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At the outset of this discussion, a distinction must be made between non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that are professionally oriented and founded, and “non-professional” NGOs comprised of individuals who are not, such as volunteer groups.  For instance, the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies is the voice of child welfare in the Province of Ontario. They are an example of a non-government organization that regularly employs the services of competent professionals with expertise in the field of child protection and child advocacy, among other things.   

Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA), on the other hand, a Canadian innovation of the Mennonite Central Committee of Ontario, utilize the services of volunteers who are not professionals. The focus of this article is on the workings of NGOs who, like CoSA, are not professional organizations. The question this article addresses asks how these organizations deal with the risks inherent in the task of working with “high-risk” individuals such as sex offenders, particularly repeat child sex offenders?

To begin answering this question, it is worth noting that there is a long tradition within Western culture of “the people” being intimately involved in the work of justice.  In his book, “The Expanding Prison (Cayley, 1998), David Cayley has a chapter called “Crime control and the community,” (pp. 176-198). In this chapter he describes a series of historical events in the eleventh century, A.D. At the time, he says, the politics of the day had begun to erode a consciousness of law what until then was embedded in the common life -- in the “common consciousness” – of the community as it then existed. The  work of justice  -- of caring for public safety, for assessing and adjudicating wrong doing, legislating and judging was performed by the people in their common assemblies (Berman, 1983). Formal legal institutions such as a “criminal justice system” had not yet come in to being. 
What has evolved since is a formalization of the “codes” of law and justice in a highly sophisticated and professionally dominated system of laws, principles and practices that govern civil society.  This “professionalization” of the practice of justice became the subject of a now often-cited paper by University of Oslo professor, Nils Christie entitled, “Conflict as Property” (Christie, 1977).  Christie maintains that the professionalization of conflict over the generations has robbed communities of a skill critical to survival: the ability to confront trouble and restore peace.  “Communities lose their confidence, their capacity, and, finally, their inclination to preserve their own order,” and to take advantage of “opportunities for norm clarification,” (Cayley, 1998, p. 168).
Notwithstanding the involvement of citizens in the modern jury system, (for an exhaustive history see Forsyth & Morgan, 2nd ed., 1875), the participation of ordinary citizens has been excluded in the day-to-day workings of justice and peace-making.  Only in the last generation has there been any serious re-examination of the role of the lay citizenry in the work of justice (Cayley, 1998, p. 168).  During this same time period, the role of community groups and other non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in justice matters has flourished. Community members participating voluntarily and giving freely of their time have populated citizen’s advisory panels, mediation boards, community justice panels, circle sentencing groups and boards of directors. The lay person is rediscovering the work of justice as a community-based concern, right and responsibility.  Professional practices in law enforcement, correctional agencies and other criminal justice “institutions” are evolving to include volunteers and community groups as legitimate partners within the precincts of justice. Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA) are one such NGO that has earned the respect of the criminal justice system in Canada. 

Each CoSA is comprised of an “inner circle” of between four to seven community-based volunteers. This “inner circle” is complimented by an “outer circle” comprised of local professionals and supporters such as law-enforcement personnel, corrections professionals, forensic psychologists and case workers, and other members of the community who likewise volunteer their professional time in support of the CoSA.  As will become apparent, this outer circle is integral to the sound functioning and safe maintenance of an effective CoSA. 

Practitioners of the CoSA model have come to understand that a “one-size-fits-all” rendition of CoSA does not work.  Each Circle is somewhat different in structure and service delivery from any other Circle according to the needs of the individual high-risk offender and his community. We will return to the concept of “needs,” in a moment. 
Volunteers are carefully selected through a volunteer recruitment strategy, and trained to work closely with high-risk sex offenders.  To be effective, each CoSA and its volunteers must have an appreciation of the dangers posed by sexual offenders – their risk to reoffend.  Yet, how do non-professional groups like CoSA accomplish this task when it is well known that “risk assessment” implies the work of empirical science in the hands of qualified professionals to estimate and assess the statistical probability of an individual engaging in dangerous behaviour at some point in the future?

To grasp how this works, it is helpful to understand some basic concepts involved with the notion of “risk” and of “risk assessment” particularly within the context of human service delivery.   Don Andrews and colleagues (Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2006), have described the evolution of risk and/or need assessment over the last few decades. They describe first generation (1G) through fourth generation (4G) developments.  The 1G of risk assessment was based upon clinical judgments made often by individuals with some knowledge of a particular case in what is described as “structured clinical judgments.”  There was little meaningful that could be shared with non-clinically oriented lay persons (i.e. volunteers) working in a CoSA. 
The development of empirically-based assessment instruments formed the basis of 2G risk assessment. As Andrews and his colleagues point out many of these 2G methods assessed primarily static, non-changeable factors.  Many of these factors, although they were thought to be related to criminal conduct, were not demonstrated as such by any extant theories of crime. Again, there was little meaningful in these assessments that could be of use to volunteers except that an offender was dangerous or not, and even that assessment, with the benefit now of hindsight, was suspect.  
The development of 3G assessments grew out of theory. In particular, Andrews and Bonta developed a general personality and social psychology of crime that paid special attention to the precepts of social learning and social cognition (Andrew & Bonta, 2003).  Suddenly there was something a community-based group could grasp – a “social” psychology of crime that included not just an assessment of static (i.e. unchangeable) factors, but also an assessment of dynamic factors – things which, when influenced positively or negatively, could influence the occurrence or recurrence of criminal behaviour.  With an emphasis on the quality and depth of human relationships and care, this “Psychology of Criminal Conduct” opened the door to the re-involvement of volunteers, provided, of course, they too were familiar with the constructs of human service delivery (see, Andrews, et al, 1979). These 3G instruments assessed the “top four” risk factors (two dynamic and two static or stable items) of a group referred to as the “central eight.”  They are pro-criminal attitudes, having pro-criminal associates, having a pro-criminal history, and having a pro-criminal personality pattern (i.e. weak self-control, high antagonism) (Andrew, Bonta & Wormith, 2006, p. 9).  A psychology of criminal conduct, based on social learning theory provides direction to volunteers involved with offenders. Volunteers are able to model pro-social behaviour and to help reshape pro-criminal attitudes by articulating pro-social community norms and values, and through other influences of positive pro-social support such as finding work, housing, and pro-social use of leisure time. .  
With the advent of 4G methodology, focus is shifted somewhat towards practice evaluations that emphasis the integrity of service delivery in accord with the principles of risk, need and responsivity. The principle of risk considers those factors that pre-dispose an individual to criminal conduct (Taxman, 2006). For example, among sex offenders, specific risk factors may include static elements such as having a multiple arrests and convictions for sexual misconduct and being male. Dynamic factors can include and being under the age of twenty-five, living next to an elementary school (i.e. access to potential victims), having a belief that some children would like to have sex with an adult or that some women want to be raped.  The principle of risk holds that intensive interventions should be reserved for high risk cases.  Intensive interventions with lower risk cases tend to increase their risk of acting criminally (Andrews, 2006; Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2006; Lowenkamp, Latessa & Holsinger, 2006).  With NGOs such as CoSA, these are areas of clear risk that volunteers need to be aware of.  
Mentioned earlier, the adaptation of a CoSA to the individual needs of an offender is important.  The principle of needs is inseparable from the principle of risk. The principle of need refers to those “disturbances in biopsychosocial functioning that impinge on an individual’s ability to function stably in society,” (Taxman, 2006).  Examples include having current alcohol or substance abuse problem, addiction to particular “high risk” substances such as cocaine or heroin, and the severity of the current problem (Taxman & Thanner, 2006). Appropriate targets for intervention are those that CoSA addresses most naturally. Volunteers can assist with school, leisure, home and work situations (Andrews, 2006). This assistance is not limited to simply finding places to live or locating work, but also by helping to problem-solve and build alternative low-risk behaviours in potentially high-risk situations such as helping an offender deal with being fired, and even better, to avoid that situation entirely.  Volunteers can do this through personal example (behavioural modeling), encouragement and reward.  By including offenders in pro-social gatherings and celebrations, volunteers help to increase contact with pro-social individuals and to decrease contact with anti-social associates.  Each offender has an individual array of needs associated with his or her criminal conduct, which are in turn related to his risk for reoffence.  CoSA addresses these needs on a case-by-case basis.  Many high-risk offenders have multiple criminogenic needs.  Having a number of volunteers encircle one offender increases the likelihood that an array of volunteer skills can be brought to bear  in working with a multiple-needs offender. 
Although not always understood as such  by lay volunteers, the general principle of responsivity is an important principle in the work of CoSA.  Indeed, it is increasingly so as circle project managers note an increase in the number of their core members who suffer from mental disorder. Responsivity refers to the specific learning styles and capabilities of an individual. This is a fundamental principle of social learning theory, and an intuitive concept.  Imagine delivering a high-demand cognitive behavioural program that includes take-home assignments and extensive journaling exercises to someone who is illiterate, or suffering from Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder, or has a mental capacity much below normal.    Taking into account the principle of responsivity means encouraging the use of social learning practices (modeling, repetition, role-playing, rehearsal, reward and encouragement) that are known to be most effective when performed  in the context of high quality interpersonal relationships characterized by “mutual respect, enthusiasm, and concern,” (Andrews, 2006). As it happens, these characteristics are also the hallmark of Circles of Support and Accountability. 
Clearly it is through the risk, need and responsivity lens that the way CoSA responds to the offender risk becomes visible.  It should be noted, however, that CoSA did not evolve in accord with these principles, or with even a keen awareness of them as they are presented in this article as part of a general personality and social psychology of crime.   Members of the original faith community that mounted the very first circle of support eleven years ago acted in response to a fundamental human need on the basis of their faith, not theory. They knew that the man they were to become involved with was a repeat child sex offender.  The intimated the risks he posed, and these intimations were reinforced by members of the correctional and law enforcement community (the first “outer circle”). 

Today, a decade later, things are both the same and different in CoSA.  What is the same is that CoSA volunteers are still predominantly drawn from the faith community. What is different is that they are more diligently informed about the principles of risk, need and responsivity, albeit in a lay person’s language.  

Being apprised of the risk factors present for any particular sex offender is of critical importance for CoSA volunteers. This is not accomplished by volunteers reading psychological risk assessments and adding their interpretation to them, though they may, in some cases, have access to those assessments. As noted earlier, CoSA volunteers are by definition not professionals, and therefore not skilled at reading and interpreting psychological assessments.   Rather, it becomes apparent why a CoSA must have access to members of their outer circle -- local community professionals.  These individuals are capable of informing volunteers about – of apprising them of -- an offender’s pertinent risk factors in terms they can not only grasp, but most effectively influence as well through the social bonds they will develop with the offender over time.  Most volunteers know or come to know as a result of their training that  “sex offenders with domestic stability (stable housing and social support) are less likely commit sex offences compared to those offenders who lack stability” (Lane Council of Governments, 2003; Wilson, Picheca & Prinzo, 2005).  They also learn that the extent and quality of positive prosocial support (best delivered by male volunteers) can reduce reoffending among violent sex offenders (Gutiérrez-Lobos, et al, 2001), and among child molesters (Grubin, D. 1997) and, further, that social relations and their quality. . . have a stabilizing effect on offenders, especially after their release from prison (Estroff, et al, 1994, emphasis added).

Correctional workers will tell them what has – or has not been – dealt with during treatment, or if there has been any treatment at all.  They can define criminogenic need areas, and they can help a CoSA develop responses appropriate to an offender’s general learning style, or “responsivity”.  And they can assist volunteers understand what these factors imply in terms of public safety, in a “public” that includes them – that is, their own and their family’s safety. Police officers and probation officers can help the volunteers identify lapses in behaviour that point to the potential for sexual reoffence. They will also intervene if these lapses point to a return to a cycle of behaviour that threatens public safety based on what the flow of information is between them and the CoSA. 
For instance, an interesting discussion often arises among CoSA volunteers when an offender, for example, is not permitted to live across from a school or work in a fast food restaurant frequented by families with young children.  Volunteers often ask, “But children are everywhere, and so long as he doesn’t try to interact with the children, what’s so wrong?”  A competent professional will spend an evening with these volunteers going over what the risk are.  She will explain that the answer to their question rests within the offenders mind itself in the form of fantasy thoughts.  Looking at the children every day will often promote fantasies about what it would be like to have sex with a child – maybe even ​that​ child wearing the pretty blue coat.  If the offender has been through treatment, he will have learned how to change his thoughts and stop the fantasy thoughts before they become potent enough to encourage masturbation or thoughts of masturbation. If there has not been any treatment, then the offender may not have that skill.  At any rate, behavioural modelling, especially by male volunteers can help the offender understand the inappropriateness of his thoughts.  However, if every day he is confronted by the sight and sound of children playing across the street, his ability to control his thoughts is compromised. If he eventually gives in and, for instance, masturbates to his fantasies, this will increase the likelihood that the he may soon try approaching a child – maybe even that child in the blue coat
The above article serves as an illustration of how a non-governmental organization such as Circles of Support and Accountability engages risk through a model that conforms to a “what works” theory.  Like many NGOs, CoSA deal with risk as non-professionals.  They are not blind to an offender’s real risk or potential “dangerousness,” or to need, especially criminogenic need. Nor are they insensitive to the learning styles and capabilities of the men they choose to work with in the name of enhanced community safety.  Indeed, CoSA volunteers are generally more keenly aware of and sensitive to the “responsivity” factors of men whose learning capabilities and styles have been crippled after a lengthy period of time in prison.  

The weakness of many NGOs like CoSA (as noted by the Washington State Institute for Policy Development; see Barnoski, 2004; Aos, 2004) comes from not providing training and in-service follow-up based on the three principles of risk, need and responsivity briefly outlined above.  Andrews (2006) cautions that “managers and supervisors must attend to the relationship and structuring skills of service delivery staff,” and by extension, volunteers. “The skills help to structure recommendations in regard to the major staffing issues of selection, training, and supervision and support. Select, train and clinically supervise staff according to the skills and competencies demanded by RNR and relationship and structuring. Monitoring and constant feedback to volunteers and program managers is critical. Evaluation and assessment of service delivery is important. It is insufficient to ensure that a project like CoSA is aware of the risk/need assessment of an individual they plan to work with. Just as important are the “quality assurance methods at the program delivery and agency level,” (Andrews, 2006), for these provide for corrections to program delivery methods and ultimately to assurances of project integrity. These practices are the hallmark of 4th Generation evolutions in practice and assessment.
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