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Summary: The Probation Board for Northern Ireland (PBNI) employs
approximately 150 probation officers and 25 area/senior managers who are all social
work qualified. Although work undertaken by probation officers is offence and
offender focused, it is not limited to the analysis of offending behaviour; holistic
assessments of individuals and interventions are required. In this article we assess the
requirements for probation work in Northern Ireland in 2008 against six key social
work roles and make the argument that probation officers with a background in social
work bring added value to criminal justice and public service in Northern Ireland.
New legislation and the PBNI’s Corporate Plan 2008–2011 will undoubtedly
necessitate new bodies of knowledge and expertise, and the organisation will be
increasingly required to work in multi-agency and multi-disciplinary settings.
However, we believe that social work remains the most appropriate qualification to
enable probation officers in the PBNI to meet the demands of their role.
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Introduction
It is essential that probation officers are appropriately skilled to fulfil the
variety of responsibilities they may have in the course of their careers.
This article examines the role of the PBNI within the criminal justice
system, the roles and responsibilities of probation officers working in the
PBNI and the skills, knowledge and values gained through the social
work degree, which is currently the core qualification for probation
officers in Northern Ireland. Central to each of these areas is the goal of
reducing reoffending.
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Effective interventions to reduce reoffending

There is comprehensive international literature discussing factors
associated with offending. A recent Home Office study (Harper and
Chitty 2005) provides a helpful overview of these factors, which include
problems with education, employment, accommodation, drugs and alco-
hol, mental health and social networks. The PBNI uses the Assessment,
Case Management and Evaluation (ACE) risk assessment instrument,
adopted for use in Northern Ireland during the mid-1990s, to assess the
factors which contribute to offending behaviour. The ACE process is
supplemented by other assessment tools as appropriate, for example the
assessment of the risk of harm posed by offenders. This method is very
similar to and totally compatible with the social work process.

Northern Ireland standards for the assessment, supervision and
management of offenders specify that an ACE assessment is to be the
basis for the provision of pre-sentence reports to courts, and also the
basis for work to be undertaken with individual offenders (PBNI 2006).
The regular and systematic assessment and review of an individual’s
needs and risks is therefore at the foundation of all PBNI interventions.

McGuire and Priestly (1995) outline the principles for the design and
delivery of effective interventions:

• Risk classification (level of service matched to level of assessed risk).
• Criminogenic needs (factors producing or leading to crime).
• Responsivity (altering style of intervention based on individual).
• Community base.
• Treatment modality.
• Programme integrity.

Other research points to the importance of the nature of the relationship
the probation officer has with the offender.Trotter (2000) concludes that
pro-social modelling and problem-solving skills are significant in
reducing rates of breached supervision. Furthermore, McNeill et al.
(2005) identify four key social work practice skills for reducing
reoffending, namely:

• Building relationships that support change.
• Assessing risks, needs and strengths.
• Research-based planning and delivery of interventions.
• Managing change.
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The level of an individual offender’s sense of responsibility and his or
her co-operation with supervision is another important element in
determining the effectiveness of probation interventions. This begins
with the requirement to consent to PBNI supervision at court, and
continues through routine visits to the offender in his or her home during
supervision in the community and through the regular reviews of work
plans to which the offender contributes. To reduce reoffending and
protect the public, the PBNI therefore requires professionally competent
staff who can challenge and positively change offenders’ attitudes and
behaviours by assessment, supervision and rehabilitation.

In the Northern Ireland context, probation officers have successfully
worked in courts, prisons and the community for 100 years. With its
social work ethos, the PBNI is uniquely placed to assess and manage risk
and deliver services in these three key environments. Probation officers
have demonstrated outstanding public service, as evidenced by their
unbroken service to the entire community, courts and criminal justice
system throughout the difficult times of the late twentieth century.

Role of the PBNI

The PBNI occupies a pivotal role in the Northern Ireland criminal
justice system. It has the dual responsibilities of public protection and
rehabilitation of offenders, and there is evidence to demonstrate that it
has discharged its role with distinction throughout its history. The
Northern Ireland Office is the sponsoring department of the Board,
which has the status of a non-departmental public body and which is one
of the seven criminal justice organisations that make up the Criminal
Justice Board.

The PBNI provides a range of services to offenders and their victims
at a number of points in the criminal justice process: prior to sentencing
at court, in custody, on release from custody, in the community and in
certain circumstances after a court order ends. It supervises approxi-
mately 3,700 offenders, subject to a range of court orders, on any given
day;1 and prepares some 6,200 pre-sentence reports per annum.2 The
organisation works with a broad spectrum of offenders, ranging from
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first-time offenders who have committed a petty crime to prolific, serious
sexual and/or violent offenders. It works in, with and through the
community to achieve its objectives, and promotes partnerships with
other criminal justice agencies, government departments and the
voluntary and community sector.

The most commonly used method of evaluating the effectiveness of
court disposals is reconviction analysis. Independent research published
by the Northern Ireland Office in April 2008 shows that community
supervision is effective in reducing reoffending and also that people
supervised after their release from custody offend less than those who are
not supervised (see Table 1). The majority of people leaving custody are
supervised by the PBNI on a custody probation order, a disposal unique
to Northern Ireland. Supervision of community-based disposals by the
PBNI also compares favourably to probation supervision in England and
Wales and in Scotland.

Table 1. Two-year adult reconviction rates (%)

Disposal Northern Ireland England and Wales Scotland

2004 2004 2003/04

Combination order 43 52 –

Community service order 25 38 39

Probation order 32 57 61

Community supervision 31 51 –

Immediate custody 48 65 64

Custody probation order 38 – –

Source: Northern Ireland Office 2008.

The PBNI anticipates that recent criminal justice legislation –
particularly the Criminal Justice (Northern Ireland) Order 2008 – will
significantly increase the volume of work undertaken by the organisation
in the medium to long term, with the introduction of new sentencing
options and arrangements, including public protection sentencing,
Parole Commissioners and the supervision of all people following release
from custody (see article by Rosemary Bailie in this volume).
Consequently, the probation officer complement of the PBNI will
increase and this is a clear vote of confidence in the professional social
work base of the organisation.
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It is also expected that much of the PBNI’s work will be increasingly
undertaken in multi-agency and multi-disciplinary settings. A social work
base is important in establishing such partnerships. For example, the
shared social work values of the PBNI and the Department of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety contribute to effective cross-agency
communication in dealing with the complex risks and needs of individual
cases, facilitating practitioners to draw on a common value base for
defensible decision making and thus allowing the most suitable
intervention to be planned. Similarly, the PBNI is often involved in cross-
border co-operation with colleagues in the Irish Probation Service, in
particular in relation to public protection issues. The social work base of
both agencies enhances these arrangements. In other circumstances the
PBNI may be the only agency bringing a valuable social work perspective
to a particular matter.

Role of a probation officer

The PBNI currently employs around 150 probation officers. The range
of work undertaken by these officers varies depending on the specific role
they are assigned to within the organisation at any given time. All PBNI
probation officers are required to hold a social work qualification and to
be currently registered with the Northern Ireland Social Care Council
(NISCC). Social work remains a value-based activity that attempts ‘to
reconcile potentially conflicting care, protection and control functions
through the exercise of professional judgement, informed by legislation
and guided by agency policies and procedures’ (Gibson 1997).

A probation officer’s responsibilities include:

• Assessment of offenders’ risks and needs (in custody and in the
community).

• Provision of reports for, and advice to, courts and other decision-
making bodies.

• Resettlement services to those within custody and after release.
• Supervision of offenders in the community (planning, supervising,

reviewing and enforcing interventions).
• Offending behaviour programmes for high-risk offenders.
• Partnership and multi-agency delivery of services.
• Services to victims.
• Training social work students.
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Assessment: The key skill

Assessment is the means of understanding an offender. All interventions
with offenders to reduce crime should be steered by a thorough,
structured assessment which allows the probation officer and the
offender to understand the offender’s strengths and areas for
development. Assessment is an interactive, dynamic process, enabling an
officer to gather historical information, analyse current circumstances
and identify targets for change.The social work ethos furthers an officer’s
ability to interact, engage and support an offender while also challenging
negative behaviour.

Each offender subject to PBNI supervision will be managed through a
work plan based on an individual assessment of risk and needs. A range
of probation staff, not only probation officers, may be involved in the
delivery of this work plan, as well as other government and voluntary
representatives. The provision of services to an individual may be direct
or indirect, and may involve advocacy on behalf of an offender to
facilitate social inclusion, for example meeting accommodation needs or
improving employability.

Assessment is the critical skill demonstrated by social workers
generally, and probation officers specifically, and is relevant for areas of
work such as child protection, mental health and physical disability. It is
an essential skill for probation officers making decisions on whether
individuals can be maintained safely in the community, released from
custodial establishments or discharged from institutions. However,
assessment is only one aspect of the social work process, as outlined by
the Sutton Aspire model (Parker and Bradley 2008):

AS Assessment
P Planning
I Intervention

RE Review

While social work practice is dynamic, occupational standards provide
the framework for accountability to government. All work conducted
with offenders by PBNI staff is governed by Northern Ireland standards
(PBNI 2006), agreed with the Northern Ireland Office.These standards
cover the work of probation from assessment to work planning to
interventions and review. Although probation officers work within a
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prescribed legislative framework and observe various organisational
policies and procedures, the work conducted with offenders is based on
individually assessed needs in order to effect positive behavioural change
(including, most importantly, desistance from offending) and rehabilita-
tion back into the community.

The knowledge, skills and experience of probation officers is
invaluable in assessing the effectiveness of PBNI practice, developing
new interventions, developing innovative ways of working and providing
expert opinions to government regarding the drafting and implementing
of new criminal justice policies and legislation.

Qualification routes for probation officers

It is the position of the PBNI that probation work is a specialised facet of
social work and that probation officers must have a social work qualifica-
tion. Criminal justice social workers in Scotland are also required to have
a social work qualification, and it is a desirable qualification for employ-
ment as a probation officer with the Irish Probation Service.

The Degree in Social Work (DSW), which at its introduction in
September 2004 superseded both the Diploma in Social Work and the
Certificate of Qualification in Social Work pathways in Northern Ireland,
is an undergraduate or graduate programme provided by the University
of Ulster and Queen’s University Belfast. The programme requires the
completion of a two-year (accelerated route for graduates) or three-year
honours degree, during which students complete academic modules
covering a range of subjects, as well as two practice placements. The
degree is followed by a pre-registration year (also known as the assessed
year in employment), the successful completion of which is required for
full registration with the NISCC.

Probation areas in England and Wales use the Diploma in Probation
Studies (DipPS) to train probation officers. Students are employed as
trainee probation officers by local areas while they complete the DipPS.
The programme is delivered over twenty-four months by a mixture of
taught, distance and e-enabled learning methods; and credits are gained
through both academic work and assessed practice.The DipPS combines
an NVQ level 4 with an honours degree. Cohort 10 of the DipPS
commenced in October 2007 and will be the final cohort as new training
arrangements are to be introduced in England and Wales in 2008.
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Table 2. Key characteristics of the DipPS and the DSW

Diploma in Probation Studies Degree in Social Work

Duration and 2 years, full time 3 years (or 2 years accelerated
mode of route for relevant graduates),
attendance full time plus one year pre-

registration

Qualification NVQ level 4 in BSc Hons Social Work
gained Community Justice

Degree in Community 
Justice (Probation 
Studies)

Programme Taught through distance Taught at Queen’s University
structure learning and other and University of Ulster.

methods. During practice placements
Trainee probation officers students are based in local

are based in local offices offices for 3 days a week; with
(3 or 4 days a week), with another 2 days per week 
the rest of the time for dedicated to the learning and
study. development unit to enable

access to practice tutors and
facilitate study time.

Content Assessed practice (half of The main areas of study are:
the academic credits): social work theory and practice

Part 1: Completion of a skills, sociology, social policy,
foundation practice psychology, and the law
portfolio (made up of four relating to social work. Stage 1
modules: risk, responsivity, concentrates on giving
criminogenic need and students a foundation in
working as a member of these areas and on helping 
an organisation). them to develop practice

Part 2: NVQ Level 4 in skills in preparation for
Community Justice. their placements.

In line with the core Stages 2 and 3 include the
curriculum devised by the exploration of the needs of
universities that provide different users of social services
the DipPS, agreed by NPS and different methods of
and NOMS, academic intervention with practice 
modules include: criminal placements that will allow a 
justice system, risk, public broad development of 
protection, assessing and knowledge and experience.
addressing offending Throughout the programme 
behaviour, social sciences, there is an emphasis on the
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Table 2. Key characteristics of the DipPS and the DSW (cont’d)

Diploma in Probation Studies Degree in Social Work

professional development, application of knowledge, theory
assessment of risk and need, and values to the practice 
diversity and ethics, contexts of social work.
desistance, working with 
victims, substance use,
working in the organisation,
probation law, mental health,
penal policy, understanding
research, criminology.

Strengths Specific training programme Provides a comprehensive
for probation officers. overview of social work theory.

Based in higher education. Third-level graduate or
Close link with probation postgraduate qualification

areas allows the programme obtained.
to be responsive to changes PBNI input into academic 
and developments in modules.
probation practice. Provision of PBNI practice

Use of distance learning placements.
and e-learning techniques 
enables trainees to be based
in their workplaces.

Weaknesses Expensive programme. In Northern Ireland social work
Training structure has led courses are not representational

to intensively funded training of the general population.
for one group of staff to the 
detriment of training for 
other staff.

Closed programme, not 
available to staff from other 
criminal justice agencies.

The Northern Ireland Framework Specification for the Degree in Social
Work (Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety 2003)
sets out the skills, knowledge and final outcomes to be achieved through
the attainment of the qualification and lists the values on which all social
work practice is based. It also specifies six key roles of social work.Table
3 maps these roles against the responsibilities of a probation officer and
provides evidence of the fit between a social work qualification and the
role of a probation officer.
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Table 3. Mapping the key social work roles with the responsibilities of a
probation officer

Key roles of social work Responsibilities of a probation officer

1. Prepare for, and work with, • Assessment of risk and harm of the
individuals, families, carers, groups offender which takes into consideration 
and communities to assess their public protection issues and which is 
needs and circumstances. used to inform sentencing decisions

and the level of intervention required.
• Services for victims.

2. Plan, carry out, review and • Resettlement services in custody.
evaluate social work practice, • Supervision in the community (plan,
with individuals, families, carers, review, supervise and enforce).
groups, communities and other • Offending behaviour programmes.
professionals.

3. Support individuals to represent • Assessment of risk and needs informed 
their needs, views and circumstances by the offender.
and to achieve greater independence. • Advocacy for offenders to access

mainstream services.

4. Manage risk to individuals, • Balancing offender needs, rights and
families, carers, groups, responsibilities with public protection.
communities, self and colleagues. • Managing offenders in a multi-agency

setting.

5. Manage and be accountable, • Each probation officer has their own
with supervision and support, caseload for which they have primary
for their social work practice responsibility.
within their organisation.

6. Demonstrate and be responsible • Requirement for NISCC registration
for professional competence in and continuing professional
social work practice. development.

Probation officers must be registered as social workers and must
renew their registration with the NISCC every three years, and in so
doing demonstrate the maintenance and ongoing development of their
professional knowledge, skills and understanding.

For the past forty years social work training has been aimed at
qualifying persons to make judgements where liberty is at stake. In
probation terms, this has evolved to qualifying persons to assess levels of
risk and dangerousness and the likelihood of causing serious harm. This
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is the level at which the qualified social worker or probation officer is
expected to work.

The social work qualification in Northern Ireland, whether graduate
or postgraduate, has created a pathway from school to higher education
to work settings. This route has credibility and visibility to teachers,
parents and pupils. The social work qualification is the minimum
requirement for entry to employment as a probation officer and provides
a validated, regulated route towards a career.

The social work pathway offers a continuous supply of employees, to
the PBNI specifically and to the criminal justice and social services arena
more generally, and an alternative qualification route would be expensive
to administer if the only potential employer was the Probation Board.
The cost per place of a qualification route to service this demand would
be excessive. In addition, the benefit to individuals of participating in the
multi-agency and multi-disciplinary delivery of professional training in
social work would be lost.

Conclusion

Society’s understanding and support for social work careers may have
declined in the recent past. The public perception of the social work
professional is shaped largely by media attention. Much media interest
centres on the cases ‘where things went wrong’, resulting in the press
seeking to apportion blame and devaluing the role of social workers. It is
important therefore for social work professionals to highlight the
effectiveness of a social-work-based service. In this respect there is clear
evidence to support the positive contribution probation officers have
made to a reduction in reoffending and protection of the public.

We contend that the effectiveness of the PBNI is due, at least in part,
to probation officers having received the most appropriate training
available and, in our view, this training is the Degree in Social Work.The
six key roles of social work outlined in the degree framework are entirely
congruent and compatible with the role of probation officers in Northern
Ireland. A probation officer must have these skills to assess complex
situations and people holistically, with offending behaviour being only
one of the many elements examined.

The completion of the social work degree, the assessed year in
employment and the requirement to be registered as a social worker
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(which must be renewed every three years) combine to enable probation
officers to undertake risk and needs assessments of individuals and to
plan, supervise, review and enforce effective interventions. Professional
judgement is essential to inform decisions about the level of intervention
required for each individual, which may range across care, protection,
control and rehabilitation or a combination of these interventions.

We believe that social work should remain the core qualification of
probation officers for the duration of the PBNI’s Corporate Plan
2008–2011, as it best equips people to:

• Understand, work with and value people as individuals rather than
‘just someone who offends’, and thus promotes positive change.

• Exercise professional judgement about complex situations that involve
the potential for harm and loss of liberty.

• Plan appropriate interventions for individuals to promote positive
behaviour change, reduce the likelihood of reoffending and
rehabilitate them.

• Evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention by holding the offender
to account.

• Balance the needs, rights and responsibilities of the offender with the
overarching need to protect the public.

2008 will be a critical year for criminal justice in Northern Ireland and
the PBNI faces the future with confidence in its social work value base,
professionalism and dedication to public protection and positive
behaviour change.
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