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Assessing 
the Evidence 
Base

Practising

• ‘Surprisingly little empirical 
research into the ‘everyday’ 
practice (Robinson & 
Svensson, 2015)

• Interviews and surveys –
most commonly used 
methods. 

• Most studies focused on 
practice in one jurisdiction. 

• “This led us to conclude 
that extant research on 
offender supervision had 
rather more to tell us about 
what practitioners say they 
do, but rather less about 
what they actually do.” 
(Robinson and Svensson, 
2015:171)



Assessing the Evidence Base

Limited evidence base on people’s experiences of being 
subject to supervision. 

Methodologies – where existed predominantly survey type 
data. 

Evidence of co-production non-existent/ very limited. 



Macro Context



Council of Europe SPACE data

Source: Aebi et al, 2022: Probation and Prisons in Europe, 2021. Key Findings from SPACE Reports. 



Source: Aebi et al, 2022: Probation and Prisons in Europe, 2021. Key Findings from SPACE Reports. 



• High degree of variation
• Cross country variations in relation to use of prison/probation and 

whether community sentences act as a penal lever (i.e. reducing 
use of imprisonment)



Micro Context



Evidence Based Practice 

• Risk-Need-Responsivity Approaches
• Individual level of change

• Evaluations
• ‘What Works’ ….Why and How?



Four forms of 
Rehabilitation

McNeill (2012)



Widening Horizons



‘What Works’ and Desistance 
Research

• Divergences: programmes vs lives 
• Common focus on ‘narratives of hope’

“…methodological paradigm wars are a time-wasting 
distraction from the shared goal of helping people to 
turn their lives around.” (Maruna & Mann, 2019:9)

Source: Maruna and Mann (2019) Reconciling Desistance with ‘What Works’. HMIP Academic Insights 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2019/02/Academic-Insights-Maruna-and-Mann-Feb-19-final.pdf


…we need all the science we can get –
programme evaluations and narrative 
desistance studies – to make sense out of 
the complexity of crime. We need to strive 
to make both types of work as robust and 
as rigorous as possible, and, crucially, we 
need to learn the two types of evidence 
together as therein lies the real promise 
for evidence-based practice. (Maruna & 
Mann, 2019:9)



Desistance Research
• A focus on desistance has helped to challenge to hegemonic conceptions of risk.
• Potential to be less of a ‘top-down’ approach. 

Rather than looking at change from the perspective of the institution and asking 
’what works’ in ‘curing’ or correcting those in the criminal justice system, 
desistance research centred the individual’s journey, in social context. (Weaver, 
Graham and Maruna, 2023: 147)



Desistance 
Research

Some critiques 

Still places responsibility on the 
shoulders of individuals. 

Homogeneity of evidence base. 

More applicable to certain types of 
crime. 

Are criminal justice institutions/systems 
really the locus to support desistance? 

See: Weaver et al, 2023; Special Issue of Probation Journal (2021, 68,2) 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/02645505211020980


Developments in 
Desistance 
Research 

• Dynamics of social relations

• Macro social-structural and cultural contexts

• Situational challenges – including ‘collateral consequences’ of criminal 
justice involvement. 



Developments in 
Desistance 
Research

• Diversity and desistance
• Expanding scope 
• Innovations 



“Perhaps the key contribution of 
desistance work has been around 
‘who’ does rehabilitation. Departing 
from a top-down ‘correctional’ model 
where agents of the state ‘reform’ 
people’s ‘criminal thinking’, desistance 
research has highlighted the much 
more important role of individuals, 
families, communities and civil society 
organizations in the change process.” 
(Weaver et al, 2023:157)



Whose account counts?

• Need for plurality of voices and methods
• Attention towards diversity
• Service user research
• Practitioner-led research



Lived Experience 
Lived Experience: The experience(s) of people on whom a 
social issue, or combination of issues, has had a direct personal 
impact. 

Lived Expertise: Knowledge, insights, understanding and 
wisdom gathered through lived experience. 

Experts by Experience: Social change-makers who seek to use 
their lived experience to inform the work of social purpose 
organisations, to drive and lead social change, and/or to drive 
their social impact work. 

Source: Sandhu, B. (2017) The Value of Lived Experience in Social Change: The Need for Leadership and  Organisational Development in the Social Sector. 

https://thelivedexperience.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/The-Lived-Experience-Baljeet-Sandhu-VLE-full-report.pdf


Lived Experience

• Individual, emotional and structural 
implications of activating lived 
experience require consideration 
(Buck et al, 2021).

• Potential pitfalls: Tokenization, 
performative inclusion, exploitation. 

• Researching lived experience -
‘extraction of knowledge’ (Booth & 
Harriot, 2020) 



Our interaction with academia as 
individuals within the system, has, in the 
first instance been about the pure and 
power-laden ‘expert’ extraction of 
knowledge. You ask us, we tell you; our 
identity and role as mere lived 
experience of the topic under review, our 
lives reduced to snippets of anonymous 
quotes used to build a premise, a 
position.
(Booth & Harriot, 2020:207)

Source: Booth, M. and Harriot, P. (2020), ‘Service Users Being Used: Thoughts to the 
Research Community’, in I. Masson, L Baldwin and N. Booth (eds), Critical Reflections 

on Women, Family, Crime and Justice, Bristol. Policy Press.



Relationship(s) 
between 
research and 
practice

“A major problem is a mainstream assumption 
that research leads practice. But research also 
needs to be practice-minded in order to better 
study and develop knowledge which emerges 
from the complex practices themselves. 
Practice research, involving equal dialogue 
between the worlds of practice and research 
is important as a concept, since it seeks to 
develop our understanding of the best ways to 
research this complexity.’ (Practice Research, 
2009, pp. 4-5)
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