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Sexual harm, global issue
0 Sexual harm is a “global public health problem of 

epidemic proportions” (World Health Organization 
[WHO], 2013, p. 3) 

0 Sexual harm is related to a host of negative mental 
health and social outcomes (e.g., Colman & Widom, 
2004;Fergusson, Boden, & Horwood, 2008; Roberts, 
O’Connor, Dunn, & Golding, 2004;Widom, 1999; Widom, 
Marmorstein, & Raskin White, 2006).

0 Sexual harm is the single most preventable contributor 
to child and adult mental illness (De Bellis, 2001). 



Cost of sexual abuse

0 Victims 0 Perpetrators

0 There are 85,679 people in prisons and young 

offender institutions in England and Wales. The 

male prison population is 81,861 and the female 

prison population is 3,818 (12/2/2016)

0 At an average annual cost per prison place of 

£36,237- approximately over £40 per year for 

every UK taxpayer.

0 Prison has a poor record for reducing reoffending-

45% of adults are reconvicted within one year of 

release. 

0 Reoffending by all recent ex-prisoners costs the 
economy between £9.5 and £13 billion a year.



Social construction and sex crime 
0 Societal responses to child sexual abuse are constructed out of the 

reality and impact of existing discourses. 

0 Given that 

0 both offenders and victims are members of society, 

0 that sexual offences and the responses are social constructions, 

0 this means that the constructions and conversations that are created 
around sexual violence are very important.  

0 whose opinion “matters”??
0 Media discourses
0 Professional discourses
0 Policy/government discourses
0 “public” discourses



Rates and reporting of sexual harm in the UK



Rates and reporting of sexual harm in the UK



Resulting in ……….

Not telling anyone



Public perceptions of sexual harm McCartan, 2004

Levenson, Brannon, Fortney & Baker,  2007



Changing perceptions
0 How do we  change perceptions and attitudes to sexual harm, its perpetrators and 

victims?

0 Erode the traditional and misinformed stereotypes of child sexual abusers by 
recognizing that anyone can potentially be a sex offender then members of the 
public, 

0 Improving public understanding:

0 Increase dialogue between professionals and the public

0 What is needed is to change the information and stories towards both responding to 
and preventing child sexual abuse by building on the increasing societal interest in 
the subject promoted by the media using credible, research informed individuals 
who are able to talk “with”, rather than “at”, a range of publics (Tabachnick, 2013). 

0 How could we change perceptions?
0 Understanding “public’s”

0 The role of the media 

0 Changing the predominate paradigm and surrounding discourse

0 Involving communities in understanding and assisting to reintergrate those that commit 
sexual harms



So, what impacts 
public perceptions?

0 Social Influence 
0 Norms 
0 Social Comparison
0 Conformity, Obedience & Group 

Behaviour
0 Attitudes, Stereotyping & Prejudice 
0 (social) Learning 

0 Group membership 
0 Age 
0 Class 
0 Gender
0 Race 

0 Fear of Crime 

0 Victimisation (personal and vicarious) 

0 Ideology, morality and politics 11
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Public vs. Publics??

0 Public understandings of sex offenders, their aetiology, offending behaviour, treatment 
and reintegration are mixed at best (McCartan, 2004, 2010; Kleban & Jeglic, 2012; 
Kemshall, Kelly & Wilkinson, 2012; Kitzinger, 1999; Silverman & Wilson, 2002), but this is 
not 

0 through lack of material being available in the public sphere (McCartan, Kemshall & Hudson, 
2012a; Stopitnow.org.uk; Stopitnow.org.uk/Scotland; NSPCC.org.uk; ceop.police.uk) or 

0 through, some, professional engagement (McCartan, 2011; McCartan et al, 2012),

0 but rather members of the public often not wanting to engage with informed discourses or 
educational resources on the topic (McCartan, 2011). 

0 Kitzinger (2004) explained this differing public engagement around social issues by 
virtue of the fact that there are actually multiple publics and not simply one amorphous 
public. 

0 This means that that there are some publics who are interested in and invested in 
understanding sexual offending and it is, therefore, these engaged publics who read the 
available literature, engage with the relevant media and get involved with the associated 
charities and NGO (i.e., Stop it Now!, NSPCC, CoSA). 



The role of the media
0 The role of the media in constructing both inaccurate and unhelpful 

constructions of child sexual abuse and abusers (McCartan, 2010; Willis et al., 
2010). 

0 The current portrayal of the child sexual abuser as a predatory monster 
(Kitzinger, 2004; Thomas, 2011), demonstrated clearly through;

0 The focus on well-known celebrities and their sexually abusive behaviours 
such as Jimmy Savile and Jerry Sandusky has brought new attention and new 
advocacy to this issue which may have impacted upon public attitudes; 

0 Over the past 20 years, the stories about child sexual abuse have changed 
dramatically from rarely any mention of the issue in the media to the 
multitudes of TV shows, movies and talk radio shows about this topic.

0 The Berkley Media Studies Group (2012) conducted a study of the media's 
reporting of child sexual abuse both before and after the initial reports of the 
Sandusky case. 



Moving the paradigm

0 The current paradigm: Sexual harm, in the main, is a 

criminal justice issue. 

0 This means that there needs to be a victim and an offender.

0 It’s a reactionary process.

0 It  embeds sexual harm in the victim-offender paradigm 

discussing the personal impact that the offence which  gives the 

impression of isolated instances of sexual violence rather than a 

more systematic, embedded culture present in society. 



Moving the paradigm 

0 A new paradigm: Sexual harm as a public health 

issue

0 This means that there would be a societal perspective that 

can be preventative rather than just reactive.

0 It looks at the impact of the offence, or possible impact, 

holistically on the victim and offender.

0 Recognizes that sexual harm is societal as well as a 

individualistic issue.



A public health approach to 
sexual harm

0 Public health offers a unique insight into ending sexual 
violence by focusing on the safety and benefits for the 
largest group of people possible. 

0 Most of our resources are focused on tertiary prevention, 
we could invest more at the primary and secondary stages 
as it would have the potential to prevent the sexual abuse 
from occurring; therefore  reducing victimization as well as 
the related emotional, psychological and social costs.



Primary Prevention – general deterrence (bystander 

intervention; public education campaigns)

Secondary Prevention – working with “at risk populations” (Stop 

it Now helpline; troubled families working; therapy for self-

identified pedophiles)

Tertiary prevention – preventing relapse (SOTP; MAPPA/PANNI; 

Register) 



Public Health and community 
engagement

Comprehensive prevention framework 

(Smallbone & Rayment-McHugh, 2013)



Circles of Support and 
Accountability 

In this section I will discuss research that I have
conducted in the UK on the CoSA model showing how it
engages with communities, highlights partnership
working and emphasises a public health [as well as a
criminal justice approach].

It engages communities in preventing sexual harm.





McCartan et al (2014)
A qualitative study of two NOMS-funded CoSA pilots between April 2008 and March 2010

0 Lucy Faithfull Foundation (LFF) -

0 Hampshire Thames Valley (HTV) Circles]. 

Main findings 

0 CoSA supports and complements statutory  supervision; not duplicate or fulfil the same function. 

0 CoSA supported risk management through proactive monitoring of  behaviours and activities. 

0 CoSA reduced the social isolation of Core Members, provided practical  help to support compliance 
with treatment programmes, and enabled Core Members to develop appropriate pro-social 
activities. 

0 Whilst CoSA is a volunteer-led initiative, it is not cost free. The average cost of a  Circle, excluding 
volunteer costs, was £9,800 for a Circle managed by the Lucy  Faithfull Foundation and £7,900 for a 
Circle that was managed by Hampshire and  Thames Valley Circles. 

0 There are no large, long-term and independent evaluations that have investigated the impact of 
CoSA on recidivism in the UK or elsewhere. 



McCartan (in Press)
0 The current research project looks to build on the existing

research conducted in respect to CoSA in the UK to examine
the models real world impact as a means of social
reintegration for offenders and a vehicle for community
engagement in Criminal Justice issues.

0 The research will address issues including 

0 how we get communities to engage in offender reintegration; 

0 how communities and the criminal justice system can work in 
partnership with ex-offenders; and 

0 how in this age of social and institutional change, the big 
society can operate to respond to austerity. 



Findings

0 CoSA deals with, in the main, male , heterosexual sex offenders (who traverse a range of contact
and online offences with adult females and children) who are medium (n = 21), high (n = 28) and
very high (n = 12) on the Risk Matrix.

0 CoSA provides social and emotional support to the Core Members across the life of the circle with
the majority of the Core Members, who completed their circle, being in a stronger position to live
offence free in the community than at the beginning of their circle. The research shows that 29 of
the 75 Core Members who started their circle during the research period completed, with 19 having
planned completions and 10 having non-planned competitions; it is important to note that the
staggered start of the 75 circles and the issues involved in, sometimes, starting circles meant that all
75 Core Members did not complete in the research period.

0 CoSA parallels and supports statutory working in sex offender community management.

0 Core Members and Volunteers agreed that the Core Members risk had reduced by the end of the
circle; but, interestingly, they have different perceptions of what level of risk the Core Member is
poses at different points during the circle, what are the different issues is that the Core Member face
and how the Core Members actions should be understood.



Findings

0 While volunteers , through the online surveys and semi-structured interviews, are
happy to work with Core Members, they are cautious in telling other people that they
work support sex offenders or introduce the Core Member to people in their lives.
Which is important as it suggests that the volunteers separate out their work with
CoSA and compartmentalise it as a protective mechanism.

0

0 The findings stress the central role of volunteers in the circles process.

0 Clear roles, responsibilities and training are essential to the work done by CoSA. It is
important to recognise that CoSA works with statutory agencies in a productive and
collaborative way, it is a form of partnership working and that this needs to be
realised as well as enforced by all parties.

0 These findings suggest that the different groups of participants have different views
on the role, function and viability of “support and accountability” within the circle.
The balance between support and accountability does have significance as the Circle
is integrated into the Criminal justice System in the UK.



Data from volunteers 
0 The majority of circles volunteers where female, aged 22-30, held no faith, where employed, where not parents and where white 

British

0 Circles volunteers gave a range of reasons for wanting to get involved in CoSA, these were mainly pro-social and included curiosity 
in respect to the offending population, preventing victimization, giving something back to their local communities and a belief that 
people could change. 

0 In terms of the impact of the circle upon the core member the circles volunteers felt this was positive saying that circles assist core 
members reintegrate back into society, confront their offending behaviour, reduce their reoffending, to broaden their social 
network, to develop positive social relationships. 

0 The majority of Circles Volunteers would recommend CoSA to another member of the public to volunteer with based on their 
experience. 

0 The Circles volunteers where split on whether they would tell another person that they volunteered with CoSA

0 In the main the circles volunteers said that if they were going to tell anyone they would tell partners/significant others, children, 
friends and peers; but they would be hesitant because of the population in question. They stated that would not tell people 
because of the nature of the population and public attitudes towards them. 

0 The majority of the circles volunteers (41 participants) thought it would be inappropriate for them to introduce the Core Member 
to their friends and family. 

0 The majority of Circles Volunteers had previous volunteered with disadvantaged groups and they stated that their experience with 
CoSA would encourage them to volunteer with another organisation.



Conclusions 
0 Sex offenders come from communities and return to communities, 

therefore communities need to understand sexual offending better.

0 Sexual offending needs to be reframed with more academic, media 
and professional input.

0 Communities need to be involved in what happens regarding sexual 
offending, they need to understand what happens with sexual 
offenders throughout the criminal justice system and beyond.

0 More research needs to be done with communities on sexual 
offending beyond attitudes to sexual offenders.

0 Community engagement in sex offender reintegration is not a 
replacement for statutory working just an additional tool in the box.
0 BUT we have to get better at explaining what statutory working is doing?


