Circles of Support and
Accountability, and community
reintegration for those at risk of
sexually reoffending

Sephen Hanvey
Chief Executive Officer, Circles UK

Mechtild HGing

Lecturer, Avans University of Applied Sciences, Breda School of Social Sudies
and Researcher, Avans Centre for Public Safety and Criminal Justice

ABSTRACT

Thisarticleoutlinestherole, scopeand methodol ogy
of Circlesof Support and Accountability, (CoSA)
now well established in Canada, someregions of
the USA, England, Wales and Scotland, and most
recently in the Netherlands and Belgium. CoSA
providesmoderateto ahighrisk sex offender who
ISsre-entering society but wishing not to reoffend
(the * core member’) with a Circle of four to six
local volunteerswho support, monitor, but crucialy
aso hold accountableto their offence-freeintentions.
The volunteers are assisted and supervised by a
professional and experienced Circle Coordinator
and by professionaswho areinvolved with the sex
offender’s treatment and after care. Acrossthe
three European CoSA partnersthereare currently
80 Circlesin operation; 65 in England and Wal es,
14 inthe Netherlandsand onein Belgium. First
recidivism sudiesin Canada, wherethemode was
initiated show a83% reductioninrecidivismin
CoSA participants compared to amatched control
group. The theoretical model of change and
conditions for effectiveness are described.
Theoretica support for itseffectivenessisoutlined.
Finally, the implications of further European
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dissemination are discussed. One courageousand
generousgesture of community responsibility by a
Mennonite church in Ontario, Canada in1994
sparked an innovative responseto an intractable
socid challenge; how toreintegrateinto oftenhodtile
and understandably fearful communities, thehigh-
risk sex-offender leaving prison? Thisartideoutlines
the role, scope and methodology of Circles of
Support and Accountability, (CoSA) now well

established in Canada, someregionsof the USA,
England, Walesand Scotland, and most recently in
TheNetherlandsand Belgium. Theavailability of a
CoSA European Handbook, funded by the
European Commission’sDaphnelll programmewill

facilitate, from 2012 theroll-out of CoSA by any
European member state, to a consistent
methodology and standard of practice, based on
the solid practice and research of the past fifteen
years operation of ‘Circles. Simplein concept,
andincreasingly attractivetofinancially stretched
government agencies by virtue of the model’s
dependence on avolunteer ‘work-force’, CoSA
arerooted inthe community, drawing ontherange
of skillsand commitment of so-called * ordinary’

people. The original Mennonite volunteers
unwittingly created thefirst templatefor the Circle
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model.> What has devel oped sinceisaservice of
locally recruited, carefully screened and
professionally trained and supervised volunteers
who commit, for aminimum of ayear, forming
groupsof usualy four or five, to give practica and
emotional support to someone professionally
assessed as presenting amedium or high risk of
sexudly reoffending but who crucially recognises
therisk he, or she, still poses, and who expressly
does not want to continue perpetrating such harmful
acts. Accountability comes through a formally
agreed contract between each offender or ‘ core
member’, asthey areknown, and hisvolunteers’.
Thisagreement servesto remove one of the most
dangerous control mechanisms through which
previousoffending has often been possible; secrets.
Thevolunteerswill know the broad nature of the
sexua offending history and the Core Member will
know that they know. Hewill aso know that if the
volunteers, who are supervised by theprofessonaly
qudified‘ Coordinator’ (with probation, and/or sex
—offender treatment programme experience) have
any concernsasto hisattitudes, behaviour or afailure
to engagewith thevolunteers, thiswill bereported
back to the appropriate government agency, and a
recall to custody may occur. Indeed around this
‘inner’ Circle isan‘outer’ ringwhichwill comprise
relevant partner agencies, police, probation, mental
hedth etc. Thecommunity volunteersprovide*early
warning’ and feed-back, asto more positivesigns
of dynamicrisk reduction to these partners, through
written accounts of their meetingswith the Core
Member asthey work to keep him focussed on all
that he can be doing to avoid falling back into
reoffending patternsand situations. Thefocus of
weekly or fortnightly Circlemestingsisnot ‘ thergpy’,
but rather the practical here and now; what steps
have been taken to kegp to relapse prevention plans,
help completing housing application forms,
accompanying on hospita vistsetc. Thefeed-back
from Core Membersisthat nowhereelseintheir
livesdo they havethisvery basic human support,
with a real sense of acceptance of them as
individuals as opposed to the ‘monster’ often
portrayed in the media. Occasional visitsto the
local cinema, while avoiding situations of risk,
meeting up with CoSA volunteersfor coffee of a
Saturday morning intown etc. arekey elementsof
thereintegration process, working to counteract the
alienation and isolation so critical otherwisein
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contributing to reoffending. One Core Member
voiced thiseloquently as, “ They’ reordinary things,
but extremely precious because that’s somebody
that’snot giving up their time becausethey haveto;
they’ regiving up their time because they want to.
That'sincrediblefor themto actually sort of say, ‘|
wannaspend timewith you’ (Hanvey, Philpot and
Wilson 2011). Therisk that volunteersmight allow
their careand support to over-ridethe accountability
and monitoring functionshasnot been featuredin
redity asorigindly feared. Theearly pilotsprovided
someuncomfortablebut invauablelessonsastothe
importance of clear boundarieson the part of the
volunteer’s, their relationship to the Core Member
and overall child protection responsibilities.
Volunteer supervision and their careful selection,
together with monitoring of Circle minutesby the
professional Coordinator, arethe key meansfor
mitigating thisparticular risk of imbalance.

Rapid growth of Circles Projectsin England and
Wales, facilitated by ‘ Circles UK’ the partially
government-funded nationa organisationfor CoSA
in England and Wal eswasnoted acrossthe channd,
taken up by probation staff in the South of the
Netherlands, in conjunction with colleaguesfrom
AvansUniversity of Applied Sciences, who both
set up their own CoSA with Circles UK support,
and initiated the development of a European
Handbook, with EC funding support. The
participation of JustitiehuisAntwerpen (Antwerp
House of Justice, thelocal Probation Service) in
thetwo year development programme hasled to
CoSA established tooin Belgium.

Intermsof the effectivenessof CoSA, analysisby
reference to statistical evidence is of course
particularly challenging. Reconviction figures
generdly for thosewith sexua convictionsarelikey
to bebelow the actud incidenceof actual offending
for reasons of non-reporting. But research from
Canada indicates a marked impact in reducing
reoffending amongst thishigh-risk group. Matched
control studies, comparing cohorts of those who
had had timein aCircle, with thosewho had not by
Wilson, Pichecaand Prinzo. (2007b) and Wilson,
Cortoni and McWhinnie (2009) demonstrated
reductionsin sexual offending of upto 83%inthe
CoSA group. In England more recently The
Hampshireand ThamesValey CirclesProject have
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reviewedtheir first 60 Core Members, through nine
yearsof Circlesprovison. Thestudy could evidence
just onereconviction for asexual offenceby this
group of medium and high-risk offenders (Bates,
Macrae, Williamsand Webb, 2011). WhereCircles
have beenin operationin England and Walessince
2002, not oneof the 21 probationtrustsinvolvedin
referring and often supporting Cirdesfinancidly have
walked away claiming reservationsasto the model
or its effectiveness. While no face to face
engagement between offender and victimispart of
the CoSA methodology, there are principled
smilaritieswith restorativejustice concepts. There
isfor instance aninclusive communitarian justice
approach which focuses on community safety,
offender reintegration and reconciliation between
offender and the wider community (Raynor and
Robinson, 2009; McNeill, 2009). Restoration here
isatwo sided process. not only is the offender
expected to restore damage doneto thevictimand
society, by acknowledging responsibility and
changing hisbehavior, but the community isalso
restoring the harm that is done to the offender’s
resources and opportunities as aconsequence of
detention and social exclusion (Raynor and
Robinson, 2009; Duff 2001). In CoSA, local
membersof society becomeinvolved and actively
support and monitor thesex offender inthisstruggle
toregain at least somedignity and control over their
livesandtorefrain fromreoffending.

THE CoSA MODEL OF CHANGE

Ever sincethefirst Circle, CoSA hasproventobe
ableto prevent recidivisminthemgjority of cases,
but how isthisachieved? Three Circlefunctions
are viewed as essential (Saunders and Wilson,
2003). First of all, aCircle provides moral and
practical support. Mora support isoffered not only
intimesof crisesbut also by cel ebrating successes
with the core member. By thisthe core member is
acknowledged as a fellow human being who is
struggling and essentially isgranted aplacewhere
he is accepted. Practical support in issues of
housing, work and income and leisure activities
enhancethe chancesfor real socia integration. A
second function of the Circleisto monitor therisk
of the coremember, to act upon changing risk and,
If necessary discloserelevant information to the
outer Circleof professional agenciesimmediately,
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who then may act accordingly. Thethird Circle
function, holding the core member accountable, is
expressed by confronting the core member with
inadequate and risky behaviour and attitudesand
encouraging himto use adequate coping strategies
which hehaslearned in sex offender treatment.

Thesefunctionsareonly devel oped when somepre-
conditionsarefulfilled. Selflesscommitment of
volunteers, ashared and meaningful agreement to
thegenera aim (‘ no morevictims') and openness
(‘no secrets’) through a written covenant are
requirements, that support a ‘moral’ bond and
increasethe coremembers motivation (Brownand
Dandurand, 2007, Petrunik, 2007). A perceived
reci procity intherel ationship between coremember
and volunteersis aso essential to make acircle
‘work’ (H6ing and Vogelvang, 2011).

To support the building of atrusting relationship
withintheinner circleand good working aliances
between the inner and outer circle some basic
procedures need to be attended to: a careful
selection, training and coaching and supervision of
volunteers and Circle coordinators, a thorough
assessment of thecoremembersrisk and needsand
aclear protocol oninformation sharing between
inner and outer circle are essential (H6ing and
Vogelvang, 2011). Withinthishighly protocol led
framework, the Circledea swiththecoremember’s
risk and needsin a‘tailor made’, pragmatic and
flexibleway, guiding him past marginaisation and
isolation and shattering lifeeventsaslong and as
intensively asnecessary.

THEORETICAL SUPPORT FOR THE
CoSA MODEL OF CHANGE

In the past decades several theories on effective
sex offender rehabilitation and rel apse prevention
have been developed. Most influential werethe
Relapse Prevention modd (Pitherset d. 1983), the
Risk NeedsResponsivity (RNR) model (Andrews
and Bonta, 2003) and lately the good-lives/self
regulation model (Ward and Stewart, 2003; Ward
and Gannon, 2006) and the desistance theory
(Marunaand Toch, 2003; Farral and Calverley;
2006; McNeill, 2009). Thesemodelshave—at least
partly- proven to hold their ground when tested
empirically and have contributed to sex offender
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therapy and management considerably. The CoSA
modél - though being devel oped asa practi ce based
approach- incorporates severa effective aspectsof
thesemodels.

The key ideas of relapse prevention theory are
incorporated inthefunctionsof theinner Circle: to
offer support, especially instressful circumstances,
monitor behaviour and emationa deterioration, and
hold the core member accountablefor exercising
adequaterelapse prevention strategies. CoSA isin
linewith the Risk and NeedsprinciplesintheRNR
model, which state that the intensity of the
intervention should matchthelevd of risk andtarget
criminogenic needs. Circles are reserved for
mediumto highrisk sex offenderswith ahigh need
for socia support. Theresponsivity principleof the
RNR mode ismet by matching thevolunteersand
their personality and skillswith the sex offender and
hisspecific needs. The holistic and strength-based
approach of the Good lives/Sdlf regulationmodel is
alsorepresented in CoSA, asthe coremember is
not only supported in managing risk andrisk factors,
but also encouraged and supported to develop
adequatelife skillsand strategiesto achieve goals
that areinstrumental to (adequate) primary needs
like autonomy, intimacy, mastery etc. Hedefines
hisneeds and targetstogether with the Circleand
the Circle advises, assists and models adequate
srategies, skillsand behaviour. Finally, the process
iscong stent with thedes stancetheory, which places
the offender’ sbehaviour inabiographical context.
Theabsenceof recidivismin desistancetheory is
described not only asan outcome of treatment of
intervention, but asaresult of anindividua process
of aformer offender. Themotorsof these processes
accordingto Mc Nelll (2009) are hishuman capital
(skillsand social competences), hissocia capital
(thequality of hissocid network) and thetransitions
inhisnarrativeidentity, thecognitionsheholdsabout
himsdf. Cirdeshdpthecoremember tobuildsocid
and human capital, and support and encourage the
development of apositivenarrativeidentity. Socia
capital isincreased by offering asurrogate social
network, by supporting the core member in his
effortsto develop asocia network of hisown and
toimprovethe quality of relationshipswithin his
existing socid network. Human capitd (likesocia
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skills, adequate coping strategies, self regulation
skills) isincreased by offering modelling behaviour,
hol ding the core member accountablefor hisactions
and by encouraging himto practice and enforcethe
skillsand strategies he haslearned in sex offender
treatment. The Circle supportsthe corememberin
hiseffortsto build apositive narrativeidentity by
offering him asafe spaceto incorporate hisoffence
history into the narrative about himself. In the
Circle, the core member experiences that his
disclosureisnot leading to exclusion and rgjection,
aslong asheisaccepting responsibility and alows
to be held accountable. CoSA acknowledgesthe
fact that desistanceisnot alinear process. Critical
incidentsand lifeeventsmay occur a any timeand
bring about emotiond stress, potentialy raising the
level of risk ingtantly. Frequent contactsand explicit
discussions about the emotional state of the core
member reduce the opportunity for himtoisolate
himsdf andfal back into problem behaviour without
anyone noticing. The exchange of this kind of
information with professionalsintheouter Circle
alowsimmediate and adequateintervention if risk
levelsare unacceptably high.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT

Relapse prevention is only one part of the total
contribution CoSA makesto public safety, whichis
not only reflected in crime statistics, but also in
subjectiveevauations. ThroughaCircle, theloca
community takesresponsbility (and contral) for the
safere-socialisation of sex offenders, whileat the
sametimevolunteersaregaining amorereglistic
and experience based view on sex offendersand
therisk they posein society. Research showsCoSA
hasthe potential to increase subjectivefeeingsof
public safety (Wilson et al., 20074). Onthe other
hand, thefeasibility of any CoSA projectistotally
dependent on theinitial support of volunteersas
representativesof local communities. Support from
local and national mediacan be highly valuable.
Experiencesinthe UK, Belgiumand theNetherlands
show that media attention for CoSA, even if
negetive, can bean effectiveway to mobilisesociety
and asaconsequence, often many volunteersapply
for Circles.
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EUROPEAN DISSEMINATION

With vital standardsof servicedelivery, protocols
and training material for volunteersdevel oped by
‘CirclesUK’, thelead organisation in England and
Wa esresponsiblefor setting nationd standardsand
guidance protocols, the door for othersto explore
developing CoSA e sawherein Europewas open.
Theintention behind the EC Daphnelll funding for
aCoSA European Handbook isthat other member
gatescan avail themsdvesof the CoSA modd, and
set up Circles, without having to reinvent thewhed!.
While thisis unashamedly to do with capacity-
building, the other driving force behind the hand-
book isto ensure consistency of quality. Clearly
thisisaservicewhich hasin-built riskswhich need
managing through clear standards and defined
protocols. Volunteers, untrained or unsupervised
could | ose perspective, objectivity and unwittingly
underminethework of their tatutory partners. Busy
professional staff might be tempted to make short-
cuts on risk-management by virtue of volunteer
back-up. Thepublic, including particularly thosewho
havebeenvictimsof such abuse, need to know that
rigorousprotectionsarein placein any programme
claiming to help offendersreintegrate back intothe
community more safely. Thisraiseskey questions
for theroll-out of the CoSA European handbook,
onceavailable. Who determinesthat an applicant
for itsuse, and inevitabl e adaptation to the national
context, isproperly awareof therisks, and prepared
to match the standards specified? How can such
an application by amember state be policed and
enforced, in order, partly, to protect the wider
integrity of the CoSA model and reputation?
Discussions are underway as to the possible
formation of aEuropean platformor ‘forum’ tohold
the CoSA handbook’s ' licence', apply and monitor
itsusage by member states.

At the same time, with growing experience and
learning from CoSA in Europe, other devel opment
possibilitiesarise. For instance, whileto datethe
majority of referralsfor CoSA haverdatedtomale
offenders, what might be done to explore and
increase the model’s usefulness to women sex-
offenders, smaller innumber, but bringing additiond
needsand complexities? In England, the growing
awareness and concern as to the prevalence of
teenagers who sexually abuse is prompting
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exploration of adapted modelsof Circlecombined
with more individual mentoring support. They
particularly should be helped towardsbeing ableto
make aresponsi ble and offence-free contribution
to society, given theimportance and va ue of early
intervention.

With strong interest now in Catalonia, and Latvia
as to the potential to include CoSA in their
community rehabilitation services, it does appear
that our ‘founding fathers , thistimein Canada, may
have done us Europeans a considerable service.
Their pioneeringwork inthisinnovativecommunity
service could usher inatruly enlightened approach
asto how weded with perhapsthemost demonised
group of offendersin our societies.

NOTES

" A fuller account of the Circles model can be found in
“A Community-Based Approach to the Reduction of
Sexual Reoffending. Circles of Support and
Accountability”, Hanvey, Philpot and Wilson, 2011.
Although CoSA have been provided for some women
with sexual convictions, they have predominantly been
used with men.
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