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Public and Practitioner attitudes towards the limited disclosure of sex offender 
information scheme in use in the UK: A Northern Irish & Welsh Perspective   
 
Dr K. F. McCartan, Department of Health & Applied Social Sciences, University of the West of England, Bristol  

 

Context 
 
This small scale research was funded by the University of the West of England Early Career research Grant 

scheme. The aim of the research was to conduct and analysis a small piece of research for publication; develop 

a research network; and develop a research funding bid, all within 12 months.  

 

Introduction  
 
This research looks to address the public disclosure of sex offender information, community action, and 

vigilantism in regard to child sexual abuse in the UK. The disclosure of sex offender information became a high 

profile issue in the UK after the abduction, rape and murder of Sarah Payne and the resulting News of the 

World (NoW) campaign ('Sarah's Law) (Thomas, 2005; McCartan, 2010). Although fully fledged public disclosure 

has not been introduced in the UK, because of public safety concerns, there has been an introduction of 

criminal justice controlled disclosure (i.e., Circles of support & accountability, MAPPA's) (McCartan, 

Forthcoming 2011; Thomas, 2011; Kemshall, 2010). This limited disclosure process has been further developed 

by pilot research in England and Scotland of a police operated limited disclosure scheme to primary care givers, 

this is a restrictive scheme quite far removed from the American system or the original Sarah’s law, (Kemshall 

et al, 2010; Chan, Homes, Murray & Treanor, 2010). The government see this new scheme as a realistic child 

protection tool as well as offender management strategy, stating that it will be  introduced across the UK 

(Travis, guardian.co.uk, 24
th

 January 2010); which has already happened in England, Wales and Scotland 

(Kemshall et al, 2010; Home Office, 2010; Chan et al, 2010).  

 

The current research looks to understand public and professional attitudes to the new limited public disclosure 

scheme, by focusing on Northern Ireland and Wales neither of which received a pilot. The research looks to; 

(1) Understand local community attitudes to child sexual abuse and the management of these 

offenders; 

(2) understand the perceptions of local communities to the public disclosure of sex offender 

information, community action, public protection and vigilantism, as well as their combined/separate 

impact upon community solidarity and bonding;  

(3) Analyze the role and judgments of diverse stakeholders in the monitoring of child sexual abusers.  

 

Methodology  
 
The current research uses a qualitative methodology employing two data collection approaches (Robson, 2001; 

Bryman, 2008); 



    Early Career Research Grant 2010/11: Research Summary  

 2 

- 6 socially representative local focus groups with members of the public, being regional specific, 

therefore the Northern Ireland (Belfast) (n= 3) focus groups where from a republican, loyalist and 

mixed community sample while the Welsh focus groups (Cardiff) (n=3) where from a suburban welsh, 

city centre welsh and city centre immigrant community.  

- 7 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders (i.e., members of the Criminal justice System, 

members of NGO’s) (Northern Ireland, n=5; Wales n=3)  

 

The research took place around Cardiff (Wales) and Belfast (Northern Ireland), with the participants being 

recruited through opportunity and snowball sampling (Robson, 2011). These two locales where selected for 

comparison reasons because: 

- Because of their pronounced similarities (i.e., similar geographical size, population size and attitudes 

to identity politics) and differences (i.e., Northern Ireland with its pronounced history of community 

action/vigilantism and Wales without);  

- As well at their similarities (neither had a pilot conduced in the locale) and differences (with Wales 

having the scheme introduced prior to the research taking place and Northern Ireland not) in regard to 

the limited disclosure scheme.  

 

This study used qualitative content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004; Miles & Hubermann, 1994;Neuendroff, 2000), 

or what can sometimes be called thematic qualitative analysis (Flick, 2009), to examine the data. 

 

Main findings: 
 
Generally the research found that the public were supportive of full disclosure of child sexual abuse offender 

information but were unimpressed, as well as unsupportive, of the current limited disclosure scheme; whereas 

professional view contradicted this. 

 

Definitions of sexual offenders  

- There is recognition from both the public and professionals that there are several different types of 

sex offender with these different types forming a scale of severity; with the public believing Child 

Sexual Abusers to be the worst. 

- The public believe that child sexual abusers are the worst kind of sexual offender, with the context of 

the offence, historical or contemporary nature of offence or frequency of offending not mattering. 

This reflects the professionals’ belief that the public see all child sex offenders as being same 

regardless of offence. 

 

Public engagement on Child sexual abuse  

- The public felt that there needed to be a balance between community rights and child sexual abuser 

rights, suggesting that the sex offenders had more rights than the public and that they felt 

disempowered in being able to respond to child sexual abuse. 
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- There is a recognition among the public and professionals that there needs to be more societal 

education on sexual abuse and sex offender management; with professionals believing that this need 

for education also extends to professional populations. 

- There was a feeling across all the participants that there needs to be better partnership working 

between professionals, communities and community groups on sex offender management; especially 

as sometimes communities have better access to information and offenders than professionals do. 

 

Responses to child sexual abusers  

- Majority of the public participants’ were conflicted on whether child sex offenders can be treated; but 

they all agreed that child sexual abusers should be sent to prison. 

- The public do not want child sex offenders reintegrated back into their communities; although they do 

release that if they do not go into their communities they will simply be placed in another community 

but as long as it was not in their ‘backyard’.  

- The public do not have a great deal of trust in the criminal justice system and its agencies generally, 

but especially in terms of sex offender management sex.  

 

Public disclosure of sex offender information  

- The public all believe that sex offender information should be publically disclosed, although some 

participants were clearer on this than others; whereas none of the professionals felt that it should be. 

 

Current disclosure scheme; General attitudes 

- The majority of the professionals were positive about the scheme, especially its underlying premise; 

whereas the public were not. 

- There was recognition from all participants that the scheme would need to be closely monitored and 

regulated. 

- A cross section of the public participants felt that there should be some sort of disclosure around who 

was coming back to live in communities. Members of the public from Northern Ireland suggested that 

the community should be consulted and have an active role in agreeing offender re-entry to their 

communities. 

- The public argued that professionals did not think that the public could be trusted with this 

information and that they would not be responsible with it, which was what the professionals said. 

- Generally, professionals and the public through that the scheme would be used by the public, but felt 

that its degree of usage depended on the level of publicity implemented and who ran the scheme. 

- There was a feeling from professionals and the public that disclosure of sex offender information, 

limited or full, would lead to conflict with the offender; although, professionals did feel that this may 

work to keep offenders from re-offending or to identify unknown offenders.  
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 Current disclosure scheme: Professional attitudes  

- There was a feeling across some of the professionals and the public that the limited disclosure scheme 

was not adding anything new, that they do not see the benefit of the scheme and that it does not 

improve child protection. 

- Some of the professionals feel that the limited disclosure scheme dovetails with current practice; but 

this is not reflected by all professionals. 

- There was a concern among some professionals that the public had been mis0-sold the scheme as 

Sarah’s law, which was untrue, and therefore the public would not understand the scheme or use it 

because it is not what they want.  

- The majority of professionals criticised the current limited disclosure schemes lack of follow up and 

support for both applicants as well as offenders, arguing that this is something that needs to be 

rectified.  

- There was recognition from all participants that the public disclosure of sex offender information, 

either full or limited, would have a negative impact on the families’ friends and neighbours of said 

offenders.  

- The majority of professionals and the public felt that informal community knowledge on local sex 

offenders was dependent on the community in question, with some being better and worse than 

others; also, it was recognised that communities often misattributed sexual offences to innocent 

people. 

- Professionals felt that more should be done on improving existing practices before introducing the 

limited disclosure scheme, especially given concerns about where the additional resources for running 

the scheme would be coming from. 

- There was recognition from professionals that different regions of the UK have different, context 

dependent, approaches to sex offender management and that they should be allowed to continue in 

this vain, and believing that a one size fits all approach will not work. 

 

Current disclosure scheme: Public attitudes  

- The public wished to know whether disclosure was similar for all sex offenders, or was it linked to their 

offence history. 

- The public saw the scheme as an increase in state control, the state pushing sex offender management 

onto the public and that it was simply the state wanting to be seen to be doing something about sex 

offenders. 

- Generally it was felt by the public that the police should not regulate the scheme and that it should be 

another criminal justice or an independent agency; especially as all the public had a lack of trust in the 

police and that this would dissuade them from going to the police with concerns. 
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Current disclosure scheme: Background checks’ & the confidentiality agreement 

- The majority of the public participants were not happy to have criminal checks done on them as part 

of the disclosure process, with some of them arguing that it made them feel guilty or that they were 

doing something wrong. 

- There was recognition across all participants that child protection comes first and as such 

approximately half of the professionals and a minority of the public felt that this justified the criminal 

check procedure. 

- There was a feeling across the majority of participants that signing the confidentiality agreement was 

placing a burden on the applicant, suggesting that people would both not sign it and feel that their 

suspicions were confirmed or that they would sign it and then break the agreement. 

- There was a feeling among the public that the police would not know if confidentiality was broken, 

that they would feel justified in breaking the confidentiality agreement and were not clear on what 

the penalty was. 

 

Current disclosure scheme: Northern Irish perspectives  

- There was a feeling from both professionals and practitioners that this scheme would be difficult to 

introduce and regulate in Northern Ireland. 

- There was a feeling among all the Northern Ireland participants that the scheme would lead to conflict 

between communities and sex offenders, with applicants disclosing (based on knowledge after signing 

the confidentiality agreement or based on suspicion after refusing to sign it or being told there is no 

concern)  to local ‘hard men’. 

- There was a recognition by the public that the majority of sex offenders in Belfast where housed in 

south Belfast, believing this was for the offenders benefit and not the communities. 

- There was a concern raised by both the public and the practitioners about the role of criminal checks 

for applicants and what, if any, impact would previous criminal convictions have. 

- There was a lack of trust in the police by the public and a feeling that they should not be running the 

scheme; this was not echoed by the professionals.  

- There was a concern by some professionals and members of the public that this would be the start of 

a broader disclosure of offender information. 

- There was a feeling that the scheme maybe inappropriately used by communities or individuals in 

Northern Ireland, because people wanted to know about their neighbours (they are nosey’) or that it 

may be used for nefarious reasons (i.e., in divorce proceeding, to find out about new members of the 

community, to victimise/hassle people). 

- The public suggested that what would happen to disclosed sex offenders really depended on who got 

to them first, the police or the community. 

- Professionals believed that the public disclosure of sex offender information, either full or limited, 

would have a negative impact on the practitioners working with them.   
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- Professionals and the public recognised that because of the population size in Northern Ireland as well 

as the higher degree of community bonding people would be more likely to know who their local sex 

offender is. 

 

Current disclosure scheme: Welsh Perspectives 

- There was a strong belief by the public that sex offender hostels should not be located in residential 

areas.  

- There was annoyance by professionals that the public disclosure scheme was not piloted in Wales. 

- There was a strong resentment of child sex abusers in the community among members of the public, 

with some participant saying that they would rather have any other type of sexual offender living next 

door to them as opposed to a child sexual abuser. 

- There were concerns raised about access to the scheme for members of ethnic communities, 

especially when English was not their first language and they may have to get children or neighbours 

to translate.  

- There was a feeling among the public that the sex offenders register should be reanalysed, with the 

potential of splitting it into two registers (a ‘child sexual abuse register’ which is public and ‘sexual 

offences register’ which is not) and making it independent of the police. 

- Professionals believed that child protection and children’s rights should be at the heart of all 

legislation. 

- Professionals argued that some families had children between 11 -16 as the main caregiver or 

substitute parent and this should be taken into account by the scheme.  

 

Application of the Current research  

 

The current research is a preliminary study with a small group of participants and therefore its findings are not 

widely generalisable; although they do give a snapshot of what both the public/communities and professionals 

in Wales and Northern Ireland think about the public disclosure of sex offender information and can be used to 

inform a wider debate on the issue.  

 

The results of this study reflects and builds upon the English (Kemshall et al, 2010) and Scottish (Chan et al, 

2010) pilots, suggesting that more work needs to be done on the administration of disclosure process, the 

regulation and response to breaches of confidentiality, publicising the scheme to communities and helping with 

take up by individuals, as well as addressing the context and regionalism of sex offender management in the 

four different countries of the UK.  Consequentiality, some topics for discussion/consideration which have 

come out of this research are: 

 

- There needs to be a continuing recognition of regional differences and context in regard to the 

management of sexual offenders and how this relates to the scheme. 



    Early Career Research Grant 2010/11: Research Summary  

 7 

- There should be greater public discussion, education and partnership in regard to sexual abuse and 

sex offender management. 

- There needs to be a broader discussion in Northern Ireland about the development and 

implementation of a limited disclosure scheme (which is similar to the scheme used elsewhere in the 

UK) taking into account context specific issues. 

- There needs to be a rounded discussion of how breaches in applicant confidentiality are monitored, as 

well what the penalties for these are.  

- There needs to be a discussion on whether the police are the best suited agency to handle the 

disclosure process, and if not who should do it. 

- There needs to be a discussion of what support can be made available for applicants to the disclosure 

scheme, so that the criminal check and the confidentiality agreement are best explained and 

maintained. 

- There needs to be a discussion of how hard to reach, minority and vulnerable applicants to the 

scheme can be best supported.  
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