinet Office (2007, 2010, 
2012), House of Commons (2008), Futurebuilders (2008), HM Government 
(2010a, 2011).

3 Thatcher’s ‘3 Es’ were Economy, Efficiency, and Effectiveness: for a discus-
sion in the context of criminal justice, see Jones (1993). For a broad analysis 
of Blair’s modernisation agenda, again in the context of criminal justice, see 
Senior et al. (2007).

4 Between 2003/04 and 2010/11, government spending on grants decreased 
from £5.6 billion to £3 billion, while spending on contracts increased from 
£10.9 billion to £14.2 billion (NCVO, 2013).

5 Many of the points made in this paragraph have been rehearsed many times in 
the considerable literature on the topic that has built up over the last decade. 
See, for example, Harris and Rochester (2001), Paxton et al. (2005), Corner 
(2006), Seddon (2007), Silvestri (2009), Macmillan (2010), Mills et al. (2011), 
Benson (2014).

6 National Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders. For a brief 
history, see Goodman (2012).
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7 Indeed, until quite recently it was a government requirement for probation 
areas to allocate a minimum percentage (normally 7 per cent) of their budget 
to ‘partnerships’ of this kind. As will be explained later, under TR such work 
will in future largely be undertaken by agencies in the ‘supply chains’ of CRCs.

8 Based on returns from the 2010 National Survey of Charities and Social 
Enterprises, the Centre for Social Justice (2013a) estimates the number of vol-
untary organisations with offenders as their primary beneficiaries at 1475 and 
the number which work with offenders as part of a wider remit at 13,596.

9 In the above-mentioned survey, 61 per cent reported working at county level 
or lower, and only 4 per cent reported employing more than 100 staff (Centre 
for Social Justice, 2013a; for further statistics on this branch of the voluntary 
sector, see Gojkovic et al., 2011).

10 This represents about 9 per cent of all community orders (Ministry of Justice, 
2014, Table 4.4). The management of considerably larger numbers of offend-
ers with a requirement to undertake Unpaid Work is outsourced to private 
companies.

11 Some even claimed that, despite the existence of a court requirement, the 
principle of ‘client confidentiality’ justified refusal to keep probation officers 
fully informed about offenders’ progress.

12 IOM, which in some areas involves the co-location of voluntary sector 
and criminal justice staff (Senior et al., 2011), provides a good example of 
the gradual increase in voluntary sector involvement in compulsory inter-
ventions which has preceded the introduction of TR. Under the Offender 
Rehabilitation Act 2014, offenders given the new Rehabilitation Activity 
Requirement can now be required by their offender manager to engage in 
a range of activities not specified by the courts – a device used frequently by 
IOM teams to compel participation.

13 The 2007 Act was later used by the coalition government as the main legal 
vehicle to underpin the introduction of TR, despite opposition claims that the 
new proposals went far beyond the intention of that act.

14 See, for example, http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/.
15 For example, one group decided that the doors would be shut after 15 min-

utes and anyone arriving after this point would be reported to Probation for 
non-attendance (Pierpoint and Maguire, unpublished 2010). This example 
also provides an illustration of the traditional ‘democratic’ approach to staff 
management associated with the voluntary sector (see also Hemmings, 2013).

16 http://www.civilsociety.co.uk/finance/news/content/5180/howard_league_
to_tackle_catch_22_over_prison _concerns?Para. 6.

17 Final decisions on breach will remain with the National Probation Service, the 
remaining public sector part of the old probation service. However, it is not 
unlikely that such decisions will become akin to ‘rubber stamping’ for many 
offenders supervised by the CRCs, as it is CRC staff who control the informa-
tion about their behaviour.

18 This trend was encapsulated many years ago by Nash (1999) in his account 
of the decline of the concept of probation as a branch of social work and the 
entry of the ‘polibation officer’.

19 Of course, despite concerns about a general decline in probation officers’ 
engagement skills, despite more rigid enforcement of sentence requirements 
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and despite their unambiguous position of authority, many experienced 
offender managers have also continued for years to balance empathy and 
authority to earn the trust of a large proportion of those they supervise.

20 Maguire et al.’s (2010) evaluation of an all-Wales mentoring scheme provides 
an example of major cultural differences between partners from different sec-
tors who were ostensibly delivering the same intervention in different regions 
of the country. One region was managed by staff with a public sector criminal 
justice background (albeit seconded for the duration of the project to the pri-
vate company which won the contract) and the other by a voluntary agency. 
The numbers and patterns of referrals, contacts and activities were strikingly 
different in each.

21 An interesting additional complication involving intersecting cultures will 
be that ex-probation officers will be transferred (under ‘TUPE’ rules) into 
the workforces of private companies and in some cases of VSOs, where 
their line managers may have very different ideas about how they should 
work.

22 In fact, it can be argued that to ‘turn round’ the life of one individual of this 
kind has a higher cost/benefit ratio over the long term than to prevent several 
‘occasional’ offenders from reoffending in the short term.

23 The primary target under TR is a specified percentage reduction in the ‘proven 
reoffending rate’ (i.e. the proportion of offenders in the relevant cohort who 
are convicted or cautioned at least once over a one-year follow-up period). 
Further payments may be triggered by a secondary target, a reduction in the 
number of proven reoffences committed by the whole cohort.
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4
The Voluntary Sector and Public 
Services: Context, Continuity  
and Change
Rod Dacombe and Elizabeth Morrow

In this chapter we examine the context to some of the current debates 
over the respective roles of the state and voluntary sector in public ser-
vice provision. Our aim is to provide an account of recent policy trends 
in this area, and in doing so to highlight some of the continuities in the 
history of the relationship between the voluntary sector and the state 
which might seem, at first glance, to be rather distinct. Throughout, we 
discuss recent developments in the voluntary sector’s public service role 
in the context of what came before, outlining some of the literature deal-
ing with the contribution of voluntary action to public services before 
sketching two significant stages in the relationship between the volun-
tary sector and the state: the influence of the New Public Management 
on public services, and in particular on the ‘mainstreaming’ of the vol-
untary sector into government policy since 1997. Our account is then 
brought up to date with an analysis of some of the implications of these 
shifts. Our argument is that there are common threads running through 
each of these periods which remain influential today, and despite some 
of the significant changes which have accompanied recent government 
policy, a genuine appreciation of the relationship between the voluntary 
sector and the state needs to take these into account.

Our analysis begins with an account of the development of the vol-
untary sector’s public service role, which takes as its starting point the 
work of Elizabeth Macadam, whose seminal The New Philanthropy (1934) 
provided the template for much of the subsequent discussion of the role 
of voluntary agencies in public service reform during the middle of the 
20th century. Perhaps the most prominent voice arguing for greater state 
management of voluntary effort in the interwar period, she articulated 
a vision of the relationship between the voluntary sector and the state 
which involved public funding of voluntary agencies, whose primary 
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function was to act through coordination by the state in the provision 
of public services. We suggest that this perspective has resonance with 
more recent policy towards the voluntary sector, and that an analysis of 
recent literature in this context reveals some of the continuities in rela-
tions which would otherwise not be apparent.

In making this argument, we add to an already rich literature. The last 
decade has seen a boom in scholarship focused on the voluntary sector’s 
contribution to public services, and a distinct field of research has taken 
shape. Within this body of work, there is a consistent theme which 
places discussion of the voluntary sector in the UK in relation to the 
state, conceptualising the development of the relationship as part of an 
interplay between the two. This now represents something of an ortho-
dox position in the literature (see Finlayson, 1994; Lewis, 1995, 1999; 
Alcock, 2010b). As we shall see, there are good reasons for this approach 
and our analysis broadly focuses on the role played by recent govern-
ment policy in shaping the voluntary sector’s role, and the implications 
for both voluntary sector organisations (VSOs) and public managers.

The chapter begins with a brief introduction to state–voluntary rela-
tions in the UK, focusing on The New Philanthropy, its antecedents and 
its critics, to provide a contextual foundation for the discussion that 
follows. We then sketch the development of state–voluntary relations, 
focusing on the effect of recent policy themes on the voluntary sector’s 
role as a provider of public services. The chapter goes on to provide 
an account of some of the cumulative effects of these developments 
through a focus on one area of policy, the emergence of the commis-
sioning agenda, before considering the continuities between the New 
Philanthropic ideas deriving from Macadam’s work and current debates 
over the efficacy of the relationship between the voluntary sector and 
the state.

Understanding state–voluntary relations

The turn of the 21st century has seen the voluntary sector enjoy high 
policy visibility in the UK. Despite the voluntary sector’s long-established 
role in the provision of welfare and public services, commentators inter-
ested in this area have wasted little time in proclaiming a ‘rediscovery’ 
of voluntary action, signalled by a range of policy measures and institu-
tional reforms which positioned VSOs firmly in the public policy ‘main-
stream’ (Kendall, 2003). Typically, this trend has highlighted the role 
of the state in providing incentives and institutional structures which 
facilitate the voluntary sector’s entry into the public services market. 
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Clearly, this is not the only perspective on this issue, and some of the 
impetus for reform has come from the voluntary sector itself – indeed, 
Pete Alcock has written of a ‘strategic unity’ within the voluntary sec-
tor, based on a concerted engagement with service provision which 
can be of benefit to both sectors (Alcock, 2010a). However, the most 
recent changes in the relationship between the voluntary sector and the 
state have been prompted by government policy to encourage closer 
relations, and consequently this approach provides the foundation for 
much of the literature in the area (Lewis, 2005).

This rediscovery has also been driven, to some extent, by an approach 
to understanding the voluntary sector’s role, which rests on the excep-
tionalism of the UK case. Numerous commentators point to unique fea-
tures which are contextually important in understanding recent policy 
in the UK despite the international reach of the phenomenon and the 
recent growth in the importance of VSOs in public services in several 
countries (see Evers and Laville, 2004; Bode, 2006). Jane Lewis (1995) 
notes the extensive literature on state contracting of voluntary agen-
cies in the US, but describes a policy context which is rather different 
from that in Britain, whereby contracts were developed to reduce state 
provision rather than expand the reach of welfare services. Kendall and 
Knapp (1996) also emphasise this idea of a unique relationship in the 
UK, suggesting that, historically, the voluntary sector has had far closer 
links to the apparatus of the state than is the case in other countries, 
raising distinct challenges as the relationship has been formalised. More 
recently, commentators have noticed the distinctive policy attention on 
the voluntary sector which has been pursued by successive governments 
in the UK which has not been replicated elsewhere (Anheier and Kendall, 
2001; Kendall, 2003). The challenges this brings for the voluntary sector 
in the UK are unlike those experienced elsewhere. The sector’s central 
place in government policy, coupled with a funding environment which 
emphasises purchaser control over finances, has meant that a distinctive 
tone has developed in relations between the two sectors in recent years.

The origins of this approach have their roots in the development of 
a subsidiary role in welfare provision for the voluntary sector during 
the interwar period. Of the numerous commentaries on the dynamics 
of voluntary action at the time, Macadam’s (1934) influential The New 
Philanthropy provides the clearest articulation of the rationale behind these 
developments. She argues that by the interwar period Britain had devel-
oped ‘a close interrelation between private philanthropic effort and State 
control’ (p. 17) which was distinct from relations elsewhere. Indeed, the 
development of this system of cooperation1 between state and voluntary 
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agencies could be thought of as emphatically British. As Macadam states, 
‘in no other country in the world can anything on similar lines be found’ 
(p. 17). This very specific phenomenon brought with it particular prob-
lems which were to be addressed by a reconfiguration of the way in which 
the state engages with VSOs.

Macadam was a social worker and academic, and both these roles 
proved important in shaping her understanding of the working rela-
tions between the public and voluntary sectors. Her aim in writing The 
New Philanthropy was ambitious: to provide an account of public and 
voluntary services which was at once practically focused and would 
contribute to the literature on voluntary work and philanthropy. In her 
words, such a task required ‘at once a historian, a philosopher, and an 
experienced administrator’ (Macadam, 1934: i). Consequently, she cast 
a wide net in her analysis, describing the contribution of VSOs in a wide 
range of different fields, and considering the scope, funding and social 
value of voluntary work.

Fundamental to her argument was the idea that the voluntary sector’s 
role in service provision is best understood as something akin to that of 
a subordinate actor, subject to coordination by the state. As Macadam 
(1934: 27) neatly put it, in an environment of increased cooperation 
and state funding of service provision, VSOs had ‘harnessed themselves 
to the coach of the State and must obey the reins’, seeking guidance 
from the state over the direction of voluntary effort. From this perspec-
tive, there are clear benefits to the incursion of the state into the activi-
ties of the voluntary sector, with more direct control over the actions 
of VSOs necessary in order to eliminate ‘muddle and waste’ (p. 53). 
Macadam lauded the work carried out by VSOs, but was concerned that 
effort might be duplicated, and that the focus of voluntary action might 
not be in the areas where there was greatest social need. In the second 
(and probably most significant) chapter of The New Philanthropy, she 
outlines her diagnosis, in essence a problem of coordination. Macadam 
(1934: 49–50) suggests that the voluntary sector

resembles rather a tractless jungle. Societies for this or for that take 
root, flourish or die unchecked according to the caprice of their 
founders or dictators. [. . .] [A]gainst wastefulness, incompetency, 
autocratic control, the perpetuation of institutions which have out-
grown their usefulness or, on the other hand, the premature winding 
up of useful bodies for lack of support, there is little redress.

The solution, according to the principles of her New Philanthropy, was a 
centralised and rationalised form of state regulation which would serve 
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to instil ‘institutional discipline’ amongst all parties. The development 
of bureaucratic structures for coordinating voluntary sector activities and 
rationalising funding for services would help to ensure that the energies 
of voluntary action were focused in the right direction and, crucially, that 
the partnership (Macadam’s term) between the voluntary sector and the 
state might be organised to ensure that the respective strengths of each 
sector were harnessed. This is not to say, however, that the voluntary sec-
tor was simply to act as a meek arm of the state, silently taking direction 
from a central bureau. Significantly, Macadam’s vision included roles for 
the sector as a democratic buffer against state domination of the social 
sphere, as well as a lobbying function, directing the attention of the state 
towards areas of the most pressing need (Whelan, 1999).

Dissent to the perspectives provided by The New Philanthropy followed 
almost immediately. Previously, writing on the role of voluntary action 
in welfare had relied upon a principle of complementary (but institu-
tionally separate) action between the state and the VSOs. Sidney and 
Beatrice Webb (2010[1912]), for example, imagined this relationship as 
an ‘extension ladder’, and the arena of voluntary action, while sharing 
similar social aims to the state, was thought to be institutionally separate, 
acting in areas where the state could not meet demand or where new 
areas of need were identified. Voices within the sector signalled dismay 
at the challenge to this tradition from Macadam and raised concerns 
over the inability of VSOs to compete with state provision and, particu-
larly, the danger of a loss of independence which accompanied increas-
ing direction by the state (Kendall and Knapp, 1996; Whelan, 1999).

The genie was out of the bottle, however, and it is clear that the envi-
ronment described by Macadam became more prominent in the years 
that followed. Jose Harris (1993) notes that during the early part of the 
20th century, VSOs operated largely independently of state interference. 
There was little by way of regulation and few VSOs received funding from 
the public sector. However, the economic, social and political pressures 
that followed the 1914–18 war began to set the scene for significantly 
closer relations between the state and the voluntary sector. The interwar 
period saw an increase in funding of voluntary services by local authori-
ties in particular, and the period was characterised by a growth in coop-
eration between the sectors in service provision (Thane, 1982). It was this 
shift which Macadam recognised and described in her work – she was at 
pains to emphasise that the analysis in The New Philanthropy was based 
on the reality of changes which were already taking place. This insur-
gence of the state into welfare probably reached its zenith with the great 
swathe of reforms that followed the election of the Attlee Government 
in 1945. These reforms effectively relegated the voluntary sector to that 
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of a ‘junior partner’ where they were of secondary importance in public 
service provision (Kendall and Knapp, 1996). The most zealous propo-
nents of the reform programme were confident that the result would be 
a withdrawal of voluntary action from the welfare sphere leaving the 
voluntary sector to a marginal role (Deakin, 2001). By contrast, there 
were others who argued that an independent, active voluntary sector 
was essential not only to a properly functioning system of welfare, but 
to citizenship and social life (Ware, 1989; Whelan, 1999).

This expansion of state provision vexed even one of the architects of 
post-war state expansion, William Beveridge, who voiced concerns in 
his publication Voluntary Action (1948), echoing the arguments made by 
the Webbs decades before. Beveridge was interested in identifying a role 
for VSOs which allowed them to remain distinct from the state. He also 
highlighted areas where needs were not being met by public agencies – 
gaps he acknowledged could be filled by voluntary action. Like many 
other commentators of the time, Beveridge’s concern was that the speed 
and scope of the changes in the state’s role in areas such as education 
and social insurance were, while often appropriate, fundamentally alter-
ing the nature of voluntary action. Accordingly, increasing state control 
challenged the voluntary sector’s conventional roles, and this had wider 
social implications which reached beyond the scope of service provi-
sion (Kendall and Knapp, 1996). As he put it, ‘ceaselessly the state has 
extended its activity in fields in which voluntary action has pioneered’ 
(Beveridge, 1948: 301). The uncertainty caused by the increasingly vis-
ible hand of the state is, as we shall see, something that concerns even 
contemporary commentators.

These debates inform us about the development of the dynamics of 
state–voluntary relations in the UK, and their relevance to the discussion 
of contemporary relations between the sectors will be clear to observers 
of contemporary policy. The principal elements of Macadam’s work – the 
exceptionality of the British case which required an institutional environ-
ment which is unique; the notion of a distinct value brought by VSOs; 
the perceived need for state-coordinated voluntary action, particularly 
when funded by the state; and the centralisation of institutional struc-
tures governing state–voluntary relations – reverberate through subse-
quent analyses of the voluntary sector’s public service role.

This brief sketch of debates held in the mid-20th century about rela-
tions between the state and the voluntary sector demonstrates the 
importance of contextualising the recent trajectory of government 
policy on the voluntary sector. For example, the emergence of philan-
thropic action, and the attempts made to coordinate the activities of 
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charitable organisations as a result, laid the foundations for the modern 
welfare state. Furthermore, as Billis and Glennerster (1998: 80) suggest, 
the recent scholarly preoccupation with the emergence of a ‘mixed econ-
omy of welfare’ has a deep-rooted history in the UK that is often over-
looked, pointing out that ‘the state in Britain came relatively late to the 
provision of human services, and only since 1945 to a dominant role’.

These historical debates can be useful in helping us to understand 
contemporary concerns over the direction of state–voluntary relations. 
It is not hard to see continuities between Macadam’s desire for coor-
dination and the more recent attempts to account for the activities of 
VSOs through contracting and to coordinate work through service plan-
ning. Her critics are echoed too; the emergence of a complex process of 
commissioning the voluntary sector for contractual work has, for some, 
resulted in an unstable funding environment for VSOs (Kramer, 1994; 
Lewis, 2005). Further, the increased bureaucracy which has come with 
monitoring contract compliance has raised concerns about the impact 
of VSOs to focus on their core mission (Deakin, 1996; Milbourne, 2009; 
Dacombe, 2011). However, at the same time, there can be no doubt 
that the increased role of VSOs in public service provision has driven 
the rapid growth in the number of VSOs active in the public service 
arena and opened up new areas of activity because of the ability of 
VSOs to quickly meet demand (Alcock, 2010b), a point which echoes 
the increased resources made available through subcontracting from the 
state in the post-war era (Whelan, 1999).

Clearly then, the turbulent period in the relationship between the 
voluntary sector and the state, which has accompanied more recent 
policy changes, has not happened in a vacuum and should not be ana-
lysed in isolation from its history. In particular, the state’s position in 
the welfare mix, although relatively constant in the period following the 
post-war reforms, has not always been one of dominance. Rather, the 
tale here is one of interdependence. It is the interplay between different 
actors – a notable feature of recent policy developments – that marks out 
the longer-term development of voluntary action in Britain. From here, 
the chapter examines these debates in the context of more recent policy 
towards the voluntary sector.

Welfare reform, New Public Management  
and the voluntary sector

The putative consensus that had prevailed in the post-war welfare state 
in the UK came to an end with the election of the first of a series of 
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Conservative Governments in 1979. The new administration embarked 
on a campaign of restriction and redefinition of the state’s role, a move 
which gathered pace in subsequent years, particularly after the 1987 
general election. In some ways, the reform programme which followed 
represented a glance back to an earlier era of atomised service provision 
by a variety of providers which had existed before the Second World 
War, as well as a (partial) embracing of neo-liberal critiques of the state’s 
role in public services. Fundamentally, the aim was to inject an element 
of marketisation into the welfare state. Strongly influenced by the New 
Public Management agenda (Hood, 1995) the structural changes in pub-
lic services during this period represented the most sustained period 
of welfare reform since Beveridge’s time. Some of the most significant 
changes that occurred during this period had far-reaching implications 
for relations between the voluntary sector and the state. The social pro-
gramme implemented by successive governments from the 1980s to 
the present opened up new opportunities for VSOs to become involved 
in service provision, albeit on vastly different terms than those previ-
ously in place.

Numerous commentators have noted that the breadth and scale of 
reform during this time were astonishing, with the shifts taking place to 
service delivery in (to name a few) education, personal social care and 
primary healthcare, forming part of a radical agenda for change (Osborne 
and Gaebler, 1993; Ferlie et al., 1996; Newman, 2001). The mechanisms 
of reform were closely modelled on principles deriving from New Public 
Managerialism:

(i) A separation of the roles of purchaser and provider;
(ii) The introduction of choice in the operation of welfare markets;

(iii) The importance of the contract in framing relations between actors.

These principles have remained the basis of the orthodoxy surrounding 
public service reform. For instance, the use of contracts has continued 
to grow and spread raising concerns about their impact on the volun-
tary sector. The focus of these concerns has been about the increasing 
formalisation of relations between VSOs and the state and the potential 
loss of independence for VSOs (Lewis, 1999, 2005).

Despite the radical and far-reaching agenda pursued during this 
period, it would be wrong to characterise this agenda as working to 
break down monolithic state provision into something entirely new. 
Despite the formalisation of the state’s role in providing services in the 
post-war period, VSOs have played an important role in public service 
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provision, and there is ample evidence to suggest that the close rela-
tionship between the voluntary sector and public agencies in service 
delivery identified by Macadam and others persisted during this period 
(Kendall and Knapp, 1996). The significance of the reforms of the late 
1980s, instead, rests in part on the challenges presented to the estab-
lished relations between VSOs and the state. These challenges focused 
on the reform of both the logic of relations (with the voluntary sector 
increasingly viewed as part of a range of market alternatives to state 
provision of services) and the emerging forms of accountability that the 
voluntary sector was expected to satisfy – (with the emphasis on con-
tracts resulting in increasingly formal relations developing across a wide 
range of public service areas).

Beyond this, it is significant that the changes to the public service 
environment enacted during the late 1980s and early 1990s were in no 
way uniform. That is to say, the development of marketisation in public 
services has been inconsistent across the spectrum of different service 
areas (Deakin, 1996). For example, one of the basic tenets of public ser-
vice reform – the separation of purchasers and providers of services – has 
taken on a variety of forms in different sectors. In personal social care, 
the development of quasi-markets based on the public sector contract-
ing organisations (usually from the private or voluntary sectors) to pro-
vide care services is characteristic of the reform programme. Elsewhere, 
in healthcare, the split between purchaser and provider took the form of 
GP fundholding, where responsibility for spending was devolved to the 
level of local doctors. As a result of initiatives like these, the relationship 
between the state and the voluntary sector has been affected by reform 
in different ways depending on the sector.

Public service reform during this period also required significant 
changes in the roles played by public managers. From the mid-1990s, 
there was a growing realisation that in order for the government’s pro-
gramme of marketisation to function correctly, some degree of public 
management or oversight of the structure and functioning of markets 
was necessary (Ferlie et al., 2011). This implied new roles for public 
agencies, with public managers becoming increasingly responsible for 
the management of markets in the public service arena, taking on a 
range of new tasks including identifying potential providers, build-
ing market infrastructure, establishing service need, collaborative 
planning with other purchasers as well as contract specifications and 
monitoring (Bovaird, 2006).

Considering these developments, we can sum up the period from 1979 
to 1997 as one of dramatic change to the public services environment. 
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In many ways, a necessary function of many of these changes was the 
formalisation of relations between the voluntary sector and the state. 
This occurred in a number of areas but is particularly associated with 
shift in the form of funding, with a growth in purchase of service con-
tracts (and the formalisation of accountability inherent in this process), 
and the conceptualisation of the role of VSOs as market-like provid-
ers that needed to demonstrate their ability to compete alongside other 
organisations (in effect, to develop a competitive advantage).

Despite the apparently radical departures that were implied by this 
era of reform, it is possible to detect continuities with previous think-
ing about the voluntary sector’s role. Macadam would have recognised 
aspects of voluntary–state relations that emerged during this period. 
Indeed, she predicted the rise of state funding and the subsequent con-
trol it exerts over voluntary action, while suggesting that it could bring 
benefits to VSOs as ‘the receipt of public funds is regarded as an outward 
and visible sign of a certain standard of efficiency’ (1934: 38–39). While 
the mechanisms of state control over the activities of the voluntary sec-
tor had changed somewhat – Macadam prescribed centralised institu-
tions, rather than locally based contractual controls – similar concerns 
about the capture of the voluntary sector by the state which initially 
greeted Macadam’s work in the 1930s were also observable half a cen-
tury later (Kramer, 1994).

New Labour and the partnership agenda

Soon after New Labour’s 1997 election victory, it became clear that 
the public services environment established by its Conservative pre-
decessors was not going to change dramatically (Knapp et al., 2001; 
Newman, 2001). Contracts remained the principal arbiter of relations 
in service provision and, indeed, most of the elements of marketisa-
tion were retained (Ferlie et al., 1996). However, some differences in 
approach did emerge. These included a wider range of market rela-
tions being embraced as a basis for service provision, particularly (in an 
echo of the language of The New Philanthropy) the revived language of 
‘partnership’ and collaborative working between agencies (Lewis, 2005; 
Bovaird, 2006). Significantly, the voluntary sector was to become a cen-
tral focus of New Labour’s public service agenda, providing a conveni-
ent means of signalling a break with the ‘old Labour’ statism whilst also 
claiming to avoid worst excesses of the market (Kendall, 2003).

The development of partnership as a policy theme had far-reaching 
implications for the voluntary sector’s role as a service provider.  
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A particular focus has been on the idea of partnerships as collabora-
tive service provision (Huxham, 1996), reflecting the decentralising ten-
dencies of that period (Wilson and Game, 2002) and, significantly, as 
indicating a predilection for networks, rather than hierarchies, as the 
preferred mode of governance in public services (Ferlie et al., 2011). Jane 
Lewis (2005) notes that as a mode of governance, ‘partnership’ has a 
particular resonance for the voluntary sector because it seeks to engage 
VSOs directly in activities that until recently have been undertaken 
by the state, such as service planning and the identification of need. 
However, as she suggests, the sector’s role in these activities is far from 
certain – as Dahrendorf (2001) points out, there is a persistent danger 
of co-opting VSOs into the agenda of the state, pulling them into closer 
institutional proximity than was previously the case.

It is important to note that the emergence of ‘partnership’ as one of 
the dominant narratives of New Labour’s social programme occurred 
within a context of broader attempts by the government to reform its 
relations with the voluntary sector. A significant aspect of this included 
moves to enhance the voluntary sector’s capacity to engage in pub-
lic service provision. This focused on changes in policy but also took 
in moves towards investment in the voluntary sector’s infrastructure, 
with significant funding invested in the sector at the local, regional 
and national level through initiatives such as the CapacityBuilders pro-
gramme (initially ChangeUp) (Macmillan, 2011). Similarly, the (now 
defunct) FutureBuilders programme, set up in 2004, provided grants and 
loans to VSOs to build up their skills and expertise to bid for, and deliver, 
public service contracts (Macmillan, 2011).

Beyond this, a number of high-profile policy reviews placed the vol-
untary sector near the top of the government’s agenda (HM Treasury, 
2002, 2005). At the same time, references to the voluntary sector begun 
to appear alongside the government’s wider policy agenda. Take, for 
example, the official guidance accompanying the Local Government 
Act 2000, which specifically encouraged the co-option of representatives 
from VSOs into local authority committees (DETR, 2001). Elsewhere, 
the voluntary sector was seen as essential to determining the shape of 
service provision in areas as diverse as crime and disorder, education 
and healthcare (Kendall, 2003). Arguably, the most significant signal 
of a shift in relations between the state and the voluntary sector was 
the development of the Compact (Kendall, 2000) or formal agreement, 
governing working relations between the state and the voluntary sec-
tor. Adopted by central government early in New Labour’s first term, 
and widely replicated locally, the Compact was heralded as a significant 
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breakthrough in relations and the most obvious indicator that the vol-
untary sector enjoyed a more prominent place in the government’s 
thinking (Osborne and McLaughlin, 2002).

The Compact contained ‘Codes of Good Practice’ which dealt with 
specific (usually contentious) areas of relations between the voluntary 
sector and the state partly in order to ease its passage into the every-
day working practices of the organisations which choose to sign up. For 
example, one of these dealt with funding and procurement, ensuring 
that participating organisations enshrined principles such as trans-
parency, the recovery of full costs in contracting, good governance 
and adequate notice of the termination of funding, into their finan-
cial relations. The effectiveness of the Compact has been the subject 
of much debate in the literature, with particular discussion over the 
document’s lack of legal ‘teeth’ (Osborne and McLaughlin, 2002). The 
implementation of the Code of Practice dealing with funding and 
procurement practice has provided a particularly interesting window 
into the ways in which relations between VSOs and the state work in 
practice. As Murray (2008) indicates, it is this code of practice which 
is significantly more likely to be breached than any other elements of 
the Compact package.

Taken together, these developments both cemented and altered the 
changes in state–voluntary sector relations that occurred under the pre-
ceding Conservative governments. The importance of state contracts as 
a source of funding to the voluntary sector, as well as the role of VSOs 
in public service delivery, increased. However, a number of distinctive 
developments also arose. The emergence of the partnership agenda 
meant that the myriad relations between public officials and VSOs 
added, and have continued to inject, a different tone to service delivery, 
with a particular emphasis on the rhetoric of ‘joint working’ and ‘needs 
assessment’ rather than instrumental service delivery.

It is clear that the changes sketched out above had significant impli-
cations for state–voluntary sector relations in service provision. It has 
also been suggested that these changes have brought about fundamental 
challenges to the ‘purchaser–provider’ dichotomy previously used as the 
basis for discussion of public service provision (Lewis, 2005). In essence, 
the idea of a ‘principal–agent’ relationship, with a single purchaser con-
tracting services from providers drawn from a range of market actors, 
does not always seem appropriate in the context of the kinds of social 
reform pursued by the government over recent years. It is possible to 
identify four distinct challenges to these respective roles that resulted 
from the trends in public service reform outlined above.
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First, alongside the many opportunities for engagement in service pro-
vision that have opened up in recent years, the place of VSOs in public 
services during this period has grown increasingly prominent in policy 
terms. Consequently, the shifting expectations of varying governments 
has meant that public officials have needed to balance sometimes long-
standing relations with VSOs with the need to develop a competitive 
market, and adapt to new narratives emerging in government policy. 
Second, the variation in the development of marketisation in public ser-
vices has meant that this growth in the voluntary sector’s role in provi-
sion was focused on only a few areas. As Kendall (2000) notes from the 
mid-1990s, the growth in the voluntary sector’s welfare role primarily 
occurred in a distinct number of service areas (such as day care, housing 
and education). The implication of this is clear; the voluntary sector’s 
growth has been largely driven by the needs of the state. Therefore, the 
timbre of relations between officials and the voluntary sector has varied, 
depending on the service area concerned. Third, accompanying these 
developments was an increase in the costs to the voluntary sector of its 
relations with the state. These costs included the growth in uncertainty 
throughout the sector, particularly with the risk of loss of funding that 
comes with an increasing reliance on competitive tendering for con-
tracts (often, until relatively recently, on an annual basis). At the same 
time, the new funding environment resulted in greater monitoring costs 
and bureaucracy and direct costs incurred in preparing contract tender 
submissions (Lewis, 1999). Finally, the implementation of the public 
service reform agenda did not run as smoothly as expected. In many 
areas, the generation of competitive markets proved difficult, with the 
diversity of providers essential to competition proving hard to achieve 
(Deakin, 1996). As a result, the job of public officials has broadened from 
simply one that focused on making decisions about which providers 
to choose for a particular service towards a more complex role involv-
ing knowledge of the local market, needs assessment, connection with 
potential local providers and capacity building.

The commissioning agenda and its implications

The pressures on VSOs and on the public sector have ensured that alter-
ing public management practice in managing markets for public services 
has been a high priority in recent policy. With this in mind, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that a particular feature of recent trends in public service 
reform has been a consolidated attempt to refine the public manager’s 
role in this new environment, while at the same time curbing some of 
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the unintended consequences of marketisation for the voluntary sector. 
Primarily, this has been associated with the various attempts to reframe 
public sector procurement and marketisation as ‘commissioning’ and it 
is to this topic that this section now turns.

The idea of commissioning is broad-reaching and ill-defined. Although 
commissioning is a prominent theme in government policy, there is no 
overarching, cross-governmental approach to its definition or imple-
mentation. Alongside this, there is a conspicuous absence of scholarly 
attention to its concepts and practice, and especially with its application/
applicability to the voluntary sector. Instead, there is a tendency for the 
term ‘commissioning’ to be used in a poorly defined manner, often con-
flating the idea with ‘procurement’, and rarely spelling out the breadth 
of use of the term elsewhere. Most fundamentally, across central govern-
ment there is a clear and consistent separation of the ideas of procure-
ment and commissioning. For the Cabinet Office (2006: 4) procurement 
is one element of a broader commissioning process, which focuses ‘on 
the process of buying services, from initial advertising through to appro-
priate contract arrangement’. Commissioning, conversely, is far wider in 
its scope, and involves ‘assessing the needs of people in an area, design-
ing and then securing appropriate service’. Elsewhere, the Department 
of Health followed a similar approach, describing commissioning as ‘a 
complex process with responsibilities ranging from assessing population 
needs and prioritising health outcomes, to procuring products and ser-
vices, and managing service providers’ (Glasby, 2012: 5).

To an extent, the lack of clarity reflects the fact that, despite its high 
profile, the commissioning agenda has not been defined or supported 
by legislation or coherent, wide-reaching policy narratives. Instead, 
its development has been rather piecemeal. The emergence of ‘com-
missioning’ can be traced through a variety of initiatives, announce-
ments and discussion documents, often articulated through a dominant 
reformist discourse. By and large, the aim has been to influence prac-
tice across central and local government by outlining policy, providing 
good practice guidance, or through training provision. Commentators 
have noted the lack of clarity. For example, Knapp et al. (2001) consider 
commissioning to mean the range of interactions in public service mar-
kets, including, but not limited to, procurement, and varying depend-
ing on the tone of relations. Murray (2008) suggests that distinguishing 
between ‘commissioning’ and ‘procurement’ is at the heart of govern-
ment policy, but has not been wholly accepted in practice, noting sev-
eral examples where these two activities are considered synonymous. 
Unwin (2004) also notes that the two ideas may be quite separate in 
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practice, as commissioning does not necessarily result in ‘procurement’ 
in the form of contracts, but perhaps a grant, investment or donation. 
Clearly then, an understanding of this distinction is fundamental to dis-
cussion of commissioning in policy and practice.

A second strong element of the commissioning agenda is the pro-
motion of networks as essential to the effective management of public 
service markets. For example, the Department of Health (2009) – where 
commissioning has perhaps the highest profile of all central govern-
ment departments – has adopted a programme aimed at developing 
its staff into ‘World Class’ commissioners. Directly influenced by the 
White Paper, Commissioning a Patient-Led NHS (DoH, 2005), there are 
four key elements to this programme – a ‘vision’ outlining its aspira-
tions for commissioning, a number of commissioning competencies, 
an assurance system, and a support and development framework for 
commissioners. The competency framework included in the World 
Class Commissioning programme reveals much about the impor-
tance of networks to the commissioning agenda. This includes: spe-
cific requirements for commissioning organisations to work with other 
actors in the community; engage the public and patients in the com-
missioning process; collaborate with clinicians; stimulate the market 
to promote a diversity of providers; and maintain appropriate relation-
ships and contracts with providers. The underlying theme of much of 
this is that commissioners are being asked to carry out their work in 
close proximity to a range of other actors. The importance of networks 
is stressed by other commissioning initiatives. The Department of 
Communities and Local Government (DCLG), in their Eight Principles 
of Good Commissioning, highlight the importance of a partnership 
approach, with specific reference to the involvement of the voluntary 
sector in providing specialist knowledge and information on local 
needs (DCLG, 2006). In essence, the importance of open dialogue 
between all interested parties in service provision, not simply between 
‘purchasers’ and ‘providers’, is clearly apparent.

A third aspect of the agenda is the centrality of needs assessment in 
the commissioning process. Almost every example of recent central 
government policy dealing with this area has emphasised the impor-
tance of establishing need as part of the practice of commissioning (see 
DCLG, 2006; Department for Education and Skills and Department of 
Health, 2006; Department of Health, 2007; Department for Work and 
Pensions, 2007; Home Office, 2011). The Audit Commission (2007: 6) 
places needs assessment at the heart of what they describe as ‘Intelligent 
Commissioning’, vitally important to commissioners’ understanding of 
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local markets and central to good procurement practice. Effective needs 
assessment is clearly related to the requirement to develop networks 
with local providers, and the voluntary sector in particular. The posi-
tioning of needs assessment alongside the other elements of the com-
missioning process is significant, with this activity required before and 
after the procurement of services. To this end, commissioning is often 
described as a cyclical process. A dizzying array of cycles is present in 
the guidance emanating from government, and in the embryonic lit-
erature on the subject (see DCLG, 2006; Department for Education and 
Skills and Department of Health, 2006; Department of Health, 2006, 
2007; Department for Work and Pensions, 2007; Home Office, 2011). 
Primarily, however, they all serve to conceptualise commissioning as an 
ongoing activity, with service design, procurement, delivery and moni-
toring all built around the continual assessment of need.

A further element of the commissioning agenda has been the pro-
vision of training and support for public sector practitioners. This has 
been the primary objective of some of the elements of recent govern-
ment policy and was clear in the implementation of many other areas 
(see Department of Health, 2006, 2007; DCLG, 2006). Perhaps the most 
obvious example of this was the then – Improvement and Development 
Agency’s (IDeA) National Programme for Third Sector Commissioning 
(IDeA, 2008). Under this scheme, public sector employees received for-
mal training in the principles and practice of commissioning services 
from third-party organisations, normally from a higher education insti-
tution. The programme was aimed at the ‘top 2000’ commissioners from 
across central government, and had a specific focus on ensuring that 
public managers were able to understand the value and needs of the vol-
untary sector, involve VSOs more closely in the commissioning process, 
and provide support to improve the bidding practice of VSOs. Indeed, 
on this final point, the success of the agenda was also dependent on 
relations with the voluntary sector. The Audit Commission (2007: 36) 
suggests that for commissioning to be successful, specific changes need 
to take place in local practice, noting that ‘capacity building is unlikely 
to result in a significant expansion in the voluntary sector’s share of the 
service delivery market unless local public bodies accompany this with 
effective commissioning practice’.

Despite these four pillars of the commissioning agenda, its translation 
into practice remains unclear. In part, this is an issue of evidence; it is 
difficult, from the existing body of research, to discuss the implementa-
tion of commissioning with any certainty, a situation unlikely to change 
without further scholarly attention. An examination of commissioning 
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can be instructive as an example of the net effects of change on the 
relationship between the voluntary sector and the state on both actors. 
For VSOs, the kinds of relationship with the state that have developed 
in recent years have brought both dividends and peril. If we believe that 
the trajectory of government policy is moving towards greater control 
and coordination of voluntary action, of the kind that Macadam (1934) 
envisaged, then we might interpret the commissioning agenda as an 
attempt to ensure the adequate management of public services at a 
devolved level. If, conversely, it is understood as aligned with attempts 
to preserve the values and independence of voluntary action which char-
acterised policy in the New Labour era, then it is possible to understand 
initiatives like commissioning as attempts to reclaim previous relation-
ships, where the complexities of market management and competition 
between voluntary agencies are less important than the virtues of the 
providers themselves. There might also be a technocratic explanation 
for this kind of initiative; perhaps the introduction of commissioning 
can be best understood as a means of mitigating the demands on public 
managers, given the changes marketisation has brought to their roles.

In reality, it would be difficult to come to any of these conclusions 
without an appreciation of the recent history of the voluntary–state rela-
tionship because there is a thread running from Macadam to the present 
day which reflects the concerns of current policy. Tension and debate 
of the kind prompted by the suggestion of centralised forms of state 
control over the actions of VSOs, rather than being diluted in recent 
years, has instead been amplified first by marketisation, and then by 
the increased policy attention which arose with the partnership agenda. 
Viewed in abstract, each of these developments can be seen as radical 
changes in the terms of the relationship. In context, the dilemmas they 
raise for both the voluntary sector and the state appear as part of a much 
older set of arguments.

Conclusion: context, continuity and change

The voluntary sector today is not the same as the patchwork of organi-
sations that existed in the interwar period, and the relationship that 
it maintains with the state must be thought of as distinct from that 
described by Macadam (1934). Much has changed since Macadam was 
writing and both the shifts in emphasis on the part of the state described 
in this chapter (ranging from the market-focused logic of the reforms 
of the 1980s and early 1990s to the emphasis on partnership-based 
approaches which came in the New Labour era) have meant that the 
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reach of government, and the tools which govern its relationship with 
the voluntary sector, do not bear much resemblance to those seen during 
the interwar period. However, a glance back to earlier periods helps us to 
interpret current problems and attempts to find solutions. The account 
of the commissioning agenda provided in this chapter illustrates the 
value of this kind of activity. Where limited information is available 
on the application and efficacy of programmes aimed at reforming the 
relationship between the voluntary sector and the state, then viewing 
these activities through the lens of past debates encourages different 
perspectives of their intention and value. It is the continuities, and the 
differences, between the various periods of development in the relations 
between the voluntary and public sectors which provides policy-makers 
and scholars alike with the tools needed to fully understand the kinds of 
changes which are taking place.

All of the developments sketched in this chapter have brought about 
a number of challenges for both VSOs and for the public sector itself. 
The advent of contracting, in particular, has generated concerns about 
the voluntary sector’s ability to retain its independence in an envi-
ronment where a significant amount of its funding is provided by the 
state, and then delivered conditionally in a competitive environment. 
The twin worries of financial insecurity and loss of independence, so 
familiar in the wider literature, were also to be found in the 1930s and 
reflected in the concerns that followed the publication of The New 
Philanthropy. Similarly, the changing funding environment is bringing 
about significant challenges for public managers. New roles are emerg-
ing for the public sector, with the development of the commission-
ing narrative making demands of public managers that a hard-pressed 
public sector may struggle to fulfil. And yet, by glancing to previous 
accounts of the relationship between the state and the voluntary sec-
tor, we can see that the question of independence from state control 
is perennial.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the developments sketched out in 
this chapter seem set to continue for the time being. The election of 
the Coalition government in 2010 brought with it no dramatic change 
in the policy focus on the voluntary sector. Instead, VSOs were given 
an important place in the (now rarely-publicised) ‘Big Society’ agenda 
pursued in the early stages of the coalition, and the voluntary sec-
tor remains important in the welfare programme pursued since 2010 
(Alcock, 2010b). While the long-term impact of recent policy may be 
uncertain, what is clear is that VSOs continue to be viewed as a sig-
nificant provider of services by the public sector. Recent rounds of cuts 
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to public spending seem to have cemented the voluntary sector’s role, 
given the unlikelihood of new investment in public sector provision.

We end this chapter as it started. Regardless of the current trajec-
tory of government policy, recent attempts to harness the value of 
voluntary action have deep roots in the social history of Britain. The 
efficacy of commissioning, with its aim to tackle some of the unin-
tended consequences of the marketisation of public services, cannot 
rely on an understanding of voluntary action as something entirely 
new but must include a sense of the history of the voluntary sector’s 
public service role. Throughout the chapter, we have attempted to 
present a picture of the development of the relationship between the 
voluntary sector and the state that is sympathetic to the broader con-
text of voluntary action in the UK. Our contention is that any read-
ing of recent policy without sympathy to this development would be 
incomplete.

Note

1 In The New Philanthropy, Macadam talks at various point of ‘control’ and 
‘cooperation’ (p. 17), ‘organisation’ (p. 41), ‘supervision’ (p. 50) and ‘coordina-
tion’ (p. 56) and even (presciently) ‘partnership’ (p. 285). The terms are used 
interchangeably, with ‘coordinative’ (p. 56) organisations such as the Charities 
Organisation Society carrying out a similar role to the state in directing volun-
tary effort.
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5
Deconstructing the Panacea of 
Volunteering in Criminal Justice
Mary Corcoran and Jurgen Grotz

When someone leaves prison, I want them already to have a mentor 
in place to help them get their lives back together. I want them to be 
met at the prison gate, to have a place to live sorted out, and above 
all someone who knows where they are, what they are doing, and can 
be a wise friend to prevent them from reoffending. (Grayling, 2012)

The announcement in November 2012 by the Minister of Justice of plans 
to recruit volunteering organisations as indispensable to his ‘rehabilita-
tion revolution’ crystallised several favoured policy themes of the coali-
tion government. The speech confirmed the special status that voluntary 
sector organisations (VSOs) had assumed in governmental thinking about 
resettling and managing offenders. The proposition that civic-minded 
volunteers could salvage offenders from lives of crime on a widespread 
scale was fêted as an idea whose time had come. That appeal resonated 
with the Big Society project, which promulgated the idea that civil society 
could play an important, and sometimes more successful, role than the 
state in tackling entrenched social problems, including crime (Norman, 
2010). Within this paradigm, it is claimed that properly trained members 
of the community and even former lawbreakers are singularly well placed 
to help offenders to turn their lives around where the prisons and proba-
tion system are deemed to have failed (Carter, 2003; Le Grand, 2007). 
However, underlying the appeal to socially responsible citizenship was 
the more sombre warning that discharging offenders back to homeless-
ness, social isolation or substance addiction without help would perpetu-
ate their reoffending, to the eventual cost of public safety:

Solving these problems requires a radically different approach. Our 
central objective is to make the public safer by breaking the cycle of 
crime. (Ministry of Justice, 2010: 7, s15)
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These ideas bring to the fore assumptions about the utility of volun-
teering as a prop for a plethora of policy goals ranging from reducing 
crime to tackling social exclusion by building community resilience. 
According to Rochester and colleagues (2010: 10) such expectations are 
projected onto the voluntary sector via a ‘dominant paradigm’, in which 
the sector is envisaged as a constituent element of the public welfare 
apparatus and where volunteering tends to be likened to ‘unpaid work’. 
As a consequence, ‘a very high proportion of the discussion about vol-
unteering – by practitioners, policy makers and researchers alike – is 
concentrated on one very specific view’, that volunteering is inherently of 
benefit to individuals and society (Rochester et al., 2010: 10, emphasis 
added). This chapter links the one-dimensional political perspective of 
volunteering to the overwhelmingly positive bias in research, academic 
and charitable sector discourses of the phenomenon. We utilise the term 
‘benefit fallacy’ to describe the self-perpetuating logic whereby the body 
of evidence which demonstrates the beneficial outcomes of volunteering 
merely confirms the initial premise of such research that volunteering 
is inherently a good thing. The widespread emphasis on volunteering as 
a virtuous circle obscures the potential and actual occurrence of harms 
that are likely to arise given the nature of the activities undertaken by 
several VSOs (Grotz, 2010). The purpose of this chapter is to replace the 
benefit fallacy with a balanced and proportionate appreciation of the 
consequences of volunteering in penal contexts. Our case is based on 
the following observations:

1. The pervasiveness of the benefit fallacy is manifested in a general unwill-
ingness to critique the concept of volunteering because it is unwelcome 
as a message to researchers, policy makers and practitioners. This is 
underpinned by a skewed presumption in favour of volunteering in the 
literature.

2. There is an avoidance in many accounts of the specifically penal 
dimensions of volunteering in criminal justice settings. Much of the 
current debate glosses over questions of power, legal coercion and 
involuntary restrictions, which are inescapable facts of operating in 
the arenas of crime ‘control’ and offender ‘management’.

3. There is insufficient systematic analysis of the capacity for volunteer-
ing relationships to convey negative as well as positive social capi-
tal. We amend this by taking into account Smith’s proposition that 
scholars consider the ‘dark side’ of volunteering, that is, ‘the poten-
tially or actually negative [and] harmful aspects of these civil society 
or non-profit sector groups’ (Smith, 2008: 2).
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4. Volunteering in criminal justice is increasingly constructed as 
a hazard that needs to be carefully managed with risk assessment 
and safeguarding regulations. The operative concept of risk that is 
increasingly applied mirrors narrow, technocratic calculations which 
are directed at minimizing breaches of security or monitoring rela-
tionships between volunteers and clients. Additionally, the responsi-
bility and costs for managing such risks are devolved to VSOs.

In sum, we suggest that the benefit fallacy restricts open deliberation 
about the negative implications for VSOs – including reputational, legal, 
financial, moral and human – which derive from participating in offender 
management and crime reduction programmes. We conclude that the 
growing impetus to utilise volunteers must be cautiously approached. 
The powers available to VSOs must be proportionate to their civilian 
status as well as their legal and ethical responsibilities. Such arguments 
are intended to clarify the role, function and value of volunteering to all 
potential beneficiaries including service users, volunteers, penal reform-
ers, policy makers and the public interest. They should also assist in 
holding policy makers to account when their plans and the evidence 
they use are uncritically founded on the benefit fallacy.

Great expectations

In recent decades, volunteers have been the subjects of political applause, 
which conveys a sense both of their sanctified status and their utility value 
to policy agendas. Before the general election in 2010, the Conservatives 
summed this up as follows:

Volunteers are the beating heart of Britain’s civil society, an indis-
pensable resource for the voluntary sector and in many public 
 services. Volunteering generates social capital – building the net-
works that turn mere places into communities. In economic terms, 
the value of volunteering can be measured in billions of pounds, 
but its true worth is beyond price. Without volunteers much of 
what we take for granted in our national life would grind to a halt. 
(Conservative Party, 2008: 20)

David Cameron’s speech summarised the combination of two ideal typi-
cal characteristics which derive from the benefit fallacy, to which we add 
a third. Firstly, volunteers are understood to be a resource in the form 
of a reserve workforce that can supplement the operations of existing 
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public agencies and provide specialist or individualised support to vic-
tims or offenders. Such expectations are allied to the rationality that 
using volunteer organisations brings about cost savings while underlin-
ing the political message that tackling the public’s fear of crime cannot 
be undertaken only by the state. Secondly, volunteering is conceived 
of as a source of social capital whereby ‘law-abiding’ people who work 
alongside the police, community crime panels, probation or prison ser-
vices, for example, are valued for facilitating public safety. In this and 
other volunteering contexts, volunteering is framed as being inherently 
beneficial in that ‘doing good’ endows both volunteers and offenders 
whom they help with social dividends such as trust, communal solidar-
ity, social cohesion and consensus towards the legitimacy of governing 
institutions. Therefore, our third characteristic entails the importance of 
volunteers for forming trust relationships with offenders who are alien-
ated from the criminal justice system. Equally, we probe how these trust 
relationships are functionally valued for steering offenders towards nor-
mative attitudes and behaviours. These three ideal typical beneficial attrib-
utes of volunteering are now critically unpacked.

Volunteering as a resource

The breadth and scale of volunteering with criminal justice agen-
cies are already hugely diverse and growing (Gill and Mawby, 1990; 
Gojkovic et al., 2011). The number of VSOs working with offend-
ers as their main client group is approximately 1743, with an addi-
tional 18,380 organisations that identified offenders as one of their 
client groups (Gojkovic et al., 2011: 19). These figures only account 
for organisations that declare themselves to be service providers and 
thus exclude several other areas of volunteer activism such as mem-
bership of reform or advocacy (‘lobbying’) groups, community-based 
neighbourhood crime control or restorative justice groups. In addition, 
under the Ministry of Justice’s offender management strategy (2004), a 
much larger number of private and voluntary sector providers of hous-
ing, employment and training, healthcare, drugs and alcohol support, 
finance benefit and debt, children and families and attitudes, think-
ing and behaviour are now conceived of as part of a ‘penal voluntary 
sector’ (Ministry of Justice, 2004; Corcoran, 2011: 30). It is difficult 
to quantify the numbers or types of volunteers operating in criminal 
justice because they are distributed across different organisations with 
varying relationships to the state, and because of the different levels 
of statutory power held by volunteers. However, the very wide varia-
tion under those criteria is evident if one compares the formal roles 
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of magistrates, lay members of Parole Boards, Youth Justice Boards or 
Special Constables, for example, with volunteers offering various kinds 
of ‘gift relationships’ (Titmus, 1970) such as befriending, motivational, 
counselling or social welfare. For the purposes of precision, this chap-
ter largely refers to volunteering in community-based projects that are 
focused on rehabilitation and resettlement.

Furthermore, the term ‘volunteer’ refers to social activities that com-
ply with the five following features: (a) the prevailing definition of 
volunteering is that it is ‘of benefit’; (b) it is useful as service or produc-
tive work, not purely enjoyment for its own sake; (c) it is directed to 
other people outside the immediate family/household; (d) volunteer-
ing must be non-compulsory, thus, not coerced or forced externally 
by law, contract or other powerful social influences; and (e) while vol-
unteers may receive some reimbursement or payment, it is not done 
primarily for monetary gain, and the payment is usually less than the 
economic value of the volunteering work done (Home Office, 2004; 
United Nations, 2001; Volunteering England, 2008).

Economic benefits

An obvious appeal of volunteering at a time when public spending 
is contracting is that it makes a major economic contribution by 
extending the capacities of national welfare and local public services. 
‘Valuable practical services . . . are accomplished in the community 
that can reduce municipal costs and taxes or can improve municipal 
efficiency’ (Smith, 2000: 203). Nationally, the amounts involved are 
substantial. In England, for example, the total of 1.9 billion hours 
contributed by volunteers in 2003 was equivalent to the time put 
in by 1 million full-time workers and, at the national average wage, 
was worth around £22.5 billion (Home Office, 2004). Volunteer pro-
grammes are attractive to local government or statutory contractors 
because they relieve the strain on overstretched governmental and 
non-governmental organisations, as well as filling gaps left where 
public services are reduced or withdrawn (Brown and Ross, 2010: 32). 
Volunteers may also be deployed to alleviate the caseload of statutory 
agencies by ‘allowing “professional” time to be deployed elsewhere’ 
(Boyce et al., 2009: 12). Volunteer programmes can and do displace 
local paid posts. This has occurred where local authorities or Police 
and Crime Commissioners have been driven by economic considera-
tions to replace some public policing and crime services with small 
grants to voluntary sector providers (BBC NEWS, 2013; Harman, 2013; 
Western Morning News, 2013).
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Although pragmatic gains can be made from using volunteers to fill 
gaps, there is disquiet among the voluntary sector that governmental 
motivation for promoting volunteerism is linked with scaling back pub-
lic services. Precisely because government is promoting volunteering 
as leverage for reducing public services, the unions representing the 
police, probation and prison staff are hostile to the potential threat 
to their jobs (NAPO, 2013). However, there seems to be little appetite 
among VSOs to replace state services. For example, Greater London 
Volunteering said that ‘[l]ike-for-like substitution of volunteers for paid 
staff is as unacceptable as redundant staff being replaced by new staff in 
the same role’ (Greater London Volunteering, 2010: 5.1), while Baroness 
Neuberger’s review of volunteering in criminal justice clearly stated that 
volunteering ‘is in no way about services being provided on the cheap’ 
(Neuberger, 2008: 3).

In answer to the tacit expectation that the voluntary sector repre-
sents a cheap substitute for public services, voluntary organisations 
contend that recruiting, training and managing volunteers are complex 
and costly efforts, and that governments are mistaken if they believe 
they are harnessing a free resource (Read et al., 2011). On the contrary, 
training and supporting skilled volunteers in areas such as victim sup-
port, sexual or domestic violence services, legal or welfare advice, police 
or prison custody monitoring, or suicide prevention, for example, is 
costly and labour-intensive. Therefore, volunteer organisations have to 
recover their investment by setting high expectations of the levels of 
commitment they demand from volunteers. Some voluntary organi-
sations are vulnerable to the ‘poaching’ of skilled or experienced vol-
unteers by ‘rivals’. Anecdotal evidence indicates that, in the current 
period of austerity and underemployment, volunteers are discontinu-
ing their purely volunteering roles to take up opportunities to obtain 
paid roles in their own and other organisations. Although students may 
offer a potential pool of volunteers who are closer in age, and purport-
edly in outlook, to younger offenders, their life experience can be more 
limited and there is also a question mark over the length of time that 
they are available for the work (Buck et al., 2015: 19). Other problems 
with recruiting and retaining suitable volunteers occur because of the 
unsocial hours that may be involved (especially for night-time or out-
of-hours work). VSOs can underestimate the time and effort involved in 
operating within the routine restrictions that apply to secure environ-
ments, and are subsequently deterred by delays in obtaining security 
clearance or access to people in custody (cf. Mills and Meek, chapter 
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seven, this volume). The nature of work with some vulnerable people 
can be so demanding and complex, at least in some aspects, that vol-
unteer interventions such as mentoring are insufficient to meet offend-
ers’ needs (Hucklesby and Wincup, 2014; Buck et al., 2015). Indeed, the 
difficulties of evidencing these observations, which are recognised by 
practitioners and researchers, is indicative of the sensitivities involved 
in publicly acknowledging the pressures to properly utilise and retain 
volunteer time and labour as a valuable commodity.

Social capital and well-being

According to the literature, one of the principal attributes that volun-
teering generates is an increase in social capital. This may be broadly 
defined as ‘investment in and use of embedded resources in social rela-
tions for expected returns’ (Lin, 2000: 786). From this perspective, vol-
unteering is held up as generating primary gains for participants in the 
form of enhanced well-being, which in turn contributes to secondary 
benefits such as personal resilience, reciprocity and social cohesion. 
Accordingly, volunteering enables individuals to gain confidence and 
self-esteem while developing knowledge and skills which, for some, 
will improve their employability or career prospects. Others highlight 
the impact on the volunteer’s quality of life (Ockenden, 2007), such as 
higher levels of satisfaction and contentment (Pancer and Pratt, 1999), 
improved educational performance (Parkin and McKeganey, 2000) and 
better physical and mental health (Casiday et al., 2008). In addition, 
the Home Office Citizenship surveys show a strong correlation between 
rates of volunteering in an area and the extent to which residents felt 
that other people in the neighbourhood could be trusted (Kitchen et al., 
2006). Criminologists have also identified linkages between fostering 
well-being and social capital as preconditions to ‘making good’ on the 
part of offenders (Maruna, 2001; Farrall, 2002). Indeed, proponents of 
voluntarism attach particular efficacy to involving prisoners and offend-
ers because volunteering is thought to constitute a unique opportunity 
to bring about self-transformative effects for themselves (Porteous, 2007; 
Fletcher et al., 2009). Particular attention has been paid to voluntary peer 
support programmes, for example, because they are claimed to create 
a ‘multiplier effect’ whereby ‘benefits that accrue to individuals from 
their work as Peer Advisors are matched by benefits to the recipients of 
their advice’ (Boyce et al., 2009: vi). Organisations that are operated by 
former offenders claim that their work is ultimately more meaningful 
and implicitly more successful because service users are more receptive 
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to somebody who has been through the same experience. One former 
offender turned mentor exemplified the argument:

Having a mentor meant that when I got released I knew I had some-
one to talk to and tell how I felt. He was an ex-prisoner, so he has 
been through the system himself. He knows what it’s like and he 
knows the struggles. (BBC, Today Program, 20 November 2012).

Additionally, peer-based volunteering is thought to have the poten-
tial to correct the more condescending effects of professional inter-
ventions by serving ‘as a counterbalance to the widespread belief that 
programmes are something that is “done” to offenders by specialists’ 
(Boyce et al., 2009: vi).

Whilst research in areas as diverse as health, education and neighbour-
liness have found enhanced social capital among volunteers, one must 
be sceptical towards claims that this is ipso facto beneficial. A distinction 
should be drawn between the research findings which often emerge from 
discrete, small-scale case studies, and the manner in which these findings 
have been cumulatively marshalled as evidence by commentators with 
different ideological, intellectual or policy agendas. For example, sum-
maries of the evidence often belie crucial analytical differences between 
theorists who view social capital as cross-cutting social hierarchies to 
establish shared social norms and values (Etzioni, 1994) and those who 
believe that social capital is linked to formations of privilege, power and/
or exclusion along class (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992), gender or eth-
nic lines (Lin, 2000). These respective theories are significantly differ-
ent in their understanding of citizen power, with the former focused 
on mobilising the strengths of informal, community-based networks in 
the fight against social ills such as crime (ODPM, 2005), while the latter 
implies that communities should also concern themselves with inequal-
ity and exclusion as part of the aetiology of crime.

Trust and legitimacy

Although social relationships are significant in working with offenders, 
VSOs also lay claim to the uniqueness of their comparatively informal 
approaches which focus on building strengths rather than correcting def-
icits. Programmes offering befriending, counselling, emotional or con-
fidential listening and peer supports are founded on the principle that 
volunteers’ contributions should be qualitatively different from those 
which paid staff bring (Levenson and Farrant, 2002). Volunteers, for 
example, are claimed to elicit greater trust and confidence from offenders 
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and prisoners who may prefer to turn to sources that are not associated 
with ‘the system’ (Parkin and McKeganey, 2000: 301). Paradoxically, 
however, state agencies such as probation or the police champion vol-
unteering precisely because they hope that it will channel offenders into 
engaging with state agencies (Youth Justice Board, 2007: 4). Similarly, 
volunteers are expected to mediate between lawbreaking individuals 
and the ‘moral community’ (Crawford, 1999: 509) in the hope that it 
will ‘lead to greater public confidence in the . . . system’ (Youth Justice 
Board, 2007: 4). Concurrently, volunteers are imagined to convey power-
ful communicative impressions by getting service users ‘to understand 
the consequences of their actions on others in their area’ (Youth Justice 
Board, 2007: 4).

The enthusiasm among statutory bodies for volunteering is supported 
by the preferential focus in the research literature on the benefits of 
volunteering to volunteers, VSOs, beneficiaries and society at large.  
There are complex explanations for this positivity and the paucity of 
critical perspectives in the volunteering literature. One explanation 
points to the predominance of evaluative research in the field, which 
tends to be small-scale, localised studies of individual projects over short 
periods of time, and therefore not generalisable (Colley, 2001: 178). 
Secondly, evaluative research tends to comply with prescribed investiga-
tive remits and requirements that the ‘positive impact’ of programmes 
can and must be scientifically demonstrated as prerequisites to obtain-
ing funding to continue their work. A third explanation lies with the 
tendency to withdraw poor or negative results for fear of losing repu-
tation or future funding (cf. Hedderman and Hucklesby, chapter six, 
this volume). McCord (2003: 26), for example, argued that the failure 
to report negative outcomes of crime prevention programmes in the 
United States, for example, contributed to a false positive picture:

Evidence about adverse effects from social program[me]s is hard 
to find, in part because of a strong bias against reporting adverse 
effects. . . . Authors of studies that fail to produce evidence of ben-
eficial outcomes sometimes do not bother to submit their reports for 
publication.

Propagation of the benefit fallacy is not confined to academics or policy 
makers. VSOs can themselves subscribe to the wider sense of urgency 
about crime and reoffending by bringing issues to the fore ‘with the 
aim to induce an immediacy to act’ (Richter and Norman, 2010: 225). 
In a competitive funding climate, there is an increasing tendency to 
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perpetuate credence regarding the efficacy of volunteer programmes by 
showcasing their superior outcomes in comparison with commercial or 
public sector projects.

The ‘dark side’ of volunteering

Against the prevailing tide, a very small number of scholars have broached 
the prospect that volunteering may foster harmful relationships between 
volunteers and offenders, while still fewer have focused on the exposure 
of volunteers themselves to harm (Scandura, 1998; Devilly et al., 2005). 
However, volunteering organisations are no less susceptible than busi-
nesses or state agencies to crime, fraud, malpractice or discriminatory 
practices by staff or volunteers (Thomas, 2012). Even where such harms 
are thought to be low, ‘the consequences of a lack of attention to these 
risks . . . [are] potentially significant for public trust and confidence in 
that charity and the sector in general’ (Thomas, 2012: 4). Thus, a more 
considered and balanced appraisal is required which takes account of 
the ‘dark side’ of volunteering (Smith, 2008), that is, ‘all kinds of devi-
ance and misconduct by community sector/non-profit groups and indi-
viduals’, involving ‘formal and informal volunteers, paid staff, officers, 
[and] board members’ (Smith, 2008; 2). Importantly, consideration of 
the ‘dark side’

does not imply condemnation. . . . Potential harmful or negative 
effects are not actual harmful or negative effects, but it is wise to 
know about such potentials. Moreover, there are virtually no 
human activities, including [those] as group members or partici-
pants, which do not have their negative aspects. (Smith, 2008: 2, 
emphasis in the original)

It is indicative of the fact that volunteer organisations may suffer from 
mismanagement or poor relationships among clients, staff and vol-
unteers that many have policies in place to discipline volunteers. The 
Institute for Volunteering Research (1998) found that three quarters of 
547 organisations surveyed had procedures for disciplining volunteers. 
According to Volunteering England (Brown, 2013), the circumstances 
under which volunteers may be disciplined include persistently bad 
timekeeping; taking on tasks which go outside the agreed remit; fail-
ure to respect client/customer confidentiality; failure to respect their 
dignity, independence and individuality; breaches of health and safety 
regulations or agreements; misuse of the organisation’s equipment or 
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facilities; theft and discrimination on grounds of disability, race, gender 
or other factor. Of course, VSOs are subject to civil, contractual, criminal 
and regulatory codes as incorporated legal bodies (Restall, 2005). But in 
actual practice, the contribution of volunteers does not always fit neatly 
within the scope of legal frameworks such as employment law, for exam-
ple. Rather, the practical problem of reconciling their dual roles as indi-
viduals discharging legally accountable public functions ‘opens up the 
possibility of messy disciplinary issues, especially if there is already con-
fusion over the boundaries between roles’ (Restall, 2005: 61).

In contrast to pervasive claims about the benefits of volunteer-
ing for enhancing confidence and self-esteem, the potential for being 
emotionally harmed as a result of volunteering was identified during 
the Volunteer Rights Inquiry for Great Britain (Volunteering England, 
2010: 7). Witnesses to the inquiry reported how their formal volunteer-
ing experience left them ‘physically and mentally in pieces’ as they had 
been ‘continually harassed, bullied, and worn down’ (Third Sector, 8 July 
2010). Additionally, the Interim Report for the inquiry (Volunteering 
England, 2010) collected ‘numerous’ reports from volunteers narrating 
‘stories of bad management, poor governance, bullying and improper 
behaviour’, and cited incidents of verbal abuse, intimidation and sexual 
harassment (Third Sector, 2010). Although a comparatively small pro-
portion of all volunteers, two thirds of complainants to the enquiry 
submitted evidence of ‘serious’ allegations including bullying, conflicts 
arising from new management structures and practices, breaches of trust, 
including the leakage of confidential information about themselves and 
exploitation of volunteers’ goodwill (Volunteering England, 2010: 10). 
Moreover, victims of inappropriate behaviour encompassed all strata of 
workers from trustees to volunteers and involved the intimidation of 
managers by their volunteers and inappropriate behaviour by clients 
(Volunteering England, 2010: 7–11). The inquiry concluded that many 
organisations still lacked appropriate procedures for dealing with prob-
lems, complaints and disputes. It recommended that a framework of 
good practices for identifying conflict, early intervention, transparency 
and independent arbitration should be developed and applied to the 
whole sector (Volunteering England, 2010).

Unlike some other countries, incidents of occupational death, injury 
or crimes involving volunteers are not centrally recorded in the United 
Kingdom, so that the picture of occupational risk in the course of vol-
unteering is patchy. A few studies have investigated harmful physical 
or psychological effects such as post-traumatic stress disorder among 
volunteer fire fighters (Bryant and Harvey, 1996) or among volunteers 
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working with people with HIV/AIDS (Ross et al., 1999), for example. 
Indeed, Thoits and Hewitt (2001: 128) point out that the health benefits 
associated with volunteering may be more dependent on the conditions 
under which they volunteer than the fact that they are being altruistic: 
‘perhaps doing volunteer work is less important for well-being than the 
particular conditions of the work that is done’. Some prosecutions have 
been taken on behalf of the Health and Safety Executive against chari-
ties for liability contributing to the death of an employee. In 2010, the 
charity Mental Health Matters was fined £30,000 and ordered to pay 
£20,000 costs after admitting failure to protect an employee, Ashleigh 
Ewing, 22, who was stabbed to death by a client in the client’s home 
(BBC NEWS, 2010). The tribunal concluded that a ‘simple risk assess-
ment may have averted [the] incident’. The narrow focus on human 
error and the apparent failure or non-existence of safety procedures is 
problematised in a later section of this chapter (‘Volunteering as secu-
rity risk’). At this point, however, these incidents highlight broader 
issues relating to the practice of sending lone volunteers into certain 
settings and the dilemmas that are presented for charities in terms of 
their legal duties of care. With the exception of a few serious, publi-
cised cases, it is striking that volunteering seems to be disregarded as a 
specific area of concern in the field of occupational safety regulation, 
notwithstanding the general principle that legal protections as well as 
liabilities ought to apply to all sectors (Restall, 2005).

Negative social capital

Broadly conceived, negative social capital refers to factors which convert 
social interactions that are meant to be vehicles for integration and trust-
building into occasions for controlling, regulating or excluding individu-
als or social groups by inducting them into exploitative, dependent or 
disrespectful relationships. The concept draws on Bourdieu’s theory 
of social capital, which summarises the economic, social, cultural and 
symbolic resources that accrue for an individual by virtue of their mem-
bership of a social group. The more powerful and well-resourced an indi-
vidual or group is, the greater their capacity to convert the value of one 
form (such as ‘cultural’ capital) into another (such as ‘economic’ capital), 
while conversely, the more a group or individual is dispossessed, ‘the 
lower the value of that particular social capital’ (Wacquant, 1998: 28). 
According to this formulation, everyone possesses the capacity for both 
‘positive’ and ‘negative’ forms of social capital.

In his seminal study of volunteering in the United States, Putnam 
(2000: 22–23) distinguished between bridging social capital, which fostered 
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relationships across diverse social groups, and bonding social capital, in 
which groups were conjoined by mutual interest only. Whereas the former 
facilitated altruistic networks, negative social capital amassed in the lat-
ter as single-interest, mono-cultural groups developed exclusive and even 
discriminatory tendencies towards ‘outsiders’ (Putnam, 2000: 350–363). 
Smith (2008) elaborated on this finding to suggest that negative social 
capital might be transmitted through an individual’s or group’s attach-
ment to voluntary institutions or subcultures. Likewise, he postulated 
that harmful social influences were conveyed through several types of 
groupings. For example, ‘gang’ membership demonstrated how individu-
als gain social capital by embracing stigmatised roles by bonding with like-
minded peers and adhering to group norms, even if they are deemed to be 
‘deviant or unacceptable’ (Smith, 2008: 28).

Criminological ‘strain’ theories have long recognised the propensity 
for weak and selfish social relationships to transmit negative social capi-
tal (Agnew, 2001). Because volunteering involves complex, and to some 
extent tentative and open-ended, interactions, it can become a conduit 
for undesirable and harmful, as well as positive, effects. Peer mentor-
ing or befriending programmes, for example, may reinforce a sense of 
self-justification for past crimes on the part of the mentee. Whilst such 
programmes have shown results such as improved self-esteem or social 
capital, they are unable to confirm hypotheses that personal changes 
convert into reduced criminal activity on the part of an individual 
(Jolliffe and Farrington, 2007). At best, the effect of mentoring on recidi-
vism may be tangential in so far as participation can help to dimin-
ish ‘high-risk’ behaviours which are deemed to be related to offending 
(DuBois et al., 2002; Tolan et al., 2008). Indeed, some quantitative studies 
found evidence of increased offending among participants on peer-men-
toring programmes (Blechman et al., 2000). Moreover, the initial appeal 
of being mentored by those who have travelled the same road dimin-
ishes over time as other needs or priorities arise for mentees (Jaffe, 2012: 
222–235). Other commentators question whether the intended benefi-
ciaries, the mentees, gain as much from the process as their mentors or 
even mentoring organisations (Scandura, 1998; Colley, 2001; Hucklesby 
and Wincup, 2014). Research has pointed to hidden forms of exploita-
tion in volunteer–service user relationships where volunteers may be 
enlisted by programmes to monitor or discipline offenders’ behaviour, 
especially with individuals whose participation on programmes is part 
of a court order or probation supervision (Goddard, 2012). Still oth-
ers hold that the literature largely glosses over questions of inequality 
and power between service users and volunteers (Singh, 2012), so that 
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volunteer interventions reinforce or normalise social inequalities to the 
point where they mask participants’ understanding of ‘structural disad-
vantage and discrimination’ (Colley, 2001: 180).

The claims and counterclaims in the wider research about the sup-
posedly real value of volunteering interventions reveal the underlying 
problem that we are raising in this essay. That is to say, the fixation 
on whether volunteering programmes ‘work’ or ‘do not work’ con-
notes a prior assumption that they ought to work because volunteer-
ing is already deemed to be inherently beneficial. At best, the findings 
can only suggest that gains from volunteer involvement seem to be 
qualitative, primary rather than secondary, and specific to individual 
recipients. Volunteering continues to elude categorisation as a reliable 
method for reducing offending because ‘the valuable features and most 
promising approaches cannot be stated with any certainty’ (Finnegan 
et al., 2010: 8). This is in contrast with the Ministry of Justice’s measures 
for funding volunteer groups on the basis of payment by results and 
‘what works’, which are construed on the basis that interventions will 
or will not reduce offending. However, these calculations do not always 
factor in neutral or null hypotheses, that is, where volunteering inter-
ventions may produce no impact or even adverse effects.

NIMBYism versus legitimacy

The tensions between building solidarity and social integration on the 
one hand and the protection of property or the status quo on the other 
reveal how volunteering is an anomalous force, capable of creating 
cohesion but also of sowing divisiveness. Volunteering with neighbour-
hood watch groups is encouraged as a vital component in achieving 
‘stronger and safer’ communities, for example. Equally, however, local 
campaigns often emerge as manifestations of informal involvement in 
opposition to local plans, such as the siting of drugs and alcohol support 
centres or housing for ex-offenders (Rossendale Free Press, 2011; South 
Wales Evening Post, 2012). While such campaigning is sometimes her-
alded as a return of power to the community, it is also associated with 
NIMBYism, a neologism for ‘Not in My Back Yard’. Similarly, Aldrich 
and Crook’s paper Trailers in Post-Katrina New Orleans (2008) showed 
how civil society actors worked simultaneously to bring citizens together 
while mobilising them against the ‘threat’ of temporary trailer parks in 
their neighbourhoods for those made homeless by that extreme weather 
event. It is now widely recognised that activating residents to protect 
their localities from crime or disorder can accentuate the polarisation 
of ‘law-abiding’ residents from so-called ‘offenders’ (Crawford, 1999; 
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Shapland, 2007). It must be acknowledged that a campaign expressing 
one view may result in a counter movement, leading to counterpro-
ductive or unintended consequences. Examples of the complexity of 
these issues may be seen from the ‘dark side’ of the victims’ rights move-
ment, which, in setting out to redress dereliction in the criminal law 
or practice with regard to victims, has intentionally or not lent moral 
weight to the ratcheting up of punitive or authoritarian measures, and 
even to retaliation and vigilantism, in the interests of ‘the community’ 
(Ministry of Justice, 2011).

Managing volunteering as a security ‘risk’

Up to this point, the discussion has focused on those aspects of volun-
teering which are not, but perhaps should be, comprehended as poten-
tially or actually harmful for participants. The final section will focus 
on one obvious exception to the wider oversight of questions of harm. 
This is where volunteering with offenders has become a field in which 
volunteers are construed as innate bearers of risk requiring vigilant man-
agement, necessitating the pervasive application of screening and safe-
guarding procedures. The operative concept of ‘risk’ that applies here 
mirrors narrow, technocratic calculations which are directed at mini-
mising breaches of security or monitoring relationships between volun-
teers and clients. The narrow formulation of risk in this context reflects 
actuarial governing rationalities which are characterised by a general 
avoidance of complex questions of ethics and power by reducing them 
to technical problems that may be resolved procedurally rather than 
substantially (cf. Mills and Meek, chapter seven, this volume). Thus an 
expanding, but under-researched, aspect of state regulation converges 
on the extension of the security gaze to the activities of VSOs.

Risk management policies have become pervasive in the domain of 
crime prevention and it is now obligatory for all agencies working in 
a criminal justice framework to install procedures for ascertaining risks 
posed by certain clients, as well as assessing and managing their potential 
conduct. As a consequence, VSOs are obliged to develop procedures for 
individualised risk prediction and safety management (O’Malley, 2010) 
as well as situational preventive measures that apply to volunteers and 
service users.

Volunteer projects must meet the security and risk assessment require-
ments of statutory criminal justice agencies. In order to gain accredita-
tion from the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) they must 
also develop protocols governing the screening of volunteers and staff, 
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information sharing, adherence to data protection legislation and confi-
dentiality agreements. In general, their procedures are often made more 
stringent by the requirements of statutory partners or funders who are 
focused on the security dimensions of volunteer behaviour and influence 
on offenders. One obvious response is that volunteer organisations scale 
up their in-house risk assessment and volunteer-training procedures, 
develop joint training programmes or hand over part of the training to 
their statutory partners. We conducted a content and discourse analysis  
of the guidelines issued by the prison service (Prison Service, 2002, 2010) 
and the training and induction materials devised for volunteers work-
ing in custody settings that are in the public domain (Clinks, 2012; 
Independent Custody Visiting Association 2013) and others that are not 
available to the public. This analysis identified those areas where volun-
teers are instructed in explicit and detailed scenarios about what to do 
during the various following events:

safety of a minor or vulnerable person.

‘turning a blind eye’ to something they have done or said.

or receiving a package.

a member of the public approaches/attacks the prisoner.

or member of the public.
 

time out.

Without making general scientific claims from these readings of induc-
tion and training materials, what becomes apparent is the elision of 
‘safety’ and ‘security’ discourses and the semantic slippages between 
risks presented by volunteers and hazards to which they are potentially 
susceptible.

We do not assert that risk assessment or security procedures are 
unnecessary intrusions, and concede that they are instituted to prevent 
harm to either volunteers or others, to minimise disruption to prison 
establishments and to discharge statutory duties towards public safety. 
However, our focus is on the means by which risk and security logics 
enter into volunteering contexts from the initial stages of training and 
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preparation. The construction of volunteers as carriers of risk is rein-
forced through stringent procedures for obtaining security clearance 
or the screening for criminal disclosure. In this context, volunteers are 
socialised into the mores and modes of self-policing behaviours that 
govern those of professional, paid criminal justice staff.

It is evident that working in prisons and with probation creates ‘security 
creep’ as volunteers become inculcated into the attitudinal and behav-
ioural boundaries which professional criminal justice workers have long 
been taught to guard against. One classic preoccupation in the prison 
service is the danger of staff becoming ‘conditioned’ (manipulated by 
means of intimidation or coercion) or overfamiliar with clients (through 
inexperience or other cause). Moreover, even when volunteers obtain 
clearance to work with prisoners, that permission is highly contingent 
and volunteer organisations continue to report their sudden exclusion 
from access to clients on the grounds that they disrupt security or the 
prison routines or undermine the professional authority of staff.

The pattern of sharing responsibility for the routine monitoring of 
risk and undertaking to report concerns to statutory authorities brings 
VSOs in line with prevailing risk management approaches in crimi-
nal justice. These primarily characterise volunteers as risk carriers and 
oblige VSOs to take more responsibility for these risks. Far from lacking 
awareness about potentially negative moral and ethical consequences 
of deploying volunteers in working with vulnerable groups, we suggest 
that considerations of harm are dominated by a ‘risk paradigm’ which 
emphasises utility, adherence to legal and security requirements and 
breaches of protocols. The risk paradigm underpins the need for prior 
screening of volunteers and service users, training in conducting risk 
assessments, and minimising criminal or civil legal liability (Health and 
Safety Executive, 2013).

This is a narrower purview of safety than that adopted by many VSOs 
which customarily build precautionary practices from more holistic 
models which focus on safeguarding vulnerable adults or children, 
developing lone working policies, safe recruitment procedures, respond-
ing to whistle-blowers, managing allegations against staff and volun-
teers, and emphasising the dignity and respect of clients. Finally, the 
effects on volunteers’ motivations and attitudes towards clients are 
unclear. However, practices for inducting volunteers in a manner which 
frames their work in terms of risks and dangers may reinforce a sense 
of alienation from service users as well as mandating volunteers to 
act as the ‘eyes and ears’ of prison, or probation services. Singh (2012: 
283) suggests, for example, that ‘the framing of offenders as threaten-
ing goes hand in hand with the privileging of disciplinary tactics and 
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constructions of mainstream program[me]s as appendages of the crimi-
nal justice system’. It is difficult to assert that the problem is widespread. 
More research is needed into the processes by which volunteers may 
or may not absorb risk management dispositions or are influenced by 
criminogenic frames of references.

Summary and conclusion

This chapter has argued that the field of volunteering has been skewed 
by normative assumptions which insist on its inherent beneficence. We 
have suggested that a benefit fallacy arises from observations based on the 
shallower and visible end of research on volunteering. By contrast, the 
paucity of data on the ‘dark side’ can be related to the under-researched 
and unmeasured, and hence less visible or empirically validated, knowl-
edge about the risks and hazards. Three main dangers arise from the 
failure to apprehend (and possibly manage) the known potential for 
volunteering to generate harms or inequalities. Firstly, the reluctance 
to openly discuss the potentially negative as well as positive aspects of 
volunteering may lead to a future backlash. If the desire to promote 
volunteering leads to a lack of candour about all its facets, the greater 
the public backlash is likely to be when difficulties occur. Secondly, by 
endeavouring to maximise the engagement of volunteers without tak-
ing account of negative impacts, policy making is seriously unbalanced 
in its apprehensions of the benefits and costs. Finally, organisations or 
statutory bodies which wittingly or unwittingly continue to subscribe to 
the benefit fallacy put not only volunteers and clients at risk but poten-
tially their reputations and legitimacy as well.

Several commentators have raised concerns that official discourse 
and some VSOs have created conflicting ideas about the purpose of 
volunteering in criminal justice–related work. One consequence is 
that concepts of volunteers as embodying reserves of citizen goodwill 
are deployed interchangeably with references to an untapped labour 
force for supplementing the work of statutory criminal justice services. 
Such constructions conflate instrumentalist ideas about the voluntary 
‘alternative arm of the penal state’ (Haney, 2010: 211) with the virtuous 
appeal of restorative solidarity that underpins normative discourses of 
community justice. We have suggested that these ideals not only per-
meate academic, public, media, charitable and political discourses, but 
contribute to a confusion of purpose about the benefits of volunteering. 
This manifests in the ways in which policy makers and spokespeople 
for the voluntary sector seek to demonstrate the utility of volunteering 
in so far as it contributes to wider policy goals for reducing crime or 
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reoffending. The well-documented failure to halt the revolving door 
through which many offenders are admitted and readmitted to the 
courts and prisons attests to the importance of exploring viable alter-
natives, including the greater use of community-based, volunteer-led 
interventions. But it is contentious to assume that the value of volun-
teering is weighted primarily in terms of its adherence to utilitarian 
political agendas, whether fiscal or related to law and order.

Indeed, there is evidence that the actual conditions of undertaking 
voluntary work are already counteracting the benefits fallacy. For exam-
ple, many VSOs do not wish to replace statutory services and few seem 
to be eager to assume powers of sanction or adopt higher thresholds of 
coercion. Furthermore, many are worried about undertaking work that 
will absorb their workforces, paid and volunteer, in complicated and 
expensive procedures. Such practices necessarily divert resources to the 
upkeep of regulatory regimes, and involve tangible as well as qualita-
tive shifts towards the formal management of staff, volunteers and ser-
vice users. The final comments of this chapter lay out some constructive 
and proportionate proposals for creating a framework of due diligence 
that will accommodate a pluralistic culture of social justice, that is, one 
which accommodates the ethos and values of VSOs and their relation-
ship with for-profit and statutory partners.

The first principle entails adopting a cognisance of harm, that is, a 
conscious acknowledgement of the avoidable harms that may be per-
petuated by volunteering, ensuring that these are made more visible, 
and that accountability is prioritised so as to advance their social mis-
sion with integrity. It is stressed that a cognisance of harm is not the 
same as predicting risks or hazards to which the answer to date has 
been proliferating regulation. Nor is it the same as cost/benefit calcu-
lations regarding the utility of involving or not involving volunteers, 
although in practice these will inform agencies’ decisions about pursu-
ing service contracts.

Secondly, a prominent concern relates to penal drift, that is, the 
migration of practices founded on concerns with security and control 
from statutory to voluntary bodies, which potentially has significant 
consequences for VSOs and their service users. This trend may be ame-
liorated if VSOs routinely applied a ‘legitimacy test’ when contemplat-
ing taking on work where elements of coercion or monitoring breach 
of sentence orders are involved. Such a legitimacy test would involve 
comparing the voluntary sector’s aims and mission with the terms of 
their service contracts and also with assessing the goals and disposition 
of partner organisations, especially where they have statutory duties to 
implement breach proceedings or formal sanctioning powers.
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Thirdly, explicit, sector-wide guidelines could be published in the form 
of an ethical code between VSOs and the police, courts, prisons or proba-
tion agencies which clarify the responsibilities of each partner and the 
opportunities for either party to review practices against the guidelines.

Fourthly, a principle of subsidiarity or non-coercive/non-penal inter-
vention could be incorporated into Commissioner’s codes of practice 
so that VSOs are not penalised by actions related to breach of contract 
or downgraded in future funding competitions if they indicate clearly 
and in advance those areas where they are unwilling to perform certain 
tasks (such as reporting offenders where breach of sentence procedures 
might ensue).

Finally, volunteers should be made aware of the consequences of their 
involvement in working with victims and offenders, and be discour-
aged from identifying with penal rationalities. Volunteers (and perhaps 
paid staff) ought to be allowed to withdraw from activities which exceed 
pastoral thresholds or which they perceive to be unacceptably coer-
cive. Managers ought to be able to take decisions that would minimise 
adverse outcomes for service users.

While it is possible that, as the available evidence suggests, the ben-
efits of volunteering outweigh the problems, it is untenable to continue 
in the belief that an activity in which millions of people participate 
every day is without negative impacts.
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6
When Worlds Collide: Researching 
and Evaluating the Voluntary 
Sector’s Work with Offenders
Carol Hedderman and Anthea Hucklesby

Government and statutory sector agencies gain considerable value from 
securing voluntary sector involvement in the delivery of services to 
marginalised, hard-to-reach groups. Meanwhile, many voluntary sector 
organisations (VSOs) accept government and statutory sector funding 
because it provides a level of financial security which (in theory) ensures 
a reliable service to their clients. Until 2014, in the case of services for 
offenders in England and Wales, this was usually achieved by contract-
ing out specific aspects of service provision to VSOs. From now on it 
is more likely that VSOs will be the junior partners in commercially 
led consortia or subcontractors to such consortia. In either situation, 
the funding services provided by VSOs are increasingly requiring evi-
dence of success and effectiveness, which many VSOs are ill-equipped 
to provide. This chapter considers some of the consequences of the new 
requirements for VSOs to ‘prove’ their worth. It argues that the very 
characteristics which make involving the voluntary sector in service 
delivery attractive to funders also make them hard to evaluate in the 
sorts of ways which government and other funders increasingly require.

In the remainder of this chapter, we consider why there is such a 
mismatch between common practice in the voluntary sector and the 
way the statutory sector (and private companies) thinks about evidenc-
ing value, by examining differences in their organisational constraints, 
demands, aspirations, cultures, structures, caseloads, working practices 
and reporting requirements. The chapter goes on to discuss some of the 
challenges which arise for evaluators and VSOs when doing or commis-
sioning research. The chapter draws primarily on two recent examples, 
both of which were evaluations of pilots funded by government and 
run by VSOs (Hedderman et al., 2008; Hucklesby, 2011). The Effective 
Bail Scheme (EBS) provided accommodation and support to defendants 
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on bail (Hucklesby, 2011) whilst the Together Women Project (TWP) 
ran community interventions for women who had or were at risk of 
offending (Hedderman et al., 2008). The chapter concludes by consider-
ing how these differences in approach by state and voluntary sectors can 
be accommodated more effectively in future evaluations and research. 
First, we set the chapter in context before highlighting the different 
approaches to research and evaluation which can arise between VSOs 
and researchers particularly when they are independent of the organisa-
tion being researched.

Current context

The terms ‘voluntary’ or ‘third’ sector are often used interchangeably 
to refer to organisations which are not part of the public or the private 
sector. Their defining feature is that their actions are inspired primar-
ily by social values rather than being either a statutory duty or a desire 
to make a commercial profit. In some cases this means they do not 
generate an income surplus; in others it means that any profits are rein-
vested to support and expand their activities. Aside from this distin-
guishing feature, organisations within the sector vary in terms of form 
and size from loose local affiliations of a few like-minded individuals 
who donate their time to a good cause, through social enterprises and 
cooperatives, to large-scale registered charities employing thousands of 
people across the world.

Research activity in the voluntary sector is wide-ranging and encom-
passes research, evaluation and monitoring that is carried out in, for 
and by VSOs. This chapter is based largely on our experiences of doing 
evaluative research in VSOs but many of the issues also apply to research 
activities. It encompasses activities as diverse as in-house evaluation, 
research conducted by individuals often undertaking university quali-
fications, practitioners or academics linked to the organisation in some 
way, for example, as trustees and outside research organisations, or aca-
demics being commissioned to undertake an evaluation. Who carries 
out research and the nature and extent of the enquiry is usually dictated 
by the available resources and results in a trade-off between the robust-
ness of the research and its independence. The nature of research which 
is carried out is usually a compromise between what the organisations 
really would like to do and what they can afford.

VSOs have relied on many different funding sources over time. 
Historically only a limited number of these have required robust eval-
uation of the services provided and of outcomes as a requirement of 
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funding. Generally, grant-awarding bodies have been relatively relaxed 
about evaluation regimes and many VSOs have hitherto obtained fund-
ing with no such requirements. Increasingly, however, VSOs are access-
ing funding which demands a greater level of accountability and more 
concrete measurement of outputs and outcomes as well as evidence 
of effectiveness before future funding is confirmed. Primary amongst 
funders in the criminal justice field are government and statutory agen-
cies that have increasingly commissioned services from VSOs over the 
last two decades. In 2010, a survey of VSOs reported that 70 per cent 
of those with a criminal justice focus received public sector funding. 
This was true of 59 per cent of those who worked mainly with offend-
ers. For a quarter of these organisations, this was the largest source 
of funding (Clifford et al., 2010). The same study also found that the 
smaller the organisation, the more likely it was to be mainly reliant on 
public sector support. At the same time, grant-awarding bodies have 
found themselves under scrutiny in terms of the funding they provide 
to organisations and are increasingly expected to insist that VSOs dem-
onstrate that they provide value for money. In addition, other funding 
sources including European Union institutions such as the European 
Social Fund (ESF) have become important to VSOs and these often 
come with requirements for monitoring information and detailed feed-
back on outcomes (for example, Cole et al., 2007).

The requirement that VSOs should demonstrate their value in terms 
of the effectiveness of the services they provide is likely to grow rather 
than diminish. The UK coalition government sought to cut around a 
quarter of Ministry of Justice expenditure between 2010 and 2014 (HM 
Treasury, 2010) and subsequently made plans for a further 10 per cent 
reduction in 2015/16 (HM Treasury, 2013). This was partly to be deliv-
ered by encouraging the voluntary sector to ‘shape and provide innova-
tive, bottom-up services where expensive state provision has failed’ (HM 
Government, 2010: 3, emphasis added). In other words, the voluntary  
sector was and still is being expected to replace the statutory sector while 
doing better for less. Meanwhile, the Transforming Rehabilitation (TR) 
agenda will see VSOs becoming more deeply involved in services funded  
by public money. Underpinning this policy is that part of the fee for 
work they will provide with offenders will be on a payment-by-results 
basis (Ministry of Justice, 2013a), which requires being able to define, 
estimate and measure impact (Fox and Albertson, 2011). While the 
strategy recognises that this is likely to disadvantage smaller VSOs, and 
minor adjustments to the bidding process have been made to address 
this,1 there is a clear expectation that VSOs will usually be employed 
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by commercial companies as subcontractors (tier two and three provid-
ers), rather than being commissioned directly by central government 
(tier one providers) (Clinks, 2013; Ministry of Justice, 2013b). Leaving 
aside the wider implications of these changes for the supervision of 
offenders, they have two important implications for monitoring and 
evaluating the work of VSOs. First, the pressure for such organisations to 
prove their value will increase as they seek to compete for even scarcer 
resources; and second, they will have to prove their value, not only in 
terms that the government funders require but also in a way which 
meets the expectations of the (mostly) private sector ‘primes’ (i.e. the 
main contractors for whom they will subcontract). In this new context, 
price and value for money are likely to assume an even higher degree of 
importance because these are key to private sector success.

All public sector bodies are obliged to operate with efficiency and finan-
cial transparency, to secure cost-effective delivery and to make decisions 
based on reliable, comprehensive and comparable information (NAO, 
2011). Contracting out service provision does not absolve the public sec-
tor of these responsibilities, but requires them to obtain information from 
contractors to monitor performance against these benchmarks. While 
there have been numerous attempts over the last decade to ensure that 
such monitoring requirements are proportionate (e.g. HM Treasury, 2002; 
NAO, 2005; Cabinet Office, 2010), it remains true that, on average, pub-
lic funders impose a heavier monitoring burden on VSOs than do other 
funders (NAO, 2009: 7). Even meeting the comparatively more modest 
monitoring requirements of other funding bodies carries some cost as 
every pound spent on monitoring requirements is one less spent on ser-
vice delivery. The resultant pressure has led to a considerable amount of 
effort being invested by VSOs in monitoring and evaluation, although 
little of this has generated robust results because these generally small-
scale operations lack both the capacity and expertise to do either task 
well. Moreover, monitoring and evaluation requirements may them-
selves influence the work carried out by VSOs as has been demonstrated 
in the statutory sector (Hucklesby and Wincup, 2007, 2014). As Harlock 
(2013: 20) has suggested, ‘[t]here are growing concerns that funders’ and 
commissioners’ requirements are shaping and dominating approaches to 
impact measurement in the voluntary sector over the needs of service 
users, beneficiaries and VSOs themselves’.

The purpose of research in the voluntary sector

On one level all parties would agree that research and evaluation in the 
voluntary sector is about providing robust evidence which demonstrates 
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which services are effective and which are not. Of course, these are not 
simple questions and there is a huge literature on how such evaluations 
may be done which will not be revisited here (see, e.g., Pawson and 
Tilley, 1997). What this section does is to identify some fundamental 
differences in the ways in which independent researchers and VSOs may 
view the purpose of research which has significant implications for what 
type of evidence is produced. In common with any such exercise the lines 
between approaches are more blurred in reality than are portrayed here.

Independent researchers would usually approach the evaluation by 
finding out how an intervention works by undertaking a process evalua-
tion and then identifying outcomes. There may also be an action research 
element in which blockages and problems are identified and ways are 
sought to overcome them whilst the evaluation is under way. In practice, 
criminal justice examples of action research are rare.2 The purpose of such 
research is to provide a clear picture of what is taking place and an assess-
ment of its value in terms of the aims of the project. Inevitably it involves 
uncovering activities and practices which demonstrate positive and neg-
ative aspects of a project’s work and in doing so provides evidence to 
improve the implementation of the intervention or indeed might sug-
gest that the activity should cease. By contrast, some VSOs adopt an 
alternative approach, which is based on values and beliefs rather than 
concrete evidence. They view the role of research and evaluation as vali-
dating an approach which they intuitively know works. Consequently, 
they become uncomfortable when researchers begin to uncover nega-
tive aspects of the services provided and, as a result, question their work. 
The stance taken by VSOs is understandable because the stakes are high. 
They have expended considerable time and resources in setting up and 
operating the service(s). The organisation’s reputation may be in the bal-
ance as well as personal reputations, careers and jobs of those providing 
the service. The result can be a mismatch between the expectations of 
researchers (and, increasingly, funders) on the one hand and of VSOs on 
the other.

Delivering criminal justice services: contrasting  
the statutory and voluntary sectors

A further distinction can be drawn between how the voluntary and 
statutory sector work with criminal justice populations and how they 
perceive and describe such work. One illustration of this is that, when 
working with those who have offended, VSOs are likely to refer to clients, 
service users or customers and to treat them as people being offered help 
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and choices, whereas statutory sector agencies usually refer to offenders 
and their role often involves controlling and demanding certain behav-
iours from those they supervise. Of course, in practice, clear distinctions 
and boundaries between the sectors do not necessarily exist in these 
terms. The reality is much more opaque with blurred and intersecting 
working practices. This is particularly pertinent given the blurring of the 
boundaries between the sectors brought about primarily by the current 
direction of policy and the movement of managers and staff between 
sectors and organisations.

The extent of both the powers and responsibilities of statutory crim-
inal justice agencies is defined in, and constrained by, law, and their 
budgets are set accordingly. As the demand for their services usually 
outstrips their budgetary capacity, priorities and performance targets are 
usually set by senior managers even when they are not fixed by legisla-
tion or through central government directives. While other staff usually 
have some degree of professional autonomy, this is too often subject to 
statutory regulation, such as the national standards governing proba-
tion work (NOMS, 2011). In either case, discretion is limited. It rarely 
extends to allowing them to expand their remit or to work with those 
who fall outside it. The restrictions requiring staff to focus on certain 
cases and particular aspects of them (e.g. reducing reoffending) tend to 
encourage a view of service users as ‘cases’ to be processed and quickly 
resolved rather than rounded individuals whose needs may not fit neatly 
within organisational boundaries. This is most evident when ‘offenders’ 
are also ‘victims’ such as women who are involved in sex work who have 
been trafficked (Anti-Trafficking Monitoring Group, 2013). In contrast, 
because VSOs are more likely to focus on people, they accept a greater 
degree of complexity and work on the multiple needs of their clients. 
Sometimes this is done in-house directly; in other cases it is achieved 
by tapping into other statutory sources of funding (e.g. related to drug 
addiction, mental health or unemployment), or by referrals to other 
VSOs who have appropriate expertise or resources.

In performing their duties, statutory agencies are required to con-
sider the (potentially competing) interests of victims, suspects, defend-
ants, offenders and the wider public.3 For example, the Code for Crown 
Prosecutors (Crown Prosecution Service, 2013: 2) requires that they make 
the decision to prosecute ‘fairly, impartially and with integrity help to 
secure justice for victims, witnesses, defendants and the public’ and ‘must 
always act in the interests of justice and not solely for the purpose of 
obtaining a conviction’; and the National Offender Management Service 
(NOMS, 2013: 2) justifies its role in ‘helping offenders to reform their 
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lives’ by arguing that in doing so they ‘protect the public’. In contrast, 
far from being obliged to take account of the competing interests of other 
groups or of the general public interest, many VSOs exist specifically to 
champion the needs of a particular client group. For example, Victim 
Support makes no mention of the rights of defendants in their statement 
of vision, purposes and values; and the Clinks Manifesto4 focuses exclu-
sively on the rights of prisoners and their families. These organisations 
are not tasked by anyone with such objectives but have chosen to focus 
on them. To this extent they are like the private sector, although they are 
motivated primarily by achieving social goals rather than profits.

Historically, the obligation to deal equally and impartially with all 
citizens, combined with the need to keep public spending to a mini-
mum, has also shaped the way statutory criminal justice agencies oper-
ate when working with defendants and offenders. Quite properly, given 
that convicting individuals and imposing and enforcing a criminal pun-
ishment is probably the worst thing any state can do to its citizens, any 
hint of discrimination or unfairness is subject to scrutiny and challenge. 
As a result, a ‘one size fits all’ approach tends to prevail with equality 
of application rather than outcome being the approach. This is also the 
cheapest way to provide a service enabling large numbers of individu-
als to be processed as efficiently as possible. While the personalisation 
agenda, which has begun to significantly reshape service provision in 
the social care sector, has gained little traction in criminal justice to date 
(Fox et al., 2013), evidence on effective (and cost-effective) approaches 
to reducing reoffending has led to the introduction of a degree of indi-
vidual tailoring into the way offenders are dealt with post sentence over 
the last two decades. This is often where the voluntary sector has some-
thing to offer. Their greater operational flexibility enables them not only 
to deliver individually tailored responses but also reportedly to innovate 
(NAO, 2005; NOMS, 2008). This may be facilitated by the fact that many 
are small-scale organisations with relatively flat management structures 
which lack the inefficiencies some view as inherent in more hierarchical 
and bureaucratic organisations.5

Statutory sector agencies have no option but to work with all offenders 
who fall within their remit and in most cases they would be ‘involuntary 
clients’ (Trotter, 1999). Their caseload is not negotiable whereas the volun-
tary sector has to date had more discretion about which clients it accepts 
and how long it works with them. Furthermore, offenders have tradition-
ally had a choice, albeit constrained, about whether to engage with the 
services provided by the voluntary sector (the EBS (Hucklesby, 2011) and 
drug treatment services (Hucklesby and Wincup, 2010) are exceptions). 
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Traditionally, the work of the voluntary sector has focused on working 
with lower-end, less risky offenders whereas the statutory sector has no 
choice but to work with the full range of offenders. Consequently, the 
composition of the client base, and the motivation of those with whom 
they work, is likely to differ between the two sectors. These distinc-
tions are now even more pronounced after the implementation of the  
TR agenda has begun. High-risk offenders are supervised by the National 
Probation Service, which remains a statutory sector agency, whilst 
medium- and lower-risk offenders are the responsibility of Community 
Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs) which are operated under contract by 
private or voluntary sector providers or consortia (see https://www.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/389727/
table-of-new-owners-of-crcs.pdf).

Professionalisation of the statutory sector has been a key develop-
ment in the post-war period (May, 1991; Newburn, 2008; Mair and 
Burke, 2012). Increasingly statutory agencies have been required to 
ensure that their work meets quality thresholds and internal and external 
procedures have been put in place to ensure consistency and account-
ability including oversight by the central government and inspector-
ates (Morgan, 2007; NAO, 2014). Staff within the agencies have become 
accustomed to recording their work and being accountable for their 
decisions and it is viewed (grudgingly in some cases) as an integral part 
of their job. Such moves have been largely absent from the voluntary 
sector and a culture of accountability or monitoring and evaluation does 
not routinely pervade organisations (Hucklesby and Worrall, 2007). The 
issue is especially acute when VSOs rely on volunteers. Quite reasonably, 
volunteers (and sometimes paid workers) tend to view their role as work-
ing with defendants/offenders and, having given up their time freely, do 
not view completing paperwork as a priority. This often results in poor 
compliance with requests to do so. Consequently, the framework for 
such activities including a skills base has not really existed within the 
voluntary sector (Sampson, 2002).

Differences in their responsibilities, size and context mean that statu-
tory criminal justice agencies and VSOs operate with different reporting 
requirements. Like all other public bodies (as noted above), statutory 
sector agencies are required to demonstrate that they have used their 
resources efficiently and cost-effectively, and that their decisions are based 
on reliable, comprehensive and comparable information (NAO, 2011). 
The nature of these requirements ensures that such organisations col-
lect, value and report on quantitative data on ‘cases’ and have the infra-
structure to do so including secure and reliable IT schemes. In the case of 
criminal justice agencies such as the police, Crown Prosecution Service 
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(CPS), courts and National Offender Management Service (NOMS), 
while delivery may be local, the data to be collected are specified at a 
national level. The data required are quantitative and generally, but not 
exclusively, relate to processing decisions and key performance targets 
(KPTs) (NOMS, 2014b). When qualitative data are included in reports on 
their operations, this information is used to put a human face on these 
data rather than being used in its own right as important and valuable 
evidence. In contrast, the voluntary sector’s focus on people, rather than 
cases, encourages a recognition of, and response to, differences rather 
than similarities and this is much more easily and appropriately cap-
tured through recording individual case history narratives. Even when 
VSOs seek to record quantitative data, the scale of most such organisa-
tions, combined with the lack of infrastructure and skills, means that 
they rarely have the resources or in-house expertise to buy, create or 
maintain accurate and reliable quantitative data systems.

A less obvious, but equally important problem is that the case histories 
VSOs collect are rarely of a standard to constitute qualitative evidence 
of impact but are usually little more than personal anecdotes collected 
on an ad hoc basis by staff. Even when they have sought to maintain 
their impartiality, they will be perceived as having a vested interest in 
portraying their work with service users, and progress made, in a favour-
able light. Indeed the approach of the voluntary sector to research tends 
to be validating an approach which they intuitively believe ‘works’ but 
for which there is no independent evidence. This is particularly the 
case in organisations which focus on a single activity on which their 
whole existence depends. Case studies are a useful tool for this exercise 
because it is likely that in any organisation there will be a small number 
of exceptional cases which ‘prove’ that the approach works. However, 
case studies do not provide the quality or breadth of evidence which is 
increasingly required by funders.

In the next section, we consider how these tensions play out when 
voluntary sector agencies deliver services to defendants and offenders 
and funders require evidence of impact and independent evaluators are 
commissioned.

Aims, objectives and theories of change or lack of them

As a consequence of the commissioning process, providers often 
inflate targets and state their aims in terms of ambitions to reduce 
reoffending, reduce prison populations, divert offenders from custody 
and so on. Setting aside for the moment problems with measurement, 
such approaches rarely go further and explain how the goals are going 
to be achieved and the theory of change which is being relied upon. 
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For example, the Corston Review (2007) recommended the develop-
ment of community-based services for women in order to reduce their 
involvement in the criminal justice system and to divert them from 
custody. This led the government to sponsor what was described as 
a ‘national demonstration project’ which involved the Ministry of 
Justice spending £9 million to support three VSOs in setting up and 
running five ‘Together Women’ centres6 in the North of England over 
a three-year period (see Hedderman et al., 2008, 2011; Jolliffe et al., 
2011). These were expected to provide a holistic response to socially 
deprived women who were either ‘offenders’ or ‘at risk’ of offending. 
While the response was influenced by the way other similar centres 
worked, there was no agreed underlying ‘model of change’ of the sort 
underlying offending behaviour programmes accredited for offenders 
in prison or on probation. Thus, the three organisations were free to 
create their own approaches.7

Similarly, the EBS (Hucklesby, 2011) was funded by the Treasury to 
provide accommodation and support to defendants awaiting trial to 
divert defendants from custody and increase compliance with bail con-
ditions, court attendance rates and the use of non-custodial sentences 
if defendants were convicted. Some of the activities of the project were 
clearly linked to these aims such as providing or paying for transport to 
get defendants to court but for others, such as requiring defendants to 
attend meetings with workers, the link between them and the aims of 
the project was more tenuous. This was particularly the case if meetings 
were used purely for reporting. Yet this does not mean that such activities 
were without utility – ensuring that defendants reported and so could be 
recorded as present was important because one of the stated objectives 
of the project was to meet with defendants three times a week so defend-
ants complied and the project met its KPTs. What would or should hap-
pen at these meetings was never articulated, nor was how they linked to 
the aims of the project. Similarly, mentoring was an integral part of the 
project but how this activity fulfilled the aims of the project was never 
made clear (Hucklesby, 2011; Hucklesby and Wincup, 2014). In another 
project evaluated by one of us, the aim of the resettlement project was to 
improve the employability of prisoners but not only are there many ways 
to measure this, it became clear that there was no agreed understanding 
of what employability meant (Hucklesby and Wincup, 2007). For some it 
meant getting offenders into actual work; for others it was getting them 
more ‘job ready’, which again had several different interpretations.

Abstract, high-end aims are one problem but there are also exam-
ples of projects run by VSOs (and others) in which aims are not clearly 
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articulated, are too abstract or are unobtainable. Concepts are often 
used in stated aims for which there is no consistent understanding. 
For instance, even something as fundamental as what constituted an 
‘offender’ was not defined in advance in the TWP. Indeed, the label was 
only used by Together Women when reporting on contractual issues 
as they had targets concerning the number of ‘offender’ service users. 
Thus, ‘offenders’ sometimes included those currently involved in the 
criminal justice system, even if they had not been convicted. At other 
times it referred to those who had only offended many years earlier. The 
use of ‘at risk’ in TWP is also illustrative. Data from the Women Centres 
suggested that women were labelled ‘at risk’ if they had two or more 
social needs but did not have either a history of offending or current 
involvement in the criminal justice system. Confusingly, when Together 
Women staff talked about ‘risk’ they meant risk of harm to self or oth-
ers rather than ‘risk of offending’. ‘Needs’ is another concept which is 
widely used but for which there is no agreed definition as TWP and the 
EBS illustrate. Both projects created plans (called either supervision or 
action plans) by interviewing service users about their needs and com-
pleting assessment forms which differed even within the TWP. The three 
VSOs in the TWP, the EBS and resettlement initiatives (Hucklesby and 
Wincup, 2007) evaluated by us were all free to devise their own meas-
urements of what constituted a need and the severity of the need. At 
the same time, it was clear that concepts such as ‘criminogenic needs’ 
are increasingly framing the ways VSOs construct the concept of needs 
and their work with defendants/offenders.

Once needs have been identified, services have to be put in place to 
try and alleviate them. There are different models adopted for doing 
this within and between projects. In the case of Together Women 
Centres, services generally reflected needs associated with risk of offend-
ing among women (Hedderman, 2004; Blanchette and Brown, 2006; 
Hollin and Palmer, 2006) including life skills and self-confidence, educa-
tion and training, housing, previous and current victimisation, mental 
health, finance, physical health, and substance abuse. However, the level 
of support provided, and whether this was commissioned from other 
local agencies or delivered in-house, varied from site to site and accord-
ing to the skills set of each centre’s staff and locally available services. 
The three VSOs were also free to devise their own measurements of what 
constituted levels of service and outcomes to be achieved. In the EBS, as 
with an increasing number of other VSO projects, mentors were an inte-
gral part of service provision (Hucklesby, 2011; Hucklesby and Wincup, 
2014). Project staff would refer all defendants to the in-house mentoring 
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service regardless of whether a need for a mentor had been identified 
because this was a measureable outcome of the project. This meant that 
they had ticked the box that the services had been provided to satisfy the 
funder, whilst leaving the type and level of assistance given up to indi-
vidual mentors. In reality, this often meant that no contact took place 
between defendants and mentors, or that contact was over the phone or 
was limited to a single meeting in a coffee shop or fast food restaurant 
rather than a sustained relationship over a period of time (Hucklesby and 
Wincup, 2014).

Such practices are not necessarily problematic when projects are 
set up as pilots or demonstration projects specifically to test out new 
ways of working or working with different groups of offenders as with 
both the TWP and the EBS. However, evaluations of such initiatives are 
often required to measure their effectiveness in terms of high-end aims. 
In the case of TWP, NOMS (NOMS, 2006) designated Together Women 
a ‘national demonstration project’ and commissioned an evaluation to 
measure the effectiveness of the overall project in terms of diverting 
women ‘at risk’ from offending, diverting women who had offended 
from reoffending and diverting women out of the criminal justice sys-
tem (especially from custody). In other words, having encouraged the 
centres to tailor support to each service user, they then set three very 
simple pass or fail tests of success. In this context, the lack of a com-
mon underlying model of how the TWP was expected to bring about 
change and what success would look like, and that each location and, 
in some cases, each key worker was free to use the same terms (‘at risk’, 
‘offender’, ‘needs’, ‘service’) to mean different things from case to case 
became over time highly problematic. For example, NOMS wished to 
see the value of the approach tested for ‘offenders’ and those ‘at risk 
of offending’ but, as noted, the terms were neither clearly defined nor 
operationally meaningful, with the result that the evaluation team iden-
tified at least six potentially distinct groups among Together Women 
service users rather than just these two:

1. ‘At risk’ of self-harm or being victimised, with no documented his-
tory of offending;

2. ‘At risk’ of self-harm or being victimised, with a documented history 
of offending;

3. ‘At risk’ of offending, with no documented history of offending;
4. ‘At risk’ of offending, with a documented history of offending;
5. ‘Current’ offenders with no documented criminal history;
6. ‘Current’ offenders with a documented criminal history.8
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When there is no clear articulation of aims or clear understanding 
of the inputs of the project, the measurement of outcomes is made 
impossible. In these circumstances what replaces outcomes is often 
a concentration on the measurement of processes (for example, how 
many offenders had an action plan created) or actions/outputs (for 
instance, that offenders attended a group session). Processes are more 
easily measured than outcomes and morph into ends rather than 
means. Examples include projects focusing on getting referrals rather 
than what they do with defendants/offenders once they are service users 
or counting referrals to outside agencies but with no follow-up to assess 
the engagement of the service users with those services. The problems 
associated with measuring engagement with services and high-end 
outcomes such as reducing reconvictions are not of course confined to 
VSOs. For example, an evaluation of the government-funded Basic Skills 
Pathfinder, which sought to address the literacy deficits of offenders, 
found that only 194 (19 per cent) of 1003 offenders who were screened 
as probably needing basic skills subsequently attended a full assessment 
because of this lack of follow-up (McMahon et al., 2004).

Where many VSOs are at a disadvantage compared to statutory sector 
agencies is a lack of an infrastructure to facilitate the collection of data. 
Most VSOs have created their own system for recording information, 
often at considerable expense. These bespoke databases created by special-
ist software companies are costly to maintain and amend and are often 
incompatible with data analysis packages. In some cases, such as the TWP, 
this means that each of the VSOs involved in a project collected data in 
different ways making comparisons difficult. This problem is likely to be 
exacerbated when consortia are made up of several partners involved in 
running CRCs. In some organisations, especially smaller ones and those 
who use volunteers, there is still a reliance on paper-based records requir-
ing significant investment on the part of the VSOs or researchers to trans-
form records into data which are usable and analysable.

Also, to be able to assess an intervention’s effect on reconviction 
requires being able to say what would have happened in the absence of  
that intervention (‘the counterfactual’). Historically, most VSOs have 
not had access to such a group and, even if they did, would not have the 
necessary information to compare the samples. Recognising this prob-
lem, the Ministry of Justice has created the ‘Justice Data Lab’ to facili-
tate reconviction analysis (http://www.justice.gov.uk/justice- data-lab). 
The aim is to provide reconviction data on service users of VSOs and 
control groups but only in aggregate form. The project is in its early 
stages but there are some indications that VSOs are having difficulties in  



130 The Voluntary Sector and Criminal Justice

providing the Ministry of Justice with the necessary data for the lab to 
be used (NOMS, 2014a). Questions also remain about how accurate or 
meaningful the results will be. In one example we are aware of, signifi-
cant gaps and errors were found in the data provided. Certainly, recon-
viction analysis on several projects we have been involved in suggests 
that matching service users to Police National Computer (PNC) records 
is a hit or miss affair, making the results of dubious value. Furthermore, 
in the case of the TWP, the Justice Data Lab would only be useful for 
‘current’ offenders. Consequently there was simply no way of say-
ing whether, but for Together Women, those ‘at risk’ (sic) would have 
offended.

These should not be regarded as a criticism of the Together Women 
Centres. While the lack of clear criteria about what constituted a seri-
ous or minor problem, and inconsistencies in record keeping, created 
major difficulties when trying to conduct a post hoc outcome evalua-
tion, this probably had no effect on the help women received as indi-
vidual workers tended to know their clients very well. Certainly feedback 
from service users suggested that the centres provided more consistent 
and effective support than any previously received (see Hedderman  
et al., 2011). What this does reflect is the fact that professional evalua-
tors were involved too late in the day, and that the mismatch in what 
central government required as evidence, and what was being collected, 
was identified too late for the situation to be retrieved without the 
centres being furnished with much more professional evaluation sup-
port and resources. Even then it is questionable whether central gov-
ernment expectations about what the centres would achieve in terms 
of reductions in reoffending were realistic given what the centres were 
doing, who they were doing it with and the scale they were doing it on.  
As noted in the first and final evaluation reports (Hedderman et al., 
2008; Jolliffe et al., 2011), it was never entirely clear whether the pro-
jects were intended to support offenders who happened to be women or 
socially excluded women who happened to be offenders.

It is also worth noting that the centres worked with the evaluators 
to devise and agree on a common set of alternative outcome measures 
when it became clear that our ability to assess the value of Together 
Women’s impact on reoffending was going to be severely limited. 
Although when NOMS specified the content of the final impact report, 
it showed no interest in this information. However, subsequent analyses 
of one centre’s data, carried out for the Corston Coalition of Funders, 
have shown that for well over half the women for whom this informa-
tion was recorded, needs were partly or fully met. For example, reduced 
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needs were recorded in two out of every three cases who were said to 
have substance misuse, accommodation and ETE (Education, Training 
and Employment) needs (Hedderman and Jolliffe, 2013).

The four data challenges: availability, timeliness,  
quality and quantity

In this section we examine some of the challenges for researchers and 
evaluators in accessing and working with data relating to the work of 
the voluntary sector.

The period of time available in which to evaluate the work of VSOs is 
often limited. Much of their work is funded on ‘soft money’ and rarely 
extends for more than a few years (and sometimes is for a year or less). 
The relatively short-term nature of the projects usually means that there 
is little time to evaluate the service as it was envisaged it would operate. 
Significant time is spent setting up projects during which any research 
is likely to be measuring implementation and not a fully operational 
service. Likewise, as projects near the end of their funding, uncertain-
ties about whether further funding will be found will inevitability lead 
to staff looking for other jobs and/or leaving and the service winding 
down. Receiving follow-on funding for existing services can also present 
challenges for researchers. Changing funders might necessitate redefin-
ing the service provided alongside its aims and objectives. Yet, whether 
these changes are appreciated by workers, service users or others who 
have contact with the service is sometimes questionable and can lead 
to problems for evaluators researching a service with operational aims 
which differ from its stated aims.

A further difficulty which is regularly encountered is that evaluation 
teams are rarely appointed until some months after a project has been 
commissioned or even after it has begun operating. As a result, evalu-
ation requirements have not been built into implementation delivery 
but are tacked on as an afterthought. This leads to data collection being 
a cumbersome and time-consuming chore for project staff because the 
infrastructure, for example an electronic database to support an outcome 
study, has not been put in place. In one evaluation, records were kept in 
paper-based case files and not transferred to an electronic database until 
many months into the project and after the initial evaluation report was 
completed (Hucklesby, 2011). Even if an electronic database is created 
challenges arise because it usually has a dual purpose – as a case man-
agement system and an evaluation tool. Understandably, the first role 
tends to take precedence over the second, especially if evaluators are 
appointed once the implementation process has begun. Consequently, 
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databases tend to focus on process matters (such as sources of referral and 
actions planned and taken) and outputs (e.g. numbers referred to other 
agencies). Even when databases are in place, challenges remain. Data 
are often mis-recorded and lack standardised definitions of matters as 
central as ‘needs’ resulting in inconsistent data recording. To the extent 
that outcomes are recorded they tend to rely on self-report by service 
users and/or the judgement of workers rather than externally validated  
measures. Key pieces of information required for outcome measures 
such as PNC numbers are often inconsistently recorded or missing 
completely sometimes because these data are not provided by statutory 
agencies when defendants/offenders are referred to the services. We have 
also found that record completion is of variable quality. For example, 
in TWP, one centre’s database had fields for recording substance abuse, 
but this information was not always completed in cases where records 
showed work on substance use had been conducted. Also, the categories 
available to record substance abuse did not distinguish the actual level 
of use (units of alcohol, type and quantity of drug) from the extent to 
which a service users defined themselves as having a problem. Thus, 
records showing ‘problematic’ use could include those who consumed a 
relatively small amount of alcohol or drugs but found this problematic 
(e.g. because they were trying to hold down a job or they had mental 
health problems) and exclude others who did not regard consuming 
very high quantities of substances as problematic because it was such 
a routine and long-standing feature of their daily existence. Another 
problem for evaluators is that much data is recorded as ‘free text’ rather 
than in drop down boxes resulting in significant challenges when trans-
ferring databases into analysable formats.

There are a number of potential reasons for data quality issues and 
many of these are not unique to VSOs. But we have found evidence 
that the voluntary sector may have particular challenges because of 
the context in which it provides services. Some staff are resistant to 
spending time recording their work with service users because they 
believe that it keeps them away from their ‘real work’ (Hucklesby,  
2011). Such beliefs are likely to be more strongly held by volunteers 
who give up their time freely to help people rather than spend time 
on paperwork. The leverage available to projects to insist on vol-
unteers recording data is limited as they are not ‘employed’ by the 
organisation. As we see it, this is a major challenge for VSOs commis-
sioned by the government or private sector providers under the TR 
agenda that will be required to provide data to support payment by 
results (PbR).
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Coming into an evaluation after the commencement of projects may 
also raise ethical issues. In our experience, rarely have service users been 
asked for their consent for their data to be used for research purposes. 
Even when they have been asked, such consent is generally too lim-
ited to be useful. For example, they may have been asked if the project 
can use or disclose information for research purposes anonymously, but 
often researchers need identifying information in order to link project 
data to other sources such as the PNC. If the evaluation is proposing 
to use historical data relating to ex-service users this can be a hurdle 
which cannot be overcome and data may be lost, resulting in missing 
data and small numbers of cases. Trying to gain consent retrospectively 
results in its own challenges – service users are often difficult to find 
but more problematically they may have ‘gone straight’ and contacting 
them again may open up old wounds and alert new friends, families and 
employers to their past.

Many VSOs are relatively small and even many of the larger ones work 
on local or regionally funded projects, which can mean that the number 
of service users they work with during the lifetime of a specific project is 
quite small. Consequently, researchers may struggle to ensure that they 
have sample sizes which are large enough to undertake statistical analy-
sis which will lead to robust results. Working with subgroups of service 
users to examine important factors such as how effectively projects work 
with diverse or minority populations (often a target group for the work of 
VSOs) or how effectively a resettlement project works with ex-prisoners 
in the community may exacerbate the issues. In addition, many of those 
using a particular service will also be receiving other interventions. In these 
circumstances it is not usually possible to disentangle the outcomes of a 
specific project, particularly when in our experience some service users 
do not realise the differences between individuals and projects and may 
be unable to identify which help was useful.

The final issue discussed in this section concerns data security and 
management in the context of a mixed economy of criminal justice. 
Increasingly evaluators are going to be required to use data from mul-
tiple sources which are provided to the VSOs being evaluated for non-
research purposes. Examples might include OASyS assessments and 
pre-conviction records. It is often not clear who owns such data. The 
ethical question this raises is whether researchers are able to access 
these sensitive documents without gaining the express permission of 
the organisations which passed them to the VSO. By way of example, 
in one evaluation we were involved in this would have necessitated 
applications and negotiations with all of the major statutory criminal 
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justice agencies and both the Ministry of Justice and the Home Office! In 
another evaluation of a resettlement project we needed to access prison 
files which included a significant amount of sensitive information unre-
lated to the project or the evaluation. Access was granted by two prisons 
but not the third, resulting in a significant gap in data with which to 
compare the project’s work with different constituencies of prisoners.

Dissemination

Dissemination of research is a highly charged topic and one in which 
criminological researchers have grappled with continuously over many 
years. In our experience, the VSO approach to dissemination ranges 
along a broad spectrum. On the one hand, we have been commissioned 
by funders to write specific publications to disseminate our research and, 
on the other hand, we have been informed that research reports will be 
kept confidential to a few individuals within the VSO. Generally, how-
ever, we have found a reluctance to disseminate findings widely both 
within and outwith organisations. Supporting research in an organisa-
tion takes up many individuals’ time, especially those who have par-
ticipated in the research. From the point of view of researchers, it is 
important for these people to know that their views are reflected in the 
subsequent report. However, VSOs appear to be concerned that their 
employees (and volunteers) may be demoralised if the research does not 
demonstrate conclusively and unequivocally that the project is success-
ful and, as we know, this type of evidence is rarely available.

Evaluation and research reports often highlight areas which could 
have been dealt with more effectively as well as best practice. Such 
findings are particularly useful to other organisations, especially those 
who are working in similar areas or projects or indeed those who take 
over a project from another organisation. However, because research 
findings are often not disseminated, opportunities for learning are lost. 
The reasons why VSOs are reluctant to disseminate research findings are 
complex, and often appear to stem from a limited understanding of the 
nature of research. What seems clear to us is that some of these reasons 
are going to grow in importance given the current policy environment. 
Organisations are likely to become more concerned about the potential 
for reputational damage of mixed findings, even when research reports 
are unlikely to be read in that way. Commercial (sic) confidentiality is of 
heightened significance in a marketised criminal justice system as com-
petition has the effect of stifling dissemination and the sharing of good 
practice (see, for example, http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/305391/
Probation-ordered-off-prison-site). But the stakes are higher – more 
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short-term contracts with multiple providers means that lessons learnt 
in one project are less likely to be passed on to subsequent providers so 
problems and mistakes may be repeated.

Conclusions

Involving the voluntary sector in the delivery of criminal justice services 
has a number of advantages: they tend to be pragmatic and flexible, 
trusted by hard-to-reach communities and relatively cheap. However, 
funders of voluntary sector services are increasingly requiring evidence 
of success and effectiveness. That pressure is likely to increase as the  
TR Strategy takes hold, and work which was previously conducted by 
the public probation service is outsourced to private providers either in 
consortia with voluntary organisations or those employing voluntary 
sector agencies as subcontractors.

Few VSOs have the expertise to create monitoring systems which 
will sustain a high-quality outcome or impact study using quantitative 
measures. While many include service user stories these tend to be in 
the form of anecdotes from hand-picked clients. To demonstrate the 
value of any intervention or support service in a way which is likely 
to impress government sponsors (and private sector companies), VSOs 
would be well advised to begin by recording exactly what they intend to 
do and how they intend to do it (a model of change). Assessing whether 
they are meeting their objectives is something which can be done in-
house only if the audience for that information is exclusively internal 
and future funding decisions are not resting on the results. Like it or 
not, the standard of work provided in-house does not usually stand 
up to external scrutiny and is unlikely to be sufficient to secure future 
funding. Those running and working in VSOs are experts in helping, 
but they rarely have the skills to monitor and evaluate. The moment a 
VSO wants to claim that its service makes a difference or is good value 
for money, they need professional research advice. This must come at 
a very early stage. By the time advice was sought on TWP data require-
ments, decisions about what information to collect had already been 
made locally by centre managers who were highly skilled in delivery but 
untrained in devising monitoring systems on which to base a national 
evaluation. Despite evaluation being a requirement of funding for the 
EBS, the VSO had not put in place a systematic procedure for data col-
lection and data remained in paper files long after the project began. 
Involving researchers who understand the field will inform strategies for 
gathering information that will be needed further down the line (such as 
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PNC identifiers needed in reconviction studies), as well as agreeing what 
style and type of data analysis are feasible and will be most informative, 
and what ethical issues are likely to arise in the course of the evaluation.

Approaches to research are often dictated by available funding. Whilst 
funding for research and evaluation is usually a low priority whatever 
the sector, the broader funding challenges facing VSOs mean inevitabil-
ity that funding for research activities are squeezed. One of the ways in 
which they might increase their research capacity is to take serendipi-
tous opportunities as they arise. This may involve allowing University 
students access when they approach projects to undertake research for 
their Master’s dissertations or a PhD thesis. This may seem like a cheap 
or easy option but it can backfire. Whether the advantages are realised 
depends on ensuring that students are closely supervised, that the evalu-
ation objectives and methods are agreed and feasible, and that the avail-
able timescales and resources are appropriate. It is also important for 
those delivering or receiving frontline services not to suffer ‘evaluation 
fatigue’. For example, in one evaluation we were involved in, two stu-
dents were interviewing offenders about the service provided to them by 
the organisation only a few months before we were due to speak to them 
as part of the formal evaluation. Other relatively cheap options which 
may be more fruitful include contacting a local university researcher 
to see if they would be interested in doing a small-scale evaluation in 
return for access to the data. Universities sometimes have small grants 
available for this sort of work, particularly if the results might be used to 
make a bid to a Research Council for a larger study.

Any evaluation depends on the reliability and validity of the data so 
the involvement of professional researchers in the management of data 
collection, including data sampling and data audit, over the duration of 
an evaluation will produce better quality data than if the data gathering 
is left unattended. However, if funds are tight, paying a researcher for a 
few days of consultancy to help design a data collection system, to check 
data quality midway and to help in analysing the results is better than 
having no professional research advice at all.

The use of consistent, and preferably standardised, assessment tools 
to measure need and outcome is important, not just for evaluation pur-
poses, but for accurate case management records. Beyond evaluation, 
the use of standardised measures allows for clear comparison between 
areas and also with other populations. On a practice level it would 
also provide the VSO with clear information about the added value 
of using a particular service or approach when trying to encourage 
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referrals. At first sight, this suggestion may seem to conflict with the 
move towards local autonomy. In fact, such standardisation would 
relieve local projects from wasting resources (i.e. collecting informa-
tion that would not be useful for evaluation) and even increase their 
chances of making successful bids for funding, by providing potential 
funders with stronger and more robust evidence on needs’ profiles and 
local impact.

Finally, VSOs have a good record of cooperation and partnership with 
the statutory sector: to date this has been one of its strengths. Yet, VSOs 
are often reluctant to share the findings of research and evaluation for 
fear of reputational damage and concerns about the impact of future 
funding. The new landscape of marketisation in offender management 
makes dissemination of research more challenging given that the stakes 
are arguably now higher. Yet, the benefits of the research and evaluation 
for the organisation and for others working in the field are clear and 
will ultimately lead to better, more appropriate and responsive service 
provision. Doing high-quality research and sharing research findings, 
via comprehensive dissemination strategies, are key elements for the 
sustainability of a vibrant and effective voluntary sector.

Notes

1 The government’s response to the public consultation exercise (Ministry of 
Justice, 2013a) includes promises to spend £500,000 building VSO capacity to 
compete and training to improve bidding skills.

2 Both the EBS and TWP were intended to follow this approach. In the event, 
this aspect of the TWP evaluation was not realised. An element of action 
research was undertaken in the EBS evaluation but it was not completed fully.

3 The extent to which this actually happens is contentious, of course (see, for 
example, Cook, 2006).

4 Clinks is an umbrella organisation which represents and campaigns for Third 
Sector organisations working with offenders. See http://www.clinks.org/
resources/about-clinks.

5 Gojkovic et al. (2011) found that 61 per cent of third sector organisations 
whose main beneficiaries are offenders, ex-offenders and their families have 
an annual income of less than £100,000 and that 27 per cent of such TSOs 
reported having no income at all compared to 17 per cent of all TSOs.

6 One organisation ran three centres, and the other two ran one centre each. In 
some cases, Together Women was based at an existing Women’s Centre with a 
wider remit; in other cases, they were created as standalone resources.

7 Subsequently, two members of the evaluation team (Hollin and Palmer) were 
commissioned to create a model of change but this was produced halfway 
through the project’s life and was not adopted by the projects.

8 Even within this grouping, ‘current’ did not necessarily mean convicted.



138 The Voluntary Sector and Criminal Justice

References

Anti-Trafficking Monitoring Group (2013) In the Dock: Examining the UK’s Criminal 
Justice Response to Trafficking. London: ECPAT UK. http://www.ecpat.org.uk/
sites/default/files/in_the_dock_atmg_2013.pdf

Blanchette, K. and Brown, S. L. (2006) The Assessment and Treatment of Women 
Offenders: An Integrative Perspective. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons.

Cabinet Office (2010) The Compact: The Coalition Government and Civil Society 
Organisations Working Effectively in Partnership for the Benefit of Communities and 
Citizens in England. London: Cabinet Office.

Clifford, D., Rajme, F. G. and Mohan, J. (2010) How Dependent is the Third Sector 
on Public Funding? Evidence from the National Survey of Third Sector Organisations. 
Working Paper 45, Birmingham: Third Sector Research Centre. Available from: 
http://www.tsrc.ac.uk/Publications/tabid/500/Default.aspx

Clinks (2013) Clinks Briefing on the Competition Stage of the Transforming 
Rehabilitation Reforms. London: Clinks. Available from: http://www.clinks.org/
sites/default/files/basic/filesdownloads/Members%20Briefing%20-%20
Competition%20stage%20of%20the%20TR%20reforms%20FINAL.pdf

Cole, A., Galbraith, I., Lyon, P. and Ross, H. (2007) PS Plus: A Prison (Lately) 
Probation-based Employment Resettlement Model, in: Hucklesby, A. and 
Hagley-Dickinson, L. (eds) Prisoner Resettlement: Policy and Practice. Cullompton: 
Willan Publishing: 121–143.

Cook, D (2006) Criminal and Social Justice, London: Sage
Corston, J. (2007) The Corston Report: A Review of Women with Particular 

Vulnerabilities in the Criminal Justice System. London: Home Office.
Crown Prosecution Service (2013) Code for Crown Prosecutors. London: CPS. 

Available from: http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/code_for_crown_prosecu-
tors/index.html Fox, C. and Albertson, K. (2011) Payment by Results and Social 
Impact Bonds in the Criminal Justice Sector: New Challenges for the Concept 
of Evidence-based Policy?, Criminology and Criminal Justice, 11 (5): 395–413.

Fox, A., Fox, C. and March, C. (2013) Could Personalisation Reduce Re-offending? 
Reflections on Potential Lessons from British Social Care Reform for the British 
Criminal Justice System, Journal of Social Policy, 42 (4): 721–741.

Gojkovic, D., Mills, A. and Meeks, R. (2011) Scoping the Involvement of Third Sector 
Organisations in the Seven Resettlement Pathways for Offenders. Working Paper 57, 
Birmingham: Third Sector Research Centre. Available from: http://www.tsrc.
ac.uk/Publications/tabid/500/Default.aspx

Harlock, J. (2013) Impact Measurement Practice in the UK Third Sector: A Review of 
emerging evidence. Working Paper 106, Birmingham: Third Sector Research Centre.

Hedderman, C. (2004) The ‘Criminogenic’ Needs of Women Offenders, in: 
McIvor, G. (ed.), Women Who Offend. London: Jessica Kingsley: 227–244.

Hedderman, C. and Jolliffe, D. (2013) Analysing the Needs, Change in Needs and 
Reconvictions of Women Accessing a Woman’s Centre: A Report for the Corston 
Independent Funders’ Coalition (unpublished).

Hedderman, C., Palmer, E. and Hollin, C. (2008) Implementing Services for Women 
Offenders and Those ‘At Risk’ of Offending: Action Research with Together Women. 
Ministry of Justice Research Series 12/08. London: Ministry of Justice.

Hedderman, C., Gunby, C. and Shelton, N. (2011) What Women Want: The 
Importance of Qualitative Approaches in Evaluating Work with Women 
Offenders, Criminology and Criminal Justice, 11 (1): 3–19.



Carol Hedderman and Anthea Hucklesby 139

HM Government (2010) Building a Stronger Civil Society: A Strategy for Voluntary and 
Community Groups, Charities and Social Enterprises. London: Cabinet Office. 
Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/78927/building-stronger-civil-society.pdf

HM Treasury (2002) The Role of the Voluntary and Community Sector in Service 
Delivery. London: Treasury.

HM Treasury (2010) Spending Review 2010. London: TSO. Available from: https://
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203826/
Spending_review_2010.pdf

HM Treasury (2013) Spending Round 2013. London: TSO. Available from: https://
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/209036/
spending-round-2013-complete.pdf

Hollin, C. R. and Palmer, E. J. (2006) Criminogenic Need and Women Offenders: 
A Critique of the Literature, Legal and Criminological Psychology, 11: 179–195.

Hucklesby, A. (2011) Bail Support Schemes for Adults. Bristol: Policy Press.
Hucklesby, A. and Wincup, E. (2007) Models of Resettlement Work with Prisoners, 

in: Hucklesby, A. and Hagley-Dickinson, L. (eds) Prisoner Resettlement: Policy and 
Practice. Cullompton: Willan Publishing: 43–66.

Hucklesby, A. and Wincup, E. (eds) (2010) Drug Interventions in Criminal Justice. 
Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Hucklesby, A. and Wincup, E. (2014) Assistance, Support and Monitoring? The 
Paradoxes of Mentoring Adults in the Criminal Justice System, Journal of Social 
Policy, 43 (2): 373–390.

Hucklesby, A. and Worrall, J. (2007) The Voluntary Sector and Prisoners’ 
Resettlement, in: Hucklesby, A. and Hagley-Dickinson, L. (eds) Prisoner 
Resettlement: Policy and Practice. Cullompton: Willan Publishing: 174–198.

Jolliffe, D., Hedderman, C., Palmer, E. and Hollin, C. (2011) Reoffending Analysis 
of Women Offenders Referred to Together Women (TW) & the Scope to Divert from 
Custody. London: Ministry of Justice.

Mair, G. and Burke, L. (2012) Redemption, Rehabilitation and Risk Management: A 
History of Probation. Cullompton: Willan Publishing.

May, T. (1991) Probation: Politics, Policy and Practice. Milton Keynes: Open 
University Press.

McMahon, G., Hall, A., Hayward, G., Hudson, C. and Roberts, C. (2004) Basic Skills 
Programmes in the Probation Service. Online Report 14/04. London: Home Office.

Ministry of Justice (2013a) Transforming Rehabilitation: A Strategy for Reform. 
London: Ministry of Justice.

Ministry of Justice (2013b) Transforming Rehabilitation Competition. London: 
Ministry of Justice. Available from: http://www.justice.gov.uk/transforming-
rehabilitation/competition

Morgan, R. (2007) Probation, Governance and Accountability, in: Gelsthorpe, L. 
and Morgan, R. (eds) The Handbook of Probation. Cullompton: Willan Publishing: 
90–113.

National Audit Office (NAO) (2005) Working with the Third Sector. London: 
National Audit Office.

National Audit Office (NAO) (2009) Intelligent Monitoring: An Element of Financial 
Relationships with Third Sector Organisations. London: National Audit Office.

National Audit Office (NAO) (2011) Annual Report. London: National Audit Office.
National Audit Office (NAO) (2014) Probation: Landscape Review. Report to the 

Comptroller and Auditor General, HC 1100 Session 2013–14. London: NAO. 



140 The Voluntary Sector and Criminal Justice

Available from: http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Probation-
landscape-review.pdf

National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (2006) Women’s Offending 
Reduction Programme: 2006 Review of Progress. London: NOMS.

National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (2008) Working with the Third 
Sector to Reduce Re-offending: Securing Effective Partnerships 2008–2011. London: 
Ministry of Justice.

National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (2011) National Standards for the 
Management of Offenders, 2011. London: Ministry of Justice. Available from: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/217252/national-standards-management-offenders-2011.pdf

National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (2013) How the National Offender 
Management Service Works. London: Ministry of Justice. Available from: http://
www.justice.gov.uk/downloads/about/noms/noms-org-chart.pdf

National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (2014a) Justice Data Lab Statistics, 
November 2014. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/sys-
tem/uploads/attachment_data/file/373676/justice-data-lab-statistics-nov-2014.pdf

National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (2014b) NOMS Annual Report and 
Accounts (2013–14). London: HM Stationary Office. Available from: https://www.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/322699/
NOMS_AR_2014_web.pdf

Newburn, T. (2008) Models of Policing, in: Newburn, T. (ed.) The Handbook of 
Policing. Cullompton: Willan Publishing: 17–46.

Pawson, R. and Tilley, N. (1997) Realistic Evaluation. London: Sage.
Sampson, A. (2002) Principles and Pragmatism: Surviving Working with the 

Prison Service, in: Bryans, S., Martin, C. and Walker, R. (eds) Prisons and the 
Voluntary Sector. Winchester: Waterside Press: 130–137.

Trotter, C. (1999) Working with Involuntary Clients: A Guide to Practice. London: 
Sage.



Part II



143

7
Voluntary Work in Prisons: 
Providing Services in the  
Penal Environment
Alice Mills and Rosie Meek

The role of voluntary sector organisations (VSOs) is well established and 
rapidly developing, both in prison settings specifically and in criminal 
justice more broadly. In this chapter we examine the role of volunteers 
as service providers in prisons in England and Wales. We contextual-
ise this field of study with some of the policy changes that have been 
introduced in England and Wales in recent years, and then present data 
derived from a national study of VSOs working in criminal justice based 
on interviews with over 250 offenders, criminal justice staff and VSO 
representatives. We focus in particular on the benefits and limitations 
of voluntary work in prisons from the perspectives of those directly 
affected by such work, as well as exploring the specific features and chal-
lenges of the partnerships between VSOs and criminal justice personnel 
that evolve in such prison settings. We examine how these in turn can 
impact upon both voluntary sector work and prison cultures, for exam-
ple, in the perceived legitimacy of voluntary sector services. Although 
in this chapter we make reference to ‘voluntary sector organisations’ 
(VSOs), it is important to note that many of these organisations will 
have paid employees, if only in small numbers, who are employed to 
provide support to volunteers. Where a situation or experience that is 
specific to unpaid volunteers is discussed, they will be described as ‘vol-
unteers’. Where the context requires a discussion of both paid employ-
ees and volunteers, they are referred to as ‘VSO staff’ or ‘VSO workers’.

The policy context of voluntary work in prisons

The voluntary sector has a long history of providing services to prisoners, 
ex-prisoners and their families in England and Wales. For example, in 
the early 19th century, Elizabeth Fry and The Ladies’ Association for the 
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Improvement of the Female Prisoners in Newgate campaigned for bet-
ter prison conditions and provided education and religious instruction, 
food, clothing and assistance on release to prisoners (Carey and Walker, 
2002). In 1862, Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies were attached to indi-
vidual prisons and could be paid up to £2 per prisoner to aid their reset-
tlement. In 1935, these organisations, which had since extended their 
remit to prisoners’ families, were brought into a National Association of 
Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies, which acted as a link between the 
societies and the prison authorities. Much of the work in prisoner wel-
fare and resettlement was handed over to the Probation Service in the 
1960s (Carey and Walker, 2002), and the role of the sector subsided with 
the development of the welfare state in the post-war period (Gill and 
Mawby, 1990). However, it has continued to play a significant role in ser-
vice provision, coinciding with a shift away from faith-based approaches 
to more secular and professionally run services (Carey and Walker, 2002). 
Today, VSOs provide a variety of services to prisoners, ex-prisoners and 
their families. Such services include assistance with resettlement such 
as training, employment and housing advice, pastoral and faith-based 
support, substance misuse treatment and support, mentoring and advice 
services, and services for prisoners’ families such as the provision of visi-
tors’ centres. In England and Wales, they also perform a watchdog func-
tion in the form of Independent Monitoring Boards in prisons; panels of 
independent volunteers, including local magistrates, who monitor day-
to-day life in prisons and ensure the maintenance of care and decency in 
addition to dealing with problems and complaints that prisoners have 
been unable to resolve through the usual internal channels.

Establishing the number of VSOs currently working with offenders 
in England and Wales is ‘a complex and challenging task’ (Meek et al., 
2013: 341), which depends on the sources of information used and 
understanding what constitutes ‘working with offenders’. An analysis 
of the 2008 Charity Commission database identified 769 organisations 
which classified prisoners or offenders as their main beneficiary groups 
or recognised prisoners/offenders in their aims and objectives (Meek 
et al., 2013). In contrast, the National Survey of Charities and Social 
Enterprises (NSCSE) found in 2010 that 1475 organisations identified 
offenders, ex-offenders and their families as one of their main client 
groups, and 13,586 organisations reported that offenders, ex-offenders 
and their families are one of their client groups (Cabinet Office, 2011). 
Although the majority of organisations working with offenders are 
small and locally based,1 the heterogeneity of the sector should not be 
overlooked. At the other end of the scale, a small number of national 
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organisations have multimillion-pound annual incomes, 4 per cent 
have over 100 paid employees and just under half have an income of 
over £150,000 (Centre for Social Justice, 2013). Volunteers still play a 
substantial role in providing services; 24 per cent of organisations which 
work with (ex)offenders and their families have no paid employees at 
all and therefore rely on a volunteer workforce (Cabinet Office, 2011).

VSOs are said to have a number of strengths that contribute to the 
desirability of their increased role in the criminal justice system. These 
include cost-effectiveness; independence from the criminal justice sys-
tem, which may mean that offenders view them as more trustworthy; 
links with local communities; and the ability to use local knowledge 
to develop and provide services. VSOs are also seen to be less ham-
pered by bureaucratic demands, and to have, therefore, the aptitude to 
devise innovative solutions to difficult social problems (Gill and Mawby, 
1990; Bryans et al., 2002; Ministry of Justice (MoJ)/National Offender 
Management Service (NOMS), 2008a; New Philanthropy Capital, 2009; 
Silvestri, 2009; Centre for Social Justice, 2013).

Several jurisdictions have emphasised the need to work in partnership 
with the voluntary sector, particularly in relation to solving the hitherto 
intractable problem of reducing reoffending which, it is suggested, state 
correctional services are not realistically able to tackle alone. For example, 
in New Zealand, prisoner reintegration services have long been contracted 
out to voluntary sector, often faith-based, providers and recent proposals 
to reduce reoffending by 25 per cent by 2017 have made it clear that this  
cannot be done without the voluntary sector (New Zealand Ministry of  
Justice, 2012). In the United States, the challenges of prisoner resettle-
ment (or ‘reentry’) are particularly severe, given the country’s exception-
ally high rates of incarceration and recidivism. Programme devolution, a  
component of ‘new federalism’, has seen a shifting of responsibility for 
some aspects of correctional services from the federal government to the 
state level. As administrators look beyond the state for solutions, VSOs are 
increasingly responsible for providing re-entry services, including long-
term shelter, job training, substance abuse treatment, and mentoring for 
ex-offenders and their families. In England and Wales during the New 
Labour government, services to promote successful resettlement and help 
to reduce recidivism2 were originally due to be commissioned from the vol-
untary sector and other providers by Directors of Offender Management 
(MoJ, 2008; MoJ/NOMS, 2008a, 2008b), though these were swiftly super-
seded by a central commissioning team as a result of the restructuring of the  
National Offender Management Service (NOMS) due to public expendi-
ture cuts. At this time, and based on the recommendations of the Corston 
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report,3 VSOs were also funded to provide community support projects 
for women at risk of going to prison or at risk of offending. Additionally, 
two VSOs (Turning Point and Catch 22) were successful in winning two 
prison contracts in conjunction with Serco, an international service 
delivery company and private prison provider.

Amid some controversy the coalition government in the United 
Kingdom sought to continue the expansion of the involvement of the 
voluntary sector in England and Wales, as part of a broader neo-liberal 
marketisation of criminal justice. This is especially evident in the UK 
government’s policy of privatising probation services in England and 
Wales. Since June 2014 a variety of voluntary sector providers work-
ing in conjunction with private sector partners have been providing 
probation services and post-release support for low- and medium-risk 
offenders, whilst work with high-risk offenders remains in the public 
sector under the National Probation Service (NPS). Payment by results 
has been implemented alongside these organisational changes to bring 
out ‘the diverse skills from all sectors’ (MoJ, 2010: 41) in efforts to reduce 
recidivism. Following a programme of prison privatisation, the UK gov-
ernment has at the time of writing recently announced its intention 
for the core custodial functions of state prisons in England and Wales 
to remain in public hands for the time being. Resettlement and other 
ancillary services, however, were put out to tender from the private and 
voluntary sectors (MoJ, 2012; Chambers, 2013), and such organisations 
will continue to work in partnership with – as well as in competition 
with – public and private prison providers.

These drives to increase the involvement of the voluntary sector in 
criminal justice services, however, have been made on the basis of rather 
weak evidence as to the effectiveness and strengths of voluntary sec-
tor providers. Although individual service evaluations often contain the 
views of services users, little is known about whether offenders them-
selves value voluntary sector services in general, and those provided spe-
cifically by volunteers. Much of the existing literature either comes from 
the sector itself or consists of policy documents seeking to appeal to the 
sector, and hence tends to eulogise the strengths of voluntary sector work 
with offenders, with minimal discussion of the limitations of such work, 
particularly within the controlled environment of a prison.4 Such diffi-
culties can include deep-seated cultural barriers between criminal justice 
and voluntary sector staff and the potential for conflict between the dif-
fering priorities and approaches of the more person-centred voluntary 
sector and the criminal justice system, which prioritises the security of 
the prison, control of offenders and risk management (Mills et al., 2011).
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The study

These issues will be addressed in this chapter by drawing on a two-year 
study that examined the role of the voluntary sector in work with offend-
ers in England and Wales, carried out as part of a larger programme of 
research undertaken at the Third Sector Research Centre, funded by the 
Economic and Social Research Council, Barrow Cadbury Trust and Office 
for Civil Society. The study had several aims including an assessment of 
the level of awareness and use of VSO services in prisons, examining the 
role and impact of the sector in the reintegration of prisoners, and explor-
ing relationships between VSOs’ staff and criminal justice professionals 
to examine the operation of partnership working and the impact of any 
cultural barriers. To meet these aims, 254 qualitative interviews were car-
ried out with offenders who were users of VSOs’ services (n = 102), with 
criminal justice staff (n = 74) and with VSO representatives (n = 78) in 
eight prisons.5 The research sites were chosen to incorporate a range of 
different populations (juvenile/young offenders/adults, male/female), 
different security classifications (closed/open) and different criminal jus-
tice statuses (remand/short sentence/long sentence). Two of the prisons 
were operated by private providers. The interviews were carried out face 
to face or, in the case of a small number of VSOs, over the telephone. 
The data from the interviews were analysed using framework analysis 
(Ritchie and Spencer, 1994), with the quotes presented here being repre-
sentative of the themes which emerged from this analysis. Additionally, 
an offender survey was carried out in each prison to gauge the awareness 
and use of VSO services provided there. In total, 680 prisoners completed 
surveys; a response rate was obtained of just 12 per cent of the total 
offender population of the research prisons, which whilst low is fairly 
typical for self-completed surveys (Fazel and Danesh, 2002). The sample 
of prisoners was broadly representative of the prison population at the 
time of the survey although Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
groups were slightly over-represented (see Meek et al., 2013 for full details 
of the survey methodology, administration and sample). Together these 
methods provided a picture of the nature and extent of VSO work with 
offenders but also offender, staff and VSO perspectives of that work.

‘Added value’ or just another service provider? Benefits 
and limitations of voluntary sector work in prisons

In addition to the various strengths of VSOs noted above, the existing lit-
erature has stressed the ‘added value’ that VSOs bring to their work and 
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the services they provide (Hooper, 2002; NOMS, 2007; Neuberger, 2009). 
However, there is little robust evidence (NOMS, 2007) or even articu-
lation as to what this ‘added value’ might consist of. All  interviewees 
included in the research were asked what they felt the benefits were of 
offenders receiving services from VSOs and what the ‘added value’ was 
that VSOs could bring to their services. Most prisoners felt the main 
strength of the sector was the ability of its workers (both paid and vol-
unteers) to take the time to listen to them, to understand their problems 
and needs and to build up relationships with them. Services from VSOs 
were seen as ‘more personal’ (Offender Interview 9, Prison B) than ser-
vices from other providers. Whilst this might be expected of VSOs that 
seek to promote emotional health such as the Samaritans, and those 
engaged in addiction work, this benefit was associated with a range of 
VSOs’ services including housing, mentoring and employment training. 
Both staff and prisoners recognised the value of empathetic VSO work-
ers, particularly those who had similar experiences to offenders, who 
were more likely to be perceived as non-judgemental, making prisoners 
feel more comfortable and giving them a ‘common ground’ which they 
could ‘relate to’ (Offender Interview 11, Prison C).

In addition to being a ‘non-statutory, experienced, confidential and 
caring listening ear which transcends the institutional setting’ (Hooper, 
2002: 104), volunteers in particular were recognised as bringing some-
thing special to the work that they did. Their commitment and will-
ingness to give up time to come and talk to prisoners were deeply 
appreciated, particularly as it was agreed that prisoners were likely to 
be perceived as an undesirable set of clients. Prisoners and staff spoke 
of volunteers as doing their job ‘from the heart’ rather than for any 
obvious reward or monetary recompense. That people were prepared to 
come and talk to them, when they had been shunned by many others, 
had a powerful effect on prisoners who as a result were more likely to 
engage with volunteer services and engage in a more meaningful way. 
This effect was also noticed and highly respected by prison staff:

They volunteer to do it because they want to do it and that’s a whole 
different ball game. That definitely makes a difference in the eyes of 
offenders. In terms of added value they can reach people on a differ-
ent level that we just can’t. (Staff Interview 2, Prison 1)

This commitment was thought to be central to the ‘added value’ of VSOs’ 
services and was what demarcated them from other civilian providers 
such as private companies or local authorities. Like Neuberger (2009: 16),  
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we found that prisoners reported being more willing to talk to volun-
teers and to be honest with them. Volunteers were not led by criminal 
justice priorities or the constraints of a custodial role and routine and 
were seen as having little obligation to do the job, all of which ensured 
they were perceived to be substantially more trustworthy than other 
agencies:

They bring in a fresh perspective. They are not in the system, they 
are less biased, whereas prison staff are first and foremost loyal to the 
system. (Offender Interview 3, Prison X)

Being seen as independent has been acknowledged as a critical reason 
for the effectiveness of VSOs (Centre for Social Justice, 2013). In our 
study volunteers were valued for their impartiality and their ability to 
relate to prisoners in ways in which prison officers may be prohibited 
from doing by prison cultures and the demands of the job. Staff also rec-
ognised that at times volunteers could work with prisoners more easily 
as they were not coming into prison ‘to control them, tell them what 
to do or make them follow the regime’ (Staff Interview 7, Prison E), 
whereas prison staff, even those who worked in areas associated with 
rehabilitation such as drug treatment, were still associated with control 
and punishment:

They’re [volunteers] not seen as threatening in any way. Quite often 
an issue that we have with prison officers in uniform working with 
prisoners on resettlement-related issues [is that] they’re still seen as 
Mr Bad Guy instead of Mr Good Guy who’s trying to help them. (Staff 
Interview 3, Prison D)

Crewe (2007) notes that whilst uniformed staff are now no longer seen 
to embody penal power (see also Warr, 2008; Crewe, 2009), prisoners 
perceive civilian specialists such as psychologists and probation officers 
as part of a repressive and powerful network of disciplinary knowledge 
which holds substantial influence in the prison. Despite prisoners in 
his study being encouraged to be open and honest with probation and 
psychology staff, they felt unable to do so, knowing that such honesty 
carried risks. It could demonstrate non-compliance with the regime and 
the expectations upon them, leading to them being ‘killed off on file’ 
(having negative comments placed on their record) (Crewe, 2007: 263), 
with potentially damaging consequences for their treatment in prison 
or jeopardising their chances of obtaining early release. In contrast to 
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this, prisoners may view volunteers as relatively powerless, thus ensur-
ing the formation of more honest and better-quality relationships, 
although it should be noted that prisoners may not always be aware 
whether the individuals they engage with are volunteers or paid VSO 
workers. Being seen as separate from the system and potentially even as 
‘amateurs’ rather than professionals could reap substantial benefits for 
the work of volunteers in prisons.

The kind of help volunteers offered was also seen as preferable to that 
offered by criminal justice agencies. One prisoner described the guid-
ance he received from a volunteer as what he had ‘always needed’, and 
contrasted this with his relationship with probation:

He [volunteer support worker] works alongside me and tries to direct 
me the best way forward. . . . That’s the kind of support I’ve always 
needed and for ten years I’ve had none. Plenty of times I’ve gone and 
sat with probation and tried telling them my problems and I’m not 
coping right and it’s just with them, ‘Oh we’ll see how you’re doing 
next week then. Take care’. (Offender Interview 8, Prison Z)

VSOs, particularly their volunteers, were seen to engage in more substan-
tial ‘person work’ with offenders, building up relationships with them 
and focusing on them as individuals, something which prison and pro-
bation officers may be increasingly less able to do due to a lack of time, 
but also historically reluctant to do because of the need to maintain a 
professional distance. Paradoxically, the ability to develop meaningful 
relationships is recognised as being central to the promotion of desist-
ance (Maruna, 2001; Burnett, 2004), an approach that is increasingly 
publicly subscribed to by those responsible for prisoner resettlement 
(Ministry of Justice, 2010).

It could be assumed that by the very nature of entering into the vol-
unteering relationship, offenders choose whether to engage with vol-
untary sector services rather than being coerced to do so, a choice that 
ought to result in empowering offenders to take responsibility for their 
own resettlement. However, within the setting of a prison, the notion 
of ‘choice’, at least for some groups of prisoners, may be something of 
a misnomer. Non-engagement with certain services and courses such as 
employment training could affect their treatment in the prison system 
and during the early release or parole process, and offenders may not 
necessarily be readily able to distinguish between a caseworker from a 
volunteer service and, for example, a representative from a mandatory 
resettlement activity.
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In earlier work, we noted the trend, particularly in larger organisations, 
towards the professionalisation of the VSO workforce (Mills et al., 2012). At 
its simplest, professionalisation occurs when a service or an activity ceases 
to be delivered by volunteers (Geoghegan and Powell, 2006).6 In response 
to the growth of contract funding, the wider voluntary sector is increas-
ingly utilising paid staff, and engaging more in the formal, bureaucratic 
and managerialist practices traditionally associated with the business sec-
tor, often in order to obtain large contracts or grants from the state and 
charitable foundations (Hwang and Powell, 2009; see also Geoghegan and 
Powell, 2006). Such an approach may assist VSOs in gaining and retain-
ing contracts, but if an implication of this is a reduction in the number of 
volunteers, VSOs not only risk becoming less cost-effective but also losing 
a degree of the informality and commitment and therefore the ‘added 
value’ that volunteers currently bring to their work with offenders.

In line with Gill and Mawby’s (1990) study of volunteers in probation, 
for criminal justice staff, such as prison officers and probation officers 
working in prisons, the most commonly cited benefit of VSOs was their 
connections to the community. Such links could offer several identified 
advantages. Firstly, they could enable the provision of ‘through the gate’ 
services’. VSOs were thought to be better able to provide these services 
because they were more likely to be based in the particular localities 
where offenders may live on release, and thus had local knowledge of, 
and often also connections to, available services. Such work was seen 
to be not only out of the remit of criminal justice staff, particularly 
for offenders sentenced to less than 12 months who at the time of the 
research were not subject to any post-release supervision, but also out 
of their comfort zone. In contrast, VSOs were perceived as ‘not scared of 
working with people on release’ (Staff 12, Prison X). Secondly, in being 
independent from the criminal justice system, volunteers in particular 
could help to bring the community into the prison, represent the com-
munity to prisoners and break down misconceptions about prisons and 
prisoners, thereby helping to improve confidence in the system:

Many volunteers in the community have negative perceptions about 
prison, and prison volunteers are really the only people who can change 
that perception because they come in voluntarily and they bring the 
communities closer to the prison. (Staff Interview 13, Prison X)

This is supported by research in Hong Kong which found that prison 
volunteers genuinely believe their work can effect change in the lives 
of prisoners, and argued that prison volunteering can cultivate positive 



152 The Voluntary Sector and Criminal Justice

attitudes towards offenders (Chui and Cheng, 2013), although evidence 
for the degree to which these attitudes actually extend into the wider 
community was not offered. Thirdly, by allowing prisoners contact with 
civilians in the community, VSOs could assist in the integration of pris-
oners into community groups and structures, even when these offenders 
had not felt well integrated before they came to prison:

In terms of what offenders will take from that situation and what 
it offers them, it’s the opportunity to be engaging with the real 
world and to start to integrate themselves into the wider commu-
nity because a lot of offenders are very much on the peripheral (sic) 
and generally not well-integrated into the structures of society. (Staff 
Interview 9, Prison Y)

This was a particular strength of groups such as Circles of Support and 
Accountability,7 but also other faith-based groups and the Women’s 
Institute, which had recently started a branch in one of the women’s 
prisons in the study. VSOs have built up connections in the community 
through the use of volunteers and strong relationships with other organ-
isations, including local authorities, housing providers and employers 
(see also Centre for Social Justice, 2013). Fundamentally, VSOs can utilise 
their social capital in order to facilitate the resettlement of offenders but 
may also assist offenders to develop their own social capital by helping 
them to gain employment and integrate socially into their communities.

Knowledge and suitability of VSO services

Despite the benefits of VSOs’ and volunteers’ work with offenders, it is 
important to note that this work can be limited in its impact and this 
may be exacerbated by the independence of VSOs from the criminal 
justice system. The prisoner survey in our study revealed that one of 
the main limitations of VSOs is a lack of awareness of their services. In 
each of the eight sites, surveys provided participants with a list of VSOs 
working in the prison and asked them to indicate their awareness and 
use of their services. At the time of the research, the prisons had an aver-
age of 20 VSOs working in each prison (ranging between 15 and 31) and 
most respondents had been in their respective prisons for an average 
of three months, suggesting they were likely to have a reasonably good 
idea of the services available to them. However, on average, prisoners 
were aware of just four VSOs in the prison and engaged with only one. 
Levels of awareness did vary between prisons with a better awareness 
among long-term male adult prisoners. This may be because they had 
more time to accumulate knowledge and experiences of VSOs’ services 
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on offer and how to access them. The most common reason indicated 
by prisoners for not using VSOs’ services was that they felt the services 
could not help them. In almost half of all survey responses, offenders 
reported having heard of an organisation but not engaging with it. The 
next most substantial response was that prisoners simply did not know 
anything about VSOs working in their prison (Meek et al., 2013). This 
issue was repeated by several of the prisoners during interviews, who 
suggested that some of the services provided by volunteers were wholly 
ineffectual and did not meet their needs:

You have organisations like [name of VSO] who are there to, ahem . . . 
‘build our confidence’. So much money goes out of the prison’s pot for 
what? So that we can draw pics and shout words at each other? And 
they are like ‘Oh we are so successful in turning your lives around’. [. . .] 
There’s others like [name of VSO]. They teach us to wear baby pink 
and yellow and stop looking like ‘tramps’, which is how they think we 
look. What a load of b..locks! It wasn’t my choice of colours that got 
me here in the first place! (Offender Interview 4, Prison B)

Historically, VSOs’ services in prison developed in a rather ad hoc, incre-
mental fashion, based on which VSOs were willing to offer their services 
to prisoners and had the resources to be able to do so rather than being 
based on an assessment of prisoner need in any coordinated way (Padel, 
2002), or even on the needs of the prison. For some prisoners, the ser-
vices they received were only of limited use. Where this was the case 
and the organisation was named, the overwhelming majority of these 
were housing organisations. In these cases, VSOs were often unable to 
help either because the prisoner did not meet the statutory criteria for 
classification as ‘homeless’ (Mills et al., 2013: 44) or match the criteria to 
qualify for support from a particular housing provider.

Other limitations

In general in our interview study, prisoners were substantially more 
reluctant to identify the limitations of volunteer services. Some did 
acknowledge that the lack of power held by volunteers in prison was a 
double-edged sword. Whilst on the one hand it helped prisoners to trust 
volunteers, as noted earlier, it also meant that volunteers could do little 
to affect the treatment of prisoners or improve prison conditions.

Sometimes if you do want to know anything, if you want to really 
know any information you have to speak to somebody who’s actually 
in the system. (Offender Interview 17, Prison X)
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This lack of power and the dependency of VSOs on prison staff to access 
prisoners meant VSOs struggled to advocate for prisoners’ interests with 
prison management in the same way that they did with banks, housing 
providers, Jobcentre Plus and other outside organisations. One volun-
teer from an organisation contracted by the prison to do advocacy work 
noted the negative reaction of staff whenever they tried to engage in 
advocacy:

We’re often asked to do advocacy work in [name of prison] but . . . 
there are some members of staff who actually really like to have us 
in the prison but really don’t like it when we bring up any kind of 
problems. (VSO interview 1, Prison X)

Despite the overwhelmingly positive view of volunteers amongst pris-
oners, the ability of volunteers to build relationships with prisoners 
should not be taken for granted. Because of the need for time to com-
mit to a volunteering role, many prison volunteers were from a drasti-
cally different demography than the prisoners, notably older, white and 
middle class, which could lead them to have difficulties engaging with 
prisoners:

The problem is that the people who can afford to volunteer tend to be 
very middle class, 90% of the time that’s what they are, white, middle 
class. [. . .] They’re lovely people but they sometimes don’t under-
stand why they can’t connect with the women. [. . .] And essentially, 
they are so different to the women in terms of their age, in terms of 
their ethnicity and their background. (Staff Interview 6, Prison X)

As a consequence of this, some VSOs were not seen to be ‘grass roots’ 
enough to be accepted by prisoners (Offender Interview 6, Prison X) or 
alternatively were most likely to be accepted by those who, like them-
selves, were white and middle class.

Prison staff registered their substantial frustration at VSOs, which, 
they felt, could promise offenders more than they could deliver but then 
left the prison staff to pick up the pieces when this did not come to 
fruition. Funding difficulties, often as a result of short-term contracts or 
grant funding, could exacerbate the likelihood of this happening:

I’m constantly aware when people say, ‘Oh, I’ve got funding for this’, 
I’m always saying to them, ‘That is great. What happens when that 
funding stops?’ It doesn’t help anybody in the long term when the 
money goes. (Staff Interview 1, Prison C)
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Since the research took place in 2010–2011, VSOs have faced increasing 
funding difficulties, with a growing number relying on their reserves 
to survive and the majority of organisations believing this situation 
is likely to persist (Clinks, 2013). This indicates that prison staff will 
continue to endure the challenges of short-term VSO-provided services. 
Staff also felt that VSOs could overpromise what they could provide on 
release, and were not honest with prisoners about the difficulties they 
were likely to face due to structural barriers and discrimination, notably 
in relation to obtaining jobs and accommodation after release. Instead, 
prison staff believed that VSOs told them what they wanted to hear in 
an effort to win them over.

You’ve got an organisation coming in making reams of promises 
about what they can do when you’re released. There’s no, or very lit-
tle, evidence of that being available prior to release, it’s not actually 
there that job, that training. (Staff Interview 4, Prison D)

Realities and insecurities of partnership working  
in the prison environment

VSO versus prison priorities and the nature and  
operation of volunteer services

Despite the rhetoric of partnership working between criminal justice 
agencies and VSOs, and the drive to substantially increase the involve-
ment of VSOs in criminal justice service provision, the experience of 
VSO staff working in an environment which prioritises security and 
control has generated little discussion in the literature. Prisons and VSOs 
have different primary goals and strong cultural differences arising from 
these. The voluntary sector has tended to favour more rehabilitative, 
relational approaches to working with offenders, whilst prison staff are 
likely to be concerned first and foremost with security and risk manage-
ment of prisoners. The research interviews revealed a variety of chal-
lenges which indicate the insecurity of doing voluntary work in secure, 
highly controlled settings and which can affect the nature and opera-
tion of VSOs’ services in prisons. Although many VSOs that also pro-
vide services in the community are able to adapt their services to fit 
the prison environment, the high stress placed on security in prisons 
can hinder the kind of services that can be provided. For example, one 
prison officer recounted his experiences of having to turn away services 
from a volunteer disability organisation which were not suitable for the 
prison environment, explaining that due to security issues ‘things that 
you would do outside in a care home or a person’s house, you can’t do 
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here’ (Staff Interview 2, Prison Z). In other instances, VSOs were unable 
to bring in certain equipment due to security concerns:

We had a Buddhist gentleman and he was bringing in all sorts of 
goodies . . . there were blank CDs for them to put chanting on and 
incense and everything, but he didn’t understand the implication of 
bringing a recordable item into a prison. (Staff Interview 1, Prison C)

The requirements of the prison could also place substantial restrictions 
on who can volunteer in prison. Notwithstanding the potential benefits 
for prisoners of talking to people with a history of prior offending, who 
have been described as ‘uniquely credible’ in their work with offenders 
(Centre for Social Justice, 2013: 22), several of the prisons in which we 
conducted the research had banned them from coming into the prison 
at all. This could have a substantial impact on the quality of ‘through 
the gate’ schemes which involve offenders being mentored by reformed 
 ex-offenders, recently promoted by a UK Justice Minister (Grayling, 2013). 
It may also lead to increased chances of reoffending amongst those who 
have started volunteering in prison and have enjoyed having this mean-
ingful role, when they are unable to continue on release (Neuberger, 2009).

The nature of services that could be provided may also be affected 
by the prison’s need to be seen as punishing prisoners. Following nega-
tive media publicity about a party in a women’s prison and a stand-up 
comedy club in HMP Whitemoor, a maximum security prison, a ‘public 
acceptability test’ was introduced in 2009. Governors are now required 
to consider the possible public reaction to activities with a view to 
avoiding those which would produce indefensible criticism and under-
mine public confidence in the service (Prison Service Order 0500 cited 
in Liebling et al., 2011: 15). As a result of this, prisoners could miss out 
on what staff perceived to be highly worthwhile training opportunities 
provided by VSOs:

We had a great opportunity . . . with the [name of VSO] Boxing Squad 
[that] wanted to come in and teach boxing up to Level 1 standard, 
with the view to getting 10 to 20 inmates (sic) a year going out and 
working [in] community gyms. [. . .] At national level they blew it 
out. They said that you can’t do boxing because it promotes fighting, 
which is complete and utter rubbish. Drugs, alcohol and gangs pro-
mote fighting. Boxing is a sport, but I guess there’ll be people the other 
side of the argument, but I’m adamant on that. (Staff interview 1,  
Prison E)
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Getting access to prisoners could also be difficult due to the restricted 
timetable of the prison regime but also security incidents which led to 
prison-wide ‘lockdowns’ where volunteers are unable to see any prison-
ers. This could be the source of considerable inconvenience and frus-
tration, particularly if volunteers had travelled substantial distances to 
get to the prison and the prison had made no effort to contact them to 
inform them of their inability to access prisoners.

Influence of staff culture and relations: still naive ‘do-gooders’?

It was also acknowledged that, at times, the inaccessibility of prisoners 
could be affected by staff whim rather than any security concerns:

Some staff aren’t willing to unlock for them [VSOs]. Can’t be both-
ered being honest with you, but it depends what member of staff is 
on that wing from day to day. (Staff Interview 6, Prison Z)

Traditional prison officer culture is thought to be characterised by a 
degree of ‘them and us’ in relation to outsiders who seek to help pris-
oners (Crawley and Crawley, 2008), negative attitudes towards prison-
ers and prison managers, and a preoccupation with the maintenance 
of safety (Liebling, 2008). Prison staff may not share the same set of 
values around the treatment of offenders as those held by VSOs, and 
perceive VSOs’ personnel to be ‘on the side of the prisoners’, making 
it appear that they are opposed to the work of the prison (Hucklesby 
and Worrall, 2007). Volunteers have traditionally been viewed in 
derogatory terms as naive ‘do-gooders’, interfering ‘busy bodies’ or 
‘carebears’:

There’s a culture in prison which is if you haven’t worn a uniform, 
you don’t know anything about a prison. [. . .] I think the third sector 
is still perceived as interfering do-gooders who don’t do nothing else 
but [cause] trouble. (Staff interview 8, Prison B)

This was noted by VSOs who recognised that in the eyes of prison offic-
ers they could be nothing but a nuisance:

Clearly we are seen as sort of interfering do-gooders at times. We’re 
a security risk, we just get more people in the prison that have to be 
controlled and watched and looked after. You get that kind of resist-
ance from the old guard who just sort of want to bang people up. 
(VSO interview 10, Prison C)
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Within this culture, prisoners may be perceived as ‘less eligible’ subjects 
who are not deemed worthy of services that can help them (Scott, 2008), 
although this hostility may also be born from a sense of frustration with 
their own job and/or the fear that VSO staff may replace prison offic-
ers or take away the more enjoyable aspects of their job (Bryans et al., 
2002; Hooper, 2002; Padel, 2002; Neuberger, 2009). However, prison staff 
cultures are complex, changing and variable. Their nature and form can 
differ substantially depending on the age, experience and commitment of 
officers, the history and role of the prison and relations with senior man-
agement. Liebling (2008: 118) argues that in prisons where staff largely 
adhere to the traditional prison officer culture, showing care for prison-
ers may be culturally unacceptable, leading to hostility and potentially 
affecting VSOs’ access to prisoners. By contrast, in prisons with more 
positive staff cultures, officers are likely to work more cooperatively with 
specialists, viewing them as a source of support (Liebling, 2008: 119), and 
welcoming them into the prison. The threat of privatisation and the con-
sequent declining power of the Prison Officers’ Association is contended 
to have eroded some of the ‘traditional sources of indifference and disen-
gagement among uniformed staff’ (Crewe, 2009: 100). Many interview-
ees, both criminal justice and VSO staff, argued that negative attitudes 
towards VSOs and volunteers were limited to small groups of older offic-
ers who did not accept that rehabilitation was now part of their role. In a 
handful of cases, officers also confirmed they felt actively threatened by 
voluntary sector work in the prisons because they felt that it had removed 
some of the more enjoyable and varied tasks of a prison officer’s job:

If you want the blunt, honest answer, I’m sure once upon a time there 
was money, and there were people in prisons in a uniform that did 
these sort of jobs. But I have seen the officer’s role shrink back from 
these outside agencies to be basically just looking after the prisoners 
on the wings. (Staff Interview 1, Prison C)

Negative attitudes towards VSOs could affect the treatment of volunteers 
in the prison, ensuring that they felt less than equal partners with the 
prison staff. They could also influence offenders’ access to VSOs’ services 
as this can be dependent on criminal justice staff informing offenders 
of these services and passing on referrals from offenders who put in 
requests in writing to access them (Mills et al., 2011). A small number of 
VSOs expressed concerns that they were not receiving referrals because 
of a perceived lack of enthusiasm from prison staff who did not publi-
cise their services. One noted that the peer mentoring scheme they ran 
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did not operate on as many wings as it should have done ‘because of  
the non-participation or uptake of the programme by staff’ (VSO 
Interview 8, Prison Y).

In spite of such attitudes, many VSO respondents stressed the good 
relationships they had with the prisons, felt that they made a valued 
contribution and praised the work of prison staff in helping them to 
access prisoners. Similarly, staff who participated in this research were 
highly supportive of the work of VSOs, recognising that if prisons were 
to rehabilitate, rather than just contain, prisoners, they could not do 
this alone, but actively needed the participation of other agencies. In 
some cases, interviewees refuted the idea that the prison and VSOs had 
different priorities, suggesting instead that ‘we are all very much out for 
the same aims’ (VSO Interview 2, Prison B), which substantially con-
tributed to the positive relationships they enjoyed. In one case, a paid 
VSO employee, who was part of a small team with two prison officers, 
described the accommodation between the differing priorities of prison 
staff and VSOs which enabled them to work together:

I’ve had some interesting debates (laughter) because [name of prison 
officer] and [name of prison officer] who work for the team are funny 
because they’re like, ‘you’re just so optimistic’. They just see the 
same people coming back to prison time and time and time again 
but you forget about Joe Bloggs that only came in once, somebody 
got a house for him and he got his messed up future sorted out and 
he never came back. All you ever remember is people who came back 
time and time again, and they always say ‘you’re not going to break 
us’ and I’ll say ‘you’re not going to break me’ (laughter). And we just 
keep having this sort of dialogue. (VSO Interview 3, Prison Z)

Despite the potential for conflict between the optimism of VSOs and 
the cynicism of prison staff, co-existence was common and exchanges 
such as the one described above were seen as part of the general ban-
ter of prison life. However, where VSOs enjoyed positive relations with 
staff, their value could still be questioned by the perceived unprofes-
sionalism of individuals in their relationships with prisoners, and in 
particular by the naivety of volunteers who could become complacent 
about issues of security and leave themselves open to being ‘condi-
tioned’ by prisoners:

Prisoners are very manipulative so I had one lady come in and say, 
‘Oh this gentleman’s really interested in his music, I thought I’d bring 
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him a music magazine in. Can I send it to you [name]?’ ‘No, because 
you’re not going to send in a music magazine, you know you can’t 
do that’, and then you sit and explain. (Staff Interview 1, Prison C)

Although the central strengths of volunteers are that they are not seen as 
part of the system, are not constrained by criminal justice priorities and 
are more willing to build up relationships with offenders, staff raised the 
concerns about this approach and its conflict with security protocols. 
They particularly distrusted organisations which they saw as wilfully 
overstepping the boundaries of a professional relationship, threatening 
security and disrespecting the priorities of the prison:

Some organisations, like [name of VSO] hog offenders . . . just behave 
sometimes like these offenders are just there to talk to them all day 
long [slight laughter]. Also a couple of times it happened that they 
kept prisoners past the lockup time without letting anyone know and 
the whole prison went on lockdown until we found those girls [sic] 
and [name of VSO] behaved like we were being silly! . . . They forget 
that they are in a prison. (Staff Interview 9, Prison X, our emphasis)

For criminal justice volunteers to gain access to their service users, they 
have always needed to behave in such a way as to retain the confidence of 
prison staff and management (Tennant, 2007). Staff recounted a number 
of incidents in which VSO staff, often volunteers, had been persuaded 
to break prison rules by manipulative prisoners, including asking volun-
teers to do their washing, post letters for them, make phone calls and 
bring items into the prison for them. Volunteers did not seem to always 
understand the need for such rules or grasp the unique issues that arise 
when working in a secure environment. In their desire to help prison-
ers and build up relationships with them, they did not always exercise 
appropriate caution or respect the appropriate boundaries, potentially 
endangering not only the security of the establishment but also rela-
tions with prison staff. Despite the rhetoric of partnerships, VSOs are 
still required to act as guests in a host environment with requisite stand-
ards of behaviour (Mills et al., 2012).

Power and risk management

Crewe (2009: 23) has argued that, since around 2002, public protection 
has become the central concern of the penal system, whilst other objec-
tives such as resettlement have been forced to take a back seat. As a result 
of this, civilian specialists such as probation officers and psychologists, 
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who may have previously engaged in work to address offenders’ difficul-
ties and encourage rehabilitation, have instead transformed prisoners’ 
individual needs such as mental health problems and substance misuse 
into ‘risks’ that require careful management rather than treatment (see 
also Hannah-Moffat, 2005). In contrast, VSOs have remained welfare-
orientated and much less bound up in the discourse of public protection. 
Criminal justice staff in our research confessed that the differing priori-
ties of the VSOs left them feeling anxious and uneasy about the degree 
to which information pertaining to risk management was shared and 
VSOs engaged in risk assessment and management procedures, poten-
tially jeopardising prison staff’s ability to perform their statutory respon-
sibilities to manage risk and to protect the public. Guidance to VSOs to 
encourage rigorous risk assessment procedures has been issued (NOMS, 
2010), but volunteers in prison do not currently have obligations for risk 
management under any legal contract (Neuberger, 2009: 19). This may 
lead to inevitable tensions within the risk-averse setting of a prison and 
the increased likelihood that poor data-sharing practices become a bar-
rier to the effective involvement of VSOs, or even a justification for their 
exclusion from the delivery of core rehabilitative services.

Relations with providers

If the traditional prison officer culture does negatively affect the treat-
ment of ‘outsiders’, better relations might be expected in prisons man-
aged by the private sector, where officers may lack the experience of their 
public sector counterparts, but have been found to demonstrate more 
positive attitudes towards prisoners (Shefer and Liebling, 2008), and are 
consequently less cynical about the possibility of rehabilitation (Crewe 
et al., 2011). Several VSOs in our sample had worked on a regional basis 
in both a public sector (Prison D) and a privately run prison (Prison A). 
In the interviews, they made some striking contrasts about the way they 
were treated by both establishments.

Prison A wins hands down. Probably as [co-worker] and myself are 
respected members of staff with a good record for delivery. We work 
regularly with A and are always looking to support them as they are 
with us. . . . D are a disgrace, we can pick out two members of staff 
that support us. . . . I feel they are then outcasts to their peers for their 
positive relations with us. . . . I think they feel we are a threat and 
therefore keep everything close to their chest. We have had terrible 
issues with staff, including senior management, in trying to establish 
and work in partnership. (VSO Interview 7, Prison A/12, Prison D)
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I know A very well . . . the system is solid and due to the comfort and 
relationships I have built over the years I do feel A is a very inspi-
rational place to be. [With] D . . . I often feel a power issue is at 
hand, I don’t feel trusted, but have been clinical towards my actions 
to provide support towards all requests and tasks. I can and do ensure 
young people and service are at the forefront of my actions, but  
for the last two visits I have not been able to see the young people. 
(VSO Interview 5, Prison A/11, Prison D)

Crucially, respondents felt they also did not have the support of senior 
prison management in prison D, which can be essential in supporting 
the integration of volunteers (Neuberger, 2009: 21). Due to this lack 
of staff support, one VSO felt that this meant that prisoners were in 
greater need of their support, as they did not seem to be supported by 
the prison. In contrast, the partnership with the private prison was felt 
to be one of mutual support and respect. Firm conclusions about the 
differences in relationships between VSOs and public/private prison 
providers  cannot be drawn from such a limited sample. Nevertheless, 
relationships between private criminal justice providers and VSOs 
remain under-theorised and worthy of further consideration, particu-
larly when considering the trend towards the marketisation of criminal 
justice and the willingness of both private and public providers to work 
in partnership with VSOs when bidding for contracts to manage prisons 
and probation services. In private prisons, the work of VSOs could con-
flict with the organisational and management priorities of the prison 
provider rather than just the needs of the criminal justice system.

[Name], which is our parent company have many requirements from 
us. And VSOs may not necessarily share those values as well, and it’s 
just bridging these things together. It’s a very fine line to tread and it’s 
something they’ll have to do every day, as part of their work. (Staff 
Interview 14, Prison X)

VSOs who also had experience of working with public providers noted 
the closer monitoring of their activities by the private company, the 
adjustment to which they found challenging. In this particular prison, 
a strong emphasis on cost-effectiveness led to several services that had 
been run by VSOs, including housing and debt advice being taken over 
by the prison. Any potential ‘added value’ offered by the VSOs which 
ran these services was dismissed for the sake of improving efficiency and 
cutting costs.
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Discussion: the strengths and future of  
VSO work in prison

The research evidence presented here indicates that VSOs have a num-
ber of unique strengths that they can bring to their work with offend-
ers. VSOs’ staff, particularly volunteers, are seen to offer more personal, 
individual and independent services than other agencies, and the com-
mitment of volunteers appears to add value as both prisoners and staff 
respect their willingness to give up their free time to perform their role, 
so that offenders are more likely to be responsive to them as a conse-
quence. Despite the fact that many VSOs are funded by prison providers 
or other parts of the criminal justice system, VSOs’ staff, especially vol-
unteers, have thus far been able to maintain an ‘outsider’ status in the 
eyes of prisoners which absolves them of any association with the opera-
tion of penal power. Similar to prisoner views of other ‘outsiders’ such 
as education and chaplaincy staff in Crewe’s (2009) study, the offenders 
in our research appreciated VSOs staff’s orientation towards welfare and 
genuine care and concern. At a time when the impact of managerial-
ism is being felt in prisons in England and Wales, and prison officers’ 
relationships with prisoners risk becoming emotionally barren (Liebling 
et al., 2011) as the ‘relational’ model of such relationships is depriori-
tised (Liebling and Crewe, 2013), VSOs’ staff, both paid and volunteers, 
may simply give prisoners the time and space to talk, which is lacking 
elsewhere.

However, despite these strengths and the continual language of part-
nership between the voluntary sector and criminal justice providers, the 
work of VSOs and volunteers can be limited in various ways. Voluntary 
sector services at the very least need to be better publicised, and due 
to low levels of reported prisoner engagement, thought should also be 
given to a reconfiguration of voluntary sector services to ensure that pris-
oners’ needs, rather than the needs of the prison/criminal justice system 
or even VSOs themselves, are met. This may involve bringing in VSOs 
which support broader sections of the community and may be better 
able to assist with reintegration and linking ex-prisoners and their fami-
lies to services in the community. Furthermore, the partnership between 
VSOs and prison providers remains unequal and, at times, somewhat 
uneasy as in most prison environments, voluntary sector workers remain 
fairly powerless and are able to fulfil their service remit only with the 
consent of the prison management and staff.8 Such powerlessness is a 
strength of their work with offenders, but can leave them in a highly vul-
nerable position and subject to the whim of uniformed prison staff who 
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still have considerable discretion as ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky, 
1980) in their implementation of penal policies and their treatment of 
those without power in the penal environment. The different traditions, 
resources and practices of the two sectors often give the appearance that 
they have different goals (Martin, 2002). Yet despite the cultural and 
ideological differences between the VSO and criminal justice staff evi-
dent in our research, many interviewees agreed on the common goal 
of reducing reoffending and suggested the two groups could and did 
work together productively in order to try and achieve this. Prison staff 
often appreciated the expertise and knowledge that VSOs could bring, 
particularly to resettlement, and recognised that VSO workers could take 
considerable pressure off prison staff. Nonetheless, further work could be 
done on relationships between the voluntary sector and criminal justice 
staff to ensure that VSOs’ workers are more conscious of the implications 
of working in a secure environment where, for prison staff at least, secu-
rity and control remain paramount. This could help to dispel suspicions 
and hostility amongst prison staff, including senior management, and 
facilitate volunteers’ and VSOs’  workers’ access to prisoners.

The potentially increasing role of VSOs running core criminal jus-
tice services, as exemplified by their involvement in the provision of 
Probation services, may represent a time of increasing opportunities 
for the VSO but also inherent dangers. As has been well documented, 
smaller, volunteer-led VSOs whose financial vulnerability has already 
been heightened by the decrease in grant funding may lose out on 
public contracts because they do not have the finance or expertise to 
negotiate complex contracting and monitoring procedures. VSOs which 
are contracted to provide services may be vulnerable to ‘incremental 
colonisation’ by criminal justice concerns (Mythen et al., 2012: 363), 
losing the flexibility and personable approach of their services. Mythen 
et al. (2012) note that in being drawn into becoming key criminal jus-
tice providers through the marketisation of probation and prisons, in a 
time of scarce funding, smaller VSO providers in particular may end up 
accepting the

dominant discourse of risk where measures of reconviction and value 
for money come to supersede the principle of ‘moral good’ that has 
historically underpinned activities and policymaking in the sector. 
(Mythen et al., 2012: 364)

As such VSOs may only target those offenders who are less likely to 
reoffend and more likely to help them meet their targets, excluding the 
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harder cases (Bell, 2011: 121). This is in contrast to the history of many 
VSOs which have often worked with ‘hard-to-reach’ groups and those 
at high risk of reoffending who have been excluded from other services, 
such as prisoners serving sentences of under 12 months. In the crimi-
nal justice context, risk management also refers to the maintenance of 
public protection. As the role of VSOs in the provision of services within 
the criminal justice expands, like probation officers and psychologists 
before them, volunteers may become increasingly co-opted into wider 
machinery of risk management and the network of disciplinary knowl-
edge, jeopardising their much-valued independence and trustworthi-
ness and their welfare orientation.

Since 2007, prisons have experienced what Liebling and Crewe (2013) 
call ‘managerialism minus’ – a period of economic rationalism which 
is dominated by frugality and efficiency and appears more emotionally 
barren and morally denuded. This style of penal management may lead 
to the disappearance of some VSOs from prisons as prison managers seek 
to rationalise their spending, and may push VSOs to engage in processes 
of professionalisation to demonstrate their ability to win and maintain 
contracts. ‘Managerialism minus’ appears to lack an appreciation for the 
finer qualities of the voluntary sector’s work discussed in this chapter. As 
Corcoran (2011) has noted, voluntary (lay) traditions have been ‘con-
signed to a paternalistic, unaccountable and outmoded realm unsuited 
to consumerist relations with service users’ (2011: 45). Even for the VSO 
itself, empathy has been ‘sidelined’ as the focus is now on the market 
rather than on the people (Clive Martin cited in James, 2014). In such 
an environment, the humanitarian strengths of VSOs and their volun-
teers may be excluded from prisons if the services they offer are not 
aligned with criminal justice goals, or they may be reduced, or at worst 
eliminated, by notions of efficiency, cost-effectiveness as VSOs become 
merely another competitor in the criminal justice market. They risk not 
only losing their perceived and actual independence and the commit-
ment shown by their volunteers, but also their credibility within com-
munities, possibly endangering their potential to help offenders form 
community links and build up their social capital. In short, VSOs are 
in danger of becoming nothing more than ‘biddable service providers’ 
(Corcoran, 2009: 32), losing their ‘added value’, their uniqueness which 
makes their service attractive to offenders, just when developments in 
penal policy suggest their humanising approach is most needed due 
to the erosion of human relationships elsewhere in the prison system. 
Although the precise impact of the challenges discussed here will neces-
sarily vary between VSOs depending on a number of factors, including 
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their reliance on government funding and the values and management 
of the organisation, despite their long history of work with prisoners 
and their families, the future of volunteers in the penal system currently 
looks unpredictable and uncertain.

Notes

1 Sixty-one per cent of organisations in the NSCSE carried out their activities on 
a local level, 33 per cent on a regional level and 21 per cent nationally. These 
figures add up to more than 100 per cent as organisations were allowed to tick 
more than one option in the survey (Cabinet Office, 2011).

2 These services were split into seven resettlement ‘pathways’: accommodation; 
employment, education and training; health; drugs and alcohol; finance, 
 benefit and debt; children and families; and attitudes, thinking and  behaviour. 
An additional two pathways were formed for female offenders: domestic and 
partner abuse and sex work.

3 The Corston report is a review into vulnerable women in the criminal jus-
tice system by Baroness Corston (2007). It highlighted the need for a holistic, 
women-centred approach to improve services for female offenders and those 
at risk of offending. 

4 For a brief exception to this trend, see Hooper (2002).
5 The study also included one probation area which will be the subject of future 

publications.
6 In using the term ‘professionalisation’, we do not in any way seek to imply 

that volunteers are somehow ‘amateurs’ or ‘unprofessional’. 
7 Circles of Support and Accountability is a community-based initiative which 

aims to reduce sex offending by helping sex offenders to develop healthy 
adult relationships and maximise their chances of reintegrating into society 
successfully after their release from prison. Each ‘Circle’ consists of four to six 
volunteers and one ‘Core Member’ (the offender). The group meets regularly 
to provide practical, physical, emotional and spiritual support and volunteers 
also help the Core Member to recognise behaviours and attitudes that could 
lead to their reoffending (Circles UK, 2014). 

8 The exception to this may be Independent Monitoring Boards which are 
charged with ensuring that proper standards of decency and care are main-
tained within prisons, and can draw keys to the establishment and talk to 
prisoners at any time (MoJ, 2013).
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8
Women’s Voluntary Organisations 
and the Canadian Penal  
‘Culture of Control’
Paula Maurutto and Kelly Hannah-Moffat

By the late 1980s, Canada was at the forefront of women’s prison 
reform: it was poised to be the first country to integrate feminist 
principles into the development of a new prison regime for women 
(Hannah-Moffat and Shaw, 2000). The design of this new model was 
laid out in the document Creating Choices: The Report of the Task Force on 
Federally Sentenced Women (Task Force, 1990). This plan for prison rede-
velopment symbolised a unique turn in the history of the Correctional 
Service of Canada (CSC). For the first time, the government partnered 
with women’s organisations in a collaborative effort to advance a new 
vision for women’s punishment. This collaboration with community 
organisations was championed as evidence of an opening of the politi-
cal process that would invite women’s prison advocates and organisa-
tions to play a greater role in prison reform.

The collaborative efforts that infused the drafting of Creating Choices 
quickly dissipated in the 1990s, primarily because women’s organisa-
tions were excluded from the implementation phase as the CSC moved 
towards a ‘crime control’ agenda characterised by penal conservatism 
and a ‘carceral clawback’ in resources (Garland, 2001; Hannah-Moffat, 
2001; Carlen, 2002). This marked the beginning of a growing rift 
between the CSC and organisations advocating for women in prison. 
Women’s community and advocacy organisations experienced dimin-
ished political influence and were effectively excluded from internal 
penal decision-making. Given the barriers to political advocacy, wom-
en’s organisations have adapted and developed new legal strategies to 
continue their advocacy for women in prison.

This chapter explores the involvement of women’s organisations in 
the Canadian criminal justice system. It draws on a range of evidence 
including 32 interviews with feminist prison advocates and community 
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agencies involved in Domestic Violence Courts have, along with par-
ticipant observations of prison advocacy and analysis of reports from 
women’s organisations. The first section begins with a general overview 
of the early history of women’s voluntary work in prison reform. Since 
the early 1850s, women’s voluntary sector organisations (VSOs) played 
a fundamental role in the development of a separate system of punish-
ment for women (Hannah-Moffat, 2001). Particular attention is paid to 
the development of the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies 
(CAEFS), Canada’s largest and most influential women’s prison advo-
cacy organisation. This is followed by an account of the collaborative  
partnership that developed between CAEFS and the CSC that led  
to the formation of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women  
and the ensuing Creating Choices document released in 1990. During  
this time period CAEFS, along with other women’s organisations, 
played a critical role in framing correctional policy for women’s penal 
institutions. Section three investigates the growing rift between CAEFS 
and the CSC as the latter embraced a neoliberal culture of control.  
By the 1990s, the CSC sought to reposition CAEFS, along with other 
women’s organisations, not as national organisations representing the 
voice of women, but as mere interest groups that could easily be dis-
missed if their views were perceived as unsupportive of the CSC’s vision. 
As political lobbying became less effective, CAEFS developed new legal 
tools of engagement to push for women’s prison reform.

The final section moves beyond an exclusive focus on CAEFS’s inter-
relationship with the CSC and, instead, draws on the role of women’s 
VSOs in the development of domestic violence courts. The objective 
of this account is designed to highlight the need for research that 
examines the multiple ways in which women’s organisations intersect 
with the neoliberal state. Since the late 1980s, two dominant frame-
works have characterised the criminal justice voluntary sector. On the 
one hand, organisations engaged in political advocacy are depicted as 
having been pushed to the margins where their credibility and influ-
ence is diminished. On the other hand, organisations involved in ser-
vice delivery are presumed to be co-opted by the state and forced to 
adjust their mandates to fit the priorities of the criminal justice market 
in which they now compete to deliver penal services (Neilson, 2009; 
Corcoran, 2011; Mills et al., 2011). Several criminologists, in particular 
Garland, have identified how crime control moves ‘beyond the state’ 
to engage community partners in the ‘social control efforts’ of ‘official 
crime control agencies’ (2001: 123–127). These characterisations, how-
ever, oversimplify a highly complex interaction. Neoliberal policies have 
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significantly impacted on the voluntary sector; however, its influence 
is neither monolithic nor absolute (Tomczak, 2014). While the volun-
tary sector’s ability to influence penal reforms has been curtailed under 
neoliberalism, spaces do exist where women’s organisations are able to 
affect the legal and penal process. One area where women’s VSOs have 
played an instrumental role in shaping decision-making is through 
the development of specialised courts, specifically Domestic Violence 
Courts (DVCs).

The final section draws on the example of women’s VSOs and their 
impact in DVCs to highlight the importance of considering the multi-
layered and diverse ways in which the voluntary sector interacts with 
neoliberal penal regimes. This example is not intended to provide an 
in-depth overview of DVCs, but rather to highlight the need for fur-
ther research that explores the multifaceted ways in which women’s 
organisations are responding to and devising new strategies to engage 
with the state. The example allows for a more nuanced understanding 
of how VSOs are seeking to modify practices, adapting and working 
within a neoliberal culture to advance the rights of women in conflict 
with the law.

Women activism and prison reform movements

The activities of the Canadian voluntary sector and the state in the field 
of criminal justice have long been interwoven. Canada has a rich his-
tory of VSOs involvement in the criminal justice system dating back 
to the 1830s, when religious organisations along with social reform-
ers spearheaded a series of prison reforms (Maurutto, 2003). Women’s 
reform movements in Canada, inspired by the American maternalists 
and the work of Elizabeth Fry in England, called for the construction of 
separate prisons for women. This led to the formation of Canada’s first 
women’s prison, the Ontario Andrew Mercer reformatory for women 
in 1874. Secular and evangelical penal philosophies were combined 
with maternal logics to devise a separate strategy of moral reform for 
women prisoners (Hannah-Moffat, 2001: 47). Representatives from local 
churches, the Prisoners’ Aid Society, the Salvation Army, the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union and the Catholic Ladies Visiting Society 
visited the women and provided a variety of religious services, such as 
preaching, bible reading, prayer and counselling. Organisations such as 
the Salvation Army, the Prisoner’s Aid Society and the Good Shepherd 
also assisted with women’s reintegration into the community by provid-
ing them with monetary, spiritual and emotional support. The Salvation 
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Army, the Prisoner’s Aid Society and the Good Shepherd operated 
homes for released women. If women were not prepared for release, they 
could choose to go to a home of refuge, such as a Magdalene Asylum, a 
Salvation Army Prison Gate Home, or a Rescue Home (Hannah-Moffat, 
2001). The range of services provided by these organisations gives an 
example of the public–private collaboration that characterised the 
beginnings of the criminal justice system. Local and provincial govern-
ments at the time provided the legal framework, financial resources and 
bureaucratic supervision, enabling the formation and proliferation of 
VSOs (Maurutto, 2003).

By the 1920s, organisations involved in criminal justice were expand-
ing as were the types of services they provided. In 1939, the first Elizabeth 
Fry Society in Canada was founded by Agnes Macphail in Vancouver to 
advocate for the fair treatment of women and girls in custody. Shortly 
thereafter, similar organisations were formed across Canada. In 1949, 
the Kingston Elizabeth Fry Society began regular visits to the Prison 
for Women, Canada’s first federal penitentiary opened in 1934. By the 
1950s, Elizabeth Fry Societies across the country had emerged as sig-
nificant agents of social change that were instrumental in promoting a 
new image of women in conflict with the law. They worked extensively 
in collaboration with state correctional institutions to provide an array 
of programmes and services, including recreation, temporary absence 
supervision, release planning, parole supervision, second-stage housing, 
substance abuse counselling, employment training and general counsel-
ling (Hannah-Moffat, 2001).

VSOs, in particular the Elizabeth Fry Societies, were acknowledged 
by the state as having a particular expertise and were often consulted 
on policy development. These societies began developing public action 
committees, permanent speaker bureaus, active research programmes 
and newsletters outlining their positions. Independently and collabora-
tively, these agencies began to publish a wide variety of position papers 
on issues facing women in conflict with the law. The public advocacy 
role of individual Elizabeth Fry Societies was solidified with the for-
mation of CAEFS, which was founded in 1969 and incorporated as a 
national non-profit organisation in 1978.

CAEFS emerged during the second wave of the women’s movement, 
which at the time had gained considerable prominence in policy circles. 
During the 1950s and well into the 1970s, as the state was expanding wel-
fare provisions and extending civil rights, governments often perceived 
their interests as aligned with and supported by women’s organisations. 
Within this context, governments provided substantial support to 
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women’s organisations and, more generally, the non-profit sector. It was 
during this period that several prominent national organisations advo-
cating for women’s legal rights were established, including the National 
Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC founded in 1971 as 
Canada’s feminist activist organisation with over 700 members), the 
Women’s Legal Education and Action Fund (LEAF formed in 1985), the 
Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC incorporated in 1974) 
and CAEFS. Collectively, these organisations advanced women’s equal-
ity and social justice issues and fought their way to become recognised 
lobby groups and stakeholders often consulted in policymaking (Brodie, 
1995). Most were supported through substantial federal funding, and 
were perceived as legitimate voices representing a key sector of the elec-
torate in political debates (Brodie, 1995; Luxton, 2001). This environ-
ment set the stage for the inclusion of women’s VSOs in the Task Force 
on Federally Sentenced Women that produced Creating Choices (1990). 
At the time, women’s organisations had the power to demand and 
expect representation on issues related to women, and the CSC was 
committed to ensuring a renewal process that respected and included 
representation from women’s organisations advocating for women on 
the inside.

Creating choices: forging community–government 
partnerships

During the 1980s, the Canadian criminal justice system, and, in par-
ticular, the CSC, was permeated by a strong rehabilitative focus and a 
desire to ‘do good corrections’ (Jackson, 2002). Ole Ingstrup was the 
Commissioner of the CSC at the time. He envisioned good corrections 
as a commitment to the values entrenched in the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms relating to respect for ‘freedom, safety and human 
dignity’ (Vantour, 1991: 22). The CSC, at least publicly, maintained a 
commitment to progressive organisational change that would position 
Canada as a leader of prison reform, and to pursuing this change by 
drawing on shared knowledge and the expertise of a wide spectrum of 
criminal justice organisations, including the expertise of VSOs working 
with incarcerated populations (Jackson, 2002: 2).

This commitment was enshrined in the Task Force on Federally 
Sentenced Women commissioned in 1989. The Task Force was designed 
to overhaul the treatment and conditions of confinement, particularly 
at the Prison for Women in Kingston, Ontario. Previous Task Forces 
that explored women’s imprisonment had collectively called for the 
closure of the Prison for Women and its replacement with regional or 
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community-based facilities. The Prison for Women, located in central 
Canada, was originally designed as a maximum security facility for men. 
The facility was critiqued for its inability to meet the needs of the women, 
most of whom were minimum or medium security risk, for its lack of 
rehabilitative and treatment programmes, for its ignorance of the cul-
tural dislocation of Native women and, in particular, for isolating women 
from their families in a facility that was geographically far removed from 
the communities that women would return to.

The Task Force included an eclectic group of 41 individual mem-
bers representing a broad spectrum of government and VSOs, which 
marked it ‘as unique from any previous government committee in 
Canada or elsewhere’ (Shaw, 1993: 53). The commitment to forging 
partnerships with women’s organisations was evident in the composi-
tion of the Steering Committee, which had two co-chairs: James Phelps, 
the Deputy Commissioner of the CSC Correctional Programmes and 
Operations, and Bonnie Diamond, the Executive Director of CAEFS. 
Two-thirds of the task force members were women, and two of these 
had served federal sentences. Moreover, more than half of the members 
were from non-governmental organisations, including a broad spectrum 
of women’s organisations, with five members from Aboriginal women’s 
organisations, and the Executive Director of the National Organisation 
of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women (Hayman, 2006). No previ-
ous government inquiry into women’s imprisonment had included such 
a broad spectrum of representation from women’s interests or groups 
(Hannah-Moffat, 2001). Many of the task force members championed 
a feminist perspective and were committed to promoting the rights of 
incarcerated women.

The Task Force embodied a commitment to ‘giving voice’ to a range of 
women who had previously been excluded or silenced within criminal 
justice circles. The structure of the Task Force’s report Creating Choices, 
published in the 1990s, included chapters devoted to various ‘women’s 
voice[s]’. Different sections were devoted to ‘the wisdom of different 
voices’, ‘the voices of women who have been federally sentenced’, ‘the 
voices of Aboriginal people’ and ‘the voices of others who care’, the latter 
including correctional staff members and others working with women. 
The sections attest to the concerted effort to include those marginal-
ised voices traditionally excluded from government debates but most 
affected by its punishment regime such as Aboriginal and incarcerated 
women. The inclusion of these diverse women’s voices was intended to 
ensure that the ensuing recommendations were informed by a ‘women-
centred’ vision of punishment that recognised the fact that women’s 



Paula Maurutto and Kelly Hannah-Moffat 177

needs differ from men’s. The report outlined a set of principles that were 
designed to initiate institutional change and be congruent with liberal 
feminist strategies of empowerment, helping women strive for meaning-
ful and responsible choices, and fostering respect and dignity in a sup-
portive environment. The central recommendations of the subsequent 
report refocused work with women around a network of community-
based supports, specifically the creation of community release centres, 
halfway houses run by VSOs and Aboriginal centres (Task Force, 1990).

This commitment to radical penal reform, however, had unintended 
and adverse consequences to the point where Creating Choices soon came 
to be viewed as a veil for re-legitimating a renewed form of punishment. 
On the one hand, Creating Choices did result in the closure of the large 
Prison for Women and the opening of smaller regional facilities across 
the country. On the other hand, however, institutional decision- making 
remained rigid and insular. As Hannah-Moffat (2001: 77) observed,  
‘[w]hile the benevolent rhetoric of empowerment and healing embod-
ied in Creating Choices . . . permeated correctional discourses, the more 
sinister and punitive disciplinary reality of “corrections” persist[ed]’. 
There are a number of reasons for this paradox. First, the commitment to 
community involvement fostered during the drafting of Creating Choices 
in the late 1980s quickly eroded in the early 1990s as the CSC began 
to embody a neoliberal, centralised bureaucratic management style. As 
a result, VSOs such as CAEFS, which were pivotal to the drafting and 
formulation of Creating Choices, were by the early 1990s excluded from 
membership in the National Implementation Committee and the plan-
ning of the new regional prisons. Subsequently, few of the initiatives 
proposed in Creating Choices were ever implemented, and the document 
became more of a ‘statement of philosophy’ than a blueprint for change. 
Although the federal Prison for Women had closed, this did not reduce 
the number of imprisoned women as the opening of regional facilities 
had increased capacity, and consequently enabled more women to be 
incarcerated. Meanwhile, community supports such as halfway houses 
were being eroded, and conditions within the regional prisons were 
increasingly becoming less therapeutic and more punitive.

Women’s organisations cautioned against this increasingly punitive 
environment, which was in stark contrast to the original recommenda-
tions and spirit embodied in Creating Choices. By 1992, many of the orig-
inal partners, most notably CAEFS, had withdrawn support for the CSC’s 
reforms. Pat Carlen (2002: 159) has observed that whilst reforms offer 
great promise, they are continually susceptible to being co-opted by 
punitive backlashes. It is worth noting that the women’s organisations 
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involved in Creating Choices were aware that their participation would 
serve to legitimate the CSC’s punishment regime but they had hoped it 
could also lead to improved conditions for women living on the inside. 
When evidence emerged that women’s conditions were deteriorating 
and that the CSC was backing away from its commitment to commu-
nity alternatives, many women’s organisations pulled their support for 
the reforms.

Advocating within the context of a  
neoliberal carceral penality

By the 1990s, CAEFS was operating within a new political context that 
was increasingly characterized by a neoliberal political and cultural 
conservatism (Vantour, 1991; Garland, 2001; Pratt, 2011). This era has 
been characterised by fiscal restraint, welfare state retrenchment and 
the downloading of services to the voluntary sector. This neoliberal 
trend, while sporadically introduced in the mid-1980s, had by the 1990s 
become an ingrained feature of the CSC’s institutional practices. Within 
the field of criminal justice, prison governance became encapsulated in 
a focus on economies of efficiency, the rule of law and the risk manage-
ment of offenders.

Within this climate, advocacy for women on the inside became ever 
more challenging. Women’s organisations that challenged neoliberal 
policies of retrenchment were repositioned as merely self-interested, 
oppositional lobby groups (Yeatman, 1990). In Canada, previously pub-
licly funded national women’s organisations, notably the NAC, lost all 
federal government support, leading both to a reduction in their lob-
bying power and shrinkage of political spaces for collective action and 
empowerment (Brodie, 1995). Although CAEFS was able to maintain 
federal funding, this funding became increasingly precarious and was 
directed towards the provision of programmes and services rather than 
organisational infrastructure and advocacy, further restricting advance-
ment of prison reforms. Moreover, once CAEFS withdrew its support 
from the CSC following its failure to implement the recommended 
reforms advanced within Creating Choices, it became politically posi-
tioned as an adversarial singular interest group, hostile to government 
policy, thereby allowing the CSC to readily dismiss its concerns. CAEFS 
now had to operate in a climate characterised by the decline of the wom-
en’s movement, a loss of its political influence and a correctional system 
that increasingly became informed by a new carceral logic emphasising 
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more punitive policies justified under the umbrella of evidence-based 
practices and risk management.

Marginalisation

With the expansion of services offered by non-profit organisations, the 
voluntary sector emerged as an area that increasingly demanded the 
federal government’s attention. In a strategic move to enhance its rela-
tionship with the non-profit sector, the federal government launched 
the Voluntary Sector Initiative in 2000 (Elson, 2007). This initiative was 
intended to strengthen Canada’s commitment to be more open, consist-
ent and collaborative in relation to civil society and to ensure that statu-
tory institutions such as the CSC maintained a commitment to broad 
consultation. Within this context, women’s prison advocacy organi-
sations such as CAEFS were brought back into a consultative process 
with the CSC. However, the government’s commitment to effective col-
laboration with community stakeholders often resulted in strategically 
selective engagement. Although organisations including CAEFS were 
regularly invited to the CSC stakeholder discussions to provide input on 
emerging issues, they were not involved in setting the agenda or fram-
ing the problems for discussion. Despite the pretext of collaboration, 
their input had to fall within the parameters set by the CSC, and, as a 
consequence, ‘consultations’ rarely extended to seeking the voluntary 
sector’s views regarding the implementation of procedures and practices 
within prisons.

Government engagement with the community through broad con-
sultation forums did bring together diverse stakeholders; however, it 
effectively diminished the influence of CAEFS. Additionally, the govern-
ment’s commitment to broad consultations facilitated the involvement 
of a new set of stakeholders including right-wing organisations such as 
REAL Women, conservative think tanks, victim’s rights organisations, 
and lawyers and academics, many of whom had little contact with, or 
sympathy for, women prisoners. Organisations such as CAEFS were no 
longer situated as the primary expert on women’s needs; rather, CAEFS 
was repositioned as one voice among many, and increasingly perceived 
more as an advocate than as an objective expert on women’s issues. 
For the CSC, consulting widely enabled it to appear both transparent 
and engaged with all stakeholders, while in reality it was selecting and 
promoting those organisations that it deemed to be most aligned with 
its agenda. Those advocating for women in prison were selectively 
incorporated or excluded in relation to the degree to which their claims 
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coincided with the CSC priorities. Thus, the expansion of community 
engagement increased the range of stakeholders consulted, but also 
served to legitimate a correctional system that could strategically man-
age and select which voices to exclude and which to incorporate.

At the same time that it was perceived to be engaging in collaborative 
efforts, the CSC became increasingly insular and impenetrable, thereby 
hindering the ability of advocacy groups to access information. Access 
to information on the treatment and experiences of those behind bars 
diminished, especially on matters such as placing individuals in segre-
gated regimes or solitary confinement, involuntary transfers and admin-
istration decisions related to the restriction of institutional liberties. 
Moreover, advocates were finding it ever more difficult to enter penal 
institutions to work with those on the inside. Despite correctional pol-
icy documents and public research being readily available on govern-
ment web sites, access to information about institutional directives or 
protocols has been impeded through a range of new measures, includ-
ing, among others, delaying responses to requests for access to informa-
tion, imposing prohibitive fees on such requests and putting pressure on 
officials to keep sensitive information hidden.

Risk logics as exclusionary tactics

The incorporation of new carceral logics into the CSC strategic develop-
ment created additional obstacles for women’s advocacy groups. Beginning 
in the mid-1980s, both probation and correctional institutions in Canada 
began integrating evidence-based actuarial evaluations into every level 
of prison decision-making. These evidence-based risk logics restructured 
virtually every aspect of institutional assessment, management and plan-
ning. As we have argued elsewhere (Maurutto and Hannah-Moffat, 2006), 
actuarial practices prioritize risk and security. Institutional practices gov-
erned by principles of risk and security operate according to different 
logics than the rights-based claims often advanced by prison advocates. 
Advocacy by prisoner rights groups are often framed within the lan-
guage of rights, typically civil or humanitarian rights. Yet, rights-based 
claims no longer fit within a paradigm governed by principles of risk and 
security. Within this context, individual rights are not simply overruled 
by concerns about risk. Rather, they can potentially be perceived as risks 
to the security of the prison and, hence, a problem to be managed by 
the institution which can often lead to more punitive penal outcomes. 
Individual civil rights are often consequently re-inscribed as a risk, spe-
cifically, an organisational and potentially security organisation risk, 
that the institution becomes obliged to regulate. By this means, when 
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feminist groups attempt to advance the rights of women, their claims 
conflict with institutional logics and, hence, are more easily dismissed.

Legal advocacy

Neoliberalism has reshaped the political and institutional environ-
ment in which VSOs operate, making it more challenging to advance 
the rights of women in prison. At the same time that conditions and 
treatment of women in prisons are deteriorating, organisations such 
as CAEFS are experiencing increasing barriers to political advocacy. 
In response, VSOs involved in advocacy have had to adapt, innovate 
and develop new strategies of engagement. In a climate where political 
advocacy has diminished and where access to the CSC internal opera-
tions has become ever-more restrictive, CAEFS has adopted a range of 
legal advocacy instruments to advance prison reform. Using the legal 
realm to advance the rights of women in conflict with the law has ena-
bled CAEFS to expose, at a minimum, the more punitive policies and 
practices adopted by the CSC.

Beginning in the 1990s, CAEFS has sought to advance the rights of 
women in prison through legal advocacy. In 1992, CAEFS appointed 
a new Executive Director, Kim Pate, a lawyer and current university 
Chair in law and human rights. Her legal training proved instrumental 
in CAEFS’ pursuit of legal advocacy. CAEFS has participated in submis-
sions to Supreme Court cases and pushed for standing on Commissions 
of Inquiry. For example, CAEFS played an instrumental role in the 
Commission of Inquiry into Certain Events at the Prison for Women 
in Kingston (the Arbour Commission) (1996), the System Review of 
Human Rights in Correctional Services for Federally Sentenced Women 
(2003) and inquests into deaths in custody, most notably the highly 
publicised case of Ashley Smith in 2007, who was incarcerated as a 
young offender with mental health concerns, and the Kinew James case 
at the Regional Psychiatric Centre in Saskatoon in 2013. During the 
Arbour Commission (1996), CAEFS provided a submission that revealed 
the layers of decision-making and institutional protocols and practices 
that had eroded the rights and humane treatment of women in prison. 
Legal advocacy strategies have also fostered increased disclosure of infor-
mation and a push for progressive and proactive policies and practices.

In addition, the writ of habeas corpus has been increasingly used by 
CAEFS to challenge charges and increased time in detention, which 
women may acquire while in prison. In prison, it is not uncommon 
for women to accrue charges for breaches of prison discipline result-
ing in longer sentences, transfers to higher-security correctional units or 
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facilities, and/or segregation. A writ of habeas corpus is a form of judicial 
review that is used to ensure the procedural fairness of such charges and 
detention. The writ places reverse onus on the institution to justify sanc-
tions brought against individual prisoners, including extensions to sen-
tences of imprisonment or use of segregation, as a consequence of internal 
disciplinary hearings convened by prison authorities. It operates as a safe-
guard for the rights of women against the illegal charges, unconstitutional 
detention and other forms of infringements on civil rights. CAEFS has suc-
cessfully used the writ to challenge the use of segregation and the transfer 
of women to higher-security institutions (CAEFS, 2014b).

The CSC has attempted to limit the use and parameters of applica-
tions of habeas corpus by dismissing their legality and attempting 
to limit their obligation to disclose the kind of information that is 
often required in such cases. Supreme Court decisions in 2005 (May v. 
Ferndale, 2005) and, more recently in 2014 reaffirmed the right of pris-
oners to use habeas corpus to challenge the legality of increased sanctions 
(Mission Institution v. Khela, 2014). The decision also secured the right 
to demand full disclosure of CSC’s institutional decision-making and 
treatment of individual prisoners in such applications, thereby making 
public the internal practices of the CSC. CAEFS along with the Canadian 
Civil Liberties Association and the John Howard Society acted as inter-
vener in these Supreme Court cases. It is through such a mechanism that 
CAEFS and other organisations advocating for prisoners’ rights have 
been able to obtain information on the conditions facing women on the 
inside. The disclosure of information through habeas corpus cases has 
also brought media and public attention to the problems of overcrowd-
ing, the extensive abuse of segregation of prisoners and the lack of train-
ing and resources among staff to address the broad needs of women, 
particularly those with mental health issues.

Perhaps one of the most useful strategies adopted by CAEFS has been 
to educate women in prison about their legal rights and how to chal-
lenge infringements of their civil liberties while in prison. Recently, 
CAEFS published a document entitled Human Rights in Action: Handbook 
for Women Serving Federal Sentences (CAEFS, 2014a). This handbook is 
distributed to imprisoned women. It includes easy-to-read practical 
information about laws in Canada and how they apply to women in 
prison, along with how prison advocates can help them to protect 
their rights while in prison. It also outlines the steps that are required 
to embark on a legal action, how the suitability of their case will be 
assessed, and what information individual petitioners can demand 
assess to. Through such mechanism, CAEFS is attempting to build a 
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‘culture of rights’ by mobilising women in prison to legally challenge 
infringements imposed by CSC institutions.

Neoliberal advancements have certainly altered the environment in 
which VSOs operate. However, VSOs involved in criminal justice are find-
ing new spaces to advance the rights of women in prison. The review of 
CAEFS’s experiences with the CSC illustrates that organisations are adapt-
ing to and developing new mechanisms of engagement. Far from being 
rendered powerless, CAEFS has adopted a range of new legal strategies to 
advocate for changes to the internal practices of women’s prisons.

Domestic Violence Court and community engagement

The criminology literature on voluntary sector involvement within the 
criminal justice system has tended to adopt monolithic analyses that 
oversimplify and obscure the multilayered ways in which VSOs are 
engaging with the state (Garland, 2001; Tomczak, 2014). Much of this 
literature has presented a rather reductionist account that pays little, 
if any, attention to the micro practices adopted by VSOs to advance 
reforms within crime control institutions. VSOs have not simply been 
co-opted or rendered powerless as a result of the advancement of neo-
liberal policies. They have encountered barriers to traditional advocacy 
avenues, but they continue to search for and advance innovative strate-
gies to push for reforms. Our analysis of CAEFS points to the legal strat-
egies adopted by one organisation, but there are multiple and varied 
spaces in which women’s organisations are seeking to address the condi-
tions of women in conflict with the law.

The following part of this section provides a brief overview of women’s 
community organisations’ involvement in Domestic Violence Courts 
(DVCs) across Canada. The objective here is not to provide an in-depth 
overview of DVCs, but rather to highlight the multilayered and diverse 
ways in which women’s organisations are interacting with neoliberal 
punitive regimes. Our intent is to draw attention to the need for further 
research to explore the complex spaces and multilayered strategies used 
by women’s organisations as they engage with the state.

DVCs were first introduced in Canada in the 1990s and have now 
opened in almost all jurisdictions across the country. DVCs typically 
handle first appearances, remands and, in some cases, more serious trials 
relating to spousal abuse. The critical difference between DVCs and the 
regular prosecution process is the involvement of community partners. 
DVCs partner with a range of women’s organisations and service provid-
ers within local communities (Singh, 2012). DVCs do share similarities 
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and borrow techniques from each other; however, the particular associa-
tions and assemblages formed between a court and community organi-
sation have significant impact on the inner workings, the configurations 
of the court and punishment practices (Hannah-Moffat and Maurutto, 
2012). In these courts, ultimate responsibility rests with the judge or 
crown attorney, but women’s organisations involved in DVCs provide 
more than simply service delivery. They are regularly consulted on pol-
icy changes, programme development and best practices. Several courts 
have advisory committees that provide an institutionalized mechanism 
for information sharing, consultation and problem solving between the 
court and community organisations. These advisory committees typi-
cally include a range of women’s organisations and local community 
agencies including victims services, health services, shelters and organi-
sations advocating for women in conflict with the law. Local Elizabeth 
Fry Societies have been actively engaged in many of the advisory com-
mittees across the country. Advisory committees provide the organi-
sational infrastructure for feminist and gendered knowledge to enter 
and affect the operations of the court. Essentially, they provide a venue 
for local communities to work with courts to shape case management 
recommendations for bail plans, sentencing, treatment and conditions 
for probation.

One specific area where advisory committees have been particularly 
influential is in the design of partner abuse programmes. Typically, in 
DVCs, offenders are required to undergo a partner or spousal abuse treat-
ment programme. If successfully completed, offenders often receive a 
less severe sentence or, for low-risk cases, a discharge is imposed (which 
in Canada results in no criminal record after 1–3 years). Through the 
advisory committees, women’s organisations played a significant role 
in ensuring that programmes for men focus not simply on aggres-
sion but also on power relations in society (Singh, 2012). For women 
appearing before DVCs, the programmes could be fundamentally dif-
ferent in structure.

The structure of programmes for women in DVCs emerged as a sig-
nificant issue as the number of women appearing before the courts 
increased as a result of dual-charge policies. Several provinces and ter-
ritories have instituted dual-charge practices whereby the police, often 
in an effort to avoid civil liability, charge both parties if there is a dis-
pute over who initiated the violence. As a consequence, many women 
are charged as a result of using force against an abuser while trying to 
defend themselves (Singh, 2010). Elizabeth Fry Societies, along with 
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other women’s advocacy groups, called for women’s programmes that 
acknowledge and incorporate the histories of women’s victimisation. 
They pushed for programmes that recognised the power relations in 
domestic abuse situations that often result in histories of victimisation 
for women. The courts have developed a capacity to understand women 
offenders’ victimization as a consequence of engagement with women’s 
organisations through the advisory committees. This has fostered a new 
sensitivity on the part of courts that complicates the use of force and 
that acknowledges the cycle of victimisation and power relations expe-
rienced by women appearing before them.

The impact of such micro-level programme changes might be minimized 
in terms of their influence on the criminal justice system. Indeed, women’s 
organisations have experienced limited success in challenging provincial 
policies and practices of dual charging. However, these examples demon-
strate how VSOs involved in service provision are not merely extending 
the regulatory net of the state, they are also engaged in more complex 
interactions where they are infusing the courts with feminist knowledge 
that is shifting how women are framed and managed within DVCs.

Conclusions

The chapter documents the partnerships between the state and the 
voluntary sector that shaped the criminal justice system for women. 
During the 1980s, women’s prison advocacy was advanced primarily 
through political lobbying in a culture where organisations like CAEFS 
were, to some extent, able to partner with the government to promote 
prison reform. The carceral turn of the 1990s repositioned prison advo-
cacy, and in particular CAEFS, as a single interest group in opposition 
to corrections. The neoliberal culture of conservatism that came to 
pervade the CSC forced VSOs to reconsider their strategies and estab-
lish new mechanisms for advancing the rights of incarcerated women. 
Advocacy groups have reconstituted themselves and have adopted new 
strategies for effective engagement. The multifaceted ways in which 
women’s organisations are advancing the rights of women have often 
been obscured in scholarship on the voluntary sector, particularly in the 
field of criminal justice. The examples of CAEFS and women’s advisory 
committees in DVCs highlight the need for more nuanced empirical 
studies that explore the complex and varied ways in which the volun-
tary sector is developing strategies for effective promotion of the rights 
of women in conflict with the law.
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9
Diversity: The Voluntary  
Sector’s Vision in Criminal Justice
Loraine Gelsthorpe and Jane Dominey

‘Diversity’ as a concept and as a strategy for change can easily be 
hijacked by the imperatives of managerialism, losing its force as a 
means of promoting social justice, and becoming rather a means of 
achieving narrower organisational aims and objectives which provide 
the surface appearance rather than the deeper essentials of diversity. 
(Bhui, 2003: 196)

Since the late 1990s in particular, issues relating to equality, diversity 
and anti-discrimination have had increasing influence in relation to 
policy development and the construction of legislation (Mitchell, 2010). 
Diversity has certainly been a key part of the criminal justice discourse, 
with a significant amount of political and media attention towards issues 
relating to immigration and multiculturalism (Spalek and El-Hassan, 
2007). Beyond this, there have been pressures from within the European 
Union, shaping directives of anti-discrimination and equal opportuni-
ties that go beyond race and ethnicity – including gender/sex, religion, 
disability, age and sexual orientation (European Commission, 2008; 
Equality Act, 2010). However, it has been argued that these positive pol-
icy and legislation changes as well as commitments to address diversity 
have suffered from a lack of commitment and loss of enthusiasm, with 
some agencies instead resorting to actions which equate to general ‘tick 
box’ exercises and do little more than satisfy statutory requirements 
(Mitchell, 2010). Some critics have also argued that there is a lack of 
understanding of the difference between equality and diversity, often 
with equality being prioritised over the more complicated issue of diver-
sity (Corston, 2007; Mitchell, 2010). This said, there have been some 
‘kick starts’ along the way, arising from disturbing and tragic incidents. 
For example, the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson, 1999) seems 
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a particularly important moment in the history of criminal justice and 
diversity. It drew attention not only to a catalogue of police errors and 
omissions in relation to the murder of Stephen Lawrence, a young black 
teenager murdered by a group of white men in 1993, but also to ‘insti-
tutionalised’ complacency and incompetence, ‘institutionalised racism’ 
as it was captioned.

This chapter examines the voluntary sector’s treatment of notions of 
‘diversity’ in its focus and functions, but also goes beyond this to exam-
ine the ethos and culture of voluntary sector involvement in criminal 
justice. This involves looking at both accountability and legitimacy in 
‘dealing with diversity’ in voluntary sector initiatives in criminal justice, 
and also the prospects for dealing with diversity in a changing landscape 
of criminal justice provision. Put concisely, what are the legal require-
ments of voluntary sector organisations (VSOs) regarding diversity? 
What are the expectations of VSOs? And what might be a legitimate 
expectation of VSOs in relation to diversity issues? Can the voluntary 
sector make a specific contribution in this area? Moreover, what are  
the implications for equality and diversity brought about by significant 
criminal justice policy changes such as Transforming Rehabilitation (TR) 
(Ministry of Justice and NOMS, 2014) and the Equality Act 2010?

Meanings and measures

What, exactly, does diversity mean? The Equality Act 20101 lists a num-
ber of characteristics which are taken to be the touchstone of equality: 
age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, preg-
nancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation. 
But this list is not exhaustive; it misses out mental health for example 
(unless mental ill-health is clearly defined as a disability, which is not 
the case in all circumstances).2 It is also silent on the subjects of class 
and poverty – two facets of difference that are highly relevant in the 
criminal justice context. Moreover, the government also recognises and 
aims to attend to other ways in which society is diverse, including rec-
ognition that English may not be the primary language for some people. 
Further difficulties arise from the fact that while people rarely fall neatly 
into one single category, they are categorized as such; but we are not 
just men or women, black, or Asian or white, but rather situate our-
selves on a number of social and cultural planes. Whilst dyslexia can be 
disabling within the context of education and employment, it may be 
less of a disadvantage to an offender sentenced to a Community Order 
with an unpaid work requirement, for example. One further example of 
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the difficulty in capturing or measuring diversity is that there is often 
little recognition of new ethnicities or cultural pluralism within crimi-
nal justice monitoring (Modood et al., 1994; Earle and Phillips, 2013; 
Phillips and Webster, 2013). But all this is to suggest that issues relating 
to diversity revolve around legality and management; that is, ‘diversity’ 
is something that has to be managed. In contrast, diversity can also be 
conceived of as a concept which describes the richness and opportunities 
of human difference. As Bhui has indicated, ‘“Diversity” as a concept 
and as a strategy for change can easily be hijacked by the imperatives of 
managerialism, losing its force as a means of promoting social justice, 
and becoming rather a means of achieving narrower organisational aims 
and objectives which provide the surface appearance rather than the 
deeper essentials of diversity’ (Bhui, 2003: 196).

Thinking more broadly then, human diversity, according to Sen 
(1992), arises from a range of factors: personal characteristics such as 
physical or mental health or abilities, age and gender; external factors 
such as family circumstances (wealth, culture, religion) and physical 
environment; and a person’s capacity to achieve various ‘functionings’, 
which form a valued part of life and are critical to well-being, though 
the exercise of freedom and choices. Some would argue that it is about 
understanding each other and moving beyond simple tolerance to 
embracing and celebrating the rich dimensions of diversity contained 
within each individual. Sanglin-Grant (2003: 4), for example, provides a 
very ‘inclusive’ and ‘celebratory’ definition of diversity away from equal 
opportunities and managerial conceptions:

“[D]iversity” allows for a greater sense of “towards” an embracing of 
the value that differences can offer and the contribution they can 
make to enhancing organisations and society at large. Diversity seeks 
to express a higher value of harmony and, at its most elevated, a 
peace that comes from people “feeling” valued and appreciated, no 
matter what their background.

Indeed, it might be suggested that recognising ‘diversity’ involves a set 
of conscious practices that include understanding and appreciating the 
interdependence of humanity, cultures and the natural environment; 
practising mutual respect for qualities and experiences that are differ-
ent from our own; understanding that diversity includes not only ways 
of being but also ways of knowing; recognising that personal, cultural 
and institutionalised discrimination creates and sustains privileges for 
some while creating and sustaining disadvantages for others; building 
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alliances across differences so that we can work together to eradicate all 
forms of discrimination.

However, it may be argued that translating these dimensions of diver-
sity into criminal justice practice invariably leads to a focus on those 
diversities identified as statutory duties for criminal justice agencies prior 
to the Equality Act 2010 (namely race/ethnicity, gender and disability), 
and to a lesser extent some on those diversities incorporated after the 
2010 Act’s publication (age, sexual orientation, gender reassignment, reli-
gion or belief, maternity and pregnancy, marriage and civil partnership, 
which are the remaining protected characteristics in law but where there 
has been much less discussion and debate in criminal justice circles). 
This is also partly because we know more (there is more evidence) about 
the experience of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) people and 
women in the criminal justice system. There are real research gaps in 
the experience of and outcomes for other disadvantaged groups – much 
that does exist having been led by the voluntary sector (e.g. the work of 
Press for Change, legal advisers on transgender issues http://www.pfc.org.
uk/index.html).

If we acknowledge that diversity is both about celebrating difference 
(in a broad sense) and/or ensuring that there is no discrimination (in a 
narrow managerial sense), then there are challenges in regard to under-
standing the differences between disparity, equality and difference in 
the context of criminal justice. In such a context discrimination is com-
monly taken to mean unfavourable treatment; it is frequently tied to 
the concept of prejudice – that is, ideas that identify particular groups or 
individuals as ‘inferior’ or ‘difficult’. ‘Disparity’ is sometimes used inter-
changeably with discrimination, and yet more accurately relates to dif-
ferences in outcome where it is assumed that ‘fair and equal treatment’ 
means the impartial application of existing rules and procedures, regard-
less of the outcome (procedural justice). However, equal treatment poli-
cies can have the effect of punishing or controlling a higher proportion 
of one social group than another in ways which are seemingly unjust, 
with the consequence that law and policy should be adjusted so as to 
achieve equal outcomes (substantive justice). Thus, calls for an end to 
disparity are not unproblematic and the quest for ‘equal treatment’ is 
rightly questioned (Hudson, 1989), since ‘difference’ may justify dispar-
ity in outcomes (Gelsthorpe and McIvor, 2007). The notion that women 
are ‘equal’ but require ‘different treatment from men’ has long been 
argued (Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 2011). We can complicate 
the picture further by referring to ‘disproportionality’; indeed, a good 
deal of criminological attention has been given to the issue of whether 
the higher proportion of BAME groups in English and Welsh prisons 
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(Ministry of Justice, 2013) reflects higher rates of offending or is a result 
of discrimination by the police and courts.

There are inherent flaws in the evidence in relation to all of this: 
assignment to ethnic categories which are externally imposed rather 
than reflecting self-identity; ethnic categories in research which have 
muddled race, nationality, religion and skin colour; arrest and impris-
onment statistics reflecting the outcomes of decisions rather than an 
independent account of offending, to name but a few methodological 
problems. And in areas other than race and gender, the empirical evi-
dence about disparity and discrimination is even thinner.

Key challenges

All these uncertainties and methodological issues aside, it is possible 
to come to the following general conclusions which indicate concerns 
about ‘diversity and equality’ in criminal justice:

Black and minority ethnic groups are cumulatively disadvantaged and 
there is evidence of both direct and indirect discrimination affecting the 
fair treatment of Black and Minority Ethnic offenders in the criminal 
justice process (Phillips and Bowling, 2012; Phillips and Webster, 2013).
The criminal justice system has been slow to acknowledge that 
women are different to men, and require different treatment (Prison 
Reform Trust, 2000; Corston, 2007; Hedderman, 2011).
Whilst the UK’s general population includes an estimated 3.6 million 
people who are gay, reliable estimates of the number of gay people in 
prison are virtually non-existent. Prison surveys have suggested that 
around 4 per cent of the prisoner population within England and 
Wales is gay, but homophobic stereotyping and prejudice are bound 
to lead to underreporting (Chakraborti, 2010).
Large numbers of disabled offenders go unnoticed within the criminal 
justice system and there is significant confusion about the meaning 
of disability; Asperger’s syndrome does not count as ‘disability’; HIV-
positive prisoners are classified as disabled; ‘mental ill-health’ may 
not count as a disability unless it is severe (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate 
of Prisons, 2009).
This said, it is estimated that 75 per cent of adult prisoners have a dual 
diagnosis of mental health problems and substance abuse (Offender 
Health Research Network, 2009).

A key question for this chapter then is how far VSOs have contributed 
to, developed or challenged knowledge and practice about diversity. 
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There is some evidence to suggest that VSOs have held the lantern for 
issues relating to ‘diversity’, notwithstanding possible confusion as to 
its meaning.

The voluntary sector and diversity: focus and functions

As intimated, it is very clear that some voluntary organisations have 
been at the forefront of campaigning for change in the criminal justice 
system. Obvious recent examples here include Southall Black Sisters in 
the area of domestic violence and immigration (http://www.southall-
blacksisters.org.uk/) and the groups formed in response to the Stephen 
Lawrence and Zahid Mubarek cases (e.g. the Stephen Lawrence Trust: 
http://www.stephenlawrence.org.uk and the Zahid Mubarek Trust 
http://www.thezmt.org/). It is widely recognised by academics, if not 
some of the public as well, that these are generally campaigning and 
policy development organisations rather than service delivery ones.3 
Indeed, one of the key contributions that the voluntary sector has made 
in the area of diversity has been in campaigning and awareness-raising.

Alongside campaigning groups which have single or particular 
diversity-related issues as their focus, there are generalist campaigning 
groups which have included diversity-related issues in their portfolios. 
For instance, the Prison Reform Trust (http://www.prisonreformtrust.
org.uk) is an example of a large VSO with a broad remit which has 
included an educational and campaigning role. It produces material 
highlighting equality and diversity concerns relating to unfair, discrimi-
natory or unjust treatment in prisons in particular. The Prison Reform 
Trust (PRT) was founded in 1981 in London, UK, by a small group of 
prison reform campaigners who, notwithstanding the work of the 
Howard League for Penal Reform which included a focus on prisons, felt 
that there should be specific focus on traditional prison reform issues. 
PRT has a strong educational role and aims to provide accessible infor-
mation for students, academics and interested members of the public to 
further its objectives of raising awareness of issues. The PRT carries out 
research on all aspects of prison life. Recent studies include prisoners’ 
views on prison education, the mental health needs of women prison-
ers, older prisoners, prisoner councils, resettlement, deaths in custody, 
disability, foreign national prisoners, prisoner votes and work exam-
ining how sentencers make decisions to imprison offenders. The PRT 
has championed the need to consider women’s needs separately from 
those of men. Supported by the Bromley Trust,4 the PRT established a 
time-limited, high-level, independent Women’s Justice Taskforce to 
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reinforce the idea that vulnerable women in the criminal justice system 
should be a priority for the government, and to set out the means by 
which Ministers, officials and local government might build on Jean 
Corston’s 2007 blueprint for reform in changed economic and political 
times (see, for example, Reforming Women’s Justice, the final report of 
the Women’s Taskforce, Prison Reform Trust, 2011). But there are ele-
ments of service provision too. A smaller, but nevertheless significant, 
part of the PRT’s work involves providing direct advice and informa-
tion to prisoners, their families, prison and probation staff, and the 
legal profession. There are also publications directed at prisoners (on 
Temporary Release, Sentence Planning and Imprisonment for Public 
Protection, for example).

Some VSOs have combined a campaigning role with a larger service 
delivery role. Examples here include Nacro (www.nacro.org.uk/what-
we-do/). Nacro started in 1966 with focused efforts to change criminal 
justice policy at the national level to reflect the support and opportuni-
ties that offenders need. Indeed, its origins lie in the Central Discharged 
Prisoners’ Aid Society founded in 1924,5 a telling clue to its interests, 
but alongside national campaigning for reform there is direct service 
provision to young people (through pre-vocational and vocational pro-
grammes and employment preparation programmes), accommodation 
provision, support and well-being services and guidance, and there is 
a national telephone and online advisory service relating to people’s 
resettlement upon leaving prison. And now, Nacro, in partnership with 
the private company Sodexo, delivers core offender management ser-
vices in six English areas. One early example of research from Nacro 
concerns Eric Smellie’s 1991 report Black people’s experience of criminal 
justice, which reflected conversation between the authors and consum-
ers of criminal justice on negative elements of their experiences (Smellie 
and Crow, 1991). The research report was used to raise awareness of dis-
crimination against BAME groups in the criminal justice system.

Similarly, Women in Prison (WIP: http://www.womeninprison.org.uk),  
a national charity which started in 1983, has a dual function. The char-
ity provides specialist support services for women and seeks to enable 
them to make informed choices in both custody and the community. 
WIP also campaigns for a system which responds to the specific needs 
of women in the criminal justice system and promotes alternatives 
to custody wherever possible. Established in 1987, Women in Special 
Hospitals (Wish) is a national, user-led charity working with women 
with mental health needs in prison, hospital and the community (WISH: 
http://www.womenatwish.org.uk). It provides independent advocacy, 
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emotional support and practical guidance at all stages of a woman’s 
journey through the mental health and criminal justice systems. The 
overall aims are to increase women’s participation in the services they 
receive, and to campaign to get their voice heard at a policy level. It is 
unique in its long-term commitment to each individual, as she moves 
through hospitals, prison and the community. Indeed, a conspicuous 
strength of the voluntary sector has been its commitment to service user 
involvement and voice. This is often in contrast to the way the statutory 
services work.

The Howard League (http://www.howardleague.org/our-work/), estab-
lished as a charity for penal reform in 1866, is another example. As well 
as directing campaigns for penal reform to politicians, policy makers 
and the public, the Howard League also offers a direct advisory service 
to those caught up in the criminal justice system. Thus, the organisa-
tion offers free legal advice to young people who are locked up, particu-
larly when they are bullied, disciplined or assaulted in custody. Advice 
is also offered on access to education, training, offending behaviour 
work, interpreters and signers, as well as release on temporary licences 
or escorted absences, access to medical care, transfers from secure deten-
tion to secure hospitals and issues relating to discrimination, for exam-
ple. Notable reports from the Howard League include the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on women in the penal system independent 
inquiry on girls and the penal system (Howard League, Women in the 
Penal System, 2011). The aim of the inquiry was to achieve changes in 
the lives of young girls in need and to bring about a reduction in the 
number of girls who entered the criminal justice system. The Howard 
League has also drawn attention to the role of resettlement in reducing 
homelessness (Cooper, 2013) and to deaths on probation, which, in 
contrast to deaths in custody, rarely receive any attention (Gelsthorpe 
et al., 2012), both themes here being relevant to social exclusion and 
the treatment of vulnerable people within the criminal justice system. 
This goes beyond traditional managerialist interpretations of diversity, 
but is linked to the broader social justice aspirations.

A final example of a VSO contributing to understandings of diver-
sity within the criminal justice system concerns Stonewall (http://
www.stonewall.org.uk) regarding lesbian, bisexual, gay and transgen-
der (LBGT) issues. As a result of Stonewall’s work, homophobic hate 
crime is now better understood and taken more seriously by the police 
service, the courts and more broadly in policy development. The 
Crime Survey of England and Wales6 now gathers data about sexual 
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orientation–motivated hate crime. Stonewall has also offered training 
and consultancy to criminal justice agencies; for example, by 2009, 33 
police forces were members of its Diversity Champions Programme.

Thus the voluntary sector has certainly played an important role 
in campaigning and awareness-raising on various aspects of diversity. 
It has also provided services that supplement the work of the statutory 
services, sometimes highlighting gaps in provision and lack of access to 
services for some groups.

Legal requirements and legitimate expectations of 
voluntary bodies in relation to diversity issues

The voluntary sector is bound by legislation in the same way as the 
public sector. Whether they are held to account in precisely the same 
way as public services remains unclear. Although we can certainly say 
that quality assurance is built into the process of applying for grants 
from both statutory authorities and grant-giving bodies, VSOs are 
increasingly expected to demonstrate to funders and commissioners 
their approach to quality assurance; indeed, the Charity Commissioners 
require certain conditions to be met. Moreover, quality standards may 
be applied. The National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO)  
has championed research into the perceptions and use of quality 
standards in the voluntary and community sector. Recent research, 
commissioned by the BIG Lottery Fund and carried out with OPM, 
investigated how VSOs use standards such as PQASSO, Investors in 
People, ISO 9001 and specific standards for sub-sectors and areas of 
work (e.g. the Matrix Standard).7 They also found out how funders 
and commissioners view quality standards and how they influence 
funding and commissioning decisions (NCVO and OPM, 2012). Thus 
standards in relation to non-discriminatory practices may be upheld 
in this way.

Large VSOs (including those that have been successful in the TR 
process) employ significant numbers of staff. They must deal with 
diversity both as an employer and as a service provider. What we 
also know is that VSOs utilise diverse volunteer workforces – which 
may be more representative of the community they serve (Neuberger, 
2009), although there is some scepticism here too (Clinks/ARO, 2007; 
Gelsthorpe and Sharpe, 2007). But the point here is that increasing 
partnership arrangements with the state may potentially threaten 
these standards and change the ethos and culture of VSOs.
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The voluntary turn

It is certainly clear that the government expects VSOs to play an increas-
ing role in delivering public services. It was not just the coalition 
 government – the desire to see the voluntary sector play a more formal 
role in the delivery of public services in the UK can be traced back to more 
than 30 years and formed part of the agenda of Conservative and Labour 
governments. For example, a Government Cabinet Office Green Paper 
(2010) on ‘modernising commissioning’ set out the rationale for greater 
VSO involvement. Given the VSOs’ championing of diversity issues, this 
might be something to be welcomed. At the same time, there might be 
concern about the ‘dead hand of bureaucracy’ if increased involvement 
means more rules and regulations as to what can be delivered on the 
ground in the name of diversity or means a more managerial approach 
to diversity. We will return to this point. First, we elaborate upon what 
we might call the ‘voluntary turn’. This involves the idea that attempts 
to roll back the state in an all-encompassing notion of the ‘Big Society’, 
which can look after itself more and depend on the state less, will inevi-
tably lead to the increased involvement of the voluntary sector.

The concept of the ‘Big Society’ was an idea which emerged out of 
the Conservative Party general election manifesto in 2010, and formed 
part of the Conservative–Liberal Democrat Coalition Agreement and 
Government 2010–2015. And, indeed, David Cameron was talking 
about it while in opposition (see Defty, 2014). It is a notion which 
applies to England rather than to Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, 
where there is devolved responsibility for the domestic policies which 
fall within the ambit of the concept. The aim has been to give commu-
nities more powers (localism and devolution), encourage people to take 
an active role in their communities (volunteerism), transfer power from 
central to local government, support co-operatives, mutuals, charities 
and social enterprises, and publish government data (open/transparent 
government). However, the Leader of the Labour Party, Ed Miliband, 
described the initiative as a cynical attempt ‘to dignify the govern-
ment’s cuts agenda, by dressing up the withdrawal of support with the 
language of reinvigorating civic society’ (Watt, 2010). Indeed, it can be 
no coincidence that the comprehensive spending review White Paper 
published in October 2010 emphasised both dramatic reductions and 
that the government’s spending priorities and departmental budgetary 
settlements were to be underpinned by the idea of radically reforming 
public services (Morgan, 2012). In a critical analysis of the concept, Rod 
Morgan, a former key player on the criminal justice stage through his 
role as HM Chief Inspector of Probation (2001–2004) and then as Chair 
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of the Youth Justice Board (2004–2007), suggests that behind the Big 
Society public sector reforms lurks the ‘Big Market’, although there are 
some subtleties in terms of policing – with the introduction of directly 
elected Police and Crime Commissioners – designed to enhance local 
accountability. There is also subtlety in the related proposals for ‘justice 
reinvestment’, which involves analysing the costs of the criminal justice 
system and likely savings which might accrue from expanded use of new 
interventions – with the provision of funds to ‘upstream providers so as 
to kick-start a process of change which should shrink the overall use of 
the criminal justice system’ (Morgan, 2012: 475). In turn, this means 
using incentives to attract new providers and new partnerships between 
the state, commercial and third sector providers. Social impact bonds 
and payment by results is thus one model to incentivise new players  
(a topic which is taken up in other chapters in this book).

There has been much effort to engage existing VSOs in such initiatives 
given their prior experience of working with challenging and vulner-
able groups of people within the criminal justice system. But as Maguire 
(2012), Gelsthorpe and Hedderman (2012) and Hedderman (2013), 
amongst others, have pointed out, the competitive commissioning of 
criminal justice services and utilisation of VSOs is unproven in terms of 
effectiveness. It also potentially risks significant changes to small-scale 
VSOs in terms of having to scale up their operations or join consortia, 
change their management style and distinctive client-centred culture 
and potentially lose their campaigning voice, leaving aside any difficul-
ties in measuring the impact of the ‘softer’ side of what it is that they 
deliver to clients in terms of care and support (see also Hucklesby, 2012). 
In many ways then the ‘Big Society’ is being played out in some of the 
managerial developments relating to opening up the criminal justice 
system to different providers.

What then are the potential benefits and risks to diversity policy and 
practice of increasing voluntary sector involvement in criminal justice? 
Various reports suggest that VSOs have a number of strengths. For exam-
ple, cost-effectiveness, diversity of provision and relative independence 
from the ‘official’ criminal justice system may lead offenders and victims 
to view provision as more trustworthy and approachable (NPC, 2009). 
Other perceived strengths include advocacy in terms of the potential 
to represent service users’ views to the statutory sector and innovation 
in terms of research (NPC, 2009; Silvestri, 2009). Furthermore, engage-
ment with the views of service users at the planning stage of provision 
(Martin, 2002), social cohesion and links with the community (in terms 
of VSOs being based in the community) (Bryans et al., 2002) and scope 
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for public participation via volunteering may all be seen as strengths. 
Another point here concerns the idea that VSOs may have an innovative 
ethos, being less constrained by bureaucracy and more able to respond 
to the needs of service users (Meek et al., 2010).

At the same time ‘Big Society’ thinking offers traps as well as oppor-
tunities for the voluntary sector – and VSOs with a record of innovative 
practice in the area of diversity may be poorly placed to benefit because 
they are smaller, less well-funded and committed to continue campaign-
ing. We will return to this point in our conclusion. We turn now to 
broad challenges in relation to VSOs dealing with diversity.

Hidden hazards and new challenges

With statutory requirements now addressing issues relating to age, reli-
gion or belief, sexual orientation and gender reassignment in place, there 
has been hope that these matters will hold equal ground to issues such 
as race, gender and disability. However, recent concerns from within the 
criminal justice system do not bode well, and thus there are new chal-
lenges for both the statutory and voluntary sectors.

For instance, with most prisons now incorporating a multi-faith 
regime, diverse religious practices in relation to Britain’s multicultural 
communities have been embraced. However, this progression is now 
being threatened by a fear, shared by security services, policy makers 
and the media, of a growing Muslim population in prisons, since it is 
popularly assumed that this means increasing radicalisation (see http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-32194671, 7 April 2015, for example). Spalek 
and El-Hassan (2007) present research findings based on their analysis 
of two prisons which suggests that those who convert to Islam find that 
it provides a moral framework from which to rebuild their lives. Indeed, 
they argue that Islam appears to help prisoners to cope more positively 
with the prison environment, reducing their propensity to aggression 
and violence. A report produced by HM Chief Inspector of Prisons in 
2010 (HMIP, 2010) expresses concern about converts to Islam because 
they may be more vulnerable to extremism. However, both this report 
and government responses to media-inspired panic about extremism 
suggest that suspicion of Muslim prisoners can be counterproductive, 
fuelling resentment. Notwithstanding media myths and muddles in this 
area, it is something to which VSOs have given some attention – particu-
larly in their planning for through-the-gate work with prisoners moving 
back into the community. A number of community chaplaincy schemes 
have also been set up (in the main independent bodies managed by 
charities and trusts) (Young, 2014).
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Crawley and Sparks (2005) and Ginn (2012)8 amongst others draw 
attention to the increasing numbers of elderly men in prisons in England 
and Wales. Older prisoners are now the fastest growing subgroup of pris-
oners in England and Wales. There are about 8000 prisoners aged 50 and 
over, comprising 11 per cent of the prison population, and many have 
multiple health and social needs; indeed, 2 in 5 of those over 50 have 
a disability (Prison Reform Trust, 2014b). Some of the increase in older 
prisoners is attributable to the overall growth of the prison population, 
which has doubled in the past 20 years. The increase in older prisoners, 
however, outstrips that of other groups. A key factor seems to be a greater 
inclination on the part of the authorities to secure convictions against 
sex offenders. Forty-two per cent of men aged over 50 in prison have con-
victions for sexual offences (Prison Reform Trust, 2014b). Sex offenders 
are given long sentences, and advances in forensic science mean that it 
is possible to secure convictions for ‘historical’ crimes. When it comes to 
sentencing, the age of an older offender rarely has a bearing. At the same 
time, it is suggested by Bartlett and Evans (2012) that imprisonment can 
actually reduce some of the risks associated with an unhealthy, external 
lifestyle. Excess alcohol, illicit drug use, poor diet and exercise, and poor 
medication compliance for long-term conditions all contribute to pre-
mature ageing and are common in offenders. But the essential point here 
is to recognise increasing concerns about elderly offenders coming to the 
attention of the criminal justice system, with associated vulnerabilities 
such as deafness (McCulloch, 2013). A recent Justice Committee report 
on older prisoners (Justice Committee, 2013) gives some consideration 
to the work of the voluntary sector – including that of the organisation 
RECOOP – a VSO dedicated to work with older ex-offenders and prisoners 
(http://www.recoop.org.uk/pages/home/index.php).

Finally, the number of foreign national prisoners imprisoned within 
England and Wales has increased enormously over the last few years 
(Prison Reform Trust, 2014b). Unlike many British minority ethnic pris-
oners, foreign nationals often face the added vulnerability of ‘stress, 
anxiety, shock and confusion’ (Coffey and Church, 2002: 3). Moreover, 
foreign national offenders simultaneously bring with them vulnerabili-
ties which derive from outside the UK, including both psychological and 
physical scars (Hales and Gelsthorpe, 2012; Prison Reform Trust, 2012).

These are but a few of the new challenges emerging in relation to rec-
ognition of diversity, of course. What are the implications of these new 
challenges for VSOs? One difficulty concerns the never-ending trail in 
the pursuit of funding for new ventures. As previously indicated, some 
funding streams are tied to specific agendas, which makes it difficult to 
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be responsive to new challenges and circumstances. Another challenge 
relates to the voluntary sector’s capacity to respond to new concerns 
in terms of personnel and experience. These kinds of problems can be 
exemplified in consideration of the role of the voluntary sector in the  
new landscape of TR, to which we now turn.

Diversity and transforming rehabilitation

This final section of the chapter considers the issue of diversity in 
the context of the coalition government’s reforms of the prison and 
probation services. It acknowledges that these reforms are being 
pushed through at a time of continuing financial pressure and draws 
on themes that are explored elsewhere in this collection (particu-
larly Maguire, Dacombe and Morrow, and Clinks). In this section we 
explore the extent to which the TR reforms help or hinder the vol-
untary sector’s ability to provide services responsive to diversity and 
difference.

The impact of the TR reforms is particularly significant for those VSOs 
whose purpose is to provide rehabilitation services for offenders. These 
organisations have had to decide how to position themselves in the 
new environment; some partnered with private companies to bid for 
Community Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs) and others have become 
part of the supply chains created by the successful prime providers. 
It is an inevitable consequence of the competition process that, when 
the successful bidders for the CRCs were announced, some VSOs found 
themselves with expanded responsibilities for service delivery while 
others lost out. In addition, the TR reforms have implications for the 
many VSOs, concerned with diversity and equality, which do not pro-
vide specific rehabilitation services. For example, VSOs working in areas 
like health and housing must now negotiate new links with CRCs to 
replace their previous relationships with Probation Trusts. VSOs with a 
campaigning mission must take account of new patterns of power and 
policy development.

There are two particular concerns about the extent to which CRCs 
will be able to develop or maintain services that meet the diverse needs 
of offenders: the impact of the payment-by-results mechanism and 
the extent to which small VSOs will be able to make a contribution to 
offender supervision. Including payment by results as part of the fund-
ing mechanism for CRCs has been a particularly controversial aspect of 
the TR reforms (Burke and Collett, 2015; Maguire, chapter three, this 
volume). It is particularly controversial when applied to groups of ser-
vice users who deserve to be dealt with differently in response to their 
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specific circumstances. Payment by results brings with it the possibility 
that providers will focus on work most likely to produce the required 
outcome and neglect work which is seen as complex and unprofitable. 
Evidence from the Work Programme (which uses payment by results to 
reward providers who successfully move service users into work) sug-
gests that this ‘creaming’ and ‘parking’ effect is real and, significantly, 
that the payment mechanism does not adequately reflect the differences 
between various groups of service users. Rees et al. (2014), in a conclu-
sion that sounds a warning for probation services, state:

Far from delivering ‘differentiated universalism’, the Work Programme 
at present seems instead to be reinforcing, exacerbating and making 
systemic the negative impacts of employment disadvantages. (Rees 
et al., 2014: 236)

In prisons and probation, it remains to be seen whether the new envi-
ronment will be conducive to the development of projects with out-
comes that are not easily quantified, whose results cannot be attributed 
to a single provider and that respond to the needs of minority groups 
of offenders. Women’s community centres are an example of such 
projects and their future under TR is not yet assured (Gelsthorpe and 
Hedderman, 2012).

The provision of services that are responsive to the diverse needs of 
offenders may well be hampered by payment by results. It will also 
be made more difficult if smaller VSOs are excluded from involve-
ment because they are unwilling or unable to enter into contractual 
arrangements with prime providers. For example, CRCs do have links 
with VSOs that provide mentoring services but not necessarily with 
particular groups that can provide mentoring services tailored to the 
needs of (to give two examples) young Muslim men or transgender 
prisoners. Marketisation has the potential to turn partners into rivals 
(Minow, 2002), reducing the chance of collaborative practice that aims 
for equality and fairness.

The TR reforms and creation of CRCs clearly impact on the volun-
tary sector, but the overarching economic climate is important too. 
The capacity of the sector to provide services and influence the policy 
agenda is shaped by organisational structures but also the funding avail-
able. VSOs draw on a variety of income streams (philanthropic dona-
tion, income from commercial activity or service provision, government 
grant) and differ greatly in the relative importance of these different 
streams. However, financial austerity and cuts in government spending 
are felt across the sector (NCVO, 2013). Arguably, they have a particular 
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impact on VSOs that have traditionally found it hard to secure relia-
ble and predictable funding. For example, Mayblin and Soteri-Proctor 
(2011) identify restricted access to funding as a factor limiting the devel-
opment of the BAME voluntary sector. Responding in an innovative way 
to diversity is harder in the absence of VSOs whose knowledge about 
equality issues is comprehensive and informed by experience.

There are, therefore, real concerns that the combination of finan-
cial austerity and the TR reforms limit the voluntary sector’s scope to 
enhance the way that the criminal justice system deals with diversity. 
However, there are practical steps that, at least in part, can mitigate 
these concerns, for example:

CRCs should be held to account, by the inspection and contract man-
agement processes, for their performance on diversity and equality 
issues. The quest for accountability should focus on whether equal-
ity and diversity are embedded in the work of the CRC or dealt with 
tokenistically. Questions about accountability should include a focus 
on the training and support that staff receive, and should include 
service user feedback drawn from a sufficiently diverse group.
CRC supply chains should include VSOs with the skills and experi-
ence to work with the wide variety of service users. However, and of 
equal importance, CRCs should also be open to the contribution of 
VSOs from beyond their supply chain that can make a particular con-
tribution to some aspect of diversity policy or practice.
Joint work between criminal justice agencies, the voluntary sector, 
local authorities and the health service is arguably the best way of 
responding to the needs of many offenders, as demonstrated, for 
example, by the work of community women’s centres (see Women’s 
Break Out9 and Prison Reform Trust and Soroptimist International 
(2014a), for example). Such work does not lend itself well to simple 
payment-by-results mechanisms and deserves dedicated funding.

In conclusion, the voluntary sector has contributed much to extending 
and developing the way that the criminal justice system understands, 
values and responds to the diversity of human need and experience. The 
sector has particular strengths in campaigning and awareness-raising. 
It has provided a voice for many service user groups and has created 
and supported innovative services. Allowing the sector to retain these 
strengths in the context of public sector reform and continuing finan-
cial austerity must be a policy priority in the new landscape of criminal 
justice provision.
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Notes

1 A new Equality Act came into force on 1 October 2010. The Equality Act 
brings together over 116 separate pieces of legislation into one single 
act. Combined, they make up a new act that provides a legal framework 
to protect the rights of individuals and advance equality of opportunity 
for all. Most of the provisions of the Equality Act 2010 came into effect in 
October 2010; however, the public sector duties did not come into place 
until April 2011. Other commencement dates followed, notwithstanding 
the coalition government’s temporary suspension of the timetable for broad 
implementation.

2 Mental ill health might only be defined as a disability if it recognises formal 
clinical criteria and impacts on someone’s ability to function in everyday life, 
whereas it is commonly recognised that mental health and ill health might be 
represented along a broad continuum.

3 The Stephen Lawrence Trust does deliver broad educational and training pro-
grammes to support young people who are living in disadvantaged areas in 
thinking about their next steps and future employment, as well as deliver-
ing bursaries for BAME students who wish to study architecture or the built 
environment.

4 The Bromley Trust (http://www.thebromleytrust.org.uk/index.php?/about-
us/) was set up in 1989 as a grant-making trust relating to work in the areas of 
human rights, prison reform and the protection of the environment.

5 It was renamed the National Association of Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies 
(Incorporated) in October 1960, and the National Association for the Care 
and Resettlement of Offenders (NACRO) in March 1966. It developed into 
one of the largest criminal justice–related charities in England and Wales; 
in the 1970s and 1980s it became involved in policy discussions with the 
British Government particularly with the Home Office which, at that time, 
had responsibility for both prisons and probation. Since 2011, its strategy 
has focused on extending its high-level influence at government level, with 
commissioners, policy makers and practitioners. In 1999 the charity became 
known as Nacro, the crime reduction charity.

6 The Crime Survey England and Wales (CSEW) measures the extent of crime 
via a household survey by asking people whether they have experienced 
any crime in the past year. The survey has measured crime in this way 
since 1982 and is seen as a valuable source of information for the govern-
ment about the extent and nature of crime in England and Wales. The 
Crime Survey for England and Wales is the new name for the British Crime 
Survey.

7 PQASSO, Investors in People, ISO 9001 and specific standards for sub-sectors 
and areas of work (e.g. the Matrix Standard) are all measures which relate to 
quality standards in the voluntary and community sector. Further informa-
tion can be found in NCVO (2012).

8 Though it should be taken into account that Ginn (2012) is criticised for his 
failure to challenge the notion that 50 means ‘elderly’. See Bartlett and Evans 
(2012), http://www.bmj.com/content/345/bmj.e6263/rr/612599

9 Women’s Breakout is a national network of community centres and services 
for women: http://www.womensbreakout.org.uk
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10
Victims and the Voluntary  
Sector: A Torrid Affair
Katherine S. Williams

The emergence of victims

For many years victims in the criminal justice system were ignored, and 
treated merely as witnesses to help bring offenders to justice. This ensured 
that offenders faced ‘deserved’ state punishment for breaching societal 
criminal laws. Under classical ideologies this was seen as necessary to 
keep crime in check. For researchers, victims were often merely sources 
of information about crime and offenders. The position of victims is 
now markedly different. Their changed situation has grown out of vari-
ous factors: the influence of the international community through vari-
ous declarations at the Council of Europe (e.g. 1983, 1985, 1987), the 
United Nations (e.g. 1985, 1999, 2000, 2002) and the European Union 
(2012); political and judicial rulings which increasingly recognise the 
interests of victims; and political movements and the work of voluntary 
sector organisations (VSOs) amongst others. In every state the meta-
morphosis of victims has grown from rather different roots (Shekhar 
and Williams, 2014). What these have in common is that victims of 
crime have come to the fore and criminal justice systems and researchers 
increasingly strive to address their plight and consider and protect their 
interests. The way in which, and the extent to which, their interests are 
addressed depends heavily on how they have been brought into the 
limelight (Shekhar and Williams, 2014).

In the United Kingdom, and in many other nations, the ascendance 
and the articulation of victims’ interests rely heavily on, and have been 
shaped by, the actions of the voluntary sector. Indeed, in England and 
Wales, the very way in which the concept of ‘victim’ is viewed by soci-
ety is often largely shaped by the way in which their needs are met by 
VSOs. The relationship is, or should be, symbiotic. In certain respects an 
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understanding of the voluntary sector and how it is embraced and even 
possibly shaped or controlled by the state and by criminal justice agen-
cies can be more completely understood through an analysis of its work 
with victims. Over the past 30–40 years VSOs who used to rely entirely 
on charitable monies have become more reliant on state funding, or 
funding which is channelled through state agencies or partnerships in 
which these agencies have a strong voice. Successive governments have 
devolved some responsibility for core criminal justice provision to local 
authority and community levels and both governments and these local 
groupings have incorporated ‘non-traditional’ providers such as hous-
ing associations, dedicated one-stop shops and others into the provi-
sion of criminal justice services (Carter, 2003; Ministry of Justice, 2011; 
Cabinet Office, 2012; NOMS, 2012). This way of working has leaked into 
other areas including those where governments have felt they have an 
ethical, even if not a core, responsibility for service provision such as in 
meeting the needs of victims.

What is patently evident is that in the United Kingdom since 1970 
there has been a rapid expansion of both VSOs serving victims and of 
services available to victims through VSOs and the state. This suggests 
that both provision for victims and VSOs has flourished, but this would 
be naive. Some VSOs have floundered along the way, have not survived 
or have not flourished and some types of victims and victim groups 
have been ignored. Understanding how and why this has happened is 
essential to a deeper and more profound comprehension of VSOs, their 
sustainability and resilience (Salaman, 2013) and the extent and price 
of survival. Survival is often spoken of as wholly positive – as delivering 
sustained growth to VSOs – but this may only happen if organisations 
change in ways which are in tune with prevailing policy demands. All 
VSOs alter over time. For most this is a natural growth and in line 
with their core aims. However, others change in some vital respects 
merely to fit the prevailing policy and political climate. This chap-
ter will question whether sustainability of VSOs is sufficient, whether 
organisational survival at the price of some of the core aspects of 
the organisation (maybe even its essence) is worse than allowing the 
organisation to ‘die’ or contract.

Clearly the expansion in VSOs and the private sector working with the 
government has qualitatively altered relations between the VSOs, cen-
tral and local government, government agencies and the private sector. 
It has also altered each of these sectors and the organisations working 
in them. Such changes are important to prevent stagnation, yet some 
changes may cause VSOs to jeopardise their important independent role 
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in civil society, so reducing the power of their advocacy resulting in 
poorer communities and state. VSOs’ independence is essential, without 
it they are, arguably, no longer true voluntary agencies and the rela-
tionship between civil society and the state may become unhealthy and 
unbalanced (Knight, 1993; Deakin and Kershaw, 1996; Smerdon, 2007, 
2009; Baring Foundation, 2013). The independence of VSOs covers free-
dom to discover new social problems, bring them to light and give voice 
to the issues and those who suffer as a result; innovate (especially in 
terms of finding new ways of tackling social problems); provide for cli-
ents’ needs; uphold values; discuss with and represent their client base, 
even when their interests are marginalised and unpopular; and chal-
lenge the state and others. At its core, independence means adopting 
values which underpin the work of VSOs, challenging when those val-
ues are undermined or ignored, and representing collective interests of 
those who depend on those values (advocacy).

In 2013 the Baring Foundation suggested that the voluntary sector 
might be in danger of losing its distinctive and independent identity. 
It argued that working to fulfil contracts can stifle creativity and innova-
tion and that working with policy makers (and/or some contractors) may 
mute the voice of the voluntary sector. The claim is threefold. Firstly, 
VSOs might be seduced into apparent power sharing, believing their 
ideas and values are being taken into consideration whereas, in reality, 
they may be used and largely ignored. When Salaman (2013: 70) reports 
increased interactions with the government, this is reported positively, 
as resilience. However, depending on the independence of the voices 
and the relationship between policy and VSOs it may indicate either a 
respect for the external voice or a stifling of independence. Secondly, 
collaboration and contracts may harness VSOs to objectives that are not 
truly their own and may even threaten their values. Thirdly, independ-
ence may be lost if they are taken over by being wholly financed and 
possibly also controlled by others leading to their work becoming almost 
totally defined and confined by others (White, 2012: 204). This chapter 
considers the independence of some VSOs working in the victim arena. 
It traces the histories of a few victim organisations and consider whether 
sustainability impacts on their independence and enhances or diminishes 
their ability to deliver what their victim clients require. The chapter analy-
ses the independence of VSOs but will leave to future consideration and 
analysis the wider question of the resilience of VSOs.

For many VSOs the imperative to adapt materialises through require-
ments to formalise their practices and structures. The state criminal jus-
tice sector has always been somewhat nervous of the supposedly less 
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clear lines of professional codes of practice, record keeping and checks 
which (allegedly) exist in some VSOs. One of the conditions for receipt 
of government funds is a requirement to embrace more  ‘managerialist’ 
standards, to start to become ‘institutionalised’ and  ‘professionalised’ 
(Corcoran, 2011) and so better ‘fit’ the criminal justice standard 
(Crawford, 2008). The ‘managerialist’ approach prioritises business 
ethics such as record keeping and a professional workforce delivering 
similar services to all clients. By contrast, VSOs have traditionally been 
more flexible in their approaches and more likely to deal with clients’ 
individual needs. This responsive approach has sometimes been thought 
of as less competent and as delivering a second-class service because, 
firstly, on a ‘managerialist’ assessment, it can be less efficient – each case 
takes longer – and, secondly, it might appear to deliver a less equal ser-
vice in that some individuals/groups/clients may gain more than others. 
However, embracing a purely ‘managerialist’ approach may mean the 
individual perspective of each victim is missed. It may assume uniform 
victims’ needs and deliver uniform support without exploring how each 
victim understands and experiences their victimisation and what they 
(individually and as a group) need to support them. Ultimately the flex-
ible, more individualised, approach may prove more effective because 
the clients’ real, rather than perceived, needs are addressed and, in the 
longer term, the flexibility and ingenuity of VSOs may be more efficient. 
Furthermore, the individualised and flexible approach ensures that VSOs 
listen to their clients and so are able to properly and fully represent 
them and give voice to an otherwise largely silent group or minority. 
Often it is only VSOs, sitting partly inside and partly outside the system, 
which have the capacity to offer this important advocacy service. Such 
VSOs have the privileged position of both knowing and understand-
ing their clients and being trusted by state agencies and policy makers. 
This permits them to become ‘outsiders within’ (Collins, 1986; Harding, 
2004: 75; Bowell, 2014) and therefore to offer real potential for posi-
tive change: this is effective advocacy. Some have suggested that VSOs 
are being overwhelmed by requirements to introduce managerial sys-
tems and have altered so much as to lose the essence of what they are 
(Teasdale et al., 2012); similar claims are made in relation to VSOs work-
ing with victims (Welsh, 2008). This too will be considered in the analy-
sis of a few victim organisations.

This chapter offers an overview of the sometimes symbiotic and some-
times turbulent nature of the relationship between victims, VSOs and 
governments. To achieve this, the historical development of the sec-
tor and how it impacts on the complex interplay of suffering, power 
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and provision are considered. This chapter provides neither a full nor a 
linear history. Rather it is one interpretation which presents an under-
standing of the interactions of some of the major players. It suggests 
that the manner in which VSOs working with victims flourished has 
shaped societies’ view and understanding of victims and victimhood 
and this, in turn, has shaped VSOs working with victims. The historical 
account depicts three strands of victimhood: a broad conception of vic-
tims, whatever caused their plight; the construction of victims of crime, 
particularly of traditional ‘street’ crimes; and groups which are crimi-
nally victimised. There is also a fourth strand: the forgotten victims. 
Each has its own story, and each will be considered in turn.

All individual suffering needs support

The broad concept of victimisation embraces all victims. Whether their 
victimisation is caused by an act of ‘God’, crime, accident, violence or 
other misfortune, individuals may be adversely affected and, some argue, 
should be supported. Today, in academic terms, it might be linked to con-
sideration of zemiology and the study of ‘social harm’ (Hillyard et al., 
2004; Crime, Law and Social Change, 2007; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009), 
or to critics it might seem that any definition or analysis of victims tied to 
crime accepts a particular political hierarchy where definitions and situa-
tions are decided from above (Hulsman, 1986). Through the late 1970s 
and early 1980s the VSO which provided help for victims of all misfor-
tune was the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service (WRVS, now simply the 
Royal Voluntary Service). Its approach was broad and close to a zemeo-
logical methodology in that it was dependent on individuals’ concep-
tions of harm caused by any means.

The WRVS was the natural organisation to provide a support to a 
broad range of victims – during the Second World War it acted as a local 
community welfare service to help people through crisis and support 
those in need. Following the war, it added other services such as meals 
on wheels, support for the elderly and canteens in hospitals. In 1947, it 
started work with offenders by supporting the families of women sent 
to Holloway; providing canteens and contact areas in courts, prisons 
and remand centres; and providing homes for boys released on licence 
(WRVS, 1970). In the late 1970s it began, particularly in Hampshire, to 
provide services (Crisis Support Schemes) to any victim who had suf-
fered a major crisis. The WRVS saw this as a natural extension of its 
community service and as providing balance because it delivered ser-
vices to the courts and supported offenders and therefore also wanted to 
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help those who had suffered as a result of criminal activities. However, 
it recognised that the devastation of victimisation might also arise out 
of other situations and, to ensure a holistic community service, offered 
support to all victims, whatever the cause of their victimisation. By 1984 
there were 48 crisis centres (Rock, 1990: 177). Victims were referred 
to WRVS by the police and other emergency services which trusted 
WRVS due to its earlier crisis work. Yet, the service did not continue 
to flourish. Had it succeeded, presumably we would have a broader con-
cept of ‘victim’ today, including children in households which suffer 
crime (Morgan and Zedner, 1992) or where domestic violence occurs 
(Clarke and Wydall, 2010); the relatives of offenders (Howarth and Rock, 
2000); those who suffer from accidents; and even broader definitions of 
victimisation (Hulsman, 1986; Elias, 1991, 1993, 1994; Hillyard et al., 
2004; Crime, Law and Social Change, 2007; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009).

The demise of WRVS’s work in this area is an interesting case study, 
especially in the light of the fact that support for its work was strong 
amongst the statutory emergency agencies and courts. Furthermore, 
it pursued no political agenda; nor did it come into conflict with the 
government. However, when it came to dispensing funding to VSOs 
working with victims, WRVS lost out in favour of organisations with 
a more focused clientele (see below). Normally the trust of the police 
and courts would have secured WRVS government funding. However, 
other forces were at work. The state had already limited its relief to 
victims through the focused and narrow provision of compensation 
(Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme (CICS), 1964), only available 
to ‘innocent’ victims of violent crime in limited situations and for lim-
ited amounts. To have funded WRVS would have been to recognise, and 
possibly even embrace, the state’s responsibility for a very broad range 
of victims and potential to broaden the definition of victim further. The 
government’s view was that it was more relevant to support only ‘vic-
tims of crime’, which was more pertinent to one of its ‘core’ businesses 
governing crime. The result was a refocusing of sympathy and resources 
towards those who suffered as a result of criminal activity.

WRVS’s work with victims withered as a result of the government not 
funding its work alongside other factors. It is almost impossible to prove 
how the absence of funding affected the direction of an organisation 
and impacted on its decision making, yet (as will be seen later) state 
funding does have significant effects on VSOs. In this case, other factors 
also contributed to the demise of WRVS’s work with victims including 
fewer volunteers being available as more women entered the workforce 
and younger women volunteering for other organisations, particularly 
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feminist groups. Together these factors placed WRVS under stress and 
resulted in activities being pruned, leaving it to continue with a nar-
rower, ‘core’ focus. Both its work in criminal justice and with victims 
stopped as a result but the organisation survived and has flourished, 
recently becoming the Royal Voluntary Service (RVS). With state fund-
ing of its victims work different decisions may have been taken but with-
drawal from this area probably helped it survive as a VSO and protected 
its independence. At the same time, it also contributed to the narrow-
ing definition of victims encompassing only those whose victimisation 
arose from criminal activities. Consequently, it had a marked and long-
lasting impact on conceptions of ‘victims’ and probably helped shape 
the voluntary sector that now supports them.

Unintentional though willing fuel for law  
and order crusades

Traditionally the term ‘victim’ was as closely associated with general 
adversity or misfortune as it was with crime. Until recently all vic-
tims, whether of adversity or crime, were largely ignored, and some-
times even blamed for their situation. However, following the suffering 
both experienced and witnessed in the Second World War the state 
began to provide for victims of adversity. They chose to tackle the five 
‘giant evils of society’: ignorance, want, disease, squalor and idleness 
(Beveridge, 1942; Williams and Williams, 1987). This provision did not 
extend to victims of crime to whom the state remained largely blind 
(Mawby and Gill, 1987: 38). The earliest modern voices for victims of 
crime arose in the 1950s, largely from individuals working to improve 
the penal system in order to benefit offenders. These included Margery 
Fry (1951, 1959), whose idea that the state should ‘do justice to the 
offended’ helped form one of the earliest provisions for victims, a state 
compensation scheme to support victims of violent crime (CICS). No 
other support was forthcoming but the unmet needs of crime victims 
were becoming visible because media stories about the state compen-
sation scheme cases such as the ‘Moors Murders’ (1963–1965). This 
‘unmet need’ was something VSOs were well placed to meet and it was 
the beginnings of the second strand of voluntary sector provision for 
victims, one which focused on victimisation due to criminal activity 
(Jones, 1966; Van Dijk, 1997). Here crime, not victimisation, was the 
unifying and defining feature of ‘victimhood’. The National Association 
of Victim Support Services will be used as a case study to examine these 
developments. By prioritising victims of crime, particularly victims of 
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‘traditional’ or ‘street’ crimes, this VSO necessarily took a political posi-
tion despite it being commonly viewed as non-political (Christie, 1986; 
Walklate, 2007).

The work of Victim Support Services has complex and convoluted roots 
and is shaped by both power relations and victim interests. In 1970 there 
were no VSOs working with and for victims of crime as a united group. 
In 1969 a small group of people from the National Association for the 
Care and Resettlement of Offenders (NACRO) in Bristol set up a victim–
offender study group. Initially this was to help make NACRO’s work 
with offenders more palatable to communities, hopefully, rendering 
penal reform and reintegration of offenders more acceptable. The study 
group brought together victims of crime, offenders, academics and 
NACRO workers to discuss crime and how to tackle its effects. The vic-
tim’s voice was central to its mission. Two groups arose from this early 
meeting. One, the National Victims Association (NVA) (not connected 
to the modern organisation of that name) was rather short-lived. It was 
openly political (Rolph, 1973; Rock, 1990) and fought for the interests of 
victims both to promote reform and resettlement of offenders (believing 
that inattention to harm caused by crime bred contempt and anger) and 
to deliver justice by ensuring victims’ needs were met. Its core ‘work’ was 
political and involved media campaigns drawing attention to the plight 
of victims with the aim of trying to alter public and political opinion 
(Golding and Elliott, 1979; Ericson et al., 1987). The NVA campaign-
ing helped bring crime victims out of the shadows but failed to attract 
anything except small, localised funding. Large funding bodies and the 
government refused to be associated with an organisation which chal-
lenged the consensus and the statutory sector.

The second, and lasting, group to arise out of the early NACRO meet-
ings was the Bristol Victims Support Scheme, which later became the 
National Victim Support Service, often referred to simply as Victim 
Support (VS). Importantly VS avoided anything likely to be perceived 
as ideological, political or campaigning. It quickly moved away from 
both its origins in the victim-offender study group and mutually sup-
portive resolutions to offending for both victims and offenders. Instead, 
with NACRO’s help and using ideas from the probation service, they put 
together a professional and practical support system for victims (Rock, 
1990), eventually winning them steady government funding.

The emergence of VS saw a change in discourse: victimhood no 
longer applied universally to people who had suffered or been harmed; 
rather it was reframed in terms of victims of crime. Soon ‘victimhood’ 
became synonymous with ‘victims of crime’; those who suffered from 
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other problems were ‘victims of something else’. However, over time 
the narrowing of eligibility for assistance went further in two particu-
lar respects. Firstly, VS focused their attention on conventional crimes 
(usually victims of ‘traditional’ or ‘street’ crimes) with direct, immedi-
ate and tangible victims, those which would elicit most sympathy or 
empathy. Victims of white collar, organised or state crime were not nor-
mally amongst its clientele. Secondly, VS helped to engender a narrow 
view of the groups of victims who were ‘deserving’ or ‘ideal’ as those 
who are both ‘innocent’ and ‘worthy’ (Christie, 1986; Walklate, 2007). 
These victims tend to be vulnerable and/or ‘respectable’ and do not con-
tribute to their victimisation. Therefore they elicit and are ‘worthy’ of 
sympathy and are the most likely to be supported and to drive social 
change (Valier, 2004). This client group helped make VS attractive to the 
government, facilitating its continued funding and leading to a differ-
ent route to success but arguably at the expense of some potential clients 
and perhaps also its independence.

VS eschewed strong political campaigning. It pushed gently for 
greater official provision for victims from a moderate political stance. 
VS provided information which enabled politicians to make informed 
policy decisions and helped persuade the state to improve provision for 
victims through arrangements such as the Victims’ Charters and Codes 
of Practice (Home Office 1990, 1996, 2005; Ministry of Justice, 2013), 
which started in 1990, with the up-to-date version found in Code of 
Practice (2013), and a Victims’ Champion (2009–10) later replaced by 
the Commissioner for Victims and Witnesses (2011 and then 2013 
onwards). All this indicates that VS has been instrumental in ensuring 
that victims’ interests are taken seriously by the government. However, 
from another perspective, its highlighting of victims’ plight reinforced 
a vengeful and punitive criminal justice agenda and led to criticism 
that they were aligned with government penal policy. Mawby and Gill 
(1987: 228) suggested that many of its volunteers had a right-wing, law 
and order outlook which resulted in a desire to support victims but also 
to see offenders severely punished. This was in direct opposition to its 
founding principles where, with NACRO, VS had set out to highlight the 
plight of victims by facilitating a positive resolution to crime for victims, 
offenders and communities. VS appeared to show little independence 
in so far as it eschewed its original mission and appeared to change its 
approach in order to survive. Whether or not VS supported government 
policy, successive administrations have certainly used its information to 
promote harsh sentences and law and order agendas (MacCormick and 
Garland, 1998; Ashworth, 2000: 86).
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A broad conceptualisation of victimisation as encompassing all human 
suffering was lost (Flynn, 1982). VS’s work was thereafter focused on 
innocent victims of crime. The focus grew out of NACRO’s concentration 
on offending and also chimed with the desire of governments, police 
and public to support victims of crime. The narrower focus and simplic-
ity of the core business helped to motivate volunteers and staff. It also 
permitted the organisation to measure its ‘success’, carry favour with 
government and draw attention to the plight of victims in the fractured 
and complicated environment of late modernity and in a multifaceted 
criminal justice system ill-equipped to meet their needs. The focused 
message helped VS to place a spotlight on ‘innocent’ victims of crime 
and to support such victims by alleviating their plight and therefore pre-
paring the way for their interests to be more carefully protected in the 
criminal justice system. It empowered VS to champion the needs both 
of victims of conventional crimes (those with direct and tangible vic-
tims) and of ‘innocent’, ‘deserving’ or ‘ideal’ victims and through these 
to draw attention to the complex, traumatic and often lasting effects 
of much victimisation. In turn, the focused approach and public and 
state support have enabled VS to flourish – a ‘symbiotic’ relationship. 
However, there have been negative consequences. Firstly, it has sup-
ported a skewed and focused concept of victimisation, one centred on 
victims of conventional, often ‘street crimes’ and particularly sympa-
thetic to ‘ideal’ victims. Secondly, VS delivered victim-focused services 
but often with little regard for, and/or investigation into, what each vic-
tim’s needs were (Shapland et al., 1985: 178). They focused on practical 
issues (physical, counselling and advocacy), on providing a professional 
and uniform service and professional assessment of need rather than 
asking, and listening to, victims. This muted the utility of its voice; they 
were ‘insiders’ but not true critical friends.

The future of VS is uncertain. Since October 2014 a large proportion 
of state funding for victims’ services has been channelled through the 
Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs), to ensure a local focus on the 
commissioning. In October 2014 seven PCCs took over responsibility 
for referral and support of victims, the others following in 2015. At least 
one PCC has chosen not to commission VS, using the police instead. 
Whether more PCCs follow suit remains to be seen. VS’s heavy reliance 
on government funding is now challenging its dominance in the provi-
sion of victims’ services. Although unconnected, the changing funding 
landscape arose just as VS started to find a more challenging ‘voice’ and 
to broaden the concept of ‘victim’ (Victim Support, 2002, 2010, 2011a, 
2011b). The situation in which VS finds itself illustrates the dangers of 
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over-reliance on one funding source, something which some commenta-
tors suggest challenges independence (Knight, 1993; Deakin and Kershaw, 
1996; Smerdon, 2007, 2009; Teasdale et al., 2012; Baring Foundation, 
2013). At the time of writing, it is unclear how VS will respond and 
whether it will survive if it loses its government funding.

Victims: political pawns in a fractured terrain

At the same time as the voices of all victims of crime began to emerge, 
there was a growing awareness of both the existence and needs of groups 
who were particularly vulnerable. This had its roots in the feminist 
movement, which began with feminist political activists and later femi-
nist criminologists (Rock, 2002: 3). It was centred on women and chil-
dren who were victimised by men and offered another conception of 
‘victims’, one which focused on particular types of victims rather than 
crime generally. By considering those victimised in the private sphere 
by perpetrators who were relatives or acquaintances and not strangers 
it questioned the emphasis on both conventional crimes and on ‘ideal’ 
victims. Whilst feminist groups were the first organisations to draw 
attention to the criminal victimisation of particular groups and to ques-
tion the victim discourse, many VSOs have since been created which 
offer support to particular types of victims, or to victims of particular 
types of crime or other behaviour, such as racism, sexism, age, mental 
capacity and immigration.

These groups and their work are often inextricably linked to an open 
political questioning of the abuse of power which accompanies crimi-
nal violence and control (Guillaumin, 1978; Hanmer, 1978, 1990; Smart 
and Smart, 1978; Stanko, 1985; Pain, 1991; Tombs and Whyte, 2003; 
Green and Ward, 2004; Bovenkerk and Levi, 2007). Victimisation in 
this context is often articulated through a radical discourse (Smart and 
Smart, 1978; Stanko, 1985; Tombs and Whyte, 2003) and VSOs who 
plead the special interests of particular victim groups (women, children, 
the elderly, racial minority and workers) have been accused of ‘hijack-
ing the victim debate’ by being both overly ‘political’ and driven by a 
specific ‘agenda’, thus undermining approaches based on the interests 
of all victims (Cressey, 1988; Fattah, 1992; Harding, 1994). This criti-
cism is misplaced and assumes that providing services which support 
the status quo is both positive and apolitical. It also misses the point; 
support for particular groups has tended to grow out of a broad, politi-
cised, desire to protect the whole group who were seen as oppressed 
(Stanko, 1985: 16). One example is the support provided to women 
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who experience negative effects of male power and oppression. During 
the rise of the feminist movement in the 1960s, academic, political and 
practical sisterhood highlighted male power and control of every female 
(Stanko, 1985), claiming that male power and violence pervaded wom-
en’s lives and represented a common threat. The Women’s Movement 
began to provide practical support for women and to give voice to their 
plight. There were at least two strands: one which focused on male vio-
lence, particularly domestic violence, whilst the other focused on male 
sexual violence, particularly rape.

In the United Kingdom support for those suffering domestic vio-
lence started when the first refuge for battered women, Chiswick Family 
Rescue, opened in 1972. By 1975 the number of refugees had mush-
roomed. Most refuges were run under the umbrella of National Women’s 
Aid Federation or Women’s Aid (WA), a feminist organisation, whose ref-
uges (until 2006) excluded men over 16 (following the Equality Act 2006 
many local WA groups now offer services to men). The central WA body 
supported radical political and academic ideals intended to counteract 
patriarchal oppression, thus adding an expressive (political) agenda to 
the practical support. Over time the political zeal mellowed and now, 
rather than being an organisation countering patriarchal power, it 
has become one defined by its work in domestic violence and abuse. 
Compromise was necessary, firstly, to permit local WA service providers 
to access government funding to continue providing practical support 
for women (and now men) who have suffered from domestic violence 
and abuse; secondly, to counter the growing amount of central and local 
government money which had been ploughed into alternative refuges 
and gain some funding for local WA refuges and groups; and finally, to 
give WA a voice, to gain access to decision-making and power and to 
shape local and government policy and legislation relating to domestic 
violence and abuse.

Compromise went further than the political message. To begin with, 
WA operated on a largely cooperative basis as a shared sisterhood (Stanko, 
1985; Dobash and Dobash, 1992). Over time this has changed to more 
managerial and hierarchical structures, partly as a result of receiving 
government funding. In some WA groups this change was extremely 
acrimonious because it dismantled the initial cooperative, feminist, way 
of working and replaced it with a managerial and business model with 
clear command structures and lines of reporting. The eschewing power 
structure was less feminist and egalitarian and more clearly focused 
on issues which resonated with both the government and the public. 
Some local groups have still refused to change and in others many of the 
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volunteers and workers were left behind. For them it felt like a betrayal, 
especially in the light of the reasons that many started to work for such 
organisations (Gladstone, 2013). WA has survived by narrowing its mis-
sion and more clearly aligning with issues important to the criminal 
justice system. However, importantly, whilst its political zeal has been 
dampened, it is not dead. WA uses the trust the government places in 
it to shape policy to better reflect the ‘true’ issues many women feel are 
important. For example, WA was instrumental in the extension of offi-
cial understandings of domestic violence to include abuse, broadening 
standards of protection and ensuring that the concept better reflected 
the experiences of oppressed women. In this way it acted as the ‘outsider 
within’ (Collins, 1986; Harding, 2004; Bowell, 2014).

WA’s capacity to metamorphose in order to achieve core goals is an 
example of one of the key strengths of VSOs – adaptability (Campbell 
et al., 1998; Salaman, 2013). However, the change is not always posi-
tive or healthy (Foley, 1996; Hague and Malos, 1998; Welsh, 2008). 
For example, Welsh (2008: 242) suggests that embracing domestic vio-
lence and abuse as just another crime detracts from the wider problem 
of male control and fails to reduce the victimisation of women by men 
with whom they are intimate. She goes on to suggest that in doing so 
WA has gone too far, and altered too much.

The feminist movement gave rise to many other organisations, some, 
such as Women Against Rape and Women Against Violence Against 
Women, were short-lived (Rock, 1990: 178). The mid-1970s saw rape 
crisis centres emerge and by 1982 many were grouped together under 
the Rape Crisis Centre (RC) banner. Each RC centre seeks to empower 
women and support them, whatever choices they make about whether 
to report offences to the police. At the outset RC work was not about 
women as victims; rather it was focused on challenging male domina-
tion and patriarchy and supporting women who had been subjected to 
male domination and sexual violence. RC redefined clients as ‘survi-
vors’, not ‘victims’. RC worked to prevent female objectification, espe-
cially through or for sex. As with WA, over the years the political zeal has 
softened. Now, rather than being an organisation countering patriarchal 
power, it has become one defined by their work in sexual violence with 
a focus on the victimisation of those who suffer sexual violence. In turn, 
this has allowed RC more of a voice in policy making.

Its path to change was more painful and less complete than that of WA. 
It did not organise itself into a firm federation until 1996 when it first 
obtained a large charitable grant allowing it to train staff, support local 
centres and respond to government consultations. In 2001 it attracted 
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government funding only to have it withdrawn two years later, causing 
the umbrella organisation to contract almost to a point of closure (Jones 
and Westmarland, 2004). By 2008, RC had lost 30 refuges (about half) 
and 60 per cent of the remainder were in financial difficulties. Its ability 
to continue operating is testimony to its dedication and staying power 
(Jones and Westmarland, 2004). Large-scale funding is again available 
(Rape Crisis, 2011a, 2011b, 2014) and is being used to build more ref-
uges. Many local RC groups are financially strong, but the umbrella 
organisation is still struggling. Throughout all of this RC’s advocacy has 
retained a questioning feminist ideology and takes the perspective of 
both female survivors (how they understand and view the system and 
their needs) and the system (interpreting the needs of victims and com-
munities). RC groups have the privileged position of being ‘outsiders 
within’ (Collins, 1986; Harding, 2004; Bowell, 2014).

Both WA and RC have moved away from their radical feminist roots 
and become partially ‘institutionalised’. Both started as movements bent 
on social change, to free women from male domination. Whilst still 
having a strong underlying philosophy, each now focuses on policy in 
its area of work, either sexual or domestic violence and abuse. Both also 
started as cooperative ventures where each voice was equal and each has 
now moved to a more hierarchical, business-type structure. This arose 
because state funding requires record keeping in line with organisa-
tional, managerial and business processes which have now become part 
of their structure (Freeman, 1995; Strobel, 1995; Welsh, 2008). By com-
plying they survived, showing a capacity to adapt to new demands in 
order to ensure their continued existence but arguably at a high cost, 
particularly to their founding feminist ideals (Welsh, 2008). Funding 
has permitted each organisation to continue to provide comprehensive 
services for its respective ‘victim’ group. It has also permitted them to 
gain leverage with politicians, be included in policy discussions and to 
be listened to, hence allowing them to influence law-making and crimi-
nal justice practices. In this way, they contribute to a wider agenda of 
protection against sexual and/or domestic harm and control, bringing 
these issues into the public arena and seeking a supportive hearing from 
both the press and the public. For example, the impact of RC and other, 
largely feminist, groups led to the laws to protect against sexual violence 
remaining largely gendered (Jones, 2004: 62) and, partly due to WA, the 
legal definition of domestic violence has been broadened to encompass 
domestic abuse. Furthermore, the police often work with rape support 
centres in Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARCS) designed to elicit evi-
dence as respectfully as possible and support women (and others) who 
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are sexually assaulted through both the criminal justice process and their 
victimisation (Kelly et al., 2005). These examples illustrate the impor-
tance of being heard by the government. So, whilst contemporary femi-
nist groups continue to call the state to account and there are continued 
disagreements and problems in their relationship with official agencies 
and the state (Jones, 2004), their moderation has won them a chance to 
bring about real change (Collins, 1986; Harding, 2004; Bowell, 2014).

The continued existence of the groups, however, increasingly depends 
on their accepting Home Office or Ministry of Justice approaches to 
their area of work. For example, from the end of the 1980s the Home 
Office has taken increasing interest in, and control over, the strategy for 
preventing and dealing with domestic violence (Hanmer and Griffiths, 
1998, 2000; Kelly, 1999). Following the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 the 
Home Office clearly set out their understanding of domestic violence 
and strongly (Phillips, 2002) and successfully (Taylor-Browne, 2001) 
urged local crime and disorder partnerships to include domestic vio-
lence in their crime reduction strategies and programmes. This led to 
a centralised conception of this type of offence and how it ought to be 
responded to. Furthermore, much government financial support for ini-
tiatives to tackle domestic violence was administered under this appar-
ently localised but effectively highly centralised criminal justice system. 
As the government increasingly promoted its support in this area 
alternative funding became increasingly scarce and difficult to access. 
Therefore feminist groups were progressively forced either to lose fund-
ing or to embrace (and hope to alter from within) the criminal justice 
approach to domestic violence, gender relations and gender and crime, 
crime control and disorder in order to access the funding necessary for 
their continued existence (Welsh, 2008). In short, they muted their 
critique of unequal power balance in intimate relationships. However, 
importantly, they continue to act as the outsiders within, working to 
get victims’ ‘truths’ recognised and acted on within the criminal jus-
tice system. Interestingly, in some areas, community safety partnerships 
have, often after listening to WA, created new approaches to dealing 
with domestic abuse and violence, which chime with WA’s analysis of 
the causes of male violence (Clarke and Wydall, 2013). This suggests 
that a quiet defiance continues to permeate under the surface, retaining 
a feminist ideology which searches for a local and less confrontational 
outlet which is less directly ‘political’. Arguably this reflects a real inde-
pendence and dedication to ideals and purpose in the face of opposition 
as well as a strong desire to ensure that the ‘truths’ from their clients are 
taken into account in policy and practice arenas.
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The championing of special-interest victim groups originated in femi-
nist projects but has spread to many different types of organisations. 
A plethora of VSOs now provide various forms of assistance and sup-
port for different groups of victims, with a growing number competing 
to support victims of sexual and domestic violence and abuse. The sup-
port for victims has consequently fractured as VSOs compete for limited 
funds, finite sympathy and normative media coverage to support their 
work. This means, as in the past, that the government can use its finan-
cial power to encourage or suppress VSOs. For example, in 2011 a small 
victims’ charity called the Eaves Poppy Project (set up in 2003) which 
pioneered specialist service for victims of sex trafficking (and labour traf-
ficking of women) was almost destroyed when government funding was 
withdrawn after the charity successfully appealed 17 UK Border Agency 
decisions and forced others to be reassessed. The money previously pro-
vided to the Eaves Poppy Project went instead to an organisation with 
less experience of such cases but one less likely to challenge decisions, 
the Salvation Army. The Salvation Army also provided less. They offered 
to support victims over a period of 45 days whereas the Poppy project 
recognised the deep needs of these victims and spent much longer with 
them, a minimum of 90 days but more normally 3–8 months (Butler 
and Travis, 2011; Townsend, 2011). The Salvation Army was also less 
likely to challenge government decisions. This case illustrates the desire 
of the government to be seen to support victims, but at the lowest possi-
ble cost, on its own terms and with little, if any, questioning of the state 
agenda. Finally, and importantly both for the sector and for victims, the 
Poppy project continues to support some victims in ways most relevant 
to those victims by empowering them. How, why and at what expense 
they have survived, however, is difficult to discover.

Many organisations, if they survive for more than a couple of years, 
manage to respond to the changing financial and political circumstances 
and to continue, often in altered forms. These VSOs (many are small 
but include the larger feminist groups) have had a lasting and profound 
impact on official and popular conceptions of the ‘victim’ by highlight-
ing previously ‘invisible’ social problems and eliciting compassion and 
empathy for a number of formerly disregarded groups (Fattah, 1994). 
They have drawn attention to problems and altered social attitudes, 
thus facilitating changes in social policy and legislation as well as deliv-
ering new solutions or support for newly recognised groups. They have 
contributed to legal, policy and practical changes such as rape suites and 
Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARCs), permitting vulnerable witnesses 
to be screened or give evidence via video links (first introduced in the 
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Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 Part II and since extended 
in various Acts) and have advocated and promoted a re-conceptuali-
sation of domestic violence to include domestic abuse. However, this 
influence is not uniform or predictable. Some continue to claim that 
government (central and local) ‘bias’ distorts the criminal justice system 
by prioritising some victim groups over others and that this shapes the 
sector (Welsh, 2008).

The lost victims

Support for victims in England and Wales has never been recognised 
as a core responsibility of the state. The state makes provision for some 
victim services, especially compensation for some victims and keeping 
all victims informed; yet even at this level some victims fall through the 
cracks and remain hidden. For example, offenders suffer greater victimi-
sation than almost any other group and yet they are rarely recognised 
(Victim Support, 2007). Others are almost invisible (for example the 
homeless) or are on the margins of society (drug users or those with sub-
stance misuse problems) and find it more difficult to have any victimi-
sation recognised, therefore missing out on support and justice (their 
offenders are rarely convicted; Carrabine et al., 2004). Victims who 
have convictions are less likely to be treated as true, ‘ideal or ‘deserving’ 
(Christie, 1986; Walklate, 2006, 2007). Offender-‘victims’ are unlikely to 
be able to claim criminal injuries compensation because they are viewed 
as ‘contributing’ to their own injuries. Incarcerated offenders often fail 
to have their victimisation recognised and are not supported to cope 
with the trauma of either criminal victimisation or the feeling of injus-
tice they may experience from the criminal justice system itself (Farrell 
and Townsley, 2007). When sex workers are attacked they are unlikely 
to receive support or be taken seriously except by small, geographically 
confined and specialised VSOs. Many VSOs are only truly motivated 
when working with victims seen as ‘deserving’. Even VS, which claims 
to represent all victims of crime, tends to focus on ‘deserving’ victims. 
Whilst there are some small dedicated and geographically limited VSOs 
particularly focused on some of these groups, such as the award-winning 
One25 in Bristol which supports sex workers to build a different life 
(Cook, 2014), these remain in the minority.

As well as the victims who do not fit the popular conception of 
victimhood there are certain groups whose victimisation would fall 
within that mould which is also almost wholly neglected. These often 
include the most vulnerable groups such as children (Women’s Aid, 2004; 
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Boswell, 2005; Clarke and Wydall, 2010; Radford et al., 2011), the 
elderly (Pritchard, 2001; Clarke et al., 2013), minorities ethnic groups, 
particularly new immigrants (Knight and Chouhan, 2002; Amnesty 
International and Southall Black Sisters, 2008), those with mental health 
problems (Perry, 2004; Tarrant, 2004; Pettitt et al., 2013) and those with 
other disabilities. In many instances in all these groups their victimisa-
tion is downgraded to ‘lesser’ categories such as ‘bullying’ and is then 
not taken seriously (Williams, 1999). Taking children as an example, 
the United Kingdom ranked 21st out of 25 European member states in 
child well-being (Bradshaw et al., 2007). Whilst one might question the 
methodology and therefore the strength of these findings, they sug-
gest that the suffering of children and young people needs to be taken 
more seriously. Although over the past 40 years there have been many 
agencies working to support women who suffer domestic violence few 
have been similarly focused on children and young people. VS cannot 
support children under 13 without parental consent and over that age 
will assess the young person’s ability to consent (https://www.victim-
support.org.uk). Yet, many young people suffer directly from domestic 
abuse and violence and others witness such violence or suffer indirectly 
(Wolak and Finkelhor, 1998). In all such cases, the child or young person 
can become severely scarred, mentally and/or physically (Wolfe et al., 
2003; Buckley et al., 2007; Holt et al., 2008), but parents may either not 
recognise this or refuse to allow their children to be helped (possibly to 
protect themselves). Without support these children are also more likely 
to be violently abused later (Osofsky, 2003). Abused parents are in no 
position to fully support their children, yet many young people do not 
receive adequate support from elsewhere.

Children also suffer either directly or indirectly from other crimes and 
again little support is likely to reach them. The extent of the plight of vic-
timised children was addressed in detail by Morgan and Zedner (1992) and 
yet more than 20 years later little has been done to address it. The extent 
of the problem is largely unknown. US research shows that children and 
young people are one of the most victimised groups being two or three 
times more likely than adults to suffer a conventional rape, robbery or 
aggravated assault (Finkelhor, 2008: 6; see also Snyder and Sickmund, 
2006). Children suffer from all types of crime including assault by fam-
ily members, rape, child abuse, child sexual abuse, sex offences gener-
ally both physical and virtual, bullying (on- and off-line) and property 
crimes. They also suffer secondary victimisation when members of their 
families are victimised, which can be traumatic (Morgan and Zedner, 
1992). To the young person even seemingly ‘trivial’ offences may have 
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devastating effects (Finkelhor and Dzuiba-Leatherman, 1994), under-
mining confidence and limiting feelings of well-being and freedom, 
hence impacting negatively on life chances.

In the United Kingdom estimates of child victimisation are newly 
emerging. Children from 10 to 15 years were only included in the British 
Crime Survey from 2010–11. It is clear that children and young people 
in England and Wales suffer high levels of victimisation (Millard and 
Flatley, 2010; Chaplin et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2012). The 1992 British 
Crime Survey concluded that 12–15-year-olds suffered substantially 
higher victimisation than adults (Aye Maung, 1995). The Offending 
Crime and Justice Survey (2006) found higher rates of victimisation from 
personal theft and assault in the 10–15 age group than in the 16–25 age 
group (which is higher than for adults over 25) although some of the 
incidents reported by the younger group were assessed as less serious 
(Roe and Ashe, 2008). The young participants remembered the less seri-
ous offences from the previous year, suggesting they were as traumatic 
(for the child) as those which the researchers classed as ‘more serious’. 
These findings make it clear that when providing support to young 
people, taking account of their subjective experience is vital to avoid 
trauma. It is surprising that more VSOs have not fully engaged with this 
group, by working with children and families to better understand their 
vulnerability and to address the traumatic effects of their victimisation. 
Even in ‘obvious’ crimes where children are affected, statutory agen-
cies such as social services have only recently been taking victimisation 
into account in child protection work (McGee and Westcott, 1996). 
Furthermore, Youth Offending Services, who work with young offenders 
and those at risk of offending, do not systematically work with young 
victims. Instead, they only work with the victims of the crimes their 
cohort of young offenders have committed (adult and youth victims).

Comprehensive services for child victims do not exist, yet some 
organisations support this group. Some local Women’s Aid groups work 
with young people who suffer either directly or indirectly from domestic 
violence and abuse. Childline provides a national service for all young 
people who ring for support and are sometimes able to refer children 
on to other agencies but otherwise can only provide support over the 
telephone. The Standing Committee for Youth Justice, the umbrella 
organisation which supports and coordinates VSOs working for young 
offenders, does not have members who specifically focus on child vic-
tims. Barnardo’s has most coverage in working with young victims, with 
23 specialised services dealing with child victims. However, even services 
provided by this large national children’s charity are geographically 
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limited. For example, the Barnardo’s Against Sexual Exploitation project 
in Bristol provides long-term, individualised, support for young people 
but their coverage is local. Whilst Barnardo’s provides an important, 
essential voice for young victims in the areas in which they work, there 
is no overarching ‘outsider on the inside’ to bring the experiences of 
children and young people to the attention of policy makers and prac-
titioners. Other small, dedicated and usually geographically limited 
(local) VSOs also provide support. However, many children never find 
these groups and therefore never access support and their victimisa-
tion may permanently blight their life chances. The absence of VSOs 
for children is explicable because VSOs tend to rely on self-referral and, 
for those lacking full capacity (children, the elderly and those suffering 
from mental health issues) this is difficult. Furthermore, working with 
these groups is particularly challenging and may put the organisation 
into conflict with the parents or primary carers. The lack of services 
is also surprising because these vulnerable groups are often the ‘ideal’, 
‘perfect’ and ‘deserving’ victims and although their other needs may be 
provided for through national VSOs such as the NSPCC and Barnardo’s, 
their needs as victims are rarely met.

As recent high-profile cases involving serial child sexual exploita-
tion make clear, the state (through the police, welfare, child protection 
agencies and education) has, in the past, failed to protect or support 
child victims. In cases such as these, the police and other responsible 
authorities have blamed young victims (Jay Report, 2014) and have even 
accused children of prostitution. Until recently, key agencies had evi-
dently failed to assess the needs of children in households where domes-
tic violence has occurred (Stanley and Humphreys, 2006). Many have 
been failed by social care, education and children’s services as well as 
by the criminal justice system. The story is similar for other vulnerable 
groups (Clarke et al., 2013, the elderly; Pettitt et al., 2013, those with 
mental health problems). It seems that where capacity (legal, social or 
intellectual) is lacking or reduced, so is provision for victims. They are 
failed by the state and VSOs alike.

VSOs have done most for victim groups such as children, the elderly 
and those with impaired social, legal or mental capacity. Clearly, a lot 
more is necessary which would require dedicated, well-trained and well-
financed groups, probably VSOs. However, before services are intro-
duced it is necessary to understand how best to provide for each of the 
many victim groups who are presently hidden or forgotten by our sys-
tem. If funding was made available, VSOs would be likely to be able to 
fill this gap.
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Conclusion

Services for victims are splintered as their needs are increasingly 
responded to by many, very different, VSOs. However, it is a system which 
serves the state well – many ‘deserving’ victims are supported without the 
state taking responsibility for the plight of victims in general. The state 
provides funding but, on its own terms, chooses which VSOs to support 
and, by extension, which victims are the most ‘deserving’. The state pro-
vides funding (without any obligation to continue to do so) but ensures 
that VSOs who are most politically challenging fail to access funding.  
To access state funding and remain viable, VSOs are often required 
to cease (or not start) to challenge government policy and decision- 
making. Some comply and this may be seen as evidence of their ability 
to adapt and survive; others refuse and still survive, choosing ideologi-
cal independence by sticking to their original mission rather than pur-
suing growth or possibly even survival (at least survival in providing for 
victims). A third group take a middle ground, choosing to adjust suffi-
ciently to win funding but retaining the essence of their ideology, again 
showing an independence and confidence in their purpose. Finally, 
some VSOs may comply to such an extent that they lose their inde-
pendence, something essential to a VSO (Smerdon, 2007, 2009; Baring 
Foundation, 2013), and others, who initially strike a balance may in 
time become too dependent on government funding and therefore vul-
nerable to mission drift and losing their independence (Smerdon, 2007, 
2009; Baring Foundation, 2013).

The voluntary sector has supported many victims of crime and has 
been instrumental in ensuring that the state takes victims’ plight seri-
ously and provides basic services. However, this is not without prob-
lems. One needs to consider whether the agenda that VSOs pursue is 
what victims want for themselves or what governments and VSOs think 
they ‘deserve’ or should want. Some VSOs have been ideologically and 
in practice aligned to the criminal justice system, allowing their infor-
mation and research to be co-opted by the state to support their law and 
order campaigns (some see VS in this light MacCormick and Garland, 
1998; Ashworth, 2000: 86). These VSOs often also deliver uniform, pro-
fessional, programmes for victims which do not always suit all clients/
victims. This has been mutually beneficial to these VSOs and the crimi-
nal justice system. Many victims benefit from this uniform or normative 
conception of what they want/need. Other victims may be less positively 
served. In all cases, the danger is that VSOs fail to research the expe-
riences of their victims and discover the many ‘truths’ found in their 
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client group. Their true voices are submerged beneath preferred official 
discourse – whether articulated by the state or VSOs and which may be 
experienced as another victimisation (Goodrum, 2007). This undermines 
the individuation of a victim’s experience and commodifies victimhood 
in order to push certain agendas or certain victims – ‘victims of political 
expediency’ (Elias, 1983: 120; Mawby and Gill, 1987). In so doing, vic-
tims are constructed to serve the interests of power, hide inconvenient 
aspects of reality and then persuaded to act in ways which bolster that 
‘truth’ (Hulsman, 1986; Kukla, 2000: 2–4). VSOs that resist this political 
and practical expediency are often determined (possibly driven) to chal-
lenge the status quo and allow their clients’ voices to be heard. However, 
if the drive is too strong it may override the client’s voice. The ideal is to 
represent not commodify victims’ ‘truths’ (Harding, 2004).

If VSOs are overcontrolled by the state and/or state agencies, work-
ing too closely with government-set agendas, they abandon the victims 
they seek to protect. However, if VSOs ignore these pressures they may 
not survive. VSOs must mould to the expectations of the criminal justice 
system to the extent necessary to be embraced by it, allowing them to 
work within that system. However, they also need to retain independ-
ence and their core aims (the VSOs essence) in order to maintain a non-
controlling, enabling working relationship with their clients so as to 
empower them and act as their advocates in ways meaningful to those 
individuals. Maintaining both these perceptions of reality and ‘truth’ 
allows them to become the ‘outsiders within’, able to look both from 
the outside in and the inside out (Collins, 1986; Harding, 2004; Bowell, 
2014). It enables them to become advocates for the truths lived by their 
clients and to work within the system, to draw down finance and effect 
real change (Collins, 1986; Harding, 2004; Bowell, 2014). Achieving this 
requires retention of, and dedication to, the core aims and principles of 
the VSO and an understanding of which aspects are essential to its inde-
pendence. VSOs that manage to both survive and retain their independ-
ence and true advocacy achieve change for their victim group which is 
‘real’ and ‘meaningful’ to that group.
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