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1. Introduction 
 

This is the final report for the evaluation of Circles South West (CSW). This evaluation 

has being conducted to assist CSW in their delivery of Circles of Support and 

Accountability (CoSA, or ‘circles’) in the region, to generate findings about the 

adaptation of circles for new groups of people, and to fulfil requirements of their funding 

arrangements. Research in Practice (RiP) and Research in Practice for Adults (RiPfA) 

were commissioned by CSW to undertake an independent evaluation of the CoSA that 

they provide across the South West of England. 

‘Circles’ are community-based, restorative interventions which aim to reduce the 

likelihood of reoffending for people who have committed sexual offences (Wilson, 

Huculak, & McWhinnie, 2002; Wilson & Prinzo, 2002). The intervention typically involves 

a group of local volunteers, overseen by a professional coordinator, meeting regularly 

with a person at risk of offending (the ‘core member’ or ‘CM’) over a series of meetings 

to address changeable (‘dynamic’) risks to reoffending. The typical period over which 

circles are provided is 12-18 months.  

Circles South West, an independent charity affiliated with the national body, Circles UK, 

provides circles across the South West of England. The ultimate goal of CSW is for there 

to be ‘no more victims’ of sexual abuse. CSW is funded through a combination of 

charitable grants and also through the commissioning of circles by statutory 

organisations, most notably by local Police and Crime Commissioners (four of the five 

PCCs in the South West region have contributed throughout the period of this 

evaluation). 

This evaluation was commissioned as part of a wider programme of funding from the Big 

Lottery Fund for CSW to extend their offer of CoSA and adapt the model for use with 

three new populations of core members: 

 Young people: Around a third of child sexual abuse is committed by other 

children and young people (Hackett, 2014). Furthermore, these cases are often 

not straight forward, with a high degree of overlap between young people being 

victims of abuse and also perpetrators (McKillop, Brown, Johnson, Smallbone, & 

Ogilvie, 2017). Circles South West are providing circles for young people who 

have sexually harmed other young people, taking referrals from multiple local 

sources, including a secure children’s home. 

  

 People with intellectual disabilities: People with learning disabilities or 

difficulties are vastly overrepresented in the prison system (Hollomotz, Talbot, 

Gordon, Hughes, & Harling, 2018; Loucks, 2007). These circles have been 

adapted to work with people with IDs who have sexually offended. This includes 

additional foundation work with the core member to establish a relationship with 

them before work on dynamic risk begins.  

 

 People who are in prison: These adaptations of standard circles involve 

volunteers meeting with the core member before they leave prison, so that the 

group is in place as the core member transitions back into the community. These 

circles have been piloted in three prisons; Leyhill, Channings Wood, and 

Dartmoor.  
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These new circles represent an innovative evolution in CoSA which acknowledges the 

specific needs and complexities in certain sub-populations of offenders. The hope of CSW 

in adapting the already well-established CoSA approach, is that these new circles will 

increase the likelihood of positive outcomes for core members and enable further 

reduction of reoffending in the community. 

RiP’s approach to this evaluation is based on our organisational model of evidence-

informed practice, whereby we acknowledge that the most valuable evidence is a blend 

of the voices of people who access services, practice wisdom, and academic research. As 

such, we have taken an approach guided by the expertise of CSW volunteers, their 

leadership team, and circle Coordinators, who helped to develop an evaluation plan 

which will guide all future evaluation activity. 

 

Timeframes 

The evaluation has run from January 2017 until March 2019, with data collected up until 

February 2019. This timeframe includes some retrospective reporting of circles that had 

already begun prior to the evaluation.  

The initial phase of the evaluation (2017) primarily involved the development of an 

evaluation framework for CSW and a data collection process that could support ongoing 

collection of evidence related to circles. 

The second phase of the evaluation (2018), involved the collation of available evidence 

from these tools, and collection of additional primary evidence to incorporate into our 

reporting. 

The final phase of evaluation (2018-2019) has involved a final collation of available data, 

an update of analyses, and interviewing with key stakeholders to assess the impact of 

circles across multiple stakeholder groups.  

 

Evaluation questions 

The evaluation has set out to answer the following questions, using the methodology 

outlined below: 

1. How do dynamic risk factors for core members change throughout their circle? 

 

2. To what extent have circles influenced these changes? 

 

3. What has been the core member’s journey throughout the circle and what has 

been the impact on emotional wellbeing and loneliness? 

 

4. What have been key factors in success (and failure) of circles, and what 

improvements (if any) can be made? 
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2. Evaluation framework 
 

Logic model approach 

Circles work with a complex group of people. It is inappropriate to paint all ex-offenders with 

the same brush, and circles must adapt to the specific circumstances and histories of core 

members. As such, an approach to evaluation should consider the complex system of changing 

offending behaviour, and the many parts of people’s lives this involves. 

The development of a monitoring and evaluation framework and corresponding data collection 

tools for CSW has involved a collaborative process with CSW stakeholders to address this 

complexity. This approach was intended to ensure that the evidence collected in this evaluation 

reflects the true objectives of CSW, as well as being methodologically sound. 

The resulting four logic models (for standard circles and the three new pilots), provide a 

summary of all of the potential steps that CSW will take to reduce risk of reoffending, necessary 

inputs, and the assumptions made when making these decisions.  

These logic models (available in the separate evaluation framework document) have informed 

the onward development of evaluation tools, such as questionnaires and topic guides, enabling 

us to reflect the intended outcomes of CSW’s work in the evidence we collect. 

 

Framework 

Following the logic model exercise and a thematic review of the core components of these 

models, we distilled CSWs core processes into the following strategic framework – The ‘No More 

Victims’ framework. Although these six headings may not articulate the full extent of CSWs 

work, they can be used to group evaluation and help structure the collection of evidence 

necessary to demonstrate the impact that CSW are having: 

 

    No more victims 
1. Capacity – CSW will ensure it has the capacity to continue 

providing circles to those who would benefit from them. 

 

2. Relationship and Accountability – Circles will develop 

strong, beneficial relationships with core members and hold 

them accountable for their actions. 

 

3. Control – Core members will develop control over their 

actions, making careful decisions and effectively managing 

their thoughts and behaviours. 

 

4. Support – Circles will support core members to improve their 

wellbeing and reduce their isolation and risk of reoffending. 

 

5. Restoration and Stability – Core members will engage in 

positive activities, build positive relationships, and work on 

creating a stable lifestyle for themselves where they do not 

revert to dangerous behaviours. 
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6. Sustainability – CSW will ensure it is able to provide circles 

by developing a valued pool of volunteers, securing continued 

funding and support, and by building strong relationships 

with partners and advocates. 

 

This framework was further expanded upon (Appendix) to help with the development of 

evaluation tools, by identifying the sub-themes for each heading, and the indicators that would 

be necessary to measure them.  
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3. Methodology 
 

Overall evaluation approach 

This is a mixed methods evaluation, combining qualitative evidence captured via interviews, 

questionnaires, and submitted evidence; and quantitative evidence captured via routine data 

submissions, questionnaires, and organisational records, split into two key parts: 

 A process evaluation – exploring the process of providing CoSA and establishing new 

circles for young people, people in prison, and people with intellectual disabilities. This 

includes interviews with external stakeholders who work alongside Circles SW.  

 

 An outcomes evaluation – investigating changes in dynamic risk for core member 

reoffending and effect of circles on these factors. This has included the collection and 

analysis of data related to circles, such as longitudinal questionnaires from coordinators, 

volunteers, and core members themselves.  

 

The benefits of this methodology are two-fold:  

 Firstly, triangulating evidence from multiple stakeholders creates a more balanced model 

of evidence collection than has typically been used for monitoring changes in the lives of 

core members in the past. This will allow for a comparison of outcomes as reported from 

multiple sources, building on the traditional use of DRRs and reliance on volunteer 

scoring within circles.   

 

 Secondly, the capacity-strengthening work that will accompany this evaluation in 

developing a data collection infrastructure will offer future benefits to the study of 

recidivism and risk of reoffending by improving the use and availability of data pertaining 

to risk within circles providers. 

 

Ethics approval 

Ethics approval for this evaluation was sought from the HMPPS National Research Committee 

(NRC). This approval was given on 15th December 2017 (Ref: 2017-337) – see Appendix. As a 

condition of this, all participants gave written, informed consent before their data was shared 

with the evaluation team.  

 

Tools 

A series of ‘tools’ (such as questionnaires and interview guides) were used to collect the 

evidence required by the framework, outlined above. Some of these are new tools, designed by 

RiP; others are validated tools from previous literature (e.g. psychometric scales); and some 

have previously been used by CSW (such as the Dynamic Risk Review – ‘DRR’). Table 1 

provides an outline of the tools used by the evaluation and descriptions of these.  
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Table 1: Data collection tools 

Tool 
New 

tool? 
Description 

Routine Data Collection No 

Routine core member information gathered at start and end of 

circles, including demographics, offending history, prior 

intervention history, any reasons for the circle ending 

prematurely, changes in static factors during the course of the 

circle. This will be collected for every core member at the start 
(0 months) and end (approximately 12 months) of their circle. 

Dynamic Risk Review 

(and adaptations) 
No 

A MoJ approved tool, endorsed by circles UK, based on the 

dynamic risk factors identified in the Structured Assessment of 

Risk and Need (SARN, HM Prison Service, 2005), which will be 

administered at the beginning, mid-point (approximately 6 

months) and end (approximately 12 months) of the circles. 

Variations of the standard DRR have been developed by CSW 
for use with ID and Young Person circles.  

UCLA Loneliness Scale 

(short) (Hughes, Waite, 

Hawkley, & Cacioppo, 

2004) 

Yes 

A short version of the validated UCLA loneliness scale, 

developed in 2004, which asks three questions to give a 
numerical measure of self-reported loneliness. 

Short Warwick and 

Edinburgh Mental 

Wellbeing Scale 

(SWEMWBS) (Stewart-

Brown et al., 2011) 

Yes 
A validated, self-reported measure of mental wellbeing; this will 
be collected in parallel with the DRR. 

MOS Social Support 

Questionnaire 

(emotional and 

informational support 

subset) (Sherbourne & 

Stewart, 1991) 

Yes 

A subset of the questions on the MOS Social Support Survey 

Instrument, developed in partnership with RAND in the 1990s. 

Eight questions provide a numerical measure of emotional and 

informational (i.e. ability to gain information from others) 
support.  

CM Questionnaire  Yes 

A series of questions developed by Research in Practice to 

gather evidence directly from core members against the CSW 

Monitoring and Evaluation Framework. Questions have been 

specifically designed to capture evidence against the 
framework’s indicators. 

Coordinator 

questionnaire 
Yes 

A bespoke questionnaire which mirrors the DRR and core 

member questionnaire; triangulating measures against the 
coordinators professional interpretation of the circle's progress. 

Parent / Carer 

questionnaire 
Yes 

For the young person circles, additional evidence will be 
gathered from parents/carers.  

Volunteer Questionnaire Yes 

Collects outcomes and process data related to the training and 

support volunteers have received, their relationship with the 

core member, perceived changes in the core member's risk, 

reasons for the circle ending, and future intentions for 
volunteering. This will be collected for all circles (~80). 

Interviews Yes 

Interviews with key stakeholders, conducted by Research in 

Practice, to gain an in-depth understanding and case study 
evidence about CSW, the pilots, processes, and outcomes.  

 

 

Table 2 shows how each collects evidence against the framework, and Figure 1 shows what 

evidence was collected and when throughout the journey of a core member through CSW. Data 

collection tools were collected routinely by CSW as part of their standard provision of circles, 

anonymised by someone from CSW, and then sent to RiP. 
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Table 2: How data collection tools collect evidence against the overarching 

framework themes 

Tool 

Framework theme 

Capacity 
Relat. & 

Acc. 
Control Support 

Rest. & 
Stab. 

Sust. 

Routine Data Collection X   X X X 

Dynamic Risk Review (and 
adaptations) 

 X X X X  

UCLA Loneliness Scale    X   

Short Warwick and 

Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing 
Scale 

   X   

MOS Social Support 
Questionnaire 

   X   

CM Questionnaires  X X X X  

Coordinator questionnaire  X X X X  

Parent / Carer 

questionnaire 
 X X X X  

Volunteer Questionnaire X X    X 

Interviews X X X X X X 
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Figure 1: Data collection process for circles 
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Case study approach 

One clear benefit from this approach to collecting data is the insight it provides at an 

individual level. By filtering the CSW evaluation dataset, we can see all the information 

collected about a single circle, and then run an individual report on this. This process can 

be done quickly and automatically, providing a single summary report.  

In this final report, case studies have been used to evaluate a random selection of circles 

in more depth. This approach brings in the qualitative evidence collected by circles and 

their stakeholders, as well as looking at changes over time in core members.   

 

Stakeholder interviews 

Details of circle coordinators and external partners were provided to researchers by 

Circles South West. Coordinators and partners were provided with an information and a 

consent form (Appendix) and invited by email to take part in a telephone interview. 

Interviews took place between January and March 2019 and lasted up to an hour; two 

researchers attended, one to conduct the interview and one to transcribe.  

Interviewees were fully briefed and provided their informed consent before the interview. 

Interview questions varied slightly depending on the role of the interviewee, with 

different questions for coordinators and external partners (Appendix); however the 

interviews broadly covered similar topics: 

 Relationships with Circles South West 

 Referral of core members 

 Recruitment and experiences of volunteers (where appropriate) 

 Outcomes for core members 

 Reflections and next steps 

Interviews were transcribed and then analysed, with key themes extracted for further 

analysis.  

 

Limitations and caveats 

Limitations in scope 

As an evaluation of the circles provided by CSW, it may be difficult to extrapolate 

findings from this evaluation onto the wider population of people who have committed 

sexual offences. However, the mixed-methods approach that we are using ensures that 

detailed evidence is captured to examine the context in which changes in risk occur for 

core members and the processes related to delivering circles. 

Similarly, the establishment of new circles for the three pilot programmes is also 

context-specific, and the development of these services will be specific to the local 

environment in which they exist (and therefore subject to variation in local probation, 

prison, youth offending, and mental health services). Again, the evaluation aims to 

capture the process factors related to these services to generate applicable findings 

relevant to the provision of rehabilitation programmes more widely.  
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Bias in recording 

Gathering objective evidence about the true risk presented by a core member is difficult, 

and relies on a certain degree of self-report, which may not be reliable. Core members 

may wish to play down their risk of reoffending, and volunteers and coordinators may 

over-estimate the effect of the circles they are involved with due to the time and effort 

they have invested.  

Evidence suggests that volunteers can be accurate in their assessments of core member 

risk (Wager & Bates, 2018). However to further explore this, we are gathering 

information about core members from a range of sources and using average normalised 

scores to reduce potential bias.  

Evidence in this evaluation comes from Coordinators, from the volunteers in the circle 

who have regular contact with the core member, and from the core members 

themselves. Furthermore, a range of questionnaires and validated tools will be used to 

gather evidence to avoid any direct interrogation of risk. Instead, we are collecting basic 

measures of individual factors to build a holistic model related to the core member. 

 

Voluntary programmes 

Circles are voluntary, and core members have to be willing to engage with the CoSA 

programme to receive a circle. CSW conduct a further assessment of the core member 

before their circle begins and make a final decision on whether it should go ahead. 

Therefore this sample of core members is already distinct from the wider population of 

ex-offenders, in that they have demonstrated a desire to reduce their risk of reoffending.  

As such, for core members in this sample, it becomes more difficult to identify what 

changes are due to a specific intervention, and what changes are due to the person’s 

more general attitude towards not reoffending.  

In this evaluation, we are examining changes in core members’ lives and various 

measures of risk by collecting data across all circles at multiple timepoints. We will also 

be asking stakeholders to identify the extent to which they think the circle is responsible 

for these changes. However the methodology does not allow for clear conclusions to be 

made as to whether the changes are directly due to CoSA, or whether similar changes 

could have been achieved in another, similar programme. 

 

Limitations of available data 

Although RiP and CSW have developed some of the tools being used, this evaluation 

primarily works with data collected and submitted by CSW. Therefore, the majority of 

analyses in this report and subsequent reporting are limited to the available data and 

might not represent all circles at the time of reading.  

It is a challenge to collect multiple questionnaires from all of the stakeholders involved in 

a circle, over multiple timepoints, and to record this in a way that enables analysis. The 

quantity of available data in this evaluation is testament to the hard work of the CSW 

core team.  

Furthermore, there will inevitably be a time lag between data being captured at source 

(e.g. volunteers completing forms) and the data being available for analyses (e.g. due to 

the time needed to transcribe forms into data tables). However in this final report, we 
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have complete data from a number of Circles, and partial data from all Circles that CSW 

are currently delivering.  

 

Recidivism and reoffending data 

This evaluation approach will not enable conclusions to be made about whether CoSA 

reduce the likelihood that someone will reoffend compared to a different intervention, 

since we are not comparing core members to a similar group who did not receive a 

circle. We will, however, use CSW’s available data to evaluate the risk factors related to 

reoffending in our final reporting, as well as assessing how the circle may have 

contributed to these. 

Overall we believe that, although there may be limitations in the generalisability in some 

areas of this evaluation, the mixed methods approach and in-depth analysis factors 

generate a high level of valuable evidence which will inform the future provision of 

restorative interventions for sex offenders. 
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4. Stakeholder interviews 
 

Respondents 

Telephone interviews were conducted with eight individuals who have presently or 

previously been involved with Circles South West. Tables 3-5 below display the roles, 

organisations and job titles of participants.  

Table 3: Participants’ roles 

Role n 

Circles coordinators 3 

External partners 5 

 

Table 4: Participants’ organisations 

Organisation n 

Circles South West 3 

HMPPS 3 

Residential placement 1 

Local authority 1 

 

Table 5: Participants’ job titles  

Job title n 

Probation officer 3 

Coordinator 3 

YOT 1 

Transitions manager 1 

 

 

Relationships with Circles South West 

External partners (n = 5) were asked about their relationships and involvement with 

Circles South West. Respondents spoke of having a positive relationship (n = 3) with 

regular review meetings (n = 3) and appropriate updates. Circles were noted as a useful 

resource, both in supporting the core member, and as an additional source of 

information about an individual “they might disclose to the circle what they haven’t 

mentioned to you”. One partner expressed a wish for more feedback and updates around 

people who have left their service.  

Coordinators (n = 3) were asked about their working environment and the support 

provided by Circles South West. The isolation of remote working was noted by two 

interviewees who also commented positively on the autonomy this provides. One person 

reported receiving “comprehensive” training, whilst two reported no / minimal training. 

However the level of training provided was considered appropriate by all, with those who 

received less training reporting pre-existing knowledge from previous roles.  
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All interviewees (n = 8) spoke of positive experiences / outcomes working with Circles 

South West, with coordinators describing their highly varied roles positively and 

reporting feeling “trusted”, “supported”, and part of a “tightly knit” group. 

 

 “I couldn’t be happier in work. I have a fantastic boss, supervision, 

positive constructive feedback, colleagues, varied workload, it’s the 

best job in the world. It’s such a privileged position … I feel really 

lucky.” (Coordinator) 

 

“I’ve been massively impressed by circles, I loved working with them, I 

found it really motivational.” (External partner) 

 

Referrals 

All interviewees were asked about the process of referring core members for circles. The 

process was largely described as smooth (n = 3), with referrals from agencies including: 

 BeSafe (within the Bristol area) 

 YOTs 

 Probation 

 Police 

 Social services 

 Prisons 

 

While the funding for circles was mainly from a combination of charitable grants and 

local police and crime commissioners, two people described a circle which was funded by 

a Local Authority. The issue of funding was, understandably, a challenging one for Circles 

South West, as reflected in Coordinator comments. 

Many respondents (n = 5) spoke of a thorough and relationship-based screening / 

discussion process when core members were referred to circles. Coordinators in 

particular described holding conversations with a core member to ensure they would be 

motivated to complete the programme and put in the necessary work; one coordinator 

described setting homework tasks as a way of gauging a potential core member’s level 

of motivation.  

As well as motivation, interviewees described looking for honesty and a degree of 

accountability, with one person explaining how: 

 

“If they say “it wasn’t my fault” or “I didn’t do anything wrong”, I will 

say “you can have a circle, but will have to work more”. I don’t want to 

waste the funding or time setting up the circle.” (Coordinator) 

 

One coordinator described “hours of motivational and pre-work” which, when considering 

their drop-out rates felt “that is time well spent. I feel the reason is the selection process 

and pre-circle work.”  
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Conversely, one partner described offering circles to all young people they worked with, 

and this was largely successful, the exception being where there was a delay in the 

provision of a circle.  

 

“It’s difficult if the circle isn’t ready when they leave, then they might 

say they don’t need one” (External partner) 

 

The two major barriers described around referrals related to capacity to provide circles 

and logistical difficulties in arranging circle meetings, particularly for core members who 

are in prison. One coordinator noted how the number of potential people who could 

benefit from circles is much higher than the number of circles they have the capacity to 

provide. 

Awareness of circles amongst colleagues and partners in external organisations was 

noted to be improving (n = 4), however it was felt that there was further room for 

improvement (n = 2). Two people noted pre-existing relationships as useful in raising 

awareness and gaining referrals; coordinators (n = 3) reported relationship building and 

previous work promoting and presenting circles with partner agencies. The support and 

cooperation of external agencies, for example prisons or YOTs, was also felt to be 

beneficial, particularly around information sharing.  

 

Isolation of core members 

All interviewees (n = 8), referenced core members’ isolation as a central element in 

circles. Asked if isolation motivates core members to engage with their circle, one 

coordinator replied “Yes I do, I think it’s the main reason it works as well as it does.”  

Interviewees described how visits with statutory agencies can be brief, and especially for 

someone who is isolated. There are benefits to having consistent relationships (n = 4) 

and people to discuss their thoughts and concerns with (n = 3).  

 

“Just having regular contact with people who are interested in them. 

They have no family / friends, are in their flat on their own.” (External 

partner) 

 

“Time to talk through things on their mind, accountability, problem 

solving. Circles is good at helping talk through.” (External partner) 

 

“Less likely to reoffend; they can’t talk things over if they don’t have a 

good support network.” (External partner) 

 

For young people who might not have supportive families, circles provide opportunities 

to access activities which they would not otherwise be able to engage in, with 

interviewees describing activities such as visits to a museum and Christmas lunches. 
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Similarly for adults, circles afford the opportunity to get outside or have something to 

look forward to (n = 3): 

 

“When he did the circle he spent less time on the internet looking for 

what he thought of as ‘safe’ contact with children. They can form 

positive relationships and challenge the labelling in the community.” 

(External partner) 

 

Relationships with the circle 

A central element of circles are the relationships between core members and volunteers: 

 

 “I thought young people would want loads of activities, but that’s not 

what keeps them coming. It might have motivated them at the 

beginning but the relationships keep them coming back.” (Coordinator) 

 

A key component in these relationships is the volunteers’ status as neutral members of 

the public who are choosing to support and build relationships with the core member (n 

= 6).  

 

“I think there is a huge amount of benefit in just the fact that the core 

member knows these people know about the offence and still give up 

their time to see him.” (Coordinator) 

 

“They deserve to have people who care about them. It helps their self-

worth, that they are volunteers and are giving up their own time 

because they want to help and to have relationships with them.” 

(External partner) 

 

It was also noted that while many core members are familiar with professional 

involvement, they benefit from also having independent people to talk to: 

 

“He can discuss his alcoholism with the circle without feeling judged by 

professionals who might recall him.” (External partner) 

 

“When they meet professionals it’s more controlled and they’re less 

honest, like they have a mask to wear. With the circle it’s more holistic 

and they can take off the mask so it’s more of a true picture.” (External 

partner) 
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Four interviewees noted instances where core members went on to have enduring 

friendships as a result of their circle. This was either through maintaining contact with 

volunteers once a circle was completed, or through a mentoring service for a core 

member who would not have been able to sustain a 1-to-1 friendship prior to the circle. 

Two interviewees described how the group dynamic was a factor in the success of circles 

as the range of personalities and individuals could support cohesion if a core member 

were to fall out with one member of the circle.  

 

“Circles don’t rely on that one relationship, someone can be out of 

favour and the other group members will pick it up, like a family, it 

makes it easier to avoid polarisation. I put a lot of thought into each 

circle. Sometimes there are few choices but I like to put together 

bespoke circles to suit individuals.” (Coordinator) 

 

The circle was able to reinforce messages from other agencies working with the core 

member (n = 3). This was particularly important for young people who might hear 

conflicting messages at home. Similarly, for isolated individuals, it could also counter 

unchallenged messages from the Internet and media.   

 

“They might have got ideas from TV or the paper, hearing from 

representatives in the community that “you might think everyone 

watched pornography or says they have a good attitude to women but 

really thinks this”. They might think this if they have based their 

attitudes on soap operas.” (Coordinator) 

 

Often these messages were promoted by other agencies working with the core member 

(e.g. YOT, prison, probation). For example, an external partner explained how, when 

working with a core member who was “stuck in his opinions around consent”, the circle 

were able to offer support in conveying this message.  

 

 “The circle reinforces messages over time – initially he challenged why 

the age of consent was what it is but we don’t get that any more. 

There’s a worry that he’ll stick to the rule of law but he doesn’t seem to 

understand consent. We’ve felt it’s been useful that the circle can back 

up our discussions with him, the values and messages. It’s useful to 

have neutral people involved.” (External partner) 

 

As well as reinforcing messages from other agencies, one coordinator described how 

circles can support multiagency communication.  

 

“Health and criminal justice don’t traditionally talk. Doing this wasn’t 

initially on the tin, but we have had feedback that this is a huge benefit 

everyone gets from circles. We’re a bit like MAPPA […] getting everyone 
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in the room every six weeks, everyone on the same page […] making 

them talk to each other more than MAPPA would do. (Coordinator) 

 

Positive, person-centred work 

The strengths-based, person-centred nature of circles was also considered an important 

factor (n = 5), providing opportunities to for accepting and positive relationships with 

volunteers (n = 4).  

 

“Social skills develop, protective factors, enable [core members] to live 

a normal life. It’s lovely to see” (Coordinator) 

 

 “Circles can provide light relief, emotional support. It’s less 

institutionalised, can teach social skills which professionals are unable 

or don’t have the time to do. It’s the expectation that it might be 

different depending on the needs and network of the core member.” 

(Coordinator) 

 

 “Overall it’s useful to challenge his views on consent and to support the 

work we’re doing, with members of the public who are accepting of him 

and are positive, they’re not trying to get him to do something, or 

focusing on what he’s done wrong.” (External partner). 

 

Interviewees described circles supporting core members to move on with their lives and 

offering hope (n = 2) for the future. 

 

“Treat [the core member] as a person and not just someone who 

committed a sexual offence. They see they can have a positive future, a 

job, a relationship, it’s helpful from a risk perspective as if they don’t 

see a future, they might think there’s no reason not to commit another 

offence.” (External partner) 

 

“This is just relationships, positive, strengths-based, they deal in hope, 

give the core member hope about the future.” (Coordinator) 

 

The stigmatisation of core members was mentioned (n = 2), with interviewees 

describing the “humanising” impact of circles and the importance of receiving regular 

support (n = 4). 
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“They are so stigmatised and labelled and made to feel subhuman, 

those little things make the difference, if someone offers to make a cup 

of tea for them.” (External partner) 

 

“That relationship helps support idea that ‘you’re a decent human, but 

that behaviour is completely unacceptable’.” (Coordinator) 

 

Motivation and engagement 

Once a circle was running, interviewees (n = 5) felt core members were well engaged 

with their circles. Interviewees (n = 4) felt that the effects of the circle were maintained 

long-term and provided anecdotal evidence of this, even if the process felt challenging at 

times: 

 

“Engagement has been maintained, there have been no real issues 

from start to end.” (External partner) 

 

“In one case the volunteers were frustrated, crisis management each 

week, bills, housing falling in. The circle finished and 3 months later 

[we] contacted him and he never had another issue with it.” (External 

partner) 

 

Where one interviewee described a circle which was not successful, two possible reasons 

were presented for this. One that the individual was “shy [and] didn’t embrace the circle 

as much” and the other suggestion was “maybe he went because we told him he needed 

to rather than wanting to go.” Similarly, as most circles are voluntary, interviewees felt 

this also helped ensure circles were a positive experience for a core member (n = 4). 

One interviewee noted they had experienced no challenges, attributing this to the 

approach to not “force people to take part”.  

 

Decision making, managing thoughts and behaviour  

Circles challenge core members to manage their thoughts, make better decisions and be 

accountable for their actions (n = 3). The relationships within a circle support this and, 

where appropriate, give circles the opportunity to build up to difficult conversations. 

 

“Accountability is secondary, if you address accountability in week one 

you wouldn’t see them again.” (Coordinator) 

 

“They can be suspicious to begin with. [It] might begin with the 

normality of talking about EastEnders [or] Brexit.” (Coordinator) 
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One coordinator described how circles support the core member’s decision making: 

 

“It’s about perspective, a voice on the shoulder asking questions “what 

happened last time”, to challenge the thoughts and behaviours, try and 

get the core member involved in activities other than sitting inside on 

the computer, getting employment, reducing social isolation and 

loneliness.” (Coordinator)  

 

As well as the longer-term impact a circle can have on the decision making process: 

 

“It’s impossible for the core member to forget the experience, the 12 

months, I hope they think of the voice on their shoulder ‘what would 

circle think?’” (Coordinator) 

 

Instances of reoffending or new allegations against core members were described (n = 

4). One interviewee noted that we “don’t know if without the circle it would have been 

more severe, more frequent, sooner”.  

Some concerns were expressed that a core member’s views were not changing (n = 2), 

rather they were “regurgitating” what they were being told. This led to questions around 

potential on-going levels of risk.  

 

“He is keen not to get into trouble, says the right things, but doesn’t 

put it into practice.” (Coordinator) 

 

However, it was acknowledged that these barriers would likely occur whoever was 

working with the core member, and it was beneficial to have the circle supporting the 

voices of professionals.  

 

Wellbeing 

While many circles support a core member with their accommodation as well as 

accessing education, employment and training, interviewees focused on less tangible 

benefits of circles. Development of confidence, self-esteem and social skills were 

described (n = 3), with one person noting how changes in “social skills are the most 

notable and consistent.” 

One coordinator described a challenging circle which had not felt successful initially, 

however the core member’s “confidence and self-esteem have improved dramatically. It 

may feel like a failure but has have less tangible benefits.” 

A coordinator described how a circle can leave a legacy of: 
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“Pro-social modelling, healthy attitudes, appropriate social skills … 

learning techniques, being reminded regularly and brought back to 

think of healthy ways to live, goals, aspirations, long term obstacles” 

(Coordinator) 

 

“It went in, it was helping him, gave support while he was figuring out 

how to do things.” (External partner) 

 

“We’re leaving life fuller and richer than when the circle started, they 

are happy, more stable, making better decisions.” (Coordinator) 

 

Volunteers 

Coordinators were asked about the recruitment of volunteers which is managed by a 

recruitment coordinator, with advertisements in the community, on the internet and 

though local universities, though one coordinator reported that “90% of volunteers are 

from Do-it”. Regular training sessions are held for new volunteers, along with “bespoke 

volunteer training throughout the year”, and training specific to pilot circles where 

appropriate. Coordinators described having “no surplus of volunteers”, however despite 

“panicking there won’t be enough volunteers for a new Circle, it’s always worked out in 

the end.” 

 

 “They are picked for pro-social, non-judgemental views; they might be 

differing views but they’re still on the money, the core member sees 

different views but they are all saying something helpful. Like kids 

having a good teacher who changed their lives, embedded their 

thinking, dialogue and thoughts.” (Coordinator) 

 

One person described two main motivations of volunteers; those wanting “experience for 

their CVs” or “career progression”, and those who “speak of the ethos, community 

responsibility, no more victims, wanting to work with the most stigmatised in society.” 

  

 “They believe in community responsibility, wanting the community to 

not be fragmented, to break that cycle of harm. These people have had 

hard life experiences, childhood experiences, challenges.” (Coordinator) 

 

Volunteers themselves bring “a wide range of knowledge, a lot of psychology and 

sociology students, some PhDs”. It was noted that some volunteers “want to come in 

and ‘treat’ but I try to steer them away from this.”  

All coordinators (n = 3) described holding regular supervision with volunteers throughout 

circles, however there was variety in whether this was group or individual supervision, 

with one person noting the importance of “time spent directly with volunteers”. 
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“It’s been really positive, a really reciprocal relationship, people are 

making a time commitment and given enthusiasm, it’s a mutually 

appreciative relationship. They are very complementary and positive, it 

works well.” (Coordinator) 

 

Pilot circles 

Coordinators discussed their experiences of working in the pilot circles and the external 

partners were able to offer further insight in this area. Coordinators described 

adaptations they made to the standard circles model, although much of the standard 

approach was maintained. Below we explore the impact and challenges for each of the 

pilot circles.  

 

“[The] reason circles [is] successful is that core model. Don’t want to 

adapt [too much] and lose that magic ingredient.”  

 

Prison circles 

Of the pilots, the feedback for prison circles was the most mixed. While much of the 

feedback was overwhelmingly positive, there were logistical barriers which led one 

interviewee to suggest that the approach “hasn’t worked” in several aspects.   

It was noted that there had been fewer referrals than expected, with the challenges 

discussed below suggested as potential reasons for this:  

 The demand in prisons vastly outweighing the capacity to provide circles, 

with one interviewee describing “about 650 inmates and many of them are sex 

offenders … of those there are about two or three who can receive [circles]”  

 

 Accessing prisons, particularly for volunteers, was especially challenging.  

One person described how “underfunding, lack of resources, complications about 

security” made it “difficult to get into prison”, this was exacerbated by the need 

for cooperation from prison admin staff for all volunteers to “go through personal 

protection, key, radio, prison life training to get into prison”, as well as requiring 

extra support once in prison due to volunteers’ own anxieties and understanding 

around prison.  

 

 There were conflicting messages about whether lower security prisons 

would be easier to access. Two people we spoke to felt that Category D 

prisons were easier to access and did not have the same vetting process to grant 

entry. However another advised Category D prisons have the same process, 

although it “might feel less invasive”.   

 

 The distance between the prison and the location the core member would 

be released to also created some barriers. One interviewee described a 

situation where a core member “was far from where he will be living, we can’t use 

volunteers from the community he will be living in because it’s too far to travel to 

the prison before he’s released”. The issue of prisons moving inmates about was 

also raised as a further complication.  
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Despite the challenges, there was a lot of praise for prison circles, which were considered 

“fantastic” and “very helpful”. Feedback from probation officers described circles as 

“really positive”. There appeared to be a need and appetite for these circles, with the 

relationships built while the core member was still in prison providing additional support 

for the core member on release.  

 

“They are supported and have a routine in prison so continuing in the 

early stages of release can allow them to adjust.” 

 

“Volunteers talk to core members before release and talk about fears 

and plans, relationships build up. An ideal model would be six months 

before release and see [each other] every week until then. Then there’s 

someone there to see when released, that would be even better.” 

 

Suggestions were made to support with the challenges: 

 One person mentioned a location where a coordinator was based in the 

prison. It was thought this would “make life easier” as “they are there all the 

time, can talk to the prison and probation officers, it makes life easier”.  

 

 There was also a suggestion to “be more directly involved with prisons”. 

With an example given of a circle set up for a core member who had received a 

life sentence and would require a high level of support. It was thought circles 

could be a source of support for areas which “someone might spend more time or 

money one”, they “could offer a very good service and there might be additional 

money involved in that group”. 

 

If processes could be put in place to support with the challenges, prison circles could 

have the potential to be a positive mechanism to support the transition back into the 

community. Future funding applications may wish to seek support for a role situated in 

specific prisons, as suggested in some interviews, to help navigate the barriers of access 

for volunteers and organisational issues in arranging circles before core members are 

released. 

 

ID circles 

As the core members in ID circles were described as having “borderline IDs”, “the 

adaptations required were not as much as initially thought”, with one coordinator 

suggesting “meeting people first and then making adaptions”, rather than making 

adaptions from the outset.  

However these circles in particular do have additional pre-circle work to ensure the core 

member is comfortable with the process and “to get to the point of talking about 

accountability”.  

 

“We role play the disclosure in advance, in the room it would happen in, 

with the chairs set out. Once they were happy with the text I’d get it 
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typed up using accessible language. They would do it for the volunteers 

and the feedback was so positive ‘you’re so brave to trust us’. [Core 

members’] faces would light up, sometimes there’d be crying, they are 

so touched that a group of people accept them, it’s so powerful.” 

 

It was noted that people with IDs often have some degree of professional input and as a 

result were more comfortable with opening up about themselves than, for example, 

young people were.  

 

“Even if they have limited understanding, they are more likely to have 

had professionals asking them questions. So when meeting people for 

ID circles, it became apparent they see themselves as adults. So much 

so I’ve been able to follow the standard circle model.” 

 

An initial concern was the confidence of volunteers in working with people who have IDs. 

While initially volunteers were cautious about ID circles, training supported their 

confidence and resulted in people experienced in standard circles also being able to 

volunteer in ID circles. 

 

“People were coming with low confidence working with disabilities – 

sometimes standard volunteers are asked to do ID circles, they’re taken 

to ID training and volunteers’ confidence goes up massively.” 

 

Fewer challenges were raised in the adaption of ID circles than for prison and young 

people circles; it was suggested that the model “works really well”. That these circles 

take place in the community and the large amount of pre-circle work is also likely to 

have contributed to the smooth running of these circles.  

 

Young people circles 

These circles can enable young people to access activities and a degree of independence 

which they might not otherwise be able to do due to court orders / risk management 

plans, however as explored above, it was considered the relationships which “keep them 

coming back”. Some young people were noted to “have attachment issues”, while “some 

attach really easily”. Where relevant, attachment issues were included in volunteer 

training. 

Some of the points raised around young people circles are explored below: 

 There has been a “lack of referrals”, potentially due to the age ranges of 

young people that circles are able to work with. “We had a dearth of 

referrals because there was no one over the age of 13 … It’s great that HSB is 

being identified earlier but we can’t offer Circles until 14 … 12 and 13 year olds 

are being referred in abundance.” 
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 A key adaption of young people circles was around the number of 

volunteers involved. “Early I learnt the 5 volunteer model did not work well 

because a couple of circles collapsed early. The young person was overwhelmed by 

the number of people. [We work with] 3 to 4 [volunteers] now. I like to start with 

4 due to drop outs. Sometimes it becomes 3 quickly which works well.” 

 

 The home environments of young people with circles were also noted as 

important, especially in terms of whether the effects of the circle are 

maintained. “If the young person has a supportive home environment [the effects 

of a circle] can be sustained, if there’s a supportive parent, foster parent, partner. 

If they are in a neglectful or abusive environment it’s not sustained.” The 

interviewee described how this is an increasingly common occurrence as thresholds 

for social care support are increasing. Similarly, challenges can occur if a young 

person receives conflicting messages from the circle and at home. “It’s difficult if 

the parent / carer is saying different things to the circle, young people are more in 

line with parent / carer views.”  

 

 Relationships with overlapping services were described as “really, really 

good”, with positive relationships described with youth offending teams and social 

care. While it was noted that social workers “only attend 50% of reviews”, it was 

thought this was due to the high workload of social care staff. It was suggested 

that additional engagement of external agencies could be “beneficial for 

professionals to understand young people”. 

 

 For young people in residential placements, the importance of starting a 

circle as soon as possible after they leave was highlighted. It was noted that 

if there was a delay in the circle starting, young people can “they feel they’re fine 

now” and no longer want a circle. Though this had not happened with Circles South 

West, it was an important consideration. In addition, it was thought that starting a 

circle before young people leave placement would be beneficial for the transition, 

though logistic issues arose due to the distances between residential placements 

and the communities the young people would settle in.  

 

The funding model for YP circles was slightly different to the other pilots, with referrals 

often coming with funding for the young person, rather than relying on CSW financial 

backing. This did not appear to affect the delivery of circles, but may be a factor in the 

sustainability of the work. Given the feedback related to starting circles earlier, this may 

be a consideration for CSW, and whether these arrangements can be made with youth 

offending teams to extend the period of intervention.  

 

Pilot circles reflections  

All pilot circles were spoken of positively, though as with the development of any new 

service, inevitable challenges were experienced. The flexibility and creativity of 

coordinators in particular appears to have supported the development of pilot circles, 

with bespoke adaptions to ensure the circle is suited to the core member, whilst 

retaining the fidelity of the CoSA approach.  

For two of the pilot circles, pre-existing relationships were described with some external 

agencies which supported in liaising with external partners and with awareness for 

referrals. It was noted that it can be “difficult to make connections” with some external 
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partners, therefore this could pose a further potential barrier without the pre-existing 

relationships. The value of having coordinators with a deep, pre-existing understanding of 

partner agencies has been extremely valuable for CSW and should be a central 

consideration for any other CoSA providers considering similar adaptations of circles.  

A theme which occurred across interviews (n = 6), was the role circles could have in 

supporting transitions, with one interviewee suggesting circles “help most on release” 

and are most beneficial around periods of transition. Pilot circles in particular occur at 

points of transition and it was suggested that this is a key factor in their success.  

 

“[Circles are most successful] if they are referred at point of transition 

– moving from supported accommodation, starting a part time job - 

people are pleased the Circle is running during that transition. Though 

it’s hard to say what would have happened without the Circle, but I get 

the impression the transition caused it to be successful.” (Coordinator) 

 

There were a few challenges mentioned related to thresholds. While pilot circles were 

spoken of highly by external partners, one partner noted only being able to refer core 

members for pilot circles, and not standard ones. The interviewee had referred core 

members for standard circles in the past, and felt there was now a gap in the service for 

“someone who is isolated and a sex offender without a learning disability”. Circles South 

West have identified that these gaps in availability of standard circles in certain regions 

are due to funding restrictions rather than due to imposed thresholds.  

 

Summary  

Through a series of interviews with Circles South West coordinators and partners, 

interviewees painted a picture of a supportive organisation which is working with 

motivated core members towards the organisation’s overall aim of “no more victims”.   

The freedom conferred by Circles South West has allowed coordinators to draw on their 

own skills, experiences, and relationships in the development of pilot circles. A good 

level of communication with coordinators and external partners was described.  

The core members are supported by accepting, positive relationships formed with circle 

members, particularly around transitional periods. Interviewees described relationships 

which had continued after circles had completed, with many expressing a wish that the 

circle could continue for longer. 

 

“When ending every Circle has said ‘why can’t it go on longer’” 

(Coordinator) 

 

A number of recommendations were made which are outlined below.  

 Providing regular updates and information to partner agencies will ensure 

all staff, including new starters, are aware of the circles offer. Posters, emails and 

presentations in partner organisations were all suggested for awareness raising, 
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particularly given that staff turnover in partner agencies might mean that 

awareness dissipates over time. 

 

 Promote and develop circles’ unique position to support multiagency 

communication. Encouraging external agencies to share information between 

themselves at circle meetings could positively impact both circles and external 

activities with the core member. The review meetings have been identified as a 

valuable multi-agency communication opportunity for this group of core 

members. 

 

 There were unique challenges for prison circles due to the nature of 

working within the prison system. Suggestions to support this included 

basing a coordinator within a prison and closer partnerships. Agreeing the 

processes of allowing volunteers access to prisons from the outset of the 

relationship could also support these circles, however ultimately circles are reliant 

on some dedicated support from within prisons which can be variable.  

 

 There were some suggestions for expanding the remit of Circles South 

West. Training and consultancy would increase the voice and awareness of 

Circles South West and also support longer-term sustainability and provision of 

circles.   
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5. Questionnaire data and analysis 
 

Interpreting the data 

Circles South West has taken a novel approach to evaluating the changes in dynamic risk 

for core members over the course of this evaluation. As well as the traditional approach 

of volunteer-rated dynamic risk (measured via the Dynamic Risk Review; DRR), over the 

past two years CSW has collected measures of dynamic risk from core members, 

coordinators, and stakeholders using a series of structured questionnaires.  

The reasoning behind this approach is to ensure dynamic risk is considered in its full 

complexity. For instance, it makes sense to ask core members about their wellbeing and 

loneliness, rather than to rely solely on what they tell the volunteers. And it is also 

important to capture the expert views of coordinators.  

Further details about this approach to analysis can be found in the Appendix. 

 

Sample 

Data has been collected, to some extent, for 58 circles between 28-11-2016, and 09-03-

2019. The circles in the dataset include:  

 22 Standard circles 

 8 Intellectual disability circles 

 14 Prison circles 

 14 Young person circles 

 

In total there are 12 circles where we have substantial longitudinal data from 3 Review 

points – start, middle and end of circle: 

 4 Standard circles 

 2 ID circles 

 3 Prison circles 

 3 YP circles 

 

This is not to say that these are the only ‘completed’ circles; just that these are 

the only ones where we have a sufficient number of questionnaires returned to conduct a 

balanced analysis at all three timepoints. 

Table 6, below, shows the total number of questionnaires received by the evaluators 

from CSW during the evaluation, split by the review point they were from, and the type 

of questionnaire.  

 

 

 

 



34 | Questionnaire data and analysis  

 

Table 6: Questionnaire data received during the evaluation 

Questionnaire 
Review 

Pre Circle (prison) Start of Circle Mid Circle End of Circle 

Self-reported NA 40 32 22 

Coordinator NA 47 35 29 

DRR score NA 43 35 25 

Loneliness 9 40 32 22 

Parents / Carers NA 10 7 6 

Social support 9 40 32 22 

Volunteer NA NA NA 27 

Mental wellbeing 9 40 32 22 

 

 

Scoring responses 

To analyse data in the aggregate for circles provided by CSW, responses on each 

questionnaire were scored. A scoring template for each questionnaire was created, and 

this was used to process all responses from questionnaires. This template indicated 

whether a question score needed to be reversed, which risk category the question 

related to, and what the minimum and maximum scores were. 

A score was generated for each questionnaire, which was normalised so that it 

represents a measure of dynamic risk on a scale of 0-100, where 100 = the highest level 

of risk. Therefore, each questionnaire score represents the mean risk score for all 

questions on a particular tool, as scored by a particular person at a given point in time. 

To maintain the detail in analyses, these questionnaire scores have been kept separate 

for most of the evaluation. This is particularly important in exploring whether different 

respondents have differing views of risk at the same point in time.  

 

Analyses 

There are two distinct ways to look at the data: 

1. The entire dataset – which includes circles without data at all three reviews. 

Analysing at this level provides a ‘snapshot’ view of risk at different time points; 

however there is an assumption that circles are similar, and that all circles 

change at the same rate. 

 

2. Complete circles only – which enables us to look at changes over time, i.e. 

whether, on average, risk decreases between the start and end of the circle.  

 

We look at the data in both formats in this report, however caution should be taken with 

the whole dataset view in particular. For instance, a reduction in risk at Review 3 could 

equally indicate that the more limited set of circles we have data for at Review 3 are 

simply lower risk circles overall.  
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Average risk scores over time 

The range of questionnaire scores for all circles highlights a great deal of variety in 

dynamic risk across core members. The boxplot in figure 2 below shows the range of 

total questionnaire scores, as well as the average scores at each review point (mean = 

red dot, median = horizontal line). Overall, we can see that the average scores at 

Review 3 are lowest, and highest at Review 1. 

Review ‘0’ is the pre-circle review for prisons only, and only includes a short set of 

questions on wellbeing.  

 

Figure 2: Boxplot of questionnaire scores for all circles across all review 

points 

 

 

To explore whether the differences in average risk are significant, we conducted an 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) on average questionnaire score for each circle at each of 

the different time points (excluding review 0). For this analysis, two questionnaires were 

removed1. 

                                           
1 Loneliness, due to only having 3 questions therefore a very large range in scores; and volunteer, 

since this was only collected at review 3 
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The ANOVA indicated that the difference in averages is significant (F2,123 = 3.45, p = 

.035). A Tukey post-test analysis indicates that the difference in average scores is 

significant between the start and end of the circles (p = .044) but not likely to be 

significant between start-mid circle (p = .166) and mid-end (p = .779). 

These results suggest that, overall, the differences between scores from start 

to end of the circle get consistently lower, but gradual. However, as mentioned 

above, this does not necessarily mean that all circles are reducing in risk since 

not all circles have full data. Instead, we can say that circles at the end review 

have significantly lower scores on average, than circles at the start review. 

To look at these scores in further detail, we can also draw boxplots for each 

questionnaire and look at the range of mean scores over reviews. The majority follow a 

similar trend, apart from the loneliness and volunteer scores as mentioned above, which 

were removed from the analysis of variance test. 

 

Figure 3: Boxplot of questionnaire scores for all circles across all review 

points by questionnaire 

 

 

 

Completed circles 

We can conduct a similar set of analyses, but exclusively for the circles where we have 

data from all three circle reviews. Figure 4 shows the boxplot of these scores. Similar to 
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the analysis of all circle scores, we can see a downward trend in scores from start to end 

of the Circle.  

Again, an analysis of variance indicates that the differences in average scores are 

significant (F2,33 = 9.98, p = .000); and post-test comparisons indicates that the 

difference is significant between the start and end of the circle (p = .000).  

 

Figure 4: Boxplot of questionnaire scores for completed circles across all 

review points 

 

  

Therefore, we are able to say that average dynamic risk scores, as measured using 

a selection of tools from multiple stakeholders, reduce from the start to the end 

of circles in our dataset.  

We can explore this further by splitting scores by circle type, as shown in figure 5 below. 

This suggests that the reduction in average scores is consistent between the pilot and 

standard circles.  
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Figure 5: Boxplot of questionnaire scores for completed circles by circle type 

and review point 

 

 

 

Risk scores by questionnaire 

To gain further insight into how overall risk changes overtime for circles, we can look at 

average questionnaire scores over time using the CSW ‘risk radar’. This visualisation is a 

radar plot which has been developed over this evaluation based on the evidence that 

CSW has been collecting. 

The risk radar shows three shapes overlaid on each other. Each shape represents the 

profile of risk for a circle or circles at a particular point in time (e.g. the start, middle, 

and end review points). 

Below, figure 6 shows a risk radar for all circles. The larger grey shape indicates that 

risk scores are higher on average at this point. We can see that the yellow shape is 

smaller (or the same) for most points, showing that average questionnaire scores have 

tended to decrease from start to middle. And the smaller still red shape shows that 

average scores are lowest for most questionnaires at the end of the circle. 

This plot also highlights where shapes overlap – i.e. where risk may not have decreased 

between reviews. For instance, an increase in average risk related to social support at 

the end of the circle. 
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Figure 6: Risk radar, by tool, for all circles 

 

 

 

These radars can also be explored by group. Such as by circle type. Figure 7 below 

shows this. Here, we can see different average risk profiles based on the type of circle. 

For instance, the prison circles appear on average to have a lower dynamic risk at review 

3; whereas the ID circles have increases in average risk scores for self-reported 

loneliness and social support as the circle is coming to an end. 

As above, however, these radars represent all circles, and may not represent change 

over time for all circles.  
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Figure 7: Risk radar, by tool and circle type 

 

 

The section above looks in more detail about changes in dynamic risk over time. Where 

the risk radars hold the highest value, are as a tool for quickly visualising the risk of 

individual circles. In this format, we can see how a core members risk across different 

measures has changed throughout their circle.  

These individual risk radars form a part of the case study analysis below, and have also 

been shared with CSW systematically throughout the evaluation. In addition to this, 

Figure 8 provides a top level view of all of these radars, which gives a sense of data 

completion for all circles, and changes in risk over time. These radars provide a quick 

reference for overall perceived dynamic risk across all the circles that CSW collect data 

for, but not the detail of the in-depth case studies in section 6.  
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Figure 8: Risk radars for al l circles 

 



42 | Questionnaire data and analysis  

 

Inter-tool agreement 

One way to explore the interaction between the different questionnaires used is to look 

at correlations between overall scores on each questionnaire at a single time point. E.g. 

does the self-rated risk score correlate with the volunteer-rated DRR score at the end-of-

circle review? 

The correlation matrix in figure 9 shows correlations between questionnaire average 

scores (p < 0.05), coloured by the direction of the relationship.  

Here, we can see the questionnaire pairs which appear to be measuring similar things 

(i.e. a high score on one most likely means there will be a high score on the other). For 

instance: 

 Loneliness scores positively correlate with all questionnaires (apart from 

parent and carer scores, which are exclusive to YP circles). This suggests that 

self-reported loneliness is a valuable indicator of wider perceived dynamic risk for 

core members.  

 

 Coordinator and DRR scores are positively correlated suggesting agreement 

between volunteers and coordinators regarding a broad measure of dynamic risk. 

 

 Parents and carers scores are positively correlated with coordinators 

suggesting that carers are generally making similar assessments of a young 

person’s risk as coordinators 

 

 There are positive correlations between all self-reported measures – the 

core member questionnaire, loneliness, mental wellbeing, and social support 

questionnaires all correlate positively with each other, suggesting that these 

scales are measuring related concepts.  

  

 A strong positive correlation between self-reported scores and social support, 

suggesting that social support could be a key component of self-reported risk 

factors. This supports one of the core components of the CoSA approach which is 

to help core members build social support structures to increase their 

accountability and responsibility to manage their thoughts and behaviours.  
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Figure 9: Correlation matrix for questionnaires across all circles 

 

 

 

 

A potential difficulty faced by circles providers is in whether they can trust the reliability 

of core member self-reports, and whether CMs have the incentives to report on these 

internal factors openly and honestly. We can extend the analysis of agreement between 

questionnaires to individual categories of questions. For example, do scores for questions 

about wellbeing on the DRR, correlate with scores about wellbeing reported by the core 

member? 

The correlation matrices below show correlations between scores on questionnaires, but 

filtered by specific question categories. Some of the important elements of this are 

discussed below.  



44 | Questionnaire data and analysis  

 

Figure 10: Correlations between questionnaire scores by dynamic risk 

category 
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 Across coordinator-reported measures, self-reported loneliness scale, and 

volunteer-reported DRR scores, scores for isolation are positively correlated. This 

is also true of measures of wellbeing. We can therefore suggest that there is 

significant agreement between volunteers, coordinators and core 

members on whether or not a core member is lonely, and the state of 

their mental wellbeing at a given time. 

 

 Coordinators, core members, and volunteers’ (via DRR) scores of careful 

decision making positively correlate, suggesting that all are reporting 

decision making of the core member in a similar way. Having agreement on this 

from all three groups suggests a level of honesty and understanding surrounding 

decision making within the circles.  

 

 Coordinators and volunteers (via DRR) scores of managing thoughts and 

behaviour were correlated positively, suggesting a similarity in how this was 

viewed. However these scores didn’t correlate with self-reported scores, 

suggesting that core members did not always rate their ability to manage 

thoughts and behaviour similarly to volunteers and coordinators. This may be 

that core members sometimes feel they are better at managing their behaviour, 

or that they are not always honest in this.   

 

 There was a correlation between core member and coordinator views of the 

relationship between the circle and CM but not with the volunteer’s final rating of 

the relationship. This could perhaps be due to the reflective manner of the 

questions to volunteers at the end of the Circle – i.e. they may be reflecting on 

the overall relationship and not specifically at the final review point.  

 

Overall, these findings support the hypothesis that core members, volunteers and 

coordinators have similar views of dynamic risk factors, and that they are able to reflect 

upon similar concepts in a similar way. 

The implications of this are positive in many ways. It suggests that the reflections of 

core members can be trusted as being similar to professional (coordinator) and 

independent (volunteer) judgements. It also suggests that volunteers and coordinators 

have a good grasp of internal constructs such as loneliness and wellbeing. 

The value of simple measures such as the UCLA loneliness scale have also been 

validated here. These simple self-reported psychometric tools are easy to administer and 

provide a useful insight into concepts which relate to various other aspects of dynamic 

risk, as judged by coordinators and volunteers.   

 

Attribution to the Circle 

In the absence of a control group, this not been a study of whether circles result in 

different outcomes to another intervention. However, questionnaires gathered further 

information related to whether they attributed the changes in various dynamic risk 

factors to the circle.  

 Approximately three quarters of ID, prison and YP circle core members thought 

the circle had helped them develop strategies to control their thoughts and 

actions.  
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 Half of ID circles reported that their circle had helped with family relationships, 

and a quarter that it had helped them get into education and training.  

 

 Approximately half of prison core members said that the circles had helped them 

take up new hobbies / activities, a third said it helped with their family 

relationships, and a quarter said it helped them get into education and training.  

 

 Around two thirds of young person core members said the circle helped with 

family relationships and a third said it helped them take up hobbies / activities. 

 

Criminological outcomes for core members 

 The majority of core members’ MAPPA level remained the same between the start 

and end of the Circle. 

 

 No core members had a higher MAPPA level at the end; 4 had a lower level; and 

the rest remained the same (or no level provided).  

 

 During the course of their circles, there were 5 core members arrested, 4 

breaches of licence, 1 recall, and 2 reconvictions. However, several of these 

outcomes related to crimes before the start of the circle. 

 

 We explored whether there was a relationship between these negative outcomes 

and the dynamic risk scores for circles using binomial regression. No significant 

relationship was found (p = .85), suggesting that dynamic risk scores did not 

predict any criminological outcomes. However, it should be noted that the sample 

size here is extremely small, and a much larger sample over time would be 

necessary to see effects (negative outcomes of any type only recorded in 2 of the 

12 complete cases).  

 

Summary of quantitative findings 

Overall dynamic risk, as calculated by taking average scores from a range of 

questionnaires completed by coordinators, core members, and volunteers, shows 

significant reduction from the start to the end of circles. This is the case when taking a 

snapshot at each review point, and when analysing data for completed circles. We can 

therefore take this as indicating that dynamic risk tends to decrease over the duration of 

circles. 

In the absence of a control group (i.e. people in a similar time period post-offence, with 

similar motivations as core members), we cannot say whether these positive changes in 

dynamic risk are specifically due to the circle; however, much of the qualitative data 

collected highlights a positive impact on core members in various aspects of dynamic 

risk, and that circles have certainly contributed to many changes seen in core members. 

Regarding the relationship between these risk factors and criminological outcomes, this 

evaluation has not sought to empirically state whether CoSA affect recidivism. For the 

data provided, negative outcomes (recall, arrest, breach, or reconviction) were only 

recorded for a handful of core members, and not in any set period following the end of 

their circle.  
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Circles South West have taken a highly evidence-informed approach to evaluation of 

circles, and the variety of different questionnaires have provided a rich picture of 

dynamic risk for core members. In particular, loneliness appears to be a key element of 

risk in circles, and correlates strongly with other measures. This might suggest that 

coordinators and volunteers are particularly aware of changes in core member loneliness 

and isolation, and that this affects assessments of risk. It may also indicate that 

loneliness is a key factor in various other areas of risk, such as social wellbeing and 

managing behaviours. 

Given the high agreement of various measures, we can also say that core members tend 

to provide similar self-reported measures of risk as volunteers and coordinators, across a 

variety of factors. This is not to say that these truly reflect risk at a certain point; but 

that there is consistency in how dynamic factors are perceived at a given point in time. 

This approach does have its limitations. The burden of collecting multiple questionnaires 

over multiple timepoints, along with the collation and analysis of these, requires a 

detailed approach. Following this evaluation, we might look to simplify these measures 

to refine the tools, as well as supporting future practical developments to support 

coordinators in recording feedback.  
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6. Case studies 
 

 

This section summarises four detailed case studies of completed circles, one for each 

type of circle (standard, ID, prison and young person), providing an in-depth exploration 

of multiple stakeholders’ reports, through both ratings of risk and the accompanying 

comments.  

Each of these case studies and further charts and tables associated with them are 

included as a separate, more detailed report. In this section we provide summative 

analyses of the case studies and relate the findings to the wider evaluation.  

The case studies included in this section were randomly selected from all completed 

circles of a particular type, where data were available for all three reviews. They are: 

 

Case 

study 

Circle type Summary 

1 Standard Case study 1 is a standard Circle which ran for one year 2017-

2018. Risk at the start of the circle was medium, with a 

decrease in average risk by mid-circle review, followed by little 

change between the middle and end of the circle. 

 

Overall, this appears to have been a largely successful circle. As 

the circle progressed it became clear there were few concerns 

over accountability and the core member appeared low risk in 

terms of decision making and management of thoughts and 

behaviour; the primary risk was related to his isolation, low self-

esteem and limited relationships.  

 

The core member addressed his considerable anxiety which he 

was “learning to manage” and while there were still concerns 

around his isolation, by the end of the circle he had rebuilt a 

relationship with his parents and became “less hard on himself”.  

 

There are some challenges that a circle like this raises around 

sustainability. This is a core member who appears challenged by 

developing positive social relationships, and the format of the 

circle was particularly valuable in strengthening this area of 

their life and reducing risk. However, this puts pressure on the 

circle ending, as evidenced by concerns around over-reliance 

and some increases in social support risk at the end of the 

circle. 

 

Overall, this core member appears to have benefitted greatly 

from the circle, and while the core member still appeared to 

experience anxiety to some degree at the end of the circle, 

steady progress had been made in a particularly warm and 

supportive setting. 
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2 Intellectual 

disability  

Case study 2 is an ID circle for which ran from the end of 2017 

until the start of 2019 (slightly over 12 months). From the start 

to the end of the Circle, there was a steady decrease in risk 

which started slightly above medium risk, and ended relatively 

low. However this was skewed overall by high levels of self-

reported loneliness. There appears to have been a modest 

decrease in risk between the first two reviews followed by a 

substantial decrease at Review 3. 

 

Overall this circle appears to have been somewhat challenging 

for the volunteers and coordinator but nonetheless a positive 

experience for the core member. Despite the challenges, 

progress appears to have been made in respect of the core 

member’s anger management, living situation and general 

wellbeing.  

 

The core member’s overall risk decreased as the circle 

progressed as a result of this, and the core member appeared to 

value and benefit from having a circle. The questions around 

this circle are in the preparedness of the core member to lose 

the support of the circle. He appears to have a challenging set 

of behaviours that the circle have worked with. Ongoing support 

structures may not be as patient or be able to work so 

intensively on working with these behaviours.  

3 Prison Case study 3 is a prison circle for which ran from the start of 

2018 until the start of 2019 (slightly over 12 months). From the 

start to the end of the Circle, there was a steady decrease in 

risk which started slightly at a medium-low risk, and ended very 

low overall. 

 

This appears to be a successful circle with a well-engaged core 

member. In fact the coordinator reflected that the “commitment 

was apparent at the start of the Circle” and “this commitment to 

never sexually reoffend began on arrest so not directly impacted 

by the CoSA”, which could explain the low levels of risk from the 

outset of the circle. Despite this, the core member reported 

valuing the circle’s advice and support, which included the 

rebuilding of relationships with his family.  

 

This circle appears to have offered some structure and support 

during a period of potentially high isolation for the core member 

following his sentence. This enabled strengthening of family 

relationships and regularity in his life. Given the reported nature 

of his offence, this accountability and strengthening of a wider 

support structure should be considered a very important impact 

of the circle. 

4 Young 

person 

Case study 4 is a young person circle which ran from the end of 

2017 and finished late 2018, running for just under 12 months. 

Overall average risk scores for this circle decreased from start, 

to middle, to the end of the circle, and there was not much 

variation within scores. 
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All measures show a reduction in risk between the first two 

reviews, and all measures either remained constant or showed a 

further reduction between Reviews 2 and 3. The core member 

appears to have rated his own risk higher than the coordinator, 

volunteers and his parent/carers, suggesting a degree of 

honesty in his reporting. This could also be related to self-

perceptions of low social support and high loneliness. 

 

The risk radars and overall risk declined across the reviews 

suggesting this core member made steady progress over the 

course of his circle. Positive comments from the volunteers and 

coordinator suggest the core member’s attitudes and thought 

processes matured during the circle and by the end he had a 

stable job and felt more socially confident.  

 

The coordinator described his “motivation to embrace new life 

goals” and a volunteer described finding the circle “extremely 

[rewarding] as we have seen a huge change and no signs of 

reoffending”. The core member built positive relationships with 

the circle and it was felt that informal contact would continue 

once the circle had officially ended. 

 

 

Summary of the case studies 

The four circles profiled in this section were randomly selected from those which have 

completed and should not be considered representative of CSW’s circles as a whole. 

Nonetheless, there were some clear trends noted across the four circles: 

 All circles had lower risk scores on average at the end of circle compared 

to the start. There were cases where risk appeared to rise between mid and end 

of circle, but this only went above the starting levels in particular categories of 

risk (but not overall). These slight increases at the end of the circle may relate to 

the loss of support associated with circles ending, and feelings from coordinators 

and volunteers that there is still work to be done with core members.  

 

 Relationships are central to circles, with particularly strong relationships 

forming between the core members and volunteers in two of the circles profiled. 

All the core members reported feeling positively towards the members of their 

circle. Most circles in these case studies also successfully supported core 

members to develop/rebuild relationships external to the circle. 

 

 The motivation of core members supported the process. The motivation or 

compliance of core members was praised in three of the circles profiled, and 

appears to have aided the smooth running of the circle, suggesting a degree of 

success of the screening process described in above.  

 

 Core members mostly reported being unhappy that their circle was 

ending, noting they would miss the support; this is particularly noteworthy in 

Case Study 2, where it was suggested the provision of ID circles for a longer 

period could be beneficial.  
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 Wellbeing appeared to be positively impacted by circles, with overall 

wellbeing scores improving for three of the circles profiled. Circles 1 and 4 in 

particular were able to support core members with their self-confidence and 

mental-health.  

 

 The support circles can offer in transitions was raised in two of the case 

studies, helping core members in case studies 2 and 3 following release from 

prison. 

 

In conclusion, Circles appear to provide a source of positive support, particularly when 

other support might have fallen away. This may be due to a core members challenging 

behaviour, their past actions, or their own difficulties with self-esteem and wellbeing. 

Whatever the reasons for their isolation and seclusion, the circle presents a reliable and 

consistent structure in their lives which has shown to be supportive in establishing longer 

term and more permanent changes.  
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7. Volunteering 
 

 

A key component of CSW’s capacity to provide circles and their sustainability is the 

volunteer network. CSW volunteers are provided with bespoke training from qualified 

professionals to prepare them for working with core members, as well as understanding 

and responding to their behaviours and the risks that they might present. These skills do 

not disappear as the circle ends, and these additional skills may be seen as an extra 

societal benefit of the provision of circles in an area. 

In order to capture the views of volunteers, each volunteers is asked to complete a 

questionnaire at the end of their circle, providing feedback on the relationship with the 

core member, risk factors, and general experiences of volunteering with CSW.  

There were 64 respondents who completed the volunteer questionnaire between October 

2017 and January 2019, representing 27 separate circles. However, based on our 

dataset of 58 circles and a typical circle comprising 3+ volunteers meeting the core 

member weekly for 12 months, the amount of volunteering time is likely to be 

significantly higher. Calculations of estimated volunteering value are shown in Table 72.  

 

Table 7: Financial value calculations for volunteering time 

Hours calculation 

criteria 
Wage criteria 

Estimated 

hours of 

volunteering 

Hourly 

wage 

Estimated 

value of 

volunteering 

Respondents of 

volunteer survey 

multiplied by 52 

estimated number of 

meetings for a circle 

(based on a 1 hour 

meeting per week for 

12 months); (64 * 52) 

South West region 

median hourly wage 

(ONS, 2018)3 

3,328 £12.13 £40,369 

UK median hourly 

wage for “Business 

and public service 

associates” (ONS, 

2018)4 

3,328 £16.81 £55,944 

Number of circles in 

dataset, multiplied by 

52 estimated meetings 

of a circle, multiplied 

by three minimum 

volunteers per circle; 

(58 * 52 * 3) 

 

South West region 

median hourly wage 

(ONS, 2018) 

9,048 £12.13 £109,752 

UK median hourly 

wage for “Business 

and public service 

associates” (ONS, 

2018) 

9,048 £16.81 £152,097 

                                           
2 Cost calculations are made based on the expected hourly cost of a volunteer’s time compared to if they were 

employed to support a core member. This is a conservative estimate which does not include on-costs / 
associated staffing costs, and volunteered time outside of circle meetings (e.g. training and administration).  

 
3https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/plac

eofresidencebylocalauthorityashetable8 

 
4https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/occu

pation2digitsocashetable2 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/placeofresidencebylocalauthorityashetable8
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/placeofresidencebylocalauthorityashetable8
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/occupation2digitsocashetable2
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/occupation2digitsocashetable2
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Volunteer feedback 

Volunteering completely met 62% (n = 39) of the respondents’ expectations, 

while 37% (n = 23) felt their expectations were met ‘to some extent’. One person (2%), 

felt their expectations were ‘not at all’ met; reviewing comments it appears the 

individual might have misunderstood the format of circles, and “thought there would be 

more contact time with professionals”.  

  

“There’s also an element of chemistry (magic?!), where the whole is 

greater than the sum of all the parts.” (CSW volunteer) 

 

“Being a part of a circle has opened my eyes to how things aren’t as 

black and white as one may have first thought. It has helped me to 

become a better person as well as helping with my academic studies.” 

(CSW volunteer) 

 

Relationships and outcomes 

Considering relationships within the circle, 84% (n = 53) felt the circle had a positive 

relationship with the core member.  

 

“The whole circle, including the core member, clicked very well. As we 

all had different strengths and experiences, I feel the CM was supported 

from every angle. This enabled him to open up and therefore a positive 

and open relationship could be made.” (CSW volunteer) 

 

Of those who felt the circle did not have a positive relationship with the core member 

(6%; n = 4), comments suggest this was due to a lack of engagement from the core 

member (e.g. “CM never engaged. He strongly believed we had ulterior motives”). 

Similar proportions of volunteers agreed / strongly agreed that the circle members were 

well matched to the core member’s needs (84%; n = 53), while 3% (n = 2) disagreed.  

Volunteers were also asked about accountability and outcomes: 

 62% (n = 39) agreed the core member felt accountable to the 

circle for their actions, while 16% disagreed. 

 

 44% (n = 28) felt the circle had significantly reduced the core 

member’s risk of reoffending, 41% (n = 26) were neutral, while 15% 

(n = 9) felt it had not. 
 

“Being in this particular Circle was rewarding because I think we did 

begin to see changes in our Core Member’s attitudes and this was at 

least in part due to the relationship we were able to build up with him.” 

(CSW volunteer) 
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“I believe the circle has offered CM the right amount of support and 

accountability, which he lacked prior to his offence” (CSW volunteer) 

 

When asked about their experiences working with Circles South West: 

 

 87% (n = 55) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they 

found their experience with circles rewarding, while 10% remained 

neutral (n =6) and 3% (n = 2) disagreed. Comments suggest this was 

due to core members not engaging or not making progress. 

 

 98% (n = 61) reported feeling safe throughout their time 

volunteering. One respondent remained neutral on this question, commenting 

that they “had two issues about safety outside the circles meeting”; however no 

further information about these issues was provided. 
 

 98% (n = 60) felt that “the training and guidance I received 

from CSW adequately prepared me for my role as a volunteer”. Comments 

reflected these responses, with training referred to as “brilliant”, with one 

highlight reported as “the theory and practical session (role play) helped a lot.” A 

few volunteers made suggestions for improvements to training, noting that 

“hearing a little more from those who have had circles would be 

great” and “further training opportunities would be helpful”.  
 

Two volunteers commented that training specific to pilot circles would be useful 

(e.g., “it would have been nice to do training specific to LD circles, not just 

general” and “I think that training for working with young circles could improve 

slightly”), while one noted “the difference with an ID Circle was not fully 

explained”. However it is the evaluation’s understanding that bespoke training 

programmes for pilot circles have now been developed. 
 

 79% (n = 48) reported learning valuable new skills through 

volunteering; the remainder of respondents were neutral, though their 

comments suggested they experienced some benefit to volunteering (e.g., “The 

circle was a good opportunity to build on my existing social skills, but no 

particular ones.”).  
 

 64% (n = 38) of respondents reported that they had, or intended to, 

apply the skills they had learnt to life outside the service suggesting a high 

level of societal benefit from the training that CSW provides in the community.  
 

Emotional support  

Overall, the support available for volunteers, both personally and via CSW, was rated 

extremely high:  

 100% agreed that they “felt able to cope with the emotional pressure of 

volunteering for circles”  

  

 98% agreed that they “had a person/people I could turn to for emotional support 

if I needed to”, one person remained neutral on this question.   

  

 100% agreed that they “felt well supported by CSW throughout my time 

volunteering”  

 



56 | Volunteering  

 

  

When given the option to explain their answers, volunteers noted they turned to friends, 

family, fellow circle members and their circle coordinator for support: 

 

“My coordinator was always there for me, whatever the problem, no 

matter how small” (CSW volunteer) 

 

“My circles coordinator was always available to chat and was very 

understanding.” (CSW volunteer) 

 

An important element of CSWs future sustainability is the development of a pool of 

skilled and experienced volunteers. When asked about intentions to volunteer in the 

future:  

 85% (n = 53) suggested that they intend to volunteer in another circle  

 

 98% (n = 60) would recommend volunteering with CSW to others 

 

Volunteering summary  

On the whole, volunteers were extremely positive about their experience of being in a 

circle. The support provided by coordinators and the training they had received were 

both particularly highly praised. 

For the minority of respondents who gave negative feedback, this was largely due to 

core member not engaging with the circle; reinforced by respondents’ 98% agreement 

that they would recommend volunteering with circles to others.   

Finally, the development of volunteers by CSW appears to have positive effects for the 

wider community, with many suggesting that the skills they have learned will be used 

elsewhere. The estimated financial value of this community resource is high, and is 

another key benefit of the circles approach. There is evidence that the work of CSW is 

developing communities which have increased awareness of working with sex offenders 

and are trained and experienced to be more capable of identifying and reducing risks. 
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8. Conclusions 
 

 

This evaluation set out to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do dynamic risk factors for core members change throughout their circle? 

2. To what extent has the circle influenced these changes? 

3. What has been the core member’s journey throughout the circle and what has 

been the impact on emotional wellbeing and loneliness? 

4. What have been key factors in success (and failure) of circles, and what 

improvements (if any) can be made? 

Overall, we have shown a marked difference in a balanced measure of dynamic risk 

between the start and end of circles. In other words, during the time that circles have 

been active, perceived risk due to dynamic factors has reduced for core members. 

Further evidence from across this evaluations suggests that the circle has had a large 

contributory effect in this reduction of risk.  

The methods adopted to evaluate Circles South West have been extremely thorough, 

and mark a progression in how CoSA are evaluated. CSW have collected self-reported 

measures of wellbeing, social support and loneliness from core members, as well as a 

balanced measure of dynamic risk from core members, volunteers, and coordinators. 

Our evaluation has shown general agreement between these various views of dynamic 

risk, as well as a central feature of loneliness across all scores. Loneliness as a theme 

was also prevalent in the qualitative elements of this evaluation. Stakeholders noted the 

importance of circles in supporting isolated core members, particularly at transitional 

periods of their life. 

These transitions were a feature of many of the circles analysed, and are a key part of 

the pilot circle models as well. Whether core members were transitioning from prison 

back to the community, from secure children’s homes back to family settings, or from 

intensive probation and social service support to a more routine life, there is a certain 

loss of support and structure at these points in life. These transitions are further 

complicated by the lack of support that may stem from family or friends’ views on the 

offences committed by core members. 

Circles fill an important role at these points in core members lives, acting as a support 

system which allows honest conversation, echoing and supporting messages from 

professional services, but without the formality (and potentially caution) that comes with 

disclosing feelings to probation and other criminal justice practitioners. Circles are also 

providing support with strengthening and re-establishing wider support networks, be it 

family, social groups, or via education, training, and employment.  

Circles South West volunteers are not only contributing to the core members lives, but 

are also an important asset to the wider community. Volunteers gain high-quality 

training and experience in social and criminal justice work, and contribute thousands of 

hours of their time to preventing reoffending.  

Multiagency partners interviewed by the evaluation team spoke warmly of Circles South 

West and the support they provide. The communication of coordinators and value of 

circles was praised. Circles were considered by many partners as reinforcing key 

messages from other professionals in the core members’ lives. The review meetings also 
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appear to have a high value, providing a multi-agency touch-point for those working 

with the core member that might otherwise not happen. As shown in wider literature on 

CoSA (Mccartan et al., 2014), circles offer valuable support to statutory supervision, 

without duplicating its function.  

While multiagency partners and the majority of individual circles were positive; there 

were some difficulties highlighted by coordinators regarding the establishment of pilot 

circles; however nothing that wouldn’t be expected in this challenging task. Prison circles 

in particular were difficult to establish at times due to the difficulty of getting volunteers 

into prisons to meet with the core member. This process varies from prison to prison due 

to local variation in vetting and staffing. These circles are further complicated by the fact 

that core members are likely to relocate quite a distance post-release. However, despite 

the challenges, feedback from stakeholders suggest that prison circles were extremely 

beneficial to core members. Other areas considering this model will wish to address 

some of the organisational barriers to working with prisons, and future funding should 

include resource to enable a worker to act as in-prison support for circles.  

There were fewer barriers to the establishment of young person and intellectual disability 

circles. However, coordinators did report a degree of adaptation to the standard model 

based on the core members. Importantly, these required extra relationship building and 

flexibility prior to discussions about offending and the ongoing management of thoughts 

and behaviour. In particular, these core members seemed to benefit greatly from the 

social elements of circles, and being able to meet regularly with people and to have 

honest discussions. Circle meetings provided a positive social activity which got core 

members out of the house and reduced isolation in an appropriate way. 

An area for future consideration is the ending of circles. Several circles appeared to see 

increases in loneliness and reductions in social support as the circle was ending. This is 

to be expected as this regular support mechanism ends, however does highlight the 

attachment that core members may develop to the circle. In a few circles, there were 

some concerns that the circle should have continued further and some risk-related 

concerns due to this. Many circles report strengthening core members’ social support 

outside of the circle; however this is a challenge that this format of support will always 

face.  

The relationships between core members and circles was a central theme. These 

relationships did not always play out smoothly, but the format of having 2 or more 

volunteers in circles (as opposed to 1-to-1 work) appears to be key. The volunteers are 

able to support one another, and can address when the core members attitudes or 

behaviours are not working. This positive relationship within circles was also noted in 

terms of the function of circles reinforcing message that the core member is receiving 

from other services.  

In the early development of this evaluation, CSW set out a logic model of how their work 

would contribute to the overall aim of ensuring ‘No more victims’. These were: 

1. Capacity – The organisational capacity to provide Circles 

2. Relationship and Accountability – The development of a trusting relationship 

between the core member and the circle volunteers 

3. Control – The development of control over thoughts and behaviours 

4. Support – Improvement of core members’ wellbeing, isolation and loneliness 

5. Restoration and Stability – Positive changes in core members’ lives, including 

employment and hobbies 

6. Sustainability – Continuing to provide circles in the future and increasing skills 

in the community 
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The evaluation work described in this report has been guided by this framework, and has 

subsequently collected and analysed a great deal of evidence related to these six key 

goals.  

Circles South West has continued to provide a large number of CoSA across the South 

West of England, with a variety of core members, including new populations. Circles 

have evidenced positive changes in dynamic risk factors throughout the time that circles 

have operated, and there is evidence that supports the notion that volunteers and 

coordinators have been a large part in these changes. It is reported that core members 

have improved wellbeing and social support, and better management of their risk of 

reoffending at the end of the circle compared to the beginning. There is also a large 

amount of qualitative evidence suggesting that circles have played a key role in this. 

In conclusion, Circles South West has provided a large and valuable service to the region 

throughout the duration of this evaluation. The majority of core members appear to have 

reduced dynamic risk of reoffending at the end of their circle compared to the beginning. 

Partners in prison, probation and youth services have a positive view of this work, and 

CSW are complementing wider work in the criminal justice sector. Circles of Support and 

Accountability are an important provision in reducing reoffending and should be 

considered an important part of a community-led, strengths-based and restorative 

approach to reducing the risk of future sexual abuse. 
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