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The criminal justice system is in crisis.

In the UK, 75 per cent of young offenders 

re-offend within two years of release from custody. 

Offenders and ex-offenders say why. 

 



Report and key findings of a 
seminar for serving and 
ex-offenders designed to give 
users of the criminal justice system 
a voice in prison services 

In April 2008, a seminar was organised to listen to the 

voice of current and former offenders.

The event was a unique approach to criminal justice 

evaluation; debate was restricted to users of the 

criminal justice system. All 35 delegates were serving 

or ex-offenders, clocking up 200 years of incarceration 

between them.

The seminar was co-organised and funded by 

The Aldridge Foundation and was the brainchild of 

ex-offender and policy adviser Mark Johnson. The 

event was run and organised entirely by offenders 

themselves, including the design of the questions: 

neither the funder nor administrators, although present, 

took part in the discussions which helped increase 

levels of confidence and openness within the groups.

Predominately delegates were people who have already made a decision to change 

their lives and against the odds succeeded in doing so. Many have gained degrees or 

professional qualifications, most now work in jobs which 

help others and a few have gone on to gain national 

recognition for their work.

But the seminar also included delegates currently 

on the methadone programme (controlled heroin 

withdrawal), tagged offenders and a serving offender 

(Released on Temporary Licence). Crimes committed 

varied from gang, violent and drug-related crimes to 

armed robbery and crimes which carry life sentences.

Empowering prisoners has been regarded as morally 

questionable and politically dangerous. But Rod Aldridge 

and Mark Johnson believe that, when given a chance to 

speak, the voice of the user of the criminal justice system 

can add insight, value and answers to many of the 

system’s current problems and failings.
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“If they hear 
us, then maybe 
they can do 
something 
about the way 
we suffer.”

“We have to be 
here, we have 
to tell them, 
so those who 
come after us 
have a chance.”



A change in approach – 
the user voice

Listening to users to improve public services is not a new concept; in 

fact, it is commonplace. Yet marginalised groups are almost entirely 

missing from user engagement strategies; this is particularly true of 

offenders and ex-offenders.

Why should we listen?

This previously untapped voice exposes the reality of the situation in 

the criminal justice system and represents the only group that, from 

their own life experiences, can:

¸ analyse the causes of crime; 

¸  identify the turning points where lives can change;

¸  suggest ways to add value to our failing prison 

system; and,

¸ provide ideas for successful resettlement.

Not only do offenders, who have been rehabilitated 

and integrated back into society, have the right to be 

heard, but society benefits when these experiences are 

discussed and lessons learned from them. This group 

represents the most qualified to evaluate current policies 

and programmes. We all gain when criminal justice 

programmes actually provide justice and rehabilitation.

Consider the impact on the following:

¸   Average annual cost per prisoner place − £37,5001

¸ Cost of a single new prison place − £152,0002

¸ Cost of NOMS − £4.464bn3

¸ Annual cost of re-offending − £11bn4

Serving offenders have the right to be heard too and the criminal 

justice system will see drastic improvements from their observations 

on the successes or failures of our prisons. However, this group 

is usually hard to reach because they may be habitually secretive, 

they might have unchecked illness causing paranoia and sociability 

problems and previous experiences with councils or the government 

may have been discouraging or intimidating. 

The seminar was designed to begin the process of bridging this gap.
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1. Lord Carter’s Review of 

Prisons, December 2007

2. Hansard, House of 

Commons written answers, 

15 January 2008

3. NOMS, NOMS costs: 

briefing for staff and 

stakeholders, December 

2007

4. Social Exclusion Unit,  

‘Reducing re-offending by   

ex-prisoners’, July 2002

“It means a 
lot to hear 
my experiences 
played back to 
me and realise 
I am not 
alone.”
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“No Fixed Abode is 
the start of it all, 
it’s the biggest 
punch to the 
stomach when you 
realise you’ve got 
nowhere to go but 
back to where you 
started.”

“It’s not peer pressure, 
it’s just natural. 
When you are a boy in 
a deprived area you 
want to be the big 
man. You want respect 
and power, you want 
to fit in. You look 
around you and  the 
only way respect is 
coming is from the 
crimes people commit.”



A criminal justice 
system in crisis?
 

¸  Our jails are currently filled to capacity with record numbers of 

inmates: there are over 82,000 in England and Wales alone.

¸  Our rate of imprisonment is the highest in Western Europe.

¸  Within two years of release, 65 per cent re-offend and among 

young offenders this rises to 75 per cent.5 

¸  125,000 children have a parent in custody, and 65 per cent of 

children with parents in prison go on to offend.6 There is no bigger 

indicator of the size of the future prison population.
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5. Ministry of Justice,  

‘Re-offending of adults: 

results from the 2004 

cohort’, March 2007

6. Cabinet Office, ‘Reaching 

Out: Progress on Social 

Exclusion’, February 2007

Characteristic General population Prison population

Ran away from home as a child 11% 47% of male and 50%  

   of female sentenced prisoners

Taken into care as a child 2% 27%

Regularly truanted from school 3% 30%

Excluded from school 2% 49% of male and 33%  

  of female sentenced prisoners

No qualifications 15% 52% of men and 71% of women

Numeracy at or below Level 1 23% 65%   

(level expected 11 year-olds)

Reading ability at or below Level 1 21-23% 48%   

(level expected 11 year-olds)

Unemployed before imprisonment 5% 67%

Homeless 0.9% 32%

Suffer from two or more 5% men and 2% women 72% of male and 70% 

mental disorders  of female sentenced prisoners

Psychotic disorder 0.5% men and 0.6% women 7% of male and 14%  

  of female sentenced prisoners

Drug use in previous year 13% men and 8% women 66% of male and 55%  

  of female sentenced prisoners

Hazardous drinking 38% men and 15% women 63% of male and 39%  

  of female sentenced prisoners

Source: Social Exclusion Unit, ‘Reducing re-offending by ex-prisoners’, July 2002
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Key findings
Delegates were asked to base group discussions around the main 

issues which affect offenders and society. These were:

1. The causes of crime

2. Experiences of the criminal justice system

3. Agents of successful resettlement

Summary of what was said:

Crime is most likely a 

secondary factor of 

other circumstances 

or pre-disposing 

conditions, which 

need to be addressed 

in a therapeutic 

environment from 

the beginning of the 

custodial sentence.

Prison programmes 

should be subjected 

to service user 

evaluations, to enable 

the delivery of more 

effective and therefore 

more cost efficient 

services, and to give 

offenders a voice in their 

own rehabilitation and 

resettlement.

Mentoring schemes 

and peer-to-peer 

support should be 

much more widely 

available; these were 

often described as 

a key factor in the 

process of change.

1 2

3
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The user voice should 

become a natural point 

of reference at all 

parts on the journey to 

rehabilitation through the 

criminal justice system; 

from prison councils in 

prison, to consultation 

exercises and forums 

post-release.

4

5

6

More prison staff are 

needed, but with the right 

training existing staff 

could be better utilised. 

Appropriate training would 

give the right screening 

tools so that staff can 

identify each individual’s 

needs, from drug treatment 

to employment.

Support services for prisoners 

need to be joined-up to enable 

them to access more easily the 

current provision which is so 

fragmented that offenders often 

fall through its cracks. 

A one-stop-shop was 

suggested where housing, 

employment, drug and alcohol 

treatment, counselling, 

education and training 

signposting could be delivered.



What are the 
causes of crime?

¸ Crime is often a secondary factor of other 

circumstances or pre-disposing conditions. Most 

commonly cited were:

ü Violence, abuse or neglect in childhood;

ü Mental health problems;

ü Poverty and consequent desperation;

ü Drug use in the childhood home; and,

ü Special educational needs.

However, a small percentage of the group identified 

themselves as career criminals who felt there were no pre-

disposing factors in their crimes.

¸ Many offenders disengaged early from school due to 

exclusion, self-exclusion or under-achievement.

¸ For younger offenders, crime is often a result of having nothing 

else to do, plus a lack of money or prospects.

¸ One of the biggest pre-disposing factors is drug use which is 

closely related to other factors listed above.
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“Crime is 
a way of 
life in 
the care 
system.”

“I felt so alone 
when I left home, 
I was only 14 and 
on the street, the 
dealer I carried 
drugs for was 
one of my first 
friends.”

“I ended up 
committing 
crimes so I could 
be safe, carrying 
firearms or 
getting in fights 
was a way to 
protect myself 
and stay safe.”
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“I had a good 
upbringing, my 
parents loved me, 
but I am rebellious 
and I turned 
to drugs—my 
involvement with 
crime came after 
I got addicted to 
drugs.”

“Sure I was ‘attention 
seeking’, but I only 
knew who I was when 
I was committing 
crimes. I had an 
identity. Otherwise I 
was no one, invisible 
and worthless, just 
like they said.”



What are your 
experiences of the 
criminal justice 
system?

¸ A sound prison system can at the very least offer an 

offender respite from an often chaotic lifestyle before 

he/she faces the need to change.

¸  Prison should be used to address the reason

offenders are there in the first place. The criminal 

justice system should not be resistant to change. 

¸ Prison frequently reinforces and compounds the 

negative experiences which led to the original 

offence, for example violence or drug use.

¸ There is a need for the law to deprive offenders of 

their liberty in order to punish them for their crime. 

But the current system unnecessarily deprives 

prisoners of their human rights. Including the 

loss of:

ü control (prisoners can be moved to different jails 

without notice whether visitors are expected or not)

ü choice

ü dignity

ü nutritional preferences

ü control over personal relationships

ü self-protection against violent inmates and 

aggressive prison staff

¸ There is a gap between prisons as places 

of punishment and prisons as places of 

rehabilitation. Sentencing and incarceration 

constitute punishment. A lifetime of labelling 

and stigma is discrimination. Through therapy, 

offenders can break the cycle of recidivism by 

addressing the pre-disposing factors which have 

led them to crime. Opportunities for therapeutic 

work in prison are severely limited, however, and 

if programmes are available at all, accessing them 

is extremely difficult.

¸ With the right training, prison staff could provide 

assistance and direction to prisoners and ex-

offenders. Current programmes are ineffective and 
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“They didn’t tell 
me anything. I 
was terrified, 
they didn’t even 
help me call 
my parents. By 
the second time 
though, you get 
used to it and you 
know what to do.”

“The disrespect 
between us and 
police happened from 
day one, it’s negative 
immediately. The 
language is high 
level, it’s hard to 
communicate with 
them, it was us 
against them.”



expensive. Programme evaluations conducted by ex-

offenders who have been through the prison service will 

provide new design blueprints for programmes which 

can truly help people change their lives.

¸ Mental illness is common in prison (the Government’s 

2007 Equalities Review found that 71 per cent 

of convicted adults have two or more mental 

health problems). These problems frequently go 

undiagnosed and untreated. It is common for 

unmanageable prisoners to be sedated. They are 

rarely referred to mental health institutions.

¸ The problem of the disproportionate role of drugs

in crime and the widespread use of drugs in jail was 

fully acknowledged but not addressed in detail by the 

group. They saw it as a large topic deserving further 

discussion.
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“…and phone 
calls to 
anyone are 
5 times the 
national 
rate!”

“At 47 I’d spent most of my life in 
jail, except for a few years when I’d 
been on the run. I applied to spend 
the last two of a twenty-two year 
sentence in a therapeutic unit. 
Not that I had any intention of 
changing, I just thought it would 
be an easier life. But in a group 
session a man started to talk 
about how he’d hurt his mother. I 
listened without moving and when 
he’d finished the therapist asked 
me why I was crying. I didn’t know I 
was crying and then I didn’t know 
how to stop. It was the beginning of 
a total change in my life.”



What are the key 
agents of 
successful 
resettlement?

¸ Emotional and mental stability is necessary before any 

more practical initiatives like housing and work-based 

training can be successful. So rehabilitation should 

start from sentencing and not be condensed into a 

two-week course at the end of a prison term.

¸ Preparation for life outside should address practicalities

like how to shop and pay bills. Many prisoners may 

never have lived with these everyday responsibilities before.

¸ There should be a holistic approach combining both therapeutic

intervention and the support of a key worker or personal officer 

from sentencing to beyond the prison gate.

¸ Peer role models, people who have been through prison and 

have changed, can act as beacons for offenders who follow them. 

Mentoring schemes and peer-to-peer support should be much 

more widely available.

¸ Relocation is an essential part of successful resettlement. Many 

prisoners leave with nowhere to go but back to the people and 

environment where they committed their crime.

¸ On leaving prison, ex-offenders are particularly vulnerable and 

should have access to a network of 

emotional and practical support which 
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“There is not 
enough safe 
housing, I had 
no where to go 
when I got out 
except this crack 
house my mate 
was staying at.”

“Resettlement 
programmes are not 
the same in each 
unit, there is no 
consistency and you 
end up taking classes 
long before you can 
ever use them. By the 
time you get out you 
don’t remember.”

“I’ll always 
have this 
stigma. People 
think certain 
things when 
they hear the 
label.”
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“A criminal is no 
different to a 
businessman. A 
businessman’s objective 
is to raise money – a 
criminal’s objective is 
to raise money. So if you 
transfer your skills 
into a legal positive way 
you are training the 
same business mind.”

can help them sort out the complications of a new life. 

Current provision is fragmented and services for 

prisoner support confusing: there should be one place 

which can provide this.

¸ Talent goes unrecognised in prison and it is therefore not 

developed for application in the outside world. For instance, a 

drug dealer might have the potential to become a businessman 

or entrepreneur if he or she has the right support 

programmes and the willingness to change.

¸ Support staff need the right screening tools so that 

they can identify each individual’s needs, from drug 

treatment to employment.

¸ Prisoners have served their time, but those who are 

ready to change seldom "nd that the public are 

ready to let them. Employers are reluctant to become 

involved with ex-offenders and that includes public 

sector and charitable organisations, some of which 

promote the cause of ex-offenders without actually 

employing any.

¸ The journey to successful resettlement is treatment, 

accommodation and work. These are key factors.

“All these 
certificates 
I have don’t 
matter. They see 
offender on my 
application and 
that’s it.”



Capturing the user voice
 

Who?

Rod Aldridge and Mark Johnson combine exceptional entrepreneurial 

talent with special experience.

 

Rod Aldridge was an educational under-achiever who went on to be 

founder and chairman of the Capita Group plc, which became a FTSE 

100 company under his leadership. He set up The Aldridge Foundation 

to help young people from all backgrounds discover their talents and find 

the self-esteem to develop them. He is the sponsor of two city academies, 

one in Darwen, Lancashire and the other in Falmer, Brighton.

 

Mark Johnson was a homeless drug addict and serial offender who, after 

rehabilitation, set up his own successful tree surgery business. He wrote a 

best-selling book about his life, Wasted, and is now a special adviser to The 

Prince’s Trust, pioneering the Working One to One with Young Offenders 

project. He is also adviser to the National Probation Service and is a 

consultant for policy-makers at all levels on crime and drug abuse issues.

 

Including all citizens’ voices

The term “user voice” refers to people who use services voicing their 

opinion about those services, in this case the criminal justice system. 

The Communities and Local Government Empowerment Action Plan 

(June 2005) describes “the giving of confidence, skills and power to 

communities to shape and in!uence what public bodies do for or with 

them”. Communities can mean service user groups and such groups have 

been conspicuous and successful in, for instance, the National Health 

Service. However, users of the criminal justice system have generally been 

excluded from the move towards empowerment, although their views can 

benefit society as a whole, and are as important to the design and delivery 

of their service as patients’ views are to the National Health Service.

 

The user group who took part in this seminar also designed and shaped 

it. Delegates were able to speak openly in neutral territory to a small peer 

group without feeling judged. Many had never been asked for their views 

before and were helped by facilitators to focus on key issues to make 

optimal use of the available time.  

 

How?

The user voice seminar was held at a venue in Birmingham on 18 and 

19 April 2008. There were 35 delegates, of whom 29 were male. The 

average age was 33 and ages ranged from 17 to 53. All regions of 

England were represented, with London, the South East and the South 
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West making up 63 per cent, as were Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

The group was racially diverse. The organisers aimed for a safe space where 

everyone had the same experience; this universality enabled people to speak 

freely about their knowledge and their opinions.

 

The delegates were all selected via Mark Johnson’s network of contacts for their 

ability to articulate and participate in such an event. They received questions 

on the three topics (causes of crime, experiences of the criminal justice system 

and agents of successful resettlement) in advance and most met in smaller, 

pre-seminar workshops to discuss these questions. Written submissions from 

serving offenders were also encouraged. Working through the questions in 

advance increased the comfort participants had with the questions and the 

subject matter which made their service suggestions more relevant.

 

The scene was set by a discussion of the ‘Psychology of Offending’, delivered 

by Lorraine Parry of the Quinton House Project, which gave delegates an 

understanding of their behaviour and broke down barriers between them, 

enabling frank discussion in the following conversations.

At the seminar delegates were organised into three sets, each of which 

discussed the three topics independently. Each set was facilitated by an ex-

offender who was a qualified therapist. Questions were framed by people with 

the same experience. Sets were small enough to give everyone the opportunity 

to make meaningful contributions. Later all 35 delegates came together for each 

set to present its findings; Eric Allison (ex-offender and Prisons Correspondent 

for The Guardian) and Enver Solomon (Deputy Director, Centre for Crime and 

Justice Studies, King’s College London, the only non-offender) summed up.

 

Delegates were treated as experts in their subject. The Aldridge Foundation 

paid for their time, and expenses were reimbursed.
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A continuing dialogue

This report has been sent to users of the criminal justice system, service 

providers, policy-makers and journalists, so that they hear the user voice.

 

The event and this document are intended only to be the "rst step in what 

needs to be a constant dialogue with those with experience of the criminal 

justice system.

 

We need to continue listening to the only group of people who know from 

experience what will make a difference, and to act on the evidence they offer.



The User Voice of the 
Criminal Justice System 
is available to all at www.aldridgefoundation.com 

and www.mark-johnson.org.uk

 

For further information please contact:

Daniel Hutt, Policy Research Analyst

The Aldridge Foundation

19 Buckingham Street

London WC2N 6EF

T: 020 7925 7902

E: daniel.hutt@aldridgefoundation.com

 

Or email 

info@mark-johnson.org.uk
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