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 Community-based approaches  
to sexual offender reintegration

IN BRIEF

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
• Community safety is enhanced through community-based programs for sexual offender reintegration, and 

these programs should be supported. 

• A stronger focus in program design on core characteristics associated with the impact of the programs is 
required. These include:

• support for offenders to adopt prosocial, law-abiding identities and lifestyles rather than solely 
concentrating on reducing reoffending

• (re)connecting Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander participants with aspects of their traditional or 
precolonial culture.

• Keep victims/survivors informed about the release and reintegration processes of offenders, as this can 
empower victims/survivors to make informed decisions about their safety. 

• Perpetration of sexual violence is widespread in Australia, creating long-term negative effects on wellbeing.

• Community safety is enhanced through reducing the risk of reoffending by those who have sexually offended.  

• A key avenue to reducing risk of reoffending is a community-based program model that aims to reintegrate 
sexual offenders into the community. Understanding how community-based programs impact recidivism rates 
is therefore very important. 

• In Australia, few programs that provide this support have been the subject of research.

• The research project Community-based approaches to sexual offender reintegration looked at two 
such community-based programs, and documented program characteristics that are key to supporting 
reintegration and reducing the risk of reoffending.
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High-risk sexual offenders
In Australia, sexual violence is widespread. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
2016 Personal Safety Survey reported that one in five women and one in 20 men have 
experienced sexual violence since the age of 15 (ABS 2017). Sexual violence against 
children is also common, with the Personal Safety Survey also reporting that 7.7% of 
Australian children have experienced sexual abuse before the age of 15 (ABS 2017).There 
are numerous associated adverse consequences of sexual violence which can have life-
long impacts on wellbeing.  

Recidivism risk can be reduced through providing support to high-risk sexual offenders. 
The longer a high-risk sexual offender remains in the community without reoffending, 
the less likely is the risk of future offending. Understanding how community-based 
programs impact recidivism rates is therefore very important. In Australia, few programs 
that provide this support have been the subject of research. 

 



3

RESEARCH TO POLICY & PRACTICE  |  MARCH 2020

Community-based approaches to sexual offender reintegration: Key findings and future directions

This study looked at two community-based, non-therapeutic programs to support 
reintegration of sexual offenders into the community: Circles of Support and Accountability 
(CoSA) in Adelaide, South Australia and the Cultural Mentoring Program (CMP) in 
Townsville, Queensland. 

In examining the two reintegration programs for high-risk sexual offenders, the researchers 
asked: 
1. How do these programs seek to reduce sexual recidivism? 
2. Which program characteristics are key to supporting reintegration and reducing 

recidivism?
3. How can core program characteristics be applied most effectively?

The study documented the program characteristics that are key to supporting reintegration, 
promoting long-term cessation of offending behaviour and reducing the risk of reoffending. 
It developed recommendations for practitioners and policymakers about how core program 
characteristics can be applied most effectively. 

The study also interviewed victims/survivors of sexual violence, asking them about their 
needs at the time of the offender’s release, and used these views to inform additional 
recommendations for policymakers and practitioners. A roundtable event in which 
the findings of the study were discussed was held in December 2019. It was attended by 
practitioners and policymakers including victim/survivor advocates. 

Program 1:  
Circles of Support and Accountability 

CoSA programs use groups of trained community volunteers who support sexual offenders 
(usually those who offend against children) to reintegrate safely into the community after 
a period of imprisonment. CoSA are not therapeutic programs but rather aim to both 
reintegrate offenders into the community and reduce risk of future harm to children. An 
emerging body of research, including randomised control trials, indicates that CoSA may 
be effectively reducing recidivism and enhancing reintegration efforts.1 

CoSA programs operate on the premise that by providing recently released sexual offenders 
(known as “core members”) with a circle of community volunteers who provide both 
practical support and accountability, offenders will be better equipped to lead law-abiding 
lives in the community. The use of volunteers creates a space in which core members can 

1  For more information about the research evidence for CoSA see the full research report Community-based 
approaches to sexual offender reintegration [insert link] or the supporting factsheet “Circles of Support and 
Accountability: A brief overview” available on the ANROWS website.

T H E  A N R O W S  R E S E A R C H  P R O J EC T

Community-based approaches to sexual  
offender reintegration by Kelly Richards, Jodi Death 
and Kieran McCartan 
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practice socially acceptable attitudes and behaviours, without fearing that a mistake 
will result in a return to prison. While paid staff may be used in some circles, this can 
create confusion and mistrust about their role and motivation for participating. CoSA 
are, however, usually managed by a Circles Coordinator, who is an experienced and paid 
criminal justice professional (see Figure 1). 

The evidence about whether CoSA can reduce sexual offending is preliminary, but very 
promising. The strongest evidence comes from a long-term randomised experiment 
conducted in Minnesota, in the United States, which demonstrated 88 percent lower 
rearrest figures for core members (Duwe, 2018). Research from the United Kingdom 
has found that CoSA can play a key role in preventing sexual violence, as volunteers can 
identify when a core member is engaging in trigger behaviours and report this to a relevant 
professional (McCartan, 2016; McCartan et al., 2014). In these cases, the core member is 
usually returned to prison for breaching the conditions of his/her release.  

Program 2:  
The Cultural Mentoring Program
The Cultural Mentoring Program (CMP) in Townsville provides cultural and spiritual 
support to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander sexual offenders released from prison 
into the community. Like CoSA, the CMP is not a therapeutic program but uses cultural 
mentoring to support offenders to forge positive, law-abiding identities. 

Aboriginal Elders in the CMP provide cultural and spiritual support and mentorship 
to sexual offenders via six 2-hour, one-on-one mentoring sessions. They seek to help 
participants, in culturally appropriate ways, to see the value in adhering to rules and to 
avoid breaching their release conditions. 

Figure 1 Model of a Circle of Support and Accountability1

1 Graphic representation of CoSA model (adapted from Wilson & Picheca, 2005, as cited in Bates, Williams, Wilson, & Wilson, 2014, p. 863).
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The CMP supports offenders who have self-referred, often after hearing about the program 
through probation and parole officers. It is an unstructured program, individualised 
according to need. (Re)connecting participants with aspects of their traditional or 
precolonial culture plays a key role in the program.

Cultural activities that men are encouraged and supported to engage with through the 
CMP include: 

• traditional arts and crafts
• involvement in ceremonies
• participation in community events
• canoeing/kayaking
• traditional cook-ups
• bushwalking
• fishing
• learning about the land.
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Key findings

CoSA
The CoSA program helped participants build new, non-offending identities
The CoSA program supported participants to build new, non-offending identities through 
a range of activities including:
• developing life goals
• participating in (often mandatory) sexual offender treatment
• accessing community and support groups
• reconnecting in healthy and adaptive ways with family members
• taking up volunteering opportunities that supported the development of prosocial 

identities.

CoSA helped reduce risks of reoffending by holding core members to account 
for their behaviour 
There were three main ways in which CoSA worked to reduce the risk of reoffending by 
core members:
• challenging core members’ attitudes supportive of violence against women and children
• reporting core members to the relevant authority in circumstances in which the core 

member has breached his conditions of release and/or is engaging in problematic 
behaviours

• supporting core members to adhere to the conditions of their release both practically 
and emotionally.

Staffing challenges for CoSA included gaps in volunteer skills and the use of 
criminal justice professionals as volunteers
Gaps in volunteer skills that need addressing included:
• understanding technology and social media (and the role that these may play in 

offending behaviour)
• ability to identify pro-recidivist behaviour and respond in the moment, as well as 

determining whether a behaviour needs to be reported outside the circle
• understanding the release conditions of core members, which are quite complex. 

A tension emerged around the need to clarify the roles of paid staff and volunteers. Initially, 
paid staff took up roles as volunteers to increase the program’s chance of success. However, 
this approach does not align with the purpose of using volunteers, as established in other 
CoSA programs: volunteers should represent the community and reflect core community 
values, not solely the views and values of criminal justice professionals. 
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CMP
The CMP helped participants build positive cultural identities
Participants in this study believed that the CMP helps participants develop positive, strong 
and healthy cultural identities. These beliefs were based on interviewees’ understanding 
that the CMP:

• has a strong focus on family and connection to family 
• uses activities that are not simply leisure pursuits, but rather are designed to encourage 

the men to begin to see themselves as part of something bigger—part of history, of 
culture, of Country—and to develop a sense of belonging.

For the men in the program a non-offending self was explicitly a cultural one, in which 
culture was practiced and understood. It was also a connected one: personal identity was 
inextricably linked to the identities of family, culture and Country.

The CMP manages risk through a focus on addressing stressors 
The CMP’s approach to minimising risk focused on mitigating and managing the emotional 
distress and life stressors that participants commonly experience (such as anger and 
frustration relating to the imposed conditions of release), in order to minimise the risk 
that participants may pose to the community. The CMP program also encourages and 
helps participants to meet the conditions of their orders as well as fostering honest and 
trustworthy behaviour in a broader sense. 

CMP participants experienced additional barriers to successful reintegration 
In the CMP most participants were from remote communities and had little experience 
outside of their home communities. 

Participants in the CMP were likely to have a history of trauma and institutionalisation, 
which impacted their beliefs about what constitutes appropriate behaviour within 
relationships. Some of the CMP participants interviewed for the study saw their own 
experiences—not only of sexual abuse, but of other forms of violence, abuse and neglect—
as shaping their later perpetration of sexual violence and/or their lack of understanding 
about the harmfulness of their actions. 

The barriers described above were further exacerbated by impairments to cognitive 
functioning, which are common among prisoners accessing the CMP. Stakeholders 
interviewed in this project observed that low intellectual functioning, including that 
caused by fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD),  significantly affected this group of men. 

Interviewees reported examples of views expressed in the CMP which 
characterised women as contributing to their own victimisation 
This study confirmed findings from previous research that highlighted the importance of 
addressing gender equality as a fundamental tenet of perpetrator intervention programs. 
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In the CMP, some participants saw developing respect for women as a strength of the 
program. However, others expressed views that gave women responsibility for the violence 
committed against them. For example, participants spoke of women being responsible 
for putting men in prison, or of being manipulated by women. 

Victim/survivor voices
Victims/survivors were recruited by partner organisation Bravehearts Foundation. They 
were asked open questions about their needs once an offender has been released. Victims’/
survivors’ views were complex, but predominantly focused on preventing future offending 
rather than punishing past offending: their focus was predominantly pragmatic, not punitive.

Victims/survivors identified a complex array of factors that contribute to a sense 
of safety
Victims/survivors identified a need for a sense of safety, both physical and emotional, 
created through:
• Physical distance from the perpetrator that is legally enforced and may involve strategies 

to contain a perpetrator (for example, protection orders that include conditions to stay 
a set distance away), and is enforced over the long term, if not permanently.

• Information about the perpetrator’s release, which supports the victim/survivor to 
make informed decisions about their safety and to retain/gain some control. 

• Affordable and accessible therapeutic support for victims/survivors, as release is a 
potential trigger for anxiety.

• Monitoring of the perpetrator. This provides a sense of safety to the victim/survivor 
as officials are monitoring the perpetrator and his behaviour.  This may also include 
containment strategies and may be required for the long term, if not permanently. 

• Help for the perpetrator to address offending-related needs. In addition to the reduction 
in reoffending that may result, this also provides victims/survivors with the sense that 
someone is continuing to have oversight over the perpetrator.

• Therapeutic interventions performed by qualified professionals that are mandatory, 
intensive and long term. 

Victims/survivors should be stakeholders in the process of reintegration

Victims/survivors wanted to be recognised as legitimate stakeholders, not just at the time 
of release, but for the duration of interventions with offenders.

Additionally, victims/survivors articulated that offender needs align with the needs of the 
community more broadly. Providing support for offenders was viewed as a preventative 
strategy by victims/survivors. Continuing to provide support to victims/survivors was 
also seen as critical.  This concern was echoed by practitioners and policymakers at the 
roundtable event hosted by the researchers and ANROWS which discussed the findings 
of the study.
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Recommendations  
for policymakers and practitioners 

Recommendations for policymakers
• Further investment in both CoSA and CMP is warranted. International research 

demonstrates CoSA can achieve value for money and generate significant cost saving 
through expansion of the program and the development of a more rigorous evaluation. 
For the CMP, better resourcing and support within policy and practice settings would 
strengthen the current program and allow participants to be supported for longer. 

• Community safety can be enhanced with a stronger focus on supporting offenders 
to adopt prosocial, law-abiding lifestyles and abstain from offending behaviours in 
the long term. 

• (Re)connecting Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander participants with aspects 
of their traditional or precolonial culture can support measures designed to bolster 
reintegration and non-offending behaviours. 

• The views of victims/survivors and/or their advocates should be respectfully sought 
and considered in relation to the reintegration measures of those who have sexually 
offended. 

Recommendations for practitioners 
• Moving beyond a focus on meeting offenders’ conditions of release to proactively working 

on building prosocial and law-abiding identities can reduce risk to the community.
• Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander practitioners and service providers should 

be supported to draw on their cultural knowledge and experience to foster prosocial, 
law-abiding lifestyles and a (re)connection with traditional culture and identity among 
offenders. Non-Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander practitioners and service 
providers should seek to connect Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander clients 
with Elders and others with cultural knowledge, where this is desired by the client.

• Keeping victims/survivors informed about the release and reintegration processes of 
offenders would be highly valued by victims/survivors. In particular, such information 
would empower victims/survivors to make informed decisions about their safety.
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