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Why read this evidence review?

This evidence review provides an in-depth look at the issue of reducing reoffending and increasing 

community (re)integration for people who have a sexual conviction. Professor Belinda Winder has 

been a prominent researcher in this area for over 15 years. She is also a co-founder of the Safer Living 

Foundation, a charity set up in 2014 to conduct (and evaluate) initiatives that help to prevent further 

victims of sexual crime. The review sets out in detail the 13 key factors that are relevant in creating 

effective practice to reduce sexual recidivism and promote community integration. Professor Winder 

shows how these two aims are closely aligned and the review makes an excellent benchmark for those 

looking to establish, improve or evaluate a service targeted at people who commit sexual offences.
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Introduction 

Over 99.8% of people who serve custodial prison sentences for a sexual crime will leave prison and seek 

to integrate into the community. While sexual recidivism is very low, it is crucial that we understand how to 

prevent any further sexual offences. Analysis of recidivism data demonstrates that people are more likely 

to commit a further sexual offence shortly after release from prison, with the probability of reoffending 

decreasing over time (Hanson et al, 2014). The need for support is thus highest in the period immediately 

after release, especially following a long custodial sentence when people emerge to a frightening new 

world. This paper delineates 13 factors that are relevant in creating effective practice to reduce sexual 

recidivism and promote community integration - aims which are in fact closely aligned.

1. State of exit

In order to integrate1 people with a sexual conviction effectively into the community, we need to consider who 

they are, and how they are, at the point of release; that is, their state of exit. Given changes to legislation increasing 

minimum terms before eligibility for parole, increasing use of extended determinate sentences and disruptions to prison 

regimes, people convicted of a sexual offence are spending longer in prison. Yet, the more time a person spends in 

prison, the less equipped for life on release they will be. Further, the experience of prison is a painful one and invokes 

a state of learned helplessness – a term used to describe the impact of uncontrollable trauma (in this instance, from 

living in prison) which undermines people’s capacity to respond adaptively and to problem solve (Seligman, 1972). 

Age and health are further considerations. Being in prison for any length of time ages people prematurely by 

approximately 10 years (Price, 2006). On release, individuals will require more support both because of their age, 

and because of the physical health conditions they are prematurely suffering from (Leeder, 2012). There may 

also be mental health difficulties which have arisen from, or have been exacerbated by, the pain and trauma 

of living in prison. Effective practice necessitates the availability of specialist services to support people leaving 

prison with a sexual conviction, with the additional layers of complexity that having a sexual conviction invokes. 

For example, providing a realistic release plan for an aged man with dementia and a sexual conviction with the 

need for 24-hour care is extremely challenging, given the safeguarding concerns care homes will have.

2. Restrictions, conditions and limitations

People who have committed a sexual offence are managed in the community via a range of 

measures, two of the key ones being supervision by probation and licence conditions.
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Supervision by probation
The relationship between a person and their supervising probation officer is an important one for both parties. 

The probation officer may be held to account for perceived failures in supervision if reoffending occurs. For the 

person being supervised, the probation officer holds the power to return them to prison. Yet it is possible for 

them to create an honest and safe space in supervision where difficult subjects can be discussed, and problems 

addressed. Ideally practical support, signposting regarding accommodation, employment, financial services, and 

social integration opportunities would all be provided. In the utopian vision presented by Patton and Farrell (2021), 

supervising officers would act as ‘meso-brokers’ (ibid, p.214) facilitating access to social and community capital. 

So, what makes for an effective pairing? Matching by ethnicity, age, and gender would be helpful, albeit potentially 

difficult to achieve since most people convicted of a sexual offence are male, while probation staff are more likely 

to be female. The extent to which the probation officer can demonstrate empathic concern and genuineness, 

together with their capability to engender trust in the person they are supervising, are also key. Trust has been 

promulgated as critical in the probation supervision relationship since it is a ‘pre-requisite of the willingness to 

travel together, especially through unfamiliar and discomfiting places’ (McNeill & Weaver, 2010, p.7). This captures 

the supervision task beautifully – with an individual trying to navigate a new path after prison, with a new sense 

of self, under the watchful eyes of a probation officer who will both want to encourage the individual while 

also seeing any behaviour or novel situation through the lens of potential risk. Effective practice also requires 

probation officers to have sufficient time and motivation to get to know the individuals they are supervising. 

Licence conditions
Licence conditions should be ‘preventative, proportionate, reasonable and necessary’ but not ‘punitive’ 

(Ministry of Justice, 2021, p.6). For licence conditions to be effective, there needs to be a robust and current 

evidence base that can be used to support probation officers in their decision-making, with selection on an 

individual basis following Risk-Need-Responsivity principles (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). Without an evidence 

base, the anchoring will be towards the risk averse, with the assumption that more licence conditions = safer 

supervision. Yet having numerous licence conditions can cause confusion, increase stress, and inadvertently 

increase the risk of recidivism (Kras, 2019). In addition, what may be termed as a reducing risk by a numbers 

approach to licence conditions fails to account for their counter-productive, even harmful, impact. For 

example, there is a no-association licence condition given to many people with a sexual conviction whereby 

the person on licence is not permitted to knowingly interact with another person with a sexual conviction. 

Where people were convicted of offending alone this is unlikely to reduce risk, but it will increase social 

isolation in an already isolated population, thereby actually increasing the risk of recidivism. Licence conditions 

can cause harm, can isolate and separate people from their support. They are not guaranteed to protect 

the public. The impact of social and emotional isolation is highlighted in sections (iv) and (v) below. 
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3. Gaps in provision

There remains a significant gap in provision of post-release services, which ultimately ‘sets both the community and 

the offender up for failure’ (Wilson et al., 2007, p.3). Some provision does exist, including community interventions 

(such as Inform+), and tools for probation officers (i.e., Maps for Change) to promote factors that have been empirically 

linked to desistance, and to encourage engagement and interaction between individuals and supervising officers. 

There are also some charitable initiatives, the primary one of which in the UK is Circles of Support and 

Accountability.2 This is a community initiative utilising volunteers to help prison leavers settle into the community. 

Circles have a robust evidence base (including a randomised control trial) demonstrating reductions in sexual 

reoffending (Duwe, 2018) and improved social integration. Other initiatives include the Safer Living Foundation’s 

Corbett Centre; this community centre in Nottinghamshire provides social and practical support for anyone 

with a sexual conviction via workshops, courses, and with a range of training and educational opportunities. 

Clinks,3 a charity set up to support voluntary organisations working with people in the criminal justice system, 

provides comprehensive details of other organisations who provide support services to this population. 

All of these organisations face challenges in doing so, including difficulties securing funding for services, the comparatively 

excessive cost of insuring an organisation to work with people with a sexual conviction, the actual (or feared) harm that 

public opinion and the media could have on their organisation’s reputation, and potential challenges staffing these services. 

4. Partners, family, and friends

Social ties and social support improve physical and mental health, while simultaneously performing a buffering 

effect on stress (Thoits, 2011). Positive links with family, partners and friends are even more important for those 

with a conviction, since this support is a protective factor against reoffending (Farmer, 2017). Where individuals 

have a sexual criminal conviction, they are likely to have greater difficulties maintaining these close interpersonal 

relationships. The challenge for practitioners is to navigate this more complex landscape with someone convicted 

of a sexual offence, and to encourage and foster relationships that can provide the benefits delineated above.

5. Social capital      

Social capital arises from our networks of relationships which helps us to secure resources and solve problems. 

Maintenance of personal change requires membership of supportive networks. Access to these networks is inhibited 
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by sexual convictions so in addition to the isolation and alienation which are typical experiences of people with 

a sexual conviction, opportunities to build social capital are likely to be absent and support must be provided 

so they can be developed. Albertson (2021) reflects those opportunities must be taken so the person can build 

social capital which will itself support desistance. Although social capital is essential to build networks and achieve 

goals and hopes, care must be given to the difficulties in building positive capital on licence and living with a 

sexual conviction. For example, consideration must be given to whether ‘traditional’ models of social connections 

like families, colleagues and friends-of-friends will be achievable and sustainable. Care should be taken over 

assuming that a non-traditional, or a limited social network, is inherently ‘risky’. People with a sexual conviction 

building social networks need support on release, including from peers; their peers may be able to help them 

considerably, as they will have first-hand knowledge on handling sensitive issues, such as disclosure, appropriately.

6. Home

Having somewhere suitable to live is unsurprisingly associated with better physical and mental health. For people 

leaving prison, it is a fundamental ingredient for reintegration (Boer, 2013). But it is not a magical elixir; having 

somewhere to sleep (accommodation) is not the same as having somewhere to live (a home). Accommodation 

does not provide the same psychosocial benefits of having a ‘home’ where one can express one’s identity, have 

independence and control, and which is a haven for oneself (see Lomas, 2021). These psychosocial aspects 

provide the optimal conditions to improve social integration and reduce reoffending (Willis & Grace, 2008; 2009).

7. Purposeful activity

The protective effect of employment of has been demonstrated and replicated world-wide, yet there are numerous 

barriers to employment for people with a sexual conviction (see Tovey et al, 2022 for an analysis of these). Not 

having something purposeful to do each day reinforces social and emotional isolation; people leave the crowded 

environment of prison and face long stretches of time alone, with few if any social and financial resources. 

What needs to be available in prison is realistic employment advice including information about starting a business 

and self-employment, a broad (and free) range of educational and upskilling opportunities, work experience and peer 

mentoring roles that remain viable in the community (i.e., with businesses that offer a post-release version of the 

roles that people have been trained to do in prison). Work, any work, offers financial and social rewards; work that is 

fulfilling and personally meaningful is most effective at reducing reoffending and improving community reintegration.
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8. Finding an acceptable sense of self

The label ‘sex offender’ takes over people’s identities, becoming, what Goffman termed, their master 

status (1963); that is, the key label that overshadows everything else about the person (Blagden et al, 2011). 

Effective practice here means supporting an individual in finding an alternate, pro-social, identity, one that 

contributes to their social integration. For some, this may be about reconstructing their former lives through 

a redemption script, or it may be about shaping a new self and ‘knifing off’ the old one (see Maruna & Roy, 

2007). This relates to the concept of secondary desistance, that is a change in the way that an individual with 

a conviction view themselves (Maruna & Farrall, 2004). Secondary desistance is about not regarding oneself 

as an ‘offender’ but finding a more positive identity; it is about moving away from the pejorative label.

9. Language and terminology

The words we use to describe others, and indeed ourselves, have a significant impact on how we think about 

ourselves, and how others think, act, and react to us. Colleagues and I developed a guide to recommended 

terminology for people with a conviction, discussing how damaging labels and language can be, and how 

inclusive language supports the social integration of those with a conviction (see Winder et al., 2021).

10. Fear and loathing

High levels of anger, fear and disgust towards people convicted of a sexual offence, co-exist with a strong 

public appetite for media coverage of sexual crime. The disproportionate and sensationalist reporting of 

stranger rape and child abduction in the media has resulted in unhelpful inaccuracies in public knowledge. 

This undermines effective practice in the prevention of first offences, inhibiting people from coming 

forward for help. It also obstructs the community reintegration of individuals with a sexual conviction 

as the public believe that people who commit sexual offences are immune to treatment and are certain 

to commit further offences (despite sexual crime having one of the lowest recidivism rates).

11. Unresolved trauma

Trauma is increasingly recognised as an important consideration in forensic work. Primarily, it is considered in 

the terms of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) and the aetiology of sexual offending. A second source 

of trauma that is invariably overlooked is Perpetration-Induced Stress (PITS; MacNair, 2002); many people who 
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commit a serious offence are traumatised by what they have done (Evans et al, 2007) but rarely will this be 

acknowledged or treated since the presumption is that people enjoy committing offences. Finally, there is the 

trauma of living in a prison environment (see Crewe 2011, Sykes, 1958). Effective practice to reduce reoffending 

and support community integration would see every prison adopting a trauma-informed approach as proposed 

in the 2021 Ministry of Justice Prisons Strategy White Paper, and for individual trauma support to be available 

to individuals while in prison and after release. There should also be constraints on sensationalist and prurient 

journalism, and the rehashing of historical ‘news’ which causes trauma to all connected with a crime.2

12. Reality of a new status

While in prison, people will focus on surviving their sentence, seeing the end of it as the point at which 

they are released. But few understand the reality - that while the custodial part of a sentence may have 

ended, their life (work, leisure, travel, relationships) will be constrained by supervision. The ongoing 

demands of disclosure of one’s past, shameful, actions will impact people, and the supervising probation 

officer should be clear about when disclosure is necessary and helpful, and when it is not.

13. Hope

Hope has become a much-touted buzzword in criminal justice work, understandably, as hope provides 

us with a better path forward in life, a positive alternative to where we are at now. It plays a key part in 

desistance (Burnett & Maruna, 2004). If we are hopeful, we are more likely to reach for opportunities and 

navigate disappointments (Le Bel et al., 2008); it gives us a future to aspire to, one that is achievable. 

Conclusion

This paper has highlighted 13 factors that are pivotal for the reintegration of individuals with a sexual conviction into 

the community, and their desistance from reoffending. Many of the factors focus on the individual’s needs, 

perceptions, attitudes, and aspirations. And it is easy to see why Nugent and Shinkel assert that desistance is ‘an 

endurance test’ (2016, p.13). However, desistance is not solely the remit of the person with a conviction. The 

supervising probation officer has a pivotal role in how successful their efforts at community reintegration are. Less 

obvious, but more difficult to impact, is the role of the community, and society’s responsibilities in allowing a space for 

individuals. For as McNeill (2012, p.14) points out desistance is a ‘social project as well as a personal one’. We need to 

take this 

on if we wish to maximise effective practice at rehabilitating and integrating people with a sexual conviction.
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as a new person with the now sullied identity of ‘sex offender’ 
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