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§ Why the service user voice? 

§ The research 

§ Implications: 
§ The therapeutic alliance 
§ Adversity, trauma, and the cascade effects of each 
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§ Levenson, Willis, & Prescott, 2014 

§ Emotional abuse highly 
prevalent in the background of 
people who have sexually 
abused 
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§  Why should we refrain from calling them sexual offenders…. (Willis, 2018; Willis & 
Letoureau, 2018) 

§  The power of labels. 
§  Impact on integration back into the community – individual, victims/survivors and family/peers. 
§  First person language is helpful in understanding the sum of the individual is not their offence. 
§  Can get in the way of changing policy and legislation. 
§  It does not detract from the victims experience or narrative. 

 

§  What language should be used instead… 

 
§  “Person/individual that has been suspected of or convicted of an offence” 
§  Integration into the community 
§  Sexual Offence / Sexually harmful behaviour 
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§ Please take 5 minutes and talk to the person beside you and consider; 

§ Do you think that people convicted of a sexual offence have a service user 
voice? 

§ Do you think that you, and/or your organisation are receptive to the service 
user voice coming from people convicted of a sexual offence? 

§ What role does the service user voice play in your professional life? 

§ We will then feed some of these back to the main group in a broader discussion.  
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§ Work with one other person 

 

§ General rule for all practice exercises: Don’t be in the same group 
with your boss or supervisor 

Speaker: Role play a client presenting for sexual offender treatment.  
You feel your conviction was unfair, and somewhat resistant to 
change. 
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Counselor:  Find out a little about the client’s problem, and then:   

 

§  Explain why the client should get into treatment 

§  Give at least three specific benefits that would result from getting into treatment 

§  Tell the client how to do treatment 

§  Emphasize how important it is for the client to do treatment 

§  Tell the client to do it. 

P.S.  This is NOT good therapy 
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§  Not enough interest in hearing from the 
individuals themselves but (to borrow the 
activist mantra) we can no longer keep 
studying this phenomenon without talking 
directly to the people it impacts most deeply.  

§  This is a call to our arms for our collective 
research agenda to include going straight to 
the horse’s mouth. 
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§ Not just a good relationship 

§ Agreement between professional and service user on: 
§ The goals of the service 
§ The nature of the relationship 
§ The professional’s approach/tasks of the service 
§ Service user’s strong personal/cultural values 

§ Bordin, 1979 
§  Over 1,100 studies since then 
§  David had a ponytail and earring J  
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§  Understand the service user voice in respect to the processes that sex offenders go 
through in treatment, management, and community [re]integration. 

§  Understand sex offenders’ views of service providers, services, and the outcomes of 
services. 

§  Understand service providers’ views of service users and why sex offenders’ views are 
radically different. 

§  Examine sex offender service user views from an international perspective (UK, USA & 
Australia). Give a voice to those who are not usually heard 
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§ Exploratory research based on ongoing collaborations, discussions and debates 
about desistance, risk management, community management, and reintegration 
between McCartan & Harris. 

§ International differences vs international standards in research on sexual abuse 

§ Multiple samples  

§ Multiple methods (Quantitative, Qualitative, & Case studies) 
§ Not all the data collection tools were designed with the same questions in mind, 

but all were interested in understanding processes/structures from the service 
user & service provider perspective.  
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CoSA research (UK)  
Core member data, N = 75 

Case study data, N = 27 

Interviews, N = 44 

POLICE OFFICER SURVEY 
(UK)  

questionnaire, n = 227 

interviews , n = 27  

Multi-state Law 
Enforcement 

Survey (CO, CA, 
NJ, MA, FL) 

64 released sex 
offenders (Maine, 

Massachusetts, and 
California) 

11 incarcerated sex 
offenders 

(Massachusetts)  

~100 probation 
officers and 

treatment providers 
(California) 

Minnesota  Sex Offender reintegration 
research 

Interviews ,  N =8 

Focus Groups, N = 5 

Kieran 

Danielle  

PARTICIPAN
TS  
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§  A process of deductive and inductive coding was undertaken upon the interview transcripts from 
the two aforementioned studies, by the first and second authors, respectively.  

§  The data were coded deductively (i.e., categorized according to predetermined themes—in this 
case the individual’s journey through the system and its impact upon them) and inductively (i.e., 
with respect to their service user experience and voice) (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

§  Both sets of interview data were examined separately at first by the respective authors, whereby 
they read through and examined the participants’ transcripts to note anything that was said 
specifically about their experiences of the criminal justice system as well as the impact that it had 
on them.  

 

§  The data were then arranged into categories and the researchers looked for common themes that 
emerged across categories. After the themes were established, the narratives were combined for 
review by each author. Subsequent discussion and reiterative coding continued until consensus 
was reached. 
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§ The results below are arranged into three themes that correspond to the different 
types of services and providers that the participants encountered through their 
criminal justice and community (re)integration journey:  

§ Interactions with the formal criminal justice system (police, courts, and 
corrections),  

§ Interactions with community corrections (probation and parole), and  

§ Interactions with treatment (therapists and support professionals).  
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§  The participants generally felt that the criminal justice system was bureaucratic and 
administrative, with the service providers within it being functional rather than proactive or 
innovative. 

§  Participants in both the United Kingdom and the United States expressed that the systems were 
quite restrictive, isolationist, difficult to navigate, and overly punitive in nature. 

§  I don’t disrespect the [correctional] officers, I listen when they say something. I don’t answer back, I just do 
it. They run this place, you know? Just do it. If they say something, why argue with them? Just do it. Don’t 
argue with them. (Pierce, USA participant) 

§  In prison I did not really talk to anyone that I didn’t have to, I wasn’t bothered, they were not bothered, and 
no-one encouraged me to do so. It was all routine, routine and waiting . . . (Peter, U.K. participant) 
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§  Many of the participants expressed feelings of powerlessness within the system and articulated 
that their experiences throughout the criminal justice system were about things being 
done to them and not with or for them.  

§  That’s [the DA’s, the prosecutors] the negative part, it’s not that, please, I do, I’m, you know, law 
abiding citizen and everything it’s just that, the prosecutors just, y’know? And it’s just, it doesn’t, 
I’ve learned it doesn’t matter whether you’re guilty or not, it’s who can play the game the best at 
this. (Daniel, USA participant) 

§  I initially applied for a circle [of support and accountability] because my offender manager 
thought it would be a good idea, I went with the flow. I was not really bothered; I suppose I thought 
that it would help me with my release, that I might make me look good. (Paul, U.K. participant) 
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§  There was that feeling that the participants felt their involvement was compulsory and felt 
forced. It was something they were exposed to rather than something they were participating in. 

 

§  The men felt that probation officers, as with the police, were there to monitor them rather than 
help them; that their reoffending was a foregone conclusion. 

§  Probation doesn’t help. Their job is to re-arrest you because they are told you are a threat to society and 
you’re going to reoffend. You’re a time bomb. It’s just a matter of time. (Dean, USA participant) 

§  I don’t trust the parole officer because that’s his job too, is to put me back in prison. (Arnold, USA 
participant) 

§  This led the men to feel that there was no way out. They could never escape their past or reform 
in any way.  

§ Property of NOTA 2019 
§  I turn up and talk to my probation officer because I am supposed to, it’s what I am meant to do . . . they don’t 

really listen or notice, they just nod their head and say “yes that’s ok . . . or “no you can’t do that” . . . They 
don’t listen to what I say, why I do what I do. (Simon, U.K. participant) 



§  Service users from the United Kingdom provided an alternative perspective, pointing out that 
when things are done differently—in a more inclusive and engaging fashion—being in a 
community engagement/reentry program like Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA) 
offered an opportunity to voice their concerns and issues to a new, alternative, and challenging 
audience (McCartan, 2016). 

§  Circle members don’t have any of that (probation) training so they can come from a different angle, which is 
good for me as well. (Simon, U.K. participant) 

§  In this case, the men felt welcome to voice their opinion about their experiences in a safe, 
appropriate environment that could provide feedback into the overarching criminal justice 
process. 

§  Generally, it’s been police and probation, and my mother that I would talk to . . . but to get out there and talk to 
new people it’s been brilliant, a breath of fresh air. (Frank, U.K. participant) 

§  [CoSA] helps me . . . they understand what I am going through. They can listen and help me in a way that 
others cannot. My probation officer is busy. I can’t really ask them to help me understand things, but I can ask 
the guys [in the circle]. (Richard, U.K. participant) 
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§  The men most often viewed their treatment, and the therapists, as simply an extension of the 
supervision to which they were subject in custody. 

 

§  Rather than a transitional tool, or bridge to recovery and reintegration, their mandated attendance 
in therapy was simply another facet of the larger mass industrial complex of sex offender 
management.  

 

§  Despite their best efforts, a recurring perception of therapists was that they were no different from 
the more formal agents of law enforcement (police and probation).  

§  This treater, he has the most ability, but he doesn’t use it. But they know of better systems. They know 
better systems. They know that what they are doing is a lie, but their mantra is “there is no cure, just 
treatment” and “no more victims” and they firmly believe that what they are doing avoids victims and I 
mean, that’s an honorable approach. I think it’s totally wrong because they’re not doing anything 
positive. (Dean, USA participant) Property of NOTA 2019 



§  Participants felt that therapists did not want to be challenged and that any challenge by the 
service user toward the service or the service provider was problematic behavior and 
confrontational: 

§  I’ve been kicked out of groups because I’ve challenged them . . . I’ve run into just one treater that was 
qualified. The people [here] you know? If they were qualified, they would have regular jobs. (Dean, USA 
participant) 

§  I don’t really talk in group, there is no point. Someone else will and the leader (therapist) will always 
challenge them, tell them they are wrong and need to change. It has become an opportunity to get out of 
the hostel for a bit. (Adam, U.K. participant) 

§  Interestingly, however, while participants did not necessarily see all the benefits of group 
treatment immediately, they often praised the opportunity to talk about themselves, their 
reintegration, deviant behavior, and thoughts with someone. 

§  They [therapists] understand me. I can say what I want to say around them, you know? I just can’t go 
to anybody on a bus or a train and say, “Hey, can I talk to you about sex offender stuff?” (Caleb, USA 
participant) Property of NOTA 2019 



§  Our results revealed several positive by-products of the treatment experience, but it is notable that 
these benefits were rarely described as being due to the treatment itself. Rather, the men were most 
successful when they had created their own social networks almost entirely independently of their 
formal treatment group.  

§  I called a member yesterday who just had a hip replacement and I spoke to him before he had it. He was nervous, 
he was jumpy and so I called him and talked to him for an hour and a half and he loved it. He said, “Jeez, nobody’s 
ever done that to me, you know, nobody has ever concerned themselves with me.” And I said, “I’m your friend. I’m 
a support. I’m a support person for you. Call me.” And they do call me. (Freddy, USA participant) 

§  The experience of CoSA, for example, allowed them, quite simply, to learn to talk to other people. As 
they learned fundamental communication skills, they learned to disclose to and share with others and 
reflect upon their experiences with people who were not part of the system.  

§  I have just relaxed since I come here (CoSA). I am more relaxed around people. It’s better now . . . I feel more free. 
It’s hard to explain, but I feel that I can talk about the things that interest me and make me feel like myself. not just 
(the topics) what other people want me to talk about all the time . . . (Simon, U.K. participant) 

§  Property of NOTA 2019 



§  It’s perhaps unsurprising that our participants perceived themselves as disenfranchised by the 
services designed to help them, and often felt set up to fail by the system that was supposed to 
prepare them for release.  

§  The authors conclude that professionals (and the systems in which they work) have an obligation to 
provide a voice to this often-silenced population.  

§  People convicted of sexual offenses suffer numerous negative collateral consequences of their 
criminal convictions and the social stigma attached to their offending histories (
Hudson, 2005; Tewksbury, Jennings, & Zgoba, 2012). This complicates their return to the community, 
obstructs their integration, increases their risk of reoffending, and impedes their ability to live an 
offense-free life (Cubellis, Walfield, & Harris, 2016; Harris, 2017; Matravers, 2013).  

§  This article illustrates how these unintended negative consequences are more likely if the person 
believes that neither the services nor the service providers are interested in or committed to hearing 
their voice.  

§  Property of NOTA 2019 
§  We suggest it is timely for our profession to reorient ourselves to hear and respond to the service 

user voice more completely. At the very least, we can take a step in the right direction by providing an 
opportunity to speak and being prepared to listen to what they have to say. 
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McCartan, Prescott & Gotch, 2019 

Primary  
  
  
  
 

-  Raise public awareness of the reality of sexual abuse and dispel common myths about victims and 
individuals that have committed a sexual offence. 

-  Enable individuals and communities to be better at identifying sexual abuse, risky behaviors and 
be better able to support people impacted by sexual abuse.  

-  Increased education leads to increased awareness and more proactive behavior.   

Secondary  
  

-  Enable “at risk” populations to understand their potential risks, triggers and their potential 
outcomes/impacts.  

-  Enable them to seek appropriate support and be empowered to seek help.  
-  Individuals and communities better understand risk and therefore are better able to help people 

manage their own (potential) risk.  

Tertiary  
  

-  Working with people convicted of sexual offences to hold them accountability for their past 
problematic behavior, get support and move forward, integrate back into their communities.  

-  Help people to move people towards an offense-free lifestyle and encourage desistence.  
-  Assist & empower people manage their own risk. 

Quaternary -  Enables people to successfully integrate back into the community by protecting them from the 
collateral consequences for risk management policies and practices. 

-  Done through supportive integration programs that help the person who has sexually abused, aid 
their entry and support them pro-actively to negative the range of policies and practices that 
negate their integration.  



§  Ensuring that perpetrators of sexual harm recognize they have a voice and feel empowered to use 
it. 

§  Creating a routine system of gathering feedback and ideas in an atmosphere in which service 
users have a hope of making an impact and do not experience a threat of retribution. 

 

§  Showing those working at the front lines of prisons, treatment programs, and probation that 
despite day-to-day disagreements and suspicions, service users really do have expertise that 
others can learn from. 

 

§  Ensuring that administrators and leaders understand the why and how of privileging the service 
user’s voice to make the mission, purpose, and style of their work clear to those at the front lines. 

 

§  Enabling all staff who work with perpetrators of sexual harm to understand their role in the 
process of rehabilitation and integration, no matter how small, and embrace it. 

§ Property of NOTA 2019 



§  Using interviews not just to interact, but also to listen with an explicit goal of understanding. 

 

§  Asking more questions and giving less advice. Property of NOTA 2019 
 

§  Adopting an attitude of exploring and offering ideas, rather than simply directing and educating. 

 

§  Cultivating an attitude of openness to feedback and being willing to reflect on it. 

 

§  Actively inquiring about the state of the client–therapist working alliance.  

§  Be willing to consider that we may present barriers to change.  

§  Encouraging the thoughts of service users to be incorporated into training, staff development, 
recruitment, and evaluation. 



Type 1 Trauma:  
Isolated, simple trauma 

Type 2 Trauma:  
Chronic & Complex 
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Levenson Prescott 
Willis 2017 Property of NOTA 2019 
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Levenson Prescott 
Willis 2017 
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Levenson, 2015 

38 
Hypervigiliant 
Easily offended 
Over reactive 

Aggressive 
Provocative 

Passive 
Over compliant 

Dependent 
Can’t set 

boundaries 

Avoid 
relationships 

Avoid Intimacy 
Self Medicate 

Healthy coping 
Boundaries 

Problem Solving 
Skills 
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TIC = 
Responsivity 
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§  Main principles 
§  Safety  
§  Choice 
§  Collaboration 
§  Trustworthiness 
§  Empowerment 

 

§  Benefits 
§  Client groups & their support 
§  Staff 
§  Agencies  

Institute on Trauma and Trauma-Informed Care (2015) 
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§  Harm reduction policies and practices build upon the notion that people desist from specific harmful behaviors 
one step at a time, are guided in that process by professionals and the system is set up in a way that enables 
positive change.  

§  In many respects harm reduction policies are very closely linked to the notion of quaternary prevention, built on 
the understanding that behavior change takes time.  

§  Property of NOTA 2019 
§  A focus on reducing harm or the most problematic behavior, at the expense of other behaviors, is not an excuse for 

offending or an apology for it.  

§  It is a central part of many criminal-justice approaches (such as with youthful offending), health care (for example, 
drug addiction) and mental health treatment populations.  

      (Mccartan & Prescott, 2019) 
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§  Even when we ask, our service users may not be completely open about their experiences. 

§  We need to develop a culture of feedback. 

§  Significant implications at the individual-professional level. 

§  Models and techniques are helpful in understanding and treating groups of people. 

§  Professionals need to develop expertise on a client-by-client basis. 

§  Professionals can be more effective understanding the influence of trauma and adversity at the 
individual level. 

§  The individual professional is the most important variable in the equation 
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