
Criminal Justice 
EVIDENCE BRIEFING 

  

 1 March 2015 

www.therobertsontrust.org.uk 
 

The Robertson Trust is the largest independent grant-making Trust in Scotland. Every year the 
Trust funds a wide range of charitable projects across Scotland with our priority areas including 
Alcohol Misuse, Care, Community Art, Community Sport, Criminal Justice, Education and Training 
and Health.  We aim to help those most in need and to improve life for as many people as possible. 
In 2014/15 the Trust awarded over £18.5M to recognised charities throughout the country. 
 

Over the last 8 years, The Robertson Trust has invested over £7 million in criminal justice projects across 
Scotland that work with young offenders, women and families affected by imprisonment. Additionally, we 
have played an active role in developing the capacity of the criminal justice sector by helping to improve 
partnership working between agencies and by sharing learning from our funded work to inform policy and 
practice. This briefing is based on the considerable knowledge the Trust has gained from its long term 
investment in funding and evaluating criminal justice projects across Scotland.   

Background 
 

The criminal justice system is currently 
undergoing a period of significant change in 
Scotland. In 2014, the Scottish Government 
formally announced their plans to devolve local 
strategic planning and delivery of criminal justice 
services to Community Planning Partnerships and 
establish a new body to take a strategic approach 
to commissioning national services and to share 
learning and best practice.  
 

Linked to this work, the Scottish Government has 
established a cross-ministerial task force to 
consider how a more co-ordinated approach can 
be taken by the public sector and other agencies 
to better address offenders needs and reduce their 
likelihood of reoffending. Following the decision 
not to proceed with the plans for HMP Inverclyde, 
the Scottish Government has also announced its 
plans to move towards a new model for women 
offenders that involves smaller regional and 
community-based facilities across the country. At 
the same time, there is a significant move towards 
taking an evidence-based approach to designing, 
commissioning and evaluating criminal justice 
services in Scotland. Agencies are increasingly 
being asked to monitor, evaluate and demonstrate 
the outcomes their services are achieving and 
commissioners are under pressure to show that 
they are investing resources in those services that 
evidence suggests are most likely to be effective.   
 

This briefing therefore comes at an important 
time and aims to feed into current discussions 
about what criminal justice services should look 
like going forward and how they can best meet the 
needs of offenders or those at risk of offending. 
Additionally, this briefing aims to identify some of 
the issues that commissioners may want to 
consider when investing in criminal justice 
services in the future.  

 

Key Points:  
 

 The third sector plays a significant role in 
delivering services for offenders and people at 
risk of engaging in offending behaviour. Key to 
its effectiveness in this area is its flexibility, 
responsiveness, commitment and ability to form 
strong relationships. 

 

 Services that bring together agencies from 
across the public sector and third sector to 
address offenders’ needs in a joined-up way are 
most likely to be effective.  

 

 Young offenders often have a high level of need 
and require intensive support over an extended 
period of time. When supporting this group, 
organisations should ensure their staff receive 
appropriate training in identifying and 
addressing young offenders’ needs. 

 

 Women in the criminal justice system are some 
of the most vulnerable in society. Gender-
specific, community-based services that respond 
to women’s specific needs and aspirations are 
needed to help divert women away from the 
criminal justice system. 

 

 Prison Visitors Centres provide families of 
offenders with much needed emotional and 
practical support while their family member is in 
prison. These services also play a key role in 
helping offenders to build and maintain positive 
relationships with their children. 

 

 In a time of shrinking budgets and growing 
needs, an evidence based approach to designing, 
funding and evaluating services can help ensure 
resources are directed towards those 
approaches which are most likely to work. 
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Providing Voluntary Throughcare Services  
 

Ten years ago The Robertson Trust identified a 
significant gap in support for offenders serving 
short-term sentences of less than four years. In 
response to this gap, the Trust has since invested 
over £3.4 million in funding and evaluating 
voluntary throughcare services to help reduce the 
likelihood of these offenders’ reoffending in the 
future. Significant investments in this area have 
included the £1 million ‘Breaking the Cycle’ 
programme which the Trust co-funded with Serco 
and the Reducing Reoffending Change Fund 
(RRCF) in which the Trust has invested £2 million 
and is currently responsible for project managing 
the 6 Public Social Partnerships (PSPs). 
 

Through the Trust’s work in this area we have 
helped to develop the evidence-base about the 
value of voluntary throughcare services and the 
approaches that are most likely to be effective in 
reducing reoffending. A briefing on our key 
learning from this area of work is available to read 
on our website. We have successfully used this 
learning to influence policy and practice and in 
contrast to ten years ago, there is now a wider 
range of voluntary throughcare services operating 
across Scotland. Moreover, throughcare is now a 
key area that the Scottish Government is focusing 
on as part of Phase 2 of the Reducing Reoffending 
Programme (RRP2) and the Scottish Prison 
Service has recently appointed Throughcare 
Support Officers to help offenders to successfully 
make the transition back into the community.  
 

These sustainable changes in policy and practice is 
the outcome that The Robertson Trust aimed to 
achieve when it began investing in this area ten 
years ago, and it is therefore unlikely that the 
Trust will continue to provide Development 
Awards in this area going forward. 
 

Diverting Young Offenders away from the 
Adult Criminal Justice System 
 

While the falling population of young offenders in 
HM YOI Polmont is to be celebrated, any young 
people in custody are still a cause for concern. 
Studies repeatedly show the earlier someone 
enters the criminal justice system the more likely 
they are to reoffend in the future. Investing in 
services that support young people on the 
periphery of offending is therefore vital to 
reducing their future offending behaviour and 
diverting them away from the adult criminal 
justice system. 

The young people who are at the highest risk of 
offending have multiple and complex support 
needs including addictions, poor family 
relationships, homelessness, no qualifications and 
having been in care. Significant learning from the 
Trust’s investment in projects that support young 
offenders has been their high level of need and the 
intensity of the support they require over an 
extended period of time.  
 

While all of the organisations funded by the Trust 
are experienced at working with young people in 
the criminal justice system, many organisations 
have noted that the levels of poor mental health, 
history of abuse and other vulnerabilities of the 
young people that are being referred to them are 
of a severity that they had not previously 
encountered. As a result, these organisations have 
highlighted the need for their staff to have 
appropriate training and support to identify and 
address young offenders’ needs. Additionally, a 
significant number of young people involved in 
the criminal justice system have experienced 
traumatic bereavements and other losses in their 
lives that have had a negative impact on their 
mental wellbeing. We are currently working with 
organisations within HM YOI Polmont to help 
ensure that young people affected by this are 
identified at an early stage and receive the on-
going support they need to address these issues. 
 

The learning from our work in this area highlight 
that services should provide young offenders with 
support that is tailored to their individual needs. 
These services are more likely to be effective in 
engaging young people where they take a youth 
work approach which places each offender’s 
needs and goals at the centre of the support they 
receive. The following case study provides an 
example of a project that is successfully engaging 
with and delivering high quality opportunities to 
young people with high level needs.   
 

Case Study:  Chance to Change 
 

Voluntary Action South Lanarkshire’s (VASLan’s) 
‘Chance to Change’ project is one of the 6 PSPs 
being supported by the Reducing Reoffending 
Change Fund. Developed and delivered by VASLan 
in partnership with South Lanarkshire Council, 
South Lanarkshire CJA and Routes to Work South, 
the project is targeted at prolific young offenders 
across South Lanarkshire.  
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In recognition of the key role employment can 
play in desistance, Chance to Change matches 
young offenders with volunteer mentors from 
professional backgrounds. Each young person has 
an individual action plan based on their specific 
needs and goals and is supported by their mentor 
to develop key life and employability skills. To 
ensure young people are able to secure high 
quality work placements, the service has recently 
appointed a dedicated Employer Engagement 
Officer who is responsible for developing 
relationships with local employers.  
 

In response to the number of highly vulnerable 
young people who have been referred to the 
programme VASLan now provide Mental Health 
First Aid Training to all of the volunteers and paid 
staff engaged with the programme. 20 months 
into the project, Chance to Change has successfully 
matched 21 young offenders with business 
mentors from their local community. Despite 
some initial challenges around engagement, the 
service’s preparatory courses have proved highly 
successful in matching young offenders with 
appropriate mentors. The project is currently 
being externally evaluated and a report is due to 
be published later this year. 

 
Improving Outcomes for Women Offenders 
 

Women in the criminal justice system are some of 
the most vulnerable in society. Many of these 
women lead complex and challenging lives and face 
multiple barriers including a history of abuse and 
victimisation, poor mental health, addiction, 
parenting issues and bereavement.  
 

Through The Robertson’s Trust’s long term 
investment in services that improve outcomes for 
women offenders we have identified a lack of 
gender-specific services in Scotland that recognise 
and respond to the specific needs and aspirations 
that women have. Our learning from funding and 
evaluating services for women suggest that to be 
most effective, these services must: 

  

 Provide women with a safe and nurturing 
environment to recognise and address the 
challenges they face in their lives 

 

 Be staffed by trained workers who can provide 
women with practical and emotional support and 
build relationships of trust with the women  
 

 Provide opportunities for women to bond with 
their children and develop the key parenting 
skills they need to break the cycle of offending 
within families and to improve outcomes for 
their children.  

 
The following case study provides an example of a 
service that engages with women on their own 
terms and supports them to identify and address 
the issues that are important to them.  
 
Case Study:  Tayside Council on Alcohol  
 
Tayside Council on Alcohol’s (TCA) ‘Women Only 
Mentoring Service’ is another one of the 6 PSPs 
currently being support through the Reducing 
Reoffending Change Fund. Operating across 
Tayside the service provides mentoring support to 
women on court orders, bail and pre-court 
disposals. 
 
Meaningful engagement with each woman is 
central to TCA’s service. Women are given control 
over the service and are able to engage with the 
support that they feel is most relevant and needed 
in their lives at that given time.  Through the 
programme, women are also supported to identify 
the individual outcomes they want to work 
toward, engage in education programmes and 
build key employability skills. Progress with 
addressing needs and achieving outcomes is 
reviewed by the mentor and mentee on an on-
going basis to assess the distance travelled by 
each woman and identify and respond to any 
other issues as and when they emerge. 
 
As of February 2014, 172 women had been 
referred to TCA’s mentoring service of who 95% 
had successfully engaged with the service. Key 
outcomes achieved through the programme to 
date include increased belief amongst women 
about their ability to desist from further offending 
behaviour, a willingness to change previous 
negative behaviours and reduced use of alcohol 
and drugs. The project is currently being 
externally evaluated and a full report will be 
published in Winter 2015.  
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Supporting Families Affected by Imprisonment 
 

Families of offenders can face significant 
challenges as result of their family member’s 
imprisonment, ranging from stigmatisation and 
social isolation to financial, childcare and housing 
difficulties. To help address these needs, in the 
last 10 years The Robertson Trust has invested 
over £900k in services that provide emotional and 
practical support to families of offenders, both 
while their family member is in prison and upon 
their release back into the community.  
 

An example of our work within this area is the 
Trust’s investment in Prison Visitor Centres. 
While each Prison Visitor Centre follows a 
different model, each Centre helps to improve 
outcomes for families affected by imprisonment 
by: 
 

 Providing emotional support to families before 
or after a prison visit, to reduce the anxieties 
they experience during this process 
 

 Raising families’ awareness of services where 
they can access support within their 
community or providing specialist support 
within the prison setting. 

 

 Provide opportunities for the whole family to 
come together by facilitating bonding visits, 
offering mediation and running family fun days 
within the prison setting. 
 

Additionally, these Centres play a key role in 
helping offenders to build and maintain positive 
relationships with their children and other family 
members while they are in prison. Services that 
help offenders to develop their parenting skills 
and form positive attachments with their children 
can be particularly effective in both reducing the 
likelihood that offenders will reoffend when they 
leave prison and breaking cycles of offending 
within families. 
 

The Trust is currently working with Evaluation 
Support Scotland to help organisations that run 
Prison Visitor Centres and other services that 
support families affected by imprisonment to 
improve their ability to measure, understand and 
evidence the impact of these services. Through 
this work, we hope to be able to better 
demonstrate the value of these services and the 
need for more investment in this area. 
 

Conclusion and Future Plans 
 

In the coming years, The Robertson Trust plans to 
continue to invest in criminal justice interventions 
and initiatives that improve outcomes for 
offenders. Additionally, we will seek to develop 
and test out preventative approaches that provide 
support to vulnerable groups to divert them away 
from the criminal justice system and other 
negative outcomes at an early stage.  
 

An example of this work includes our upcoming 
plans to develop two asset-based and community-
led Centres in Scotland that will meet the needs 
and aspirations of vulnerable women, girls and 
families. The Trust has allocated £900k towards 
the development of these Centres, which will 
engage with and support both women who have a 
history of offending behaviour and women whose 
support needs put them at an increased risk of 
offending in the future.  Through this work the 
Trust aims to both divert vulnerable women and 
girls away from the criminal justice system and 
help break inter-generational cycles of negative 
outcomes within families and communities. The 
development of these Centres will be undertaken 
throughout 2015 and the Centres will be launched 
in 2016. The development and delivery phases of 
the project will be evaluated to identify key 
learning from this work. 
 

The Robertson Trust is also working with Scottish 
Association for Mental Health (SAMH) to explore 
whether there is a need to develop the evidence-
base around the value of using diversionary 
services for people with mental health issues who 
come into contact with the criminal justice system. 
This follows on from research published by SAMH 
in 2014 with funding from The Robertson Trust, 
which highlights that the needs of offenders’ with 
mental health issues may be better addressed in a 
non-custodial setting. 
 

For more information about the work of The 
Robertson Trust please contact the Trust’s Policy 
Officer at Joanna@therobertsontrust.org.uk or 
visit our website at www.therobertsontrust.org.uk 
 

Other Related Briefings: 
 Evidence Paper: Breaking the Cycle (2014) 
  

 Research Paper: Good Practice in Working with 
Families Affected by Imprisonment (2013) 

 

 Research Paper: Why Involve the Third Sector in 
Reducing Reoffending? (2012) 
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