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Public views about reintegrating child sex offenders via Circles of Support and

Accountability (COSA): A qualitative analysis

Circles of Support and Accountability (COSA) have recently become part of the
criminal justice landscape. However, little has been documented on public views
about COSA. The existing research on this topic is entirely quantitative, providing no
insight into the reasons behind public support for COSA. This study addresses this gap
by analysing comments made on four online forums following the announcement of
Australia’s first COSA program. Findings suggest that community education should
focus on a number of key messages about COSA to harness public support for this
program. Recommendations are made about the content and delivery of these

messages.

Since their emergence in Canada in 1994 (Correctional Service Canada 2002; Hannem and
Petrunik 2004), Circles of Support and Accountability (COSA) have become a feature of the
criminal justice landscape in North America (Chouinard and Riddick 2015; Fox 2010), the
United Kingdom (Nellis 2009), Western Europe (Hoing et al. 2016), and most recently,
Australia (Worthington 2015). COSA are groups of trained community volunteers who
support sex offenders (usually child sex offenders) to reintegrate into the community after a
period of imprisonment (Hannem and Petrunik 2004; Petrunik et al. 2008). COSA have twin
objectives: to reintegrate child sex offenders into the community; and to reduce the sexual
victimisation of children. While an emerging body of research has shown that COSA are

promising in terms of their ability to reduce reoffending (Wilson et al. 2009, 2005), enhance
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community safety (Bates et al. 2007; Quaker Peace and Social Witness 2008) and reduce
criminal justice expenditure (Chouinard and Riddick 2015; Duwe 2012; Elliott and Beech

2012), little has been documented about public views of COSA.

Examining public support for a criminal justice program such as COSA is a valuable
exercise for a number of reasons (see generally Roberts and de Keijser 2014). First, as the
Center for Sex Offender Management ([CSOM] 2000: 7) argues, governments rely on
partnerships with communities to prevent sexual victimisation. As McAvoy (2012:2) puts it,
“Eventually sex offenders return to...communities[,] and how they are treated...will not just
shape their lives and determine the extremity of their punishment, it will also shape the
lives of those communities” (see also Payne et al. 2010). Second, the COSA model relies on
volunteers; its success depends on members of the community committing to completing
training and then working with an offender (known as a “core member”) for a period of at
least one year (Correctional Service Canada 2003). It is therefore vital that at least some
community support for COSA exists. Third, governments may be reluctant to introduce the
COSA model if they believe it will make them appear “soft on crime” (Richards 2011a).
Analysing public views about COSA will potentially address this by informing governments
about the range of views held by members of the public. Finally, without public opinion
research about sex offender policy, (potentially incorrect) assumptions about public opinion
may inform public policy, and in turn divert resources both from measures that better
reflect public views, and from interventions that may be more effective in enhancing

community safety (Mears et al. 2008:555).
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By way of background, much research has been undertaken on public views about
sex offender policy in general. This extensive body of research shows that the public hold
punitive attitudes towards this group of offenders (Bollinger et al. 2012; Katz Schiavone et
al. 2008; Katz Schiavone and Jeglic 2009; Kleban and Jeglic 2012; McCartan et al. 2015;
Mears et al. 2008; Olver and Barlow 2010; Rogers and Ferguson 2011; Rogers et al. 2011;
Shackley et al. 2014; Sundt et al. 1998; Willis et al. 2013), and support punitive and
exclusionary policies such as sex offender registries, community notification, preventative
detention, and residency restrictions (Brown et al. 2008; Comartin et al. 2009; CSOM 2010;
Katz Schiavone and Jeglic 2009; Mears et al. 2008; Thakker 2012), even in the absence of
any evidence that these policies work (Levenson et al. 2007). The public supports harsher
penalties for sexual than non-sexual offenders (Rogers and Ferguson 2011), and for child sex
offenders than those who offend against adults (McAlinden 2007; McAvoy 2012; Mears et
al. 2008; Rogers et al. 2011; Viki et al. 2012). Despite this, the research also clearly
demonstrates that the public support treatment for sex offenders (Kleban and Jeglic 2012;
Levenson et al. 2007; Mears et al. 2008; Willis et al. 2010), including child sex offenders
(Esser-Stuart and Skibinski 1998; Rogers et al. 2011), despite being doubtful about its
efficacy (Katz Schiavone et al. 2008; Mancini 2014; McCartan et al. 2015; Payne et al. 2010;
Sundt et al. 1998; Willis et al. 2010). As Esser-Stuart and Skibinski (1998:101) eloquently

summarise, “the social response is complex” (see generally Rogers et al. 2011).

Despite this substantial body of research literature on public opinion about other sex
offender policies, very little has been documented on public opinion about COSA
specifically. In fact, only three previous studies could be located that provide any insight into

this topic. In the first, as part of a larger study, Wilson et al. (2007) surveyed members of the
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community (n = 77) in South-Central Ontario. Once they had been informed about the COSA
program in their community, 69 percent of respondents reported that they were “glad”, and
62 percent that they were “‘relieved”, that this group of offenders received support via a
COSA. Only small proportions reported negative views about the program, with 14 percent
being skeptical that it would reduce reoffending, eight percent being angry that sex
offenders would receive extra support, and three percent feeling irritated that people would

want to help these offenders (Wilson et al. 2007).

In the second, McAvoy (2012) used an online survey to examine public support for
COSA in Ireland. She used vignettes of fictional sex offenders to ascertain whether members
of the community agreed that a COSA would be a good idea. The vignettes examined the
impact of different genders and ages of sexual abusers and victims across a variety of sexual
offences (for example, “George is 34. He is convicted of raping a 10-year-old boy while
working as a school caretaker”; “Karl is 19. He has a sexual relationship with a 15-year-old
girl. He is convicted of statutory rape”). Participants in the online survey (n = 84) were asked
to respond to two statements about COSA in relation to each vignette: “[The offender]
should be provided with a circle of support and accountability when in the community”; and
“l would volunteer to be part of [the offender’s] circle of support and accountability”. In all
cases, a majority of respondents agreed (or strongly agreed) that the offender should be
provided with a COSA. Support for a COSA was highest in relation to molestation of a 12-
year-old child (75%), rape of a 10-year-old child (73.8%), rape of an adult woman (73.8%),
and possession of child pornography (72.6%). Lower levels of support for COSA were found
in relation to indecent exposure (61.9%), and statutory rape (59.5% and 52.3%). Despite this

support, however, much smaller proportions of respondents indicated that they would
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volunteer in a COSA for any of the offenders in these fictional scenarios. Importantly,
smaller proportions indicated that they would volunteer in a COSA for those offenders who
likely pose the greatest threat to community safety. The highest proportions of respondents
agreed that they would volunteer in a COSA for statutory rape offenders, while the lowest

proportions agreed they would volunteer with child rape and child molestation offenders.

Most recently, Hoing et al. (2016) used a web-based panel survey across nine
countries (United Kingdom, Ireland, The Netherlands, Belgium (Flemish region), France,
Spain, Latvia, Bulgaria and Hungary; total n = 1873) to assess public opinion about sex
offender rehabilitation generally, and COSA specifically. Hoing et al. found that 12.3 percent
of respondents agreed with the statement “l would be interested in becoming a CoSA
volunteer, if such a project was nearby” (ranging from 6.8% in Latvia to 17.3% in Bulgaria).
Echoing McAvoy’s findings, however, Hoing et al. found greater support for others becoming
COSA volunteers than willingness to volunteer on the part of respondents themselves.
Overall, 55.5 percent of respondents indicated they would approve if a friend became a
COSA volunteer. This decreased to 49.2 percent who would approve if a family member was

to volunteer, and to 40.6 percent if a partner was to volunteer.

While these three studies make an important contribution towards understanding
the extent of public support for COSA, none provides any qualitative insight into why
members of the public support or oppose COSA. The research reported in this article begins
to address this gap in the literature by exploring public opinion about COSA using qualitative
data sourced from online forums. Specifically, it sought to identify the reasons that

members of the public gave for supporting or opposing Australia’s first COSA program,
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which was announced in March 2015. The program is managed by a non-government
offender support organisation in Adelaide, South Australia (Worthington 2015). In this
context, qualitative research can provide an insight into the views and beliefs of members of
the public, and thus an important complement to the existing quantitative research outlined

above.

The remainder of this article is presented in four main parts. The first outlines the
conceptual background to the study, and introduces the concept of “multiple publics” that
provided a conceptual orientation for the study. The second provides a discussion of the
methodology utilised for the current study, including data collection and analysis
procedures and ethical considerations. Following this, the findings of the study — the
primary reasons that members of the public support or oppose the COSA program - are
presented. Finally, the article discusses the implications that stem from these findings and

makes a number of recommendations based on these.

Conceptual Background

As is being increasingly recognised, governments create criminal justice legislation and
policy not necessarily in direct response to what the public wants, but rather in response to
what they imagine the public wants: “there is something of a ‘comedy of errors’ in which
policy and practice is not based on a proper understanding of public opinion” (Allen 2002:6;
see also Quinn et al. 2004). Furthermore, while research on public opinion is often
presented in monolithic terms, it is most useful to governments and best able to
constructively inform policy debates when “presented in a way that depicts the full panoply

of public opinion” (Mears et al. 2008:555; see generally Allen 2002).
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As discussed above, the research on public opinion about sex offenders shows that
the public hold contradictory views about how this group of offenders should be dealt with.
In contrast to literature (for example, Olver and Barlow 2010; Willis et al. 2010; Zilney and
Zilney 2009) that portrays the public as homogeneous, passive recipients of sensationalistic
media accounts of sex offending, this suggests that members of the public hold more
heterogeneous beliefs and opinions than is often thought to be the case. This section uses
this as a platform from which to propose a different conceptualisation of public views about
sex offending — one that attempts to account for the nuances and complexities of public

views about COSA presented below.

As Kitzinger (2004) outlines, a key debate in the media studies literature exists
between those who theorise members of the public to be passive recipients, even dupes, of
the media, and those who (perhaps somewhat romantically) theorise members of the public
as active, diverse agents and even resisters. The current study follows Kitzinger (2004) by
resisting the conceptualisation of the public as a homogeneous group of passive dupes, and
instead considers community members “not only as ‘receivers’ of information but as
activists and message creators” (Kitzinger 2004:158). This conceptualisation is particularly
relevant when analysing data taken from social media. Indeed, the very existence of online
expressions of opinion, especially posters’ interactions with one another and attempts to
challenge or inform one another, demonstrate agency. As El Gazzar (2013) argues, online
expressions of opinion both reflect the views of individuals and (seek to) shape the views of
(other) individuals; in this sense online posters could be considered “message creators”

rather than passive recipients of information. This is particularly the case when posters act
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as resisters to dominant discourses about sex offenders, and/or as educators of other

participants in an online forum.

The current study thus highlights that in contrast to the monolithic public of
governments’ imaginations (Allen 2002) — and indeed, of many researchers’ imaginations
(Harper and Harris 2016) - public views about sex offender policy might be better
conceptualised as the domain of “multiple publics” (Kitzinger 2004; see also McCartan
2014), with highly varied, competing and contradictory beliefs and opinions. As outlined in
the following section, a critical application of this conceptual orientation provided a basis for

examining public opinion about COSA expressed on social media forums.

Methodology

Social media analysis is a relatively new method in public opinion research (American
Association for Public Opinion Research [AAPOR] 2014; Anstead and O’Loughlin 2015;
Prichard et al. 2015). A number of limitations of using social media in place of traditional
data collection techniques to gauge public opinion have been identified, and are important
to discuss in the context of the current study. Perhaps the principal criticism is that data
sourced from social media lack the representativeness that can be attained by traditional
surveys that use random sampling techniques. This is thought to be exacerbated by
disparities in access to and proficiency in online technologies, and result in the exclusion of
older people and those from low socioeconomic, non-English speaking and/or rural
backgrounds (AAPOR 2014; Department for Work and Pensions 2014), instead favouring
“people with firm opinions on the subject who enjoy expressing themselves publicly”

(Department for Work and Pensions 2014:21). There are, however, a number of counter-
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arguments to this claim. First, while data obtained from social media sources may not be
representative of the community, they can provide an insight into the qualitative nature of
individuals’ views. As such, the current study seeks to examine the nature of support for or
opposition to COSA, rather than to quantify the level of support present in the community.
Furthermore, governments are likely to be most interested in the views of lobby groups and
cultural influencers or those who are likely to react to government policy, so the views of
those who post on social media, while not necessarily representative, may well be the most

relevant.

Another criticism of using social media data to examine public opinion is that the
demographic characteristics of those who post comments on social media usually cannot be
ascertained (Malesky and Ennis 2004), leaving researchers unable to explore relationships
between public opinion and characteristics such as gender, ethnicity and age (AAPOR 2014;
Department for Work and Pensions 2014). The current study does not, however, seek to
examine such relationships, and in any case, the literature on public opinion about sex
offenders clearly shows that demographic characteristics are not consistently related to
individuals’ opinions (eg CSOM 2010; Rogers and Ferguson 2011; Willis et al. 2013; cf

Comartin et al. 2009; Mancini 2014; Rogers et al. 2011).

Finally, data obtained from social media have been characterised as involving a low
signal-to-noise ratio (AAPOR 2014); that is, without the guidance of a researcher or
instrument such as a questionnaire, those who make comments on social media tend to go
“off topic”. The “topic”, of course, is what the researcher wants “participants” to discuss,

rather than what “participants” themselves want to discuss. A counter-argument to this

11
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criticism is therefore that social media allow data to emerge organically rather than
according to constraints imposed by the researcher; this arguably provides the researcher
with an insight into what is important to posters and to what topics emerge naturally,
without the input of the researcher. A related concern is that “Unlike survey respondents
who typically only provide information when prompted, those who use social media tend to
post what they want, when they want, prompted or not” (AAPOR 2014:21). This may be
considered to limit the comparability of posters’ comments, as they are not responding to
the same set of questions as they would be if completing a traditional questionnaire or
structured interview. In the current study, however, posters were responding to the same
media stimulus — the stories on the Adelaide COSA program described below. In this sense,
their responses might be considered akin to data produced via a loosely-structured focus
group in which participants are given scope to raise topics of importance to themselves in

response to an initial question or topic posed by the researcher.

Data for this research came from four online sources:

e all comments (n=361) made by members of the public on the Facebook page of
current affairs television program Insight in response to Worthington’s (2015) article
“Controversial paedophile support program to launch in South Australia in a national
first” between 19 March 2015 (when the article was first posted) and 22 March 2015
inclusive (no new comments were posted after this date; see

https://www.facebook.com/InsightSBS/posts/10153133194670902? mref=messag

e _bubble). (Worthington’s story was initially aired on ABC radio and posted online

12
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on the ABC News website on 19 March 2015, and was posted on the Insight
Facebook page on the same day);

e All comments (n = 103) posted on the Facebook page of current affairs television
program Today Tonight in response to Nielsen’s (2015) Today Tonight story about

the Adelaide COSA program (see https://www.facebook.com/ttadelaide) between 9

April (when the program aired) and 18 April 2015 (the period during which the vast
majority of comments were posted);

e all comments (n =112) posted on the Fighters Against Child Abuse Australia (FACAA)
Facebook page in response to the announcement of the COSA program between 25
March (when FACAA posted the story on its Facebook page) and 18 April 2015 (the
period during which the vast majority of comments were posted) (see

https://www.facebook.com/facaaus/photos/a.130983213613915.12907.104181729

627397/865920913453471/); and

e all comments (n =192) posted in the www.change.org petition “Stop the COSA Trial

in South Australia Immediately” (see https://www.change.org/p/south-australian-

parliament-stop-the-COSA-trial-in-south-australia-immediately-south-australia-are-

trialing-a-program-to-offer-child-rapists-friendship-and-support-instead-of-prison-

time#petition-updates) between early April (when the petition was created) and 18

April 2015 (the period during which the vast majority of comments were posted).

Comments included in the analysis ranged in length from one word to long paragraphs.
In all four data sources, comments that only “tagged” another person into the conversation
rather than making a contribution to the debate were excluded. In the case of the Insight,
Today Tonight and FACAA Facebook pages, posters not only responded to the original media
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stimulus (eg Worthington’s (2015) article), but also interacted with one another, responding
to each other’s comments, questioning one another, and in a small number of cases, posting

links to other sources of information or other news stories. Posters to the www.change.org

petition were, however, unable to interact with one another in the same way. Rather,
posters to this petition responded to the prompt “lI am signing [this petition] because ...”. As
a result, this data source, unlike the other three, captured information only from those

opposing the program.

Although other media stories on the COSA program appeared on Australian television
and radio in early April 2015, no online comments or other material could be found
following these stories that would provide an insight into public support for COSA. A
population rather than a sample of comments relating to the introduction of COSA in

Adelaide has therefore been analysed for this article (total n = 768).

All comments were copied and pasted into a Microsoft Word file before being imported
into qualitative data analysis software program NVIVO for coding prior to data analysis. Prior
to coding, the data were read through twice by the first author in order for a process of
familiarisation to occur. As Caulfield and Hill (2014) claim, this process is vital when thematic
analysis is being undertaken, in order to avoid a superficial analysis. A process of open
coding was then undertaken. Open coding involves undertaking a detailed reading(s) of the
data and allowing new (ie not pre-determined) themes to emerge (Strauss and Corbin

1998).
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A thematic analysis, involving “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes)
within data” (Braun and Clark cited in Vaismoradi et al., 2013:400; Grbich 2013) was then
undertaken by the first author. Thematic analysis is appropriate for research projects that
aim to “explore the views, perceptions and/or experiences of groups or individuals, and any
differences or similarities in these” (Caulfield and Hill 2014:183). Following Mason (2002),
the process of analysis focused on both common themes and counter themes — that is, on
points of consensus and divergence among participants. This was particularly important in
light of the conceptual framework of “multiple publics”, discussed above. However,
following Caulfield and Hill (2014:185), care has been taken in the discussion of themes
below to give readers a sense of “how much data each theme consists of”; in other words,

how frequently particular themes appeared in the dataset.

The use of comments posted to social media for research raises a number of ethical
issues (Prichard et al. 2015). Chief among these in the current study is that posters’
comments have been used without their consent. As obtaining consent from every
individual poster would have been impracticable, and as comments were posted to public

Facebook pages (and the public website www.change.org), a waiver of consent was

obtained from Queensland University of Technology’s Human Research Ethics Committee to
undertake the research (approval #1600000209). In accordance with this approval, all
posters have been deidentified in this article. To further protect the confidentiality of

posters, the forum to which they posted is not indicated alongside their comments.

Findings

15
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The process of data analysis described above yielded a number of distinct, but interrelated,
themes. Those who opposed COSA (the vast majority of the online posters) did so
predominantly because: they believed that victims of child sexual abuse should receive
priority for government spending; they viewed child sex offenders as incapable of changing;
and/or because they (erroneously) believed the COSA program would be used either instead
of prison or to facilitate early parole release for offenders. Supporters of COSA held positive
views of the program because: they believed the program might meet its aim of reducing
child sexual abuse; they (erroneously) assumed that COSA work with people who are
sexually attracted to children but who have not yet acted on this attraction; and/or they
embraced a spirit of experimentalism and championed the introduction of new, innovative

justice measures. These themes are discussed in turn below.

Opposition to COSA

The overwhelming majority of members of the public who posted comments to one of the
four forums analysed for this study opposed the pilot COSA program. The program was
opposed on a number of discrete but related grounds; these are discussed in turn in the

subsections that follow.

Victims should receive priority for government spending

The most common reason given for opposing COSA was that victims of child sexual abuse,

not perpetrators, should be the beneficiaries of government funding designed to address
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this issue. Nearly 100 comments of this nature were posted across the four forums. Many

dozens of these comments expressed this view in general terms, such as:

I think the S would be better spent helping survivors.

Useful, tangible support for the victims FIRST, then for the perpetrators LAST.

Children and families need support funding not the perpetrator.

Victims need way better support first.

This money would be better spent supporting the VICTIMS. Another upside

down idea.

A number of sub-themes also emerged within this broad theme. Most frequently,
comments within this theme expressed opposition to the COSA pilot because child sexual
abusers were not seen as being as deserving of government funding as victims. Comments
of this nature thus expressed moral outrage that funding would be directed towards a

program for perpetrators, as the following comments demonstrate:

| have no sympathy for these deviants and we should not be spending our

money on them.... the victims are the sufferers here not them. More funding is

needed for the victims not perps.

17



Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

They don’t deserve a second chance do their victims get a second chance at life.

Why do they need our help? The ones that need help are the poor innocent

victims whose lives have been destroyed by this vermin.

They don't deserve any rights! How about rights for the children that have been

abused!

Spend the money on the victims, they are the ones who deserve our support.

A related sub-theme within this broader theme was a sense of frustration and anger that
government expenditure would be directed towards perpetrators given what many
members of the public perceived as the poor state of service provision that currently exists
for victims of child sexual abuse. For example, posters who identified themselves as victims
of child sexual abuse described having to actively seek support rather than being offered it,
and being offered only “a pittance” by way of crime victim compensation. Similarly, a poster
who identified as the parent of a victim described their daughter as being “still...on a waiting
list for counselling”. Other posters lamented what they perceived as “insufficient access to
psychotherapy services”, service providers having to “continually fight for funding”, and
“support services for victims that no longer exist due to government funding cuts”. This
perception of a lack of funding for suitable and accessible services for victims of child sexual
abuse underpinned community members’ sense of injustice that any government spending

would be directed towards a program for perpetrators. This sentiment is perhaps best

18



Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

captured by the following comment: “What angers me is adult survivors caant [sic] get the
help and support they need and Id [sic] rather see them shown the support and compassion

that these scum of the earth [perpetrators] are getting”.

Such comments reflect an imagined “zero sum game” in which a finite quantity of
government funding can either be spent helping victims or offenders. This sentiment was
most clearly reflected in one poster’'s comment that “taking from a victim to make a
perpetrator have a great life is unthinkable”. While this view was expressed very frequently
in the four online forums, however, it was by no means universally subscribed to. Indeed, a
small number of posters resisted this dominant view by making the counter-argument that
while victims undoubtedly deserve government support, a program like COSA should help
prevent future victimisation, and ought to be supported on these, more instrumental,

grounds. For example, posters stated:

Repairing the damage done alone does not prevent future generations from

abuse. Attempts by the government to support offenders must be welcomed.

There are many support programs out there for victims of sexual
assault....Taking one of these approaches does not eliminate the need for the

other approaches.

These members of the public thus support preventative measures over (or in addition to)
measures that seek to address victimisation that has already occurred. These comments,

which resist the dominant view that the funding for the COSA program should be redirected
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to victims’ services, demonstrate both the diversity of views held by members of the public
(or “publics”), and the agency exercised by posters as they seek to simultaneously challenge
and shape the opinions of others. A small number of posters who resisted the dominant
view directly challenged it, by making comments such as “It’s [the COSA program] not
designed to help the criminal. It’s designed to avoid more victims”, and “[the program] is
not taking anything from the pain of the victim, just reducing the number of future victims”.
One poster even directly confronted those who had identified themselves as victims of child
sexual abuse in the forums, but who opposed the COSA program on the grounds that the
money should be spent on victims’ services, stating that: “I would think as being victims
yourself you would welcome a program that hopefully reduces future victims.. Obviously
not! | for one welcome a program that can hopefully assist these people in not offending or

reoffending”.

Child sex offenders cannot be rehabilitated

The belief that child sex offenders cannot be “cured” or rehabilitated underpinned many of
the comments made to the four forums, and commonly informed posters’ resistance to the
COSA program. Many dozens of posters made comments of this nature, opposing COSA on
grounds such as: “It's idealism to think these monsters can be ’fixed’”, “once a pedophile
always a pedophile”, and “[a] leopard never changes his spots!!!”. This is largely
unsurprising, given that the notion of untreatability has been identified as a "deep-seated,
powerful and pervasive assumption” (O’Neil and Morgan 2010:23; see also Quinn et al.
2004) and “probably the most deeply entrenched belief about sex offenders” (Federoff and

Moran in Thakker 2012:160).
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Within this theme, posters engaged in a type of contest of expertise, with many
seeking to support their claims about child sex offenders’ inability to change by referring to
the “science”, “evidence” or “research” on this topic. For example, posters commonly
opposed COSA based on their belief that “it has been proven” that child sex offenders
cannot be rehabilitated, and that this view is not mere opinion but “a fact”. As the following
comments demonstrate, others made more explicit reference to the “evidence” about child

sex offenders’ inability to be rehabilitated:

Studies have shown a million times over they can not be “cured”.

All the studies show you can not stop or fix them.

There is no evidence that paedohpiles can be reformed.

Studies have shown these monsters can’t be rehabilitated.

Another group of posters proffered their own experiences as victims of child sexual abuse as

evidence that perpetrators cannot be rehabilitated, making claims such as:

I’'ve been there as a child and know, god | know, that this person, nothing could

change him!
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As someone who has been affected by one of these people, | don’t think they

can be changed.

My offender doesn’t even acknowledge that he did anything wrong. So how can

they counsel someone who doesn’t even admit to having a problem.

I’'m also a survivor & no they cannot be rehabilitated.

In a small number of cases, victims of child sexual abuse explicitly challenged the expertise
of the COSA program funders and operators, and used their own status as a victim to lend
weight to their claim that perpetrators cannot be rehabilitated. For example, one poster
asked: “Do you (morons) know what it is like to be sexually abused?? Well | was, from age
Syrs til 1 was 14 yrs...YOU CAN NOT REFORM A PEDOPHILE”. This comment echoes
numerous other similar comments throughout the dataset that seek to portray advocates of
the COSA program as naive to believe that COSA could reduce offending. Posters made

frequent reference to COSA program coordinators and advocates as “idealistic”, “naive”,

and “do gooders”.

Comments made by members of the public within this theme again demonstrate the
diverse publics that participated in the four online forums, as well as posters’ efforts to act
as message shapers. Posters directly engaged with and challenged one another’s views.
While only a small number challenged the dominant belief that child sex offenders cannot
be rehabilitated, as outlined above, posters variously credited, discredited, supported and

dismissed the claims of COSA experts presented in Worthington’s (2015) article, and posited
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other hierarchies of expertise, or in the case of victims, moral authority (Harper and Harris

2016), as discussed further below.

A sub-theme that emerged from the thematic analysis of the data was that because
child sex offenders cannot be rehabilitated, COSA represent a waste of government money
(eg “You can’t rehabilitate Paedophiles because they are incurable, so don’t waste tax
payers money!!”; “lI completely refuse to have my tax dollars pay for this. | do not believe
child rapists can be rehabilitated”). In some cases, this lead to the view (discussed above)
that COSA program funding should instead be spent on victims of child sexual abuse (“There
is no such thing as rehabilitation for child molesters! Stop wasting tax dollars on them &
start aiming it at programmes for the victims”; “Instead of wasting money trying to fix
them...spend it on healing those they have forever harmed!”). Comments of this nature
reflect utilitarian beliefs; that is, that program funding would be better spent on victims
because perpetrators are not able to be rehabilitated. In the theme discussed in the
previous section of this article, however, members of the public opposed money being
directed to a COSA program on symbolic grounds — because perpetrators do not deserve
government funding. This is an important distinction for COSA program coordinators, as it
may usefully inform their communications with the public about COSA programs, as

discussed in more detail later in this article.

That members of the public strongly opposed COSA based on the belief that child sex
offenders cannot be rehabilitated raises another key point of relevance to COSA program
operators. First, posters’ comments demonstrate a pervasive lack of understanding about

the difference between pedophiles (individuals with a sexual attraction to prepubescent
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children) and child sex offenders (individuals who have offended sexually against children
irrespective of sexual attraction or orientation) (Richards 2011b). It has been well-
documented that much child sexual abuse is opportunistic (Smallbone and Wortley 2001;
Wortley and Smallbone 2006), and that it is not the case that “most sexual offenders are
dedicated, serial offenders driven by irresistible sexual urges” (Wortley and Smallbone
2006:11). This is important in the context of the current study, as COSA do not seek to
“cure” paedophiles, and indeed do not solely recruit pedophiles as core members. Core
members may or may not have an exclusive sexual interest in children. Some will have
convictions for sexual offences against both adults and children, some will have a sexual
interest in both children and adults, and some will have sexually offended against children
due to opportunistic factors rather than sexual interest. Rather than seeking to “cure” core
members, COSA aim to reduce the risk that they pose to children. COSA do not seek to
change an offender’s sexual orientation or attraction, but rather to challenge and change
their behaviours and the thought patterns that inform behaviours. Thus while it is useful to
understand public resistance to COSA on these grounds, the belief that child sex offenders
cannot be “cured” need not inform opposition to COSA. Again, this information could
usefully inform COSA program operators’ communication with communities about the goals

of COSA programs and how these are to be met.

Misunderstandings about the COSA program

Finally, opposition to COSA was frequently premised on misunderstandings about the

program. For example, members of the public resisted the program because they
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(incorrectly) believed that COSA would be used instead of a prison sentence for offenders or

be used to facilitate early parole:

| think these people should be punished for their crimes not to be accomadated

[sic] for their heinous crimes....[or be]....released from prison early.

They can't just think they can mess with a child and just go to counselling.

They should be punished not supported.

A related reason for opposing the COSA program was the mistaken belief that this program

reflects lenient sentencing, and that the availability of a COSA program would result in the

judiciary sentencing sex offenders to shorter prison terms:

If | was to break into someone’s car | would have a much harsher penalty, even if

| didn‘t take anything. These children need justice, not to see their attackers

walking free.

I‘m appalled at the leniency given to convicted paedophiles. There is very little

punishment for their crimes.

Protection of children should be the role of the government and judiciary not

making their sentences lighter or easier.
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While community members’ concerns about offenders being released from prison early if
COSA are available are understandable, this is not how COSA operate, either in the current
South Australian program, or internationally. Rather, COSA emerged as a mechanism to
reduce the risk posed by sex offenders who had served their entire sentence (including their
parole period) in prison, and were to be released into the community with no monitoring or
government oversight (Wilson et al. 2007). As discussed further in the following section, this
suggests that providing information to the public about this aspect of the operation of COSA

is a vital step towards securing public support for this program.

Support for COSA

As noted above, the vast majority of comments posted online following the announcement
of the Adelaide COSA program expressed opposition to the program. However, small
numbers of posters resisted the dominant discourses outlined above, and expressed
support for COSA. In addition to comments that expressed general support for the COSA
program without explaining the reasons for this (such as "FINALLY”, ”Brilliant idea” and ”SA
[South Australia] laws makers are quite forward thinking”), posters expressed support for
COSA for a number of reasons: due to the belief that COSA could prevent child sexual abuse;
based on the (incorrect) assumption that COSA work with people who are sexually attracted
to children but who have not yet acted on this attraction; and/or because they embraced a
spirit of experimentalism and championed the introduction of new, innovative justice

measures. These are discussed in turn in the remainder of this section.

COSA could prevent child sexual abuse
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The most frequently expressed reason for support of the program was the belief that such
an approach could prevent sexual offending against children. Numerous posters made

comments of this nature, such as:

Anything that prevents children becoming victims, yes.

Any program that is proven to reduce or prevent the abhorrent act of child
sexual abuse is money well spent. Proactive solutions are ALL-WAYS better than

reactive solutions.

These programs help with recidivism... Big tick from me!

Finally! We are acting on prevention. | think this is an intelligent way to handle a

wide spread and terribly destructing problem.

A small number of posters provided more specific reasoning for their belief in the ability of
the COSA program to prevent child sexual abuse. For example, some claimed that they
support the program because it addresses the stigmatisation of offenders or their ostracism

from the community — factors that these posters believed would contribute to reoffending:

| think this is an excellent idea, and long overdue. Our current stigmatisation of

child sex offenders has meant we approach this as an emotional issue in a

reactive manner rather than attempting to reduce offending proactively.
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Fantastic! About time we recognise that ostracism is only likely to push
peadophiles into that extreme lonely space where they're more likely to offend!

Absolutely in support of this program.

At times, posters’ comments about the ability of COSA to prevent child sexual abuse were
framed in response to arguments made by previous posters against the COSA program. For
example, a number of posters pointed out that despite the debate taking place about the
program, both “sides” (ie those for and against the program) share the same goal of

protecting children:

| think it's important to remember what the goal is here. It's a safer community
and to reduce offenders....While | am absolutely disgusted by paedophilia if this
program is reducing re offenders and making the community safer, then it has

my support.

If it helps to stop offending how could anyone be against it?

Who are we trying to protect here? What is the end result we want? Isn't it for

all of our children to be safe.

In other cases, comments about the prevention capacity of COSA were framed in response

to the frequently-made argument that more should be done to assist the victims of child

sexual abuse (as outlined above). In the examples below, supporters of COSA argued that
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while supporting victims of sexual abuse is important, preventing new victims should also be

a priority:

What your family has gone through sounds terrible....Victim support needs to be
MUCH better....Hopefully a program like COSA can prevent others suffering in

the future as your family has.

[Tlhere already are many programmes for victims. This programme is about

reducing the number of future victims.

Misunderstandings about the COSA program

An important caveat to the above discussion is that although many posters supported COSA
on the grounds that the program may prevent child sexual abuse, some comments
appeared to be based on the mistaken belief that COSA support “virtuous pedophiles” -
those who are sexually attracted to children but have not yet acted on this attraction
(Cantor and McPhail 2016). In reality, COSA are a form of tertiary crime prevention (Richards
2011a) in that they work with convicted child sex offenders. While the following comments
suggest support for COSA, they simultaneously suggest that this support might be

withdrawn if the nature of COSA was better understood by the posters (italics added):

If these people have not offended - and there is a way to 'help/stop them' from

ever offending, shouldn't we try.
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I've seen documentaries where there are people who have the urge but say they
have never acted upon it....if there are people who want proper treatment or
guidance that prevents children being hurt in such a horrific way, shouldn't the

option be there? It seems counterintuitive to deny them support to NOT offend.

If they recognise they need help before they act then we should embrace it and

help them.

These comments appear to reflect contradictory views about the instrumental and symbolic
features of COSA. While members of this group of posters support the instrumental aim of
preventing child sexual abuse, they do so only insofar as an individual with a sexual
attraction to children has not acted on this attraction. Once an individual has offended,
support for this instrumental aim is withdrawn, as offenders no longer deserve assistance or
support — even if this is designed to prevent them offending again. The ways in which
posters ascribed symbolic and instrumental values to COSA is discussed further in the

discussion section that follows.

Other supporters of COSA nonetheless explicitly understood that COSA work with
known child sex offenders as a tertiary prevention measure. These posters argued that
there is value in preventing reoffending among this group of offenders. For example,
posters claimed that ”if this program is reducing re offenders and making the community
safer, then it has my support”, and “Any program that keeps offenders from re-offending is a

win” (italics added). This suggests that for a small number of posters at least, COSA’s
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instrumental aim of preventing child sexual abuse — even by convicted child sex offenders —

provides valid enough grounds on which to support the program.

Spirit of experimentalism

Finally, a small group of posters adopted what might be considered a spirit of
experimentalism, and expressed support for trialling any type of program or approach that

might reduce the sexual victimisation of children. Typical comments included:

Sure give it a crack. Can't hurt to try.

We need to do whatever it takes. If this helps then let's do it!

If there is the slightest hope that this program will help to reduce the number of

children abused than it is worth trying it...

For a small number of COSA supporters, such a view was premised on the belief that new
approaches are needed to tackle child sexual abuse, given that current approaches seem to
be ineffective: ”If this helps, I'm all for it. Our current approach clearly isn't working”; "It's
high time we trial a new strategy”. Others believed that COSA have been successful in
reducing child sexual abuse in international jurisdictions, and ought to be trialled locally on
these grounds. For example, posters commented that: “The COSA program has been shown
to be very effective in other countries, so why wouldn't we set it up here?!”, and "The stats

from other areas certainly validates the triall”.
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Discussion

As the above findings demonstrate, members of the public hold a diverse array of opinions
about COSA, from vehemently opposing it to enthusiastically supporting it. While there was
much resistance to the announcement of the South Australia COSA program, these findings
suggest that there is in fact a diversity of attitudes towards COSA among multiple “publics”,
and that information about sex offender policy is understood and reproduced in highly
varied ways by a diversity of publics. These findings thus reflect Brown et al.’s (2008:272)
claim that "what people think about the management of sex offenders in the community
spans a broad spectrum of public opinion” (see also CSOM 2010), as well as Esser-Stuart and
Skibinski’s (1998:101) claim that the social response to sex offending is complex.
Furthermore, they support Kitzinger (2004) and McCartan’s (2014) calls to reconsider the
homogeneous public of the government’s imagination and instead embrace the notion of
“multiple publics”. The findings outlined above also provide an insight — lacking in the
predominantly quantitative research about this topic — into the ways in which members of
these publics can reach the same conclusions via very varied logics (see also Harper and
Harris 2016), again suggesting that when we speak of “public attitudes”, there is no singular,

homogeneous public, but a diversity of publics.

One way of making sense of posters’ diverse views is to consider the symbolic and
instrumental values they variously ascribed to COSA, and the ways in which these perceived
values informed opposition to or support for COSA. It is clear from the findings presented
above that those who support COSA do so on almost universally instrumental grounds. For

example, COSA supporters highlighted the capacity of the program to reduce reoffending of
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child sexual abusers, and thus prevent victimisation and enhance community safety.
Conversely, COSA opponents’ comments predominantly reflect symbolic concerns.
Specifically, opponents argued for greater victim support and harsher penalties for
offenders, and resisted the provision of support for offenders — even though such support
may reduce child sexual abuse. The findings of our research thus suggest that for the public
— or rather, for some publics — COSA lack symbolic value; they do not “reassure the public by
helping to reduce angst and demonstrate that something is being done...[or]...solidify moral

boundaries by codifying public consensus of right and wrong” (Sample et al. 2011:28).

Indeed, to suggest that COSA lack symbolic value undoubtedly understates the issue
at the heart of public resistance to COSA — the deep-seated belief systems that pre-
determine how members of the public interpret information and evidence about sex
offender policy — often in ways that simply confirm their existing beliefs. These will
undoubtedly be difficult to shift. However, community education can be successful in
changing attitudes if delivered effectively (Kleban and Jeglic 2012). The remainder of this
article therefore considers both what key messages about COSA are key to changing
community views, as well as how and by whom these messages might most effectively be

communicated to the public.

Ways forward

It is clear from the analysis presented in this article that better information needs to be
communicated to the public about sex offending, and policies and practices introduced to

prevent it, including COSA. The results indicate that in particular, members of the public
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confuse and conflate pedophilia and child sex offending, and this in turn informs strong
opposition to the COSA program. Community education about the COSA program thus
needs to be clear about who core members are, and that the program does not try to “cure”
pedophiles, but rather to reduce the risk of reoffending that child sex offenders pose (by
addressing risk factors such as social isolation). That is, COSA seek to change thoughts and
behaviours rather than an individual’s sexual preference or orientation. Many members of
the public in the current study opposed COSA due to inaccurate beliefs, such as that COSA
would be used instead of (rather than following) a prison sentence. While it has been well-
established in the literature that “acceptance of treatment of sex offenders as an alternative
to long punitive incarcerations is low” (Rogers and Ferguson 2011:398), if COSA were to be
correctly understood by the community to involve support and assistance with reintegration
following prison, this program may well be better supported by the public. Similarly, the
cost benefits of COSA could be better communicated to address public concerns about
government spending on COSA programs. A further recommendation that stems from our
analysis is that COSA’s key aim of preventing child sexual abuse should form the focus of any
public communication about the program, given the strong negative reaction to the image
of “supporting” child sex offenders. Finally, more focus could be placed on the monitoring
and accountability functions of COSA over their support function. While Hannem (2011:279)
cautions against avoiding discussion of the “more radical aspects of its philosophy” in public
discussion of COSA, she acknowledges that in the Canadian context, emphasising their risk
management function “has been a useful strategy”. In line with this, our findings suggest
that having at least some focus on the risk management and accountability aspects of COSA

would go some way to addressing their lack of symbolic potency.
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As noted above, however, individuals’ views about child sex offender policy are
deep-seated and firmly-held. More and better information about the issue such as that
suggested above is unlikely to be effective at changing community attitudes in and of itself,
as “people feel a response before they deliberatively consider the issue” (Harper and Harris
2016:7; italics in original). There are nonetheless a number of ways that this problem can be
addressed; it is not simply what must be communicated, but how and by whom it ought to
be communicated that is critical in this context. In relation to the former, recent research
shows that the terminology used when discussing sex offenders has a significant impact on
public attitudes, since “labelling an individual as a ‘paedophile’ (or a ‘sex offender’) evokes a
visceral reaction that is independent of a rational understanding of that individual’s
offending behaviour” (Harper and Harris 2016:7). Indeed, both Imhoff (2015) and Harris and
Socia (2014) found greater support for punitive measures when emotive terms (eg
"pedophile”) were used than when more sanitised descriptors such as “people with a sexual
interest in children” were used (see generally Harper and Harris 2016). Similarly, Viki et al.
(2012) conducted four interrelated studies that demonstrated that the more that individuals
view sex offenders in humanising terms, the more likely they are to support rehabilitative
measures for this group, and the less likely they are to support exclusionary measures. Viki
et al. (2012:2364) usefully conclude that based on these findings, “interventions designed to
increase community perceptions of sex offenders as being human might result in more
support for rehabilitation programs”. McCartan et al. (2015) make the related suggestion
that public communication about child sexual abuse might be best delivered within a public
health rather than a criminal justice framework, in order to avoid othering offenders and

highlighting the social distance between "them” and “us”. McCartan et al. (2015) further
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suggest that tone is important when communicating with the public about sex offender

policy, and recommend speaking "with” rather than “at” communities.

A final consideration is who ought to deliver such messages to communities. Given
that COSA program staff and academics were roundly dismissed as “idealistic” “do gooders”
by members of the public, a further recommendation would be to involve COSA volunteers,
especially volunteers who come from professions such as the police, in community
education. Victims and victim advocates are also often involved in COSA programs as
volunteers (Richards 2011a), and should likewise be drawn on in public communication
about COSA, since victims are deemed to possess the authority that professionals and
academics lack. Victims make vital contributions to COSA programs, in particular to holding
offenders accountable; this should be communicated to the public to lend gravity to the

program and foster community support for COSA.

Conclusion

Much public resistance followed the announcement of Australia’s first COSA program.
Nonetheless, online comments analysed for this article demonstrate a diversity of public
opinion, and suggest the need to engage with multiple publics around the issue of
responding to child sex offending. Based on this analysis, this article has made
recommendations both about key messages that should be communicated to the public
about COSA, and about effective strategies for delivering these messages. In particular,
using non-emotive and humanising language will assist in harnessing community support for

COSA.
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A final point is that more qualitative research is needed — both into public opinion
about sex offenders generally, and about COSA specifically, in order to complement the
substantial body of existing quantitative literature. Qualitative research is necessary to
provide insights into the nuances and complexities of public opinion about sex offenders
and what ought to be done about them. Qualitative research using a large, representative
sample of the public would best meet this aim, build on the research presented in this

article, and contribute to our understanding of this important topic.

37



Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

References

Allen, Rob. 2002. ““There must be some way of dealing with kids’: Young offenders, public

attitudes and policy change.” Youth Justice: An International Journal 2(1):3-13.

American Association for Public Opinion Research. 2014. Social media in public opinion
research: Report of the AAPOR task force on emerging technologies in public opinion

research. Oakbrook Terrace, lllinois: AAPOR.

Anstead, Nick, and Ben O’Loughlin. 2015. “Social media analysis and public opinion: The
2010 UK general election.” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 20(2):204-220.

Bates, Andrew, Rebekah Saunders, and Christopher Wilson C. 2007. “Doing something about
it: A follow-up study of sex offenders participating in Thames Valley circles of support and

accountability.” British Journal of Community Justice 5(1):19-42.

Bollinger, Jenna, Katie Seidler, and Richard Kemp. 2012. “Who thinks what about child
protection: Community perceptions and awareness of child protection strategies and their
effectiveness for reducing sexual offending.” Sexual Abuse in Australia and New Zealand

4(1):33-40.

Brown, Steven, Jo Deakin and Jon Spencer J. 2008. “What people think about the
management of sex offenders in the community.” The Howard Journal of Criminal Justice

47(3):259-274.

Cantor, James and lan McPhail. 2016. “Non-offending pedophiles.” Current Sexual Health

Reports 8(3):121-128.

Caulfield, Laura, and Jane Hill. 2014. Criminological research for beginners: A student’s

guide. London: Routledge.

38



Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Center for Sex Offender Management. 2010. Exploring public awareness and attitudes about

sex offender management: Findings from a national public opinion poll. Silver Spring: CSOM.

Center for Sex Offender Management. 2000. Public opinion and the criminal justice system:

Building support for sex offender management programs. Silver Spring: CSOM.

Chouinard, Jill and Christine Riddick. 2015. An evaluation of the Circles of Support and
Accountability demonstration project: Final report. Ottawa: Church Council on Justice and

Corrections.

Comartin, Erin, Poco Kernsmith, and Roger Kernsmith. 2009. “Sanctions for sex offenders:

Fear and public policy.” Journal of Offender Rehabilitation 48(7):605-619.

Correctional Service Canada. 2003. Circles of support and accountability: Guide to project

development. Ottawa: CSC http://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/prgrm/chap/circ/proj-

guid/indexeng.shtml

Correctional Service Canada. 2002. Circles of support and accountability: A guide to training
potential volunteers. Ottawa: CSC http://www.csc-

scc.gc.ca/text/prgrm/chap/circ/cs_guide_final-eng.shtml

Department for Work and Pensions. 2014. The use of social media for research and analysis:

A feasibility study. London: DWP.

Duwe, Grant. 2012. “Can circles of support and accountability (COSA) work in the United
States? Preliminary results from a randomized experiment in Minnesota.” Sexual Abuse: A

Journal of Research and Treatment 25(2):143-165.

El Gazzar, Nagwa. 2013. “The role of social media in the formation of public opinion towards

Islamists: A content analysis.” Journal of Arab & Muslim Media Research 6(1):35-49.

39


http://www.csc‐scc.gc.ca/text/prgrm/chap/circ/proj‐guid/indexeng.shtml
http://www.csc‐scc.gc.ca/text/prgrm/chap/circ/proj‐guid/indexeng.shtml

Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Elliott, lan, and Anthony Beech. 2012. “A U.K. cost-benefit analysis of circles of support and
accountability interventions.” Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment 25(3):211-

229.

Esser-Stuart, Joan, and Gregory Skibinski. 1998. “Child sexual abuse intervention: An
exploratory study of policy concerns and implications for program development.” Journal of

Child Sexual Abuse 7(2):87-103.

Fox, Kathleen. 2010. “Second chances: A comparison of civic engagement in offender re-

entry programs.” Criminal Justice Review 35(3):335-353.

Grbich, Carol. 2013. Qualitative data analysis: An introduction. 2nd Edition. Los Angeles:

Sage.

Hannem, Stacey. 2011. “Experiences in reconciling risk management and restorative justice:
How Circles of Support and Accountability work restoratively in the risk society.”

International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 57(3):269-288.

Hannem, Stacey, and Michael Petrunik. 2004. “Canada’s circles of support and
accountability: A community justice initiative for high-risk sex offenders.” Corrections Today

66(7):98-101.

Harris, Andrew, and Kelly Socia. 2014. “What’s in a name? Evaluating the effects of the “sex
offender” label on public opinions and beliefs.” Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and

Treatment 28(7):1-19.

Harper, Craig, and Andrew Harris. 2016. “Applying moral foundations theory to
understanding public views of sexual offending.” Journal of Sexual Aggression DOI:

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13552600.2016.1217086

40


http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13552600.2016.1217086

Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Hoing, Mechtilde, Romulus Petrina, Laurie Duke, Birgit Vollm, and Bas Vogelvang. 2016.
“Community support for sex offender rehabilitation in Europe.” European Journal of

Criminology 13(4):491-516.

Imhoff, Roland. 2015. “Punitive attitudes against pedophiles or persons with sexual interest

in children: Does the label matter?” Archives of Sexual Behavior 44(1):35-44.

Katz Schiavone, Stacey, and Elizabeth Jeglic. 2009. “Public perceptions of sex offender social
policies and the impact on sex offenders.” International Journal of Offender Therapy and

Comparative Criminology 53(6):679-695.

Katz Schiavone, Stacey, Jill Levenson, and Alissa Ackerman. 2008. “Myths and facts about
sexual violence: Public perceptions and implications for prevention.” Journal of Criminal

Justice and Popular Culture 15(3):291-311.

Kitzinger, Jenny. 2004. Framing abuse: Media influence and public understanding of sexual

violence against children. London: Pluto Press.

Kleban, Holly, and Elizabeth Jeglic. 2012. “Dispelling the myths: Can psycoeducation change

public attitudes towards sex offenders?” Journal of Sexual Aggression 18(2):179-193.

Levenson, lill, Yolanda Brannon, Timothy Fortney, and Juanita Baker. 2007. “Public
perceptions about sex offenders and community protection policies.” Analyses of Social

Issues and Public Policy 7(1):1-25.
Malesky, Alvin, and Liam Ennis. 2004. “Supportive distortions: An analysis of posts on a
pedophile internet message board.” Journal of Addictions and Offender Counseling 24(2):92-

100.

Mancini, Christina. 2014. “Examining factors that predict public concern about the collateral

consequences of sex crime policy.” Criminal Justice Policy Review 25(4):450-475.

41



Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Mason, Jennifer. 2002. Qualitative researching, Second edition. London: Sage.

McAlinden, Anne-Marie. 2007. Public attitudes towards sex offenders in Northern Ireland:

Research and Statistical Bulletin 6/2007. Belfast: Northern Ireland Office.

McAvoy, Judy. 2012. Birds of a feather? Irish public attitudes towards sex crime and sex
offender reintegration. Is there a publically perceived scale of sexual deviance? Unpublished

master’s thesis, Dublin: Dublin Institute of Technology.

McCartan, Kieran. 2014. “Preface.” Pp. viii-xii in Responding to sexual offending:
Perceptions, risk management and public protection, edited by Kieran McCartan.

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

McCartan, Kieran, Hazel Kemshall, and Joan Tabachnick. 2015. “The construction of
community understandings of sexual violence: Rethinking public, practitioner and policy
discourses.” Journal of Sexual Aggression: An International, Interdisciplinary Forum for

Research, Theory and Practice 21(1):100-116.

Mears, Daniel, Christina Mancini, Marc Gertz, and Jake Bratton. 2008. “Sex crimes, children,

and pornography: Public views and public policy.” Crime & Delinquency 54(4):532-559.

Nellis, Mike. 2009. “Circles of support and accountability for sex offenders in England and
Wales: Their origins and implementation between 1999 — 2005.” British Journal of

Community Justice 7(1):23-44.

Nielsen, Annelise. 2015. “Sex offender rehabilitation.” Today Tonight 9 April

http://www.todaytonightadelaide.com.au/stories/sex-offender-rehabilitation

Olver, Mark, and Ashley Barlow. 2010. “Public attitudes towards sex offenders and their
relationship to personality traits and demographic characteristics.” Behavioral Sciences and

the Law 28(6):832-849.

42


http://www.todaytonightadelaide.com.au/stories/sex-offender-rehabilitation

Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

O’Neil, Moira, and Pamela Morgan. 2010. American perceptions of sexual violence.

Washington DC: Frame Works Institute.

Payne, Brian, Richards Tewksbury, and Elizabeth Mustaine. 2010. “Attitudes about
rehabilitating sex offenders: Demographic, victimization, and community-level influences.”

Journal of Criminal Justice 38(4):580-588.

Petrunik, Michael, Lisa Murphy, and J Paul Federoff. 2008. “American and Canadian
approaches to sex offenders: A study of the politics of dangerous.” Federal Sentencing

Reporter 21(2): 111-123.

Prichard, Jeremy, Paul Watters, Tony Krone, Caroline Spiranovic, and Helen Cockburn. 2015.
“Social media sentiment analysis: A new empirical tool for assessing public opinion on

crime?” Current Issues in Criminal Justice 27(2):217-236.

Quaker Peace and Social Witness 2008. HTV Circles: Six years of safer communities. Six year
report April 2002 to March 2008. London: Quaker Peace and Social Witness

http://www.quaker.org.uk/files/Circles-of-Support-six-year-report.pdf

Quinn, James, Craig Forsyth, and Carla Mullen-Quinn. 2004. “Societal reaction to sex
offenders: A review of the origins and results of the myths surrounding their crimes and

treatment amenability.” Deviant Behavior 25(3):215-232.

Richards, Kelly. 2011a. The potential of circles of support and accountability (COSA) to

reduce child sexual abuse in Australia. Canberra: Winston Churchill Memorial Trust.

Richards, Kelly. 2011b. “Misperceptions about child sex offenders.” Trends & issues in crime

and criminal justice 429. Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology.

Roberts, Julian, and Jan de Keijser. 2014. “Democratising punishment: Sentencing,

community views and values.” Punishment & Society 16(4):474-498.

43


http://www.quaker.org.uk/files/Circles‐of‐Support‐six‐year‐report.pdf

Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Rogers, Darrin, and Christopher Ferguson. 2011. “Punishment and rehabilitation attitudes
toward sex offenders versus nonsexual offenders.” Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment &

Trauma 20(4): 395-414.

Rogers, Paul, Lindsay Hirst, and Michelle Davies. 2011. “An investigation into the effect of
respondent gender, victim age, and perpetrator treatment on public attitudes towards sex
offenders, sex offender treatment, and sex offender rehabilitation.” Journal of Offender

Rehabilitation 50(8):511-530.

Sample, Lisa, Mary Evans, and Amy Anderson. 2011. “Sex offender community notification
laws: Are their effects symbolic or instrumental in nature?” Criminal Justice Policy Review

22(1):27-49.

Shackley, Michaela, Carlye Weiner, Andrew Day, and Gwenda Willis. 2014. “Assessment of
public attitudes towards sex offenders in an Australian population.” Psychology, Crime &

Law 20(6):553-572.

Smallbone, Stephen, and Richard Wortley. 2001. “Child sexual abuse: Offender
characteristics and modus operandi.” Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice 193.

Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology

Strauss, Anselm, and Juliet Corbin. 1998. Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and

procedures for developing grounded theory. London: SAGE.

Sundt, Jody, Francis Cullen, Brandon Applegate, and Michael Turner. 1998. “The tenacity of
the rehabilitative ideal revisited: Have attitudes toward offender treatment changed?”

Criminal Justice and Behavior 25(4):426-442.

Thakker, Jo. 2012. “Public attitudes to sex offenders in New Zealand.” Journal of Sexual

Aggression 18(2):149-163.

44



Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Vaismoradi, Mojtaba, Hannele Turunen, and Terese Bondas. 2013. “Content analysis and
thematic analysis: Implications for conducting a qualitative descriptive study.” Nursing and

Health Sciences 15(3):398-405.

Viki G Tendayi, lona Fullerton, Hannah Raggett, Fiona Tait, and Suzanne Wiltshire. 2012.
“The role of dehumanization in attitudes toward the social exclusion and rehabilitation of

sex offenders.” Journal of Applied Social Psychology 42(10):2349-2367.

Willis, Gwenda, Jill Levenson, and Tony Ward. 2010. “Desistance and attitudes towards sex

offenders: Facilitation or hindrance?” Journal of Family Violence 25(6):545-556.

Willis, Gwenda, Sanna Malinen, and Lucy Johnston. 2013. “Demographic differences in

public attitudes towards sex offenders.” Psychiatry, Psychology and Law 20(2):230-247.

Wilson, Robin, Franca Cortoni, and Andrew McWhinnie. 2009. “Circles of support and
accountability: A Canadian national replication of outcome findings.” Sexual Abuse: A

Journal of Research and Treatment 21(4):412-430.

Wilson, Robin, Janice Picheca, and Michelle Prinzo. 2005. Circles of support and
accountability: An evaluation of the pilot project in South-Central Ontario (research report
No. R-168). Ottawa: CSC

http://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/rsrch/reports/r168/r168 e.pdf

Wilson, Robin, Janice Picheca, and Michelle Prinzo. 2007. “Evaluating the effectiveness of
professionally-facilitated volunteerism in the community-based management of high-risk
sexual offenders: Part one — Effects on participants and stakeholders.” The Howard Journal

46(3):289-302.

Worthington, Elise. 2015. “Controversial paedophile support program to launch in South

Australia in a national first.” ABC News 19 March http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-03-

18/controversial-paedophile-support-program-launches-in-australia/6330022

45


http://www.csc‐scc.gc.ca/text/rsrch/reports/r168/r168_e.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-03-18/controversial-paedophile-support-program-launches-in-australia/6330022
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-03-18/controversial-paedophile-support-program-launches-in-australia/6330022

Public views about Circles Of Support and Accountability

Wortley, Richard, and Stephen Smallbone. 2006. “Applying situational principles to sexual
offenses against children”. Pp. 7-35 in Situational prevention of child sexual abuse, edited by

Richard Wortley and Stephen Smallbone, Monsey: Criminal Justice Press.

Zilney, Lisa, and Laura Zilney. 2009. Reconsidering sex crimes and offenders: Prosecution or

persecution? Santa Barbara: Praeger.

46



