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Abstract.
This thesis seeks to examine the contention that probation officers' racist
attitudes may have a differential affect on the type of service offered tc

black offenders with whom they come into contact.

The previous research in this area is described, and examined critically,
with particular attention being directed towards the methodological

orientations of the previous studies.

A qualitative methodology is described and justified in relation to this
research. It is argued that an ethnographic approach has important
advantages when attempting to understand the nature of probation officer

offender relations.

Explanations given by probation officers to account for black and white
offending are examined comparatively. The most frequently occurring forms

of explanations are analysed qualitatively.

Social work practice is considered in relation to recommendations made in
social enquiry reports. Differences between assessment, the day to day work
undertaken, and evaluation of practice are examined in relation to black

and white offenders.

The findings are then considered in the light of a number of theoretical
frameworks, drawing on literature within the csociology of culture,

subculture , race relations, and socio-linguistics. Concepts relating to the




differential treatment of black offenders by white probation cfficers ars

developed in the context of the research findings.

The thesis ends with a consideration of the implications ot the findings

for future developments in probation practice.
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INTRODUCTIQN

This research focuses on the proposition that white probation officers'’
racist or anti-racist attitudes may affect the social work service
delivered to young black offenders. In order to establish the merits of
this proposition the research project has undertaken the following

tasks: -

1. To examine the previous evidence which either supports or rejects

this contention.

2. To undertake qualitative research which examines the explanations for

black offending given by probation officers.

3. To develop concepts from the research which will assist in

understanding how such explanations relate to practice.

Attention has been focused on young black offenders for a number of
reasons. Black youth has been publically defined in the eighties as a
problematic group who are frequently challenging the existing social
order. This was dramatically seen during the 'riots', or fightbacks as
some writers have preferred to describe them, (Sivanandan, 1981, 1982),
which have occurred throughout the 1980s in inner city areas.
Commentators have frequently separated second generation black youth
from first generation Commonwealth 'immigrants', who were invited guests
of a post second world war government short of labour, and were

characterised by their quietism and passivity. Although black youth is
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highly differentiated in structure, elements of this group constitute a
major mode of resistance to many forms of state activity, most notably
within the criminal justice system, (Cashmore and Troyna , 1983, Hall et
al, 1978). Many black youths, disillusioned by the worst excesses and
ramifications of racism in areas like education and employment, have
challenged the workings of the criminal justice system of which the
probation service is a part. Sections of black youth, have raised
fundamental questions about the legitimacy and purpose of the probation
enterprise, forcing practitioners to ask equally demanding questions
about their work. The answers that have emerged have wide ranging

significance for all those who are recipients of probation intervention.

Operational concepts

It is necessary at the outset to define a number of operational concepts
that will be used throughout

Racism, is defined as follows:

'The doctrine that the world's population is divisible into categories
based on physical differences which are transmitted genetically.
Invariably this leads to a conception that the categories can be ordered
hierachically, so that some elements of the world's population are
superior to others '

(Cashmore and Troyna, 1983, p.35).

Institutional racism can be seen as :-

'The policies of institutions that work to perpetuate racial ideclogies

without acknowledging the fact. Such camouflaged racism, 1s not open

and visible, but is concealed in the routine practices and procedures
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of organisations such as industries, political parties, and schools'

(Cashmore and Troyna, 1983, p.60).

Racialism on the other hand is described by Cashmore and Troyna as :
'The action of discriminating against particular others by using the
belief that they are racially different, and usually inferior. It is
the practical element of the race concept '

(Cashmore and Troyna, p.33)

The same writers define an ethnic group as

'A number of people who perceive themselves to be is some way united
because of their sharing either a common background, present position or
future or a combination of these. The ethnic group is subjectively
defined in that it is what the group members themselves feel to be
important in defining them as united people that marks them off, and not
what others consider them to be' (Cashmore and Troyna. 1983, p.12).

Use of the word black throughout this study must be commented upon since
it raises some important issues. In one of the research documents which .

will be referred to later in the thesis (ILPAS, 1982), the term black is

commented upon as follows.

'The words 'black people' are used in this report when specifically
referring to persons of Afro/Asian/Caribbean descent irrespective of

country of birth, who consider themselves to be of such descent

(ILPAS, 1982, p.2 ).
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Fevre points out that the word black has a deeper meaning than this in
the British social formation.
'Some readers may complain that Asians are not black . Certainly
research in this area is plagued by confusing language.'Asians' for
example , do not look like people born in Saigon or Tokyo. Nor are
'whites' the colour of this page nor 'blacks' the colour of print,but
these terms have some use. They emphasise that to be recognised as non
white is to be treated differently to those with white skin' (Fevre

1984, p. 9).

It is in the manner in which non white offenders are distinctively
identifiable and treated differently by white probation officers that

the term black is being used.

Many people in Britain are referred to by social workers as having a
'mixed racial' origin, and indeed in this research probation officers
used terms like mixed race, and on occasions the more offensive
description 'half caste'. There is a strong view amongst many black
social workers that social work agencies should not distinguish between
black and mixed race people. Small has argued that the notion of 'mixed
race' is misleading because it causes confusion 1leading to the
impression that 'mixed race' people are racially distinct from black
people. This he argues prevents especially young people and children
from developing a balanced racial identity. The term 'mixed race' 1is not
given to the social worker by nature but created by the profession. Many

black people find the term racist and insulting ,denying the blackness
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of the individual (Small 1983). Consequently the term will not be used

in this thesis.

The term Afro Caribbean is used in this thesis to refer more
specifically to those black people who define their origins in terms of
both Africa and one or ,more of the Caribbean islands. This term should
not be seen as the acknowledgment of an homogenous or national group,
since cultural preferences vary widely between those of mainly African
descent on different islands,and between other ethnic groups within the

islands - Chinese, Moslem, Hindu, Indians, Syrians etc.

The volume of material generated from this research is quite substantial
making it necessary to guide the reader through the study. Chaptér one
is divided into three sections. It begins with a detailed consideration
of previous research which examines probation officer relations with
black offenders. This will be followed by an assessment of evidence
presented in previous research. Lastly, a more generalised series of
explanations which emerge from the literature will be discussed. Each of
these sections will be considered under headings relating to the
methodological orientation of the study. These categorisations are
referred to as quantitative ,qualitative, and studies which utilise both

these methodological orientations.
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Chapter two concentrates on methodological issues specifically
concerned with this research, suggesting how this research is distinct
from work carried out hitherto. This will be followed by a detailed
actount of the methodology employed during the research referring to the
scope of the study, giving details of respondents employment and current

position within the probation service.

In chapter three attention will be directed towards the way in which
probation officers attempt to explain black and white offending .
Chapter four provides an account of research findings, with specific
reference to social work practice with young black and white offenders.
Chapter five will explore the conceptual categories which emerge from
the material in the research. The concluding chapter six draws some

tentative general conclusions relating to future probation practice.

The research aims to make an original contribution to the understanding
of an important issue 1in race relations. Probation officers hold a
pivotal position within the criminal justice system, exercising power in
a peculiarly subjective manner through judgements often given verbally
to the courts, and in written social enquiry reports. Statements made in
records may also atffect the way in which other probation officers

perceive offenders.

The underlying assumptions, and perceptions of probation officers in
relation to race, and race related matters, will be crucial in

understanding the nature of the service offered to young black
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offenders. Although previous research has been carried out in this
area, it will be argued that little systematic, qualitative attention
has been given to the nature of the relationship between probation
officers' perceptions of black and white offending and practice. It is
in this area that attention is focused with this research utilising
qualitative techniques to explore the complex meanings which underline

probation intervention with black and white young offenders.




This study is aimed at understanding the perceptions and practices of
white probation officers in relation to black and white offending.

There are a number of arguments for taking this approach . Firstly the
probation service is dominated by white people. In 1984 1.38% of
probation officers were black,and no black person was beyond the post of
senior, of whom there were four (Ely and Denney, 1987). A survey
conducted in the West Midlands Probation Service in 1979 showed that
while 13.3% of the counties caseload was of Afro-Caribbean or Asian
origin, only 2.42% of probation officers were from minority groups.
(Green, 1987). Thus in the main white probation officers will be making

judgements about black oftenders.

The second reason for tocusing research attention on white probation
officers is the fact that not just the probation service, but the entire-
criminal justice system is dominated by white people. There are two
deputy recorders and one black judge in Britain. Black lawyers and
magistrates are also notably absent from the courts. (NACRO 1987).

Young black offenders face a criminal justice system which is dominated

by white officialdom.




1. Previous research findings

In describing the existing research into probation officer/Afro
Caribbean offender relations, it is necessary to state clearly at the
outset that past research in this area leaves much to be desired. In the
first place the amount of research is very limited, considering the
complexities and importance of this area of practice there is a paucity
in the published literature. There are 16 available sets of research
findings which can be described as reasonably accessible, they tend to
be small scale unfinanced pieces of work. Although the quality of the
research is marked by an absence of methodological vigour , an overall
conclusion from the existing research is that young black offenders are
concentrated at the 'heavier' custodially related end of probation
caseloads.

Such a phenomenon can no longer be easily ascribed simply to black
pathology models adopted by white probation officers in social enquiry
reports , since in the mid - 1980s, research suggests that probation
officers are as likely to make non custodial recommendations for black
offenders as they are for white offenders. The over incarceration of
young black offenders is also connected with the fact that sentencers
are more likely to reject recommendations for non custodial supervision
in reports concerning black offenders, than they are on in reports on
white offenders. If this is the case, one possible conclusion is that
there has been a qualitative change in the way in which probation
officers represent young offenders in the court.

The methodological approach adopted in the more recent research is

difficult to characterise, combining both the qualitative and
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quantitative traditions. Despite the fact that there is no obvious
historical continuity, it is possible to describe a number of distinct

although overlapping , periods in the research.

Quantitative research can be divided into two phases the early phase
characterised by the work of Ridley, (1976), South East London Probation
Service - Thornton Heath, (1977), West Yorkshire Probation Service ,
(1978), Whitehouse, (1980), Taylor, (1981), North East London Probation
Service (1981) , Waters, (1982), and the later work carried out in the
positivist tradition by Guest (1986).

A qualitative approach was developed during the period , 1982 - 1987,
by the work of Carrington and Denney, (1982), Whitehouse, (1983), Pinder

(1984), and Green (1987).

Other work appeared to combine elements of both qualitative and
quantitative work and is characterised by research conducted from
within the Inner London Probation Service by Stanley in (1982), De la

Motta in Nottingham, (1984), and the VWest Midlands, in (1987).

Each of these pieces of research will be examined in chronological order
to emphasise the way in which the research developed over time. In the
remainder of this chapter the previous research will be considered under
the major headings quantitative, qualitative and studies which combine

both methodological orientations.
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I1.1.The early quantitative period; 1980-1983

The early work carried out in this area was initially dominated by local
small scale studies. The notion of 'small scale' 1s appropriate here
since these early studies appear to rely solely upon the statistical
representation of black offenders on the caseloads of probation officers

in individual probation areas.

Husband noted that when the practice of Merseyside Probation Service was
examined by the Home Office Inspectorate in relation to 'ethnic
minorities', with particular reference to clients of West Indian origin,
they were critical of the probation officer's social enquiry reports,
suggesting that more could be one to divert such offenders from custody.
This group tended not to receive probation recommendations, with 66 out
of 152 social enquiry reports studied containing no recommendation.

This suggested to Husband an ambivalence on the part of the report
writers. When examining case notes the Home Office Inspectorate felt

that clients were frequently treated as whites, (Husband, 1980).

Analysis of a caseload of city teams in Leicester in December 1980
revealed a total of 86 black and Asian clients with over half of the
‘ethnic minority' clients being on the east team's caseload which

constituted 20% of the total for that team. (Waters, 1981).
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The figures revealed that as a group, Atro-Caribbeans tended to be
under-represented in non-custodial supervision with Asian and white

clients having comparable rates to each other.

Similarly in Thornton Heath, Croydon, where the Afro Caribbean
population was estimated at 1 in 5 in 1977, a scan of the office
caseloads revealed that Afro Caribbeans were over represented in
statutory after-care supervision. Afro Caribbeans constituted some 16%
of probation cases and 34% of cases in the statutory after care sector.
(Thornton Heath, 1977).

In a previous study of the Oxford Probation Service out ot a caseload
of 300 in December 1981 'ethnic minority' clients totalled 30, one
Asian, three African, and the remaining 26 being of Afro Caribbean

origin. <(Gardiner, 1982).

A similar picture was found in a caseload scan of Slough in 1976/77
(Ridley, 1980), which revealed that the-Rastafarian group of offenders
comprised 14% of Slough's probation caseload, although the total Afro
Caribbean population for the area was estimated at 2%. This further
draws attention to the relatively high numbers of Rastafarians as a

proportion of Afro Caribbeans on caseloads.

In another caseload scan of young offenders in the north east division
of London, there was an overall ratio of Afro Caribbeans to white
British of 1:2. In Hackney the ratio was even higher at almost 1:1 with

the white British. (North East London Probation Service, 1981).
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In May 1981, the West Midlands Probation and After Care Service and the
CRE jointly published the first major study of black offender/probation
officer relations. The final research document identified concern for
the position of black people in society, focusing particularly on those
who came into contact with the probation service, as a result of
involvement with the legal and penal system. Data was collected from
standard statistical forms returned by probation officers to probation
headquarters on a monthly basis. The purpose of these returns relates to
the quantification of work carried out by probation officers.The West
Midlands is the second largest service in the country serving a
population of some 2,696,000 distributed across 347 square miles.
Birmingham alone contains an estimated 1,033,900 people. There were 25
offices in the area from which 372 probation officers operate at the

time at which the research was carried out.

The survey showed that 13.9% of clients were from 'ethnic‘minority'
groups. It is interesting to compare this figure with the estimated
number of black people living in this country which at the time the
study was undertaken totalled 4.1 %. In addition to the statutory and
voluntary sector much work was carried out in the preparation of social

enquiry reports, which was not researched.

The largest single group recorded as being in contact with the probation
officers in the West Midlands were Afro Caribbean comprising 8.6% of the
total county caseload. This compares with 3% of Asians on total county

caseloads. What emerged most clearly from this research was the
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custody category. If all licences are considered,'ethnic minority’
groups were proportionately more likely to be subject to supervision on

licence following a custodial sentence than the white group.

Probation officers also had less contact with black offenders than white
according to Taylor. When in prison black offenders were less likely to
be in receipt of pre-release help from probation officers. Taylor's work
in the West Midlands indicated that Afro-Caribbeans had larger
proportions than their total numbers would warrant under children's

supervision and on detention centre licence, in borstal or prison.

In the supervision categories (i.e. probation, children and young
persons supervision, suspended sentence supervision, money payment
supervision and community service orders), all black offenders were
under represented when compared with the white group. On the other hand
white offenders were disproportionately over-represented in the non-
custodial areas of supervision like probation, suspended sentence

supervision orders, or money payment supervision orders.

In summary, Taylor's work demonstrated that although white offenders
made up a majority of all clients, black offenders particularly of
Afro-Caribbean origin were disproportionately represented in the more
punitive areas of probation supervision. The word punitive is used
since these areas are more likely to be associated with custody, and in

the case of detention centres, borstal, children's supervision are more
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likely to involve the probation oftficer in 'recall' activities in which
the probation ofticer is actively involved iun proceedings designed to

return the offender to the custodial institution due to 'bad behaviour'.

Whitehouse (1981) took one geographical area in the Vest Midlands with a
disproportionately high number of Afro-Caribbean offenders and carried
out a similar counting exercise to that which had been attempted by
Taylor. White and black offenders on probation caseloads in the
Handsworth area were placed under categories ot supervision, where

another accentuated tilt towards 'coercive' probation contact was found.
Only 7% of black otfenders were represented under the probation category
as compared with 90% for the white probation sample. The proportion of
Asian offenders on probation, (1% was also significantly lower than
recorded by Taylor for the whole county, (26%). Twice the proportion of
Afrn Caribbeans were found to be on detention centre licence, (147> at
the coercive end of supervison, than there were on probation (7%). An
even higher proportion of Afro-Caribbean otfenders, some 20%, were

subject to borstal supervision. Thus the work of Whitehouse seemed to’

compound and reinforce the findings of Taylor.

To sum up the early quantitative studies pointed to the tact that young
black offenders were more likely than white offenders to he concentrated

within the custodial areas of probation work. This recsearch also
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implied that probation officers might be instrumental within the
discriminating process. Until the nature of the professional judgements
which could disadvantage young black offenders were more fully
understood, the significance of these over representation figures would

remain speculative.

It was also noteworthy that with the exception of the 1976 Merseyside
study, that no attention had been given to social enquiry reports. It
was with the emergence of a qualitative approach to the research that a
direct link between over-representation of black offenders in non-
custodial forms of supervision/ and forms of probation practice, was

made.

I1.2.The later quantitative research

Guest's study of young offenders in custody

Rochester young offender's centre afforded Guest unique conditions in
which to survey almost 400 youths at one time who were serving borstal
or young prisoner sentences, (Following the passing of the Criminal
Justice Act 1982, borstal became youth custody after May 1983). The
youths came from London and the south-east, although occasionally,
trainees from more distant places would pass through on route to other
institutions, or complete their sentehces within Rochester. The
geographical location of the institution made it a multi-racial centre,
as all borstal boys from greater London spent at least a brief period at
Rochester, to be assessed for the establishment at which they would

ultimately serve their sentences.
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This extensive quantitative study of young offenders in youth custody
attempted to compare the criminal careers of white and black youths
before and during their borstal sentence. Using data compiled from
records of youths passing through the allocation administration of
Rochester borstal from the period January 1981 to June 1983 he was able
to gather data pertaining to 4,876 youths, from a number of sources
including current and previous prison department personnel records,
probation officers and social workers social enquiry reports, police
reports compiled after arrest. Guest looked for a history of absconding
from custody, social histories including schooling, employment, and
progress in non-custodial sentences. Whilst the research classified
youths into one of the black, white, or Asian ethnic groups, no account
was taken of the place of birth of the trainees or their parents. The
term 'black' described those of Afro-Caribbean origin, whilst 'Asian'
was used to denote those of Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi origin.

The third group was described as white.

For each of the three groups two longtitudinal studies were undertaken.
In the larger survey of young offenders 'throughputs' comprising the
greater part of the study, provided quantitative measures of previous
penal experience. Social antecedents were dealt with in depth, comparing
previous experiences of social disadvantage in families. It was argued
therefore that young blacks had a significantly greater chance than
whites of finding themselves 'inside', with Afro-Caribbeans featuring in

numbers which bore no relation to their general population size.




18
Vhen examining the types of previous cuetody Guest found that the black,
white and Asian groups shared remarkably similar histories of types of
previous custody served. When black and white groups were examined it
was found that 48% of previous custodial experience was borstal 43%
detention and 9% imprisonment. The Asian youths deviated only marginally
from those proportions, with 48% detention experience, 42% borstal, and
10% imprisonment. These patterns revealed that all three groups had

equal experience in different types of penal custody.

According to Guest the survey of histories of previous penal experience
demonstrated that notwithstanding the disproportionate way in which the
black, white, and Asian groups appear in custody, that within those
ethnic groups predictable and consistent patterns of previous custodial
experience were found. From this he concluded that there was little
inconsistency in the sentencing process between black and white

offenders.

The most striking feature for Guest to arise from his research was the
disproportionately large population of the black Afro-Caribbean youths
in the youth custody system being consistently high throughout 1981,
1982 and the early months on 1983, when the youth custody rules were

implemented.

Guest found evidence of acute 'social disadvantage', which was so widely
experienced that it could be considered a unifying feature, common to

the three groups. The black group were more likely to experience what
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Guest referred to as severe deprivation than the other groups. He
argued that the likelihood of delinquency increases when children
experience neglect, and poverty. Larger proportions of black youths
surveyed in this study came from grossly over-crowded families, and
before reaching adulthood had experienced homelessness and the absence
of a parent which according to Guest accounted for their over
representation in the sample. Their criminal activities tended to begin
during childhood; more than 50% of the 1981 and 1982 borstal populations
embarked upon their second experience of custody and youths during
school age. Guest aknowledges that it is likely that the great majority
of youths in custody will have experienced unemployment, and at best,
pursued jobs requiring low levels of training, qualifications and

skills.

Guests' study highlights the remarkable similarities in the age
distribution of each of three ethnic groups‘in the borstal system, and
their very similar histories of experience in penal establishments. The
high representation of blacks was not attributable to inequitable court
sentencing policies, but to the fact that black youths had a greater
disposition to conditions of social disadvantage. When it was noted
that the previous experience of the 1981 and 1982 youth custody
populations was the result of the sentences ordered by magistrate and
crown courts, across London and the south east, where sentencing
policies are not centrally imposed, the similarities in previous penal

experience became particularly significant. They could, argues Guest,
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be interpreted as remarkable coincidences, or as evidence of
unconsciously shared standards of uniformity and order, which are

applied to black, white, and Asian young offenders.

[I1I.A description of the qualitative studies: 1982-1987

III.1.Rastafarians and the probation service

In 1982,Carrington and Denney undertook a qualitative study which
specifically examined Rastafarian/probation officer relations. This
small study was undertaken in Handsworth, West Midlands, which sought to
examine an area with a high Afro-Caribbean population. Attention was
directed towards the way in which probation officers perceived
Rastafarianism and the methods of intervention currently employed by the
probation officers in relation to Rastafarians. The personal responses
of a group of Rastafarian offenders to probation was also examined. The
sample consisted of a cross-section of thirty probation officers,
including men and women, from basic grade to assistant chief probation
officer. With the exception of one West Indian male, the members of
this group were white. A qualitative methodology was employed, based
upon loosely structured interviews. The content of fifteen social

enquiry reports on Rastafarians was also examined.

All probation officers interviewed found Rastafarians to be a
problematic group, with a number of dominant conceptualisations
emerging. The two major categories of Rastafari were refemed to as :
‘the true Rasta' and the 'untrue Rasta'. Respondents held that the
true Rastas based their lifestyle upon a system of religious beliefs,

involving a number of rituals, including the smoking of ganja. This
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group was apparently more willing to accept probation intervention than
the 'untrue Rasta'. The probation officers divided the latter group
into two further sub-categories. One sub-category was often referred to
as' 'the bandwagon Rastas' who were those who had adopted the outward
appearance of the Rastafarians, but who according to the probation
officers interviewed lacked any cognisance of the Rastafarian world
view. The 'bandwagon Rastas' were seen as especially vulnerable to
manipulation by a second sub-category of 'untrue Rastas', who were
perceived by the probation officers as a politically, rather than

religious motivated group, with 'Marxist' leanings.

Causal explanations were offered for the Rastafarian phenomenon by the
probation officers. Seventeen viewed it as an individual,
psychologically determined phenomenon. Of these, some depicted the
Rastas as facing an 'identity crisis' which had resulted from living in
an 'alien' and 'hostile'_édciety. Unable to cope and incapable of
adjusting to life in Britain, the black youth, in a state of desperation
and ontological insecurity turned to Rastafarianism as a means of

achieving a sense of 'self’.

Others advanced explanations which were reminiscent of Adorno's account
of the authoritarian personality (Adorno, 1950). Probation officers
alluded to the 'generation gap', to present a view of the Rastafari as
an individual, who during adolescence, revolts againt the stricturers of
an authoritarian father figure, and a rigid upbringing based upon the

ascetic values of the Pentecostal church. Paradoxically other probation
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officers attributed the 'Rastafarian’'s rejection' of the work ethic and
values of the parent culture, to the matriarachal structure of the Vest
Indian family, by claiming that Rastafarianism stemmed directly from the

absence of a strong father figure in primary socialisation.

The remainder of interviewees proposed 'sociological' rather than
'psychological' explanations of Rastafarianism. Eight saw it as a
reaction by black youth against the suppression i.e. 'unintentional
stifling' of black culture in British society. The respondents did not
relate supression to racism. In fact, only two of the probation
officers interviewed perceived Rastafarianism as a sub-cultural response
to racism. Although the three remaining interviewees did suggest that
Rastafarianism may be considered as a reaction on the part of the black
youth to their unequal position in employment, housing, and education,
none seemed willing to attribute these inequalities to racial

discrimination.

Few of the social enquiry reports made any reference to the Rastafarians
own stated beliefs.The reasons for this omission were never intimated,
it was assumed that they were deliberate and intended to protect the
client from the magistrate who was possibly unsympathetic to Rastas. In
such cases the probation officer is placed in a ecatch 22° position, for
the social enquiry report is meant to provide an unbiased account of
both the social background of the offender and the background to the
offence. If these reports are intended to provide the court with an

understanding of the motives underlying an individual criminal act, then
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the failure of the probation officer to make any reference to the
Rastafarian clients' beliefs, must necessarily involve failure on the
part of the court to understand the offender's motives. We will return
to this important point in relation to the findings of this research

(Chapter 5).

All probation officers interviewed had encountered problems in dealing
with Rastafarians. Those most frequently mentioned were lack of
punctuality, unco-operative and sometimes aggressive behaviour, and the
use of creole dialect, which was seen as an obstacle to effective
communication. The reaction of the Rastafarian to probation left many
of the interviewees feeling cold and despondent. They saw their position
as untenable and expressed surprise that so many Rastafarians were
placed on probation. Most expressed pessimistic views when the issue of
casework was raised, although some thought that this was an area where
'bridges might be built'. About a third of the probation officers felt
that the problem might be alleviated by using black volunteers. Some
interviewees reported that they had tried working with volunteers, but
without success. In many instances the respondents considered it more
difficult for the black volunteer to intervene than the white probation
officer. Moreover, some of the interviewees also mentioned that they
had made abortive attempts to use group work techniques with

Rastafarians.
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III.2.The qualitative work of Whitehouse

Vhitehouse (1983) whilst acknowledging the limitations of his own
quantitative research efforts, attempted to understand probation
officer/black client relations by using a basic qualitative methodology.
In his study Whitehouse argues that whilst the probation service
acknowledges that it works in a multi-racial society, that social work
theory and practice is dominated by 'white values'. When probation
officers attempt to describe other cultures they often succeed only in
adversely affecting the outcome of a court hearing for black offenders.
Any mention of ’structural factors' in reports will predispose
disadvantaged groups, towards harsh sentencing. The role of sentencers

in this process 1is not discussed by Whitehouse.

Because they are differentially affected by structural disadvantage,
black people will suffer most when mention of such factors are made in
social enquiry reports. He also found concern amongst probation
officers, that their work must be informed by an awareness of personal -
and institutional racism, if the position of black people within the
criminal justice system is to be improved. The intention of his paper is
to concentrate upon the 'attitudes' of professional social work

practitioners when dealing with the issue of race.

Vhitehouse does not argue that his examples of probation practice taken
from reports are definitively racist, and 'leaves it to the reader' to

decide whether the statements contained in reports are racist, or
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whether they are racist in intention or effect. Whitehouse gives
examples of a psychiatric report, a social services department report,

and a report prepared by a prison officer.

This work is important since it draws distinct attention to the use of
particular words which are used in a significantly different context in
social enquiry reports written on young black offenders.. The word
'illegitimate' frequently used in sers is for Whitehouse unnecessarily
value laden, and unfavourable to the defendant. Often unmarried black
women with children, supposedly living without male support, are
described as being 'abandoned' by the fathers of the children. Report
writers are using conventional white cultural values to engender
sympathy for women in courts with the result that the men who have
'abandoned' women with children may be less favourably received in

court.

There are cultural and economic factors which discourage stable
partnerships. Rastafarian beliefs, argues Vhitehouse, reject legal
'paper' marriages, and in a largely unemployed black community, income |
is maximised by both partners claiming state benefits apart. These
important contingencies are not taken into consideration by probation
officers when preparing reports for the court according to Whitehouse.

A consistent theme in reports examined by Vhitehouse is

'The stability of parents, and those that do not conform to a monogomous
ideal will tend not to receive as positive a picture for sentencers '
Vhitehouse argues that there is a tendency amongst white probation
officers to

'learn a little more about other cultures',

without examining the effects of their powerful white cultural

assumptions which are included in social enquiry reports.
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Another important tendency emerging from Whitehouse's work is that most
probation officers' explanations of a black offenders criminal behaviour
is given in terms of what may be broadly described as 'micro-sociology'.
Individuals, personalities, home circumstances, and family structurers
usually form the basis of probation officers explanations. They are
generally wary of 'structural' explanations which take into account more

abstract concepts such as racism, poverty and inequalities.

Vhen examples of structural inequalities are mentioned in reports they
are done so in terms of those powerful enough to define the nature of
that experience. The following extract taken from a social enquiry
report describes the negative attitude of a black child to school.

The child is described as being,

'Very susceptible to environmental influences. His own personality is
fragmented. He has a strong awareness of racial prejudice. He has been
reacting in negative fashion within the school and these attitudes:
appear to have coloured his view of life in general'

(Whitehouse, 1983, p.48 ).

The mere repetition of these educational 'facts' will, it is argued,
create a less favourable picture of the defendant before the courts.
Because the report is individualised, the failures of white institutions
are frequently seen as failures of black individuals,and will tend to
disadvantage black people to a greater extent than if no such background
information was available to the court, and they were sentenced on the

offence characteristics only.
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]II 3 Ejnderis qnﬁ]iﬁﬁﬁillﬁ anal:lsjﬁ. ]954

In a number of publications Pinder has applied qualitative ethnographic
techniques to the study of relations between black offenders and
probation officers. (Pinder 1982, 1984). His major study was published
in October 1984, which concentrated on the ways in which white probation
officers 'make sense' of their work with black people. The specific
objectives of the research were to firstly identify ways in which
interactions between probation officers and black offenders could be
handled more effectively. Secondly to identify the skills requisite to
practice in a multi-racial society. Thirdly to create a framework in

which those skills might most effectively be developed.

Pinder used a combination of research techniques, his data being
gathered from interviews with probatibn officers, aﬁd an analysis of
social enquiry reports designed to identify ways in which probation
workers assess black offenders. Unstructured interviews were also used
in order to give probation officers the opportunity of elaborating more -
widely on their experiences in relation to black offenders. After
matching selected white and black clients, Pinder undertook a detailed
content analysis of elements which were seen as being central to the
sentencing process i,e. the terms in which the offender was described,
the contextualisation of the offence, and the form the recommendation

taken.
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After collecting reports from 29 officers, they were then interviewed
about their work with black offenders, and the reports were examined
with the probation officer. These interviews were transcibed and a copy
of the transcript was sent to the officer involved. Pinder used a.
number of useful analytical concepts in his work . The notion of the
ethnic/ racial identifier was defined as a statement used to designate
the specific ethnic/racial identity of an offender, whether by reference
to origins, in the sense of place of birth, or by reference to
experiences or qualities tied to ethnic/racial identity. Descriptions of
offenders were defined as statements that served to 'assess' offenders,
in terms not only of their offending capacities, but also of their

social competence and of their personality .

Descriptions of offending behaviour were used to explain, or more
accurately, to contextualise that behaviour and to relate it to an
offender's life ﬁlétory and life chances. Assessments of the officer -
offender relationship, Pinder defined in terms of statements reflecting

the balance of power in that relationship .

Professional conventions also emerged, which were described as
statements implicitly or explicitly indicative of the assumptions which
govern professional. behaviour, and more particularly the relationship
between officer and offender. It is the issue of whether or not
professional conventions hold good in probation work with black

offenders that i1s central to Pinders' analysis.
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Assessments of the probation officer/offender relationship were made,

with statements reflecting that relationship being given particular
attention. Pinder concentrated on 97 Social Enquiry Reports written on
black offenders by probation officers in the Leeds Division of Vest
Yorkshire, between 1st. October 1982 and 31st January 1983.He found that
most statements relating to race/ethnicity took the form of an
elaborated statement concerning origins i.e. Pinder describes a minority
of ethnic identifier statements as being stereotypical in nature. One
probation officer wrote for instance ,

'The family are typical of the West Indian family, where there are
strong disciplines and a deeply religious atmosphere in the house.'
Pinder also notes that as with ethnicity, references to race, were for
the most part absent from social enquiry reports. It was possible to
identify 25 statements in reports which incorporated the concept of
race. A small minority, some six of the reports, were straight forward
statements using the terms 'black'. Seven statements linked black
identity with the experience of racism, as the following example
illustrates.

' X was still at this time a pupil at X grammar school, this itself w;s
a cause of stress to him, as a result of his colour, X was the only
black pupil in the school, and experienced a variety of forms of abuse
from fellow pupils ' (Pinder, 1984, p.25).

Pinder argues thaf.descriptions of offending béhaviour that arose in
response to racism, suggested that probation officers recognise, and
reported on an internal 'logic' to such behaviour that was explained

both in relation to the 'individuals response to racism' and in a wider
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'social' context. When comparing reports on black and white offenders

this point becomes important.

In® just wunder half the reports read on white offenders criminal
behaviour was described in terms of some 'chronic personal incapacity',
which usually resulted from a breakdown in interpersonal relationships,
alcohol, and/or solvent abuse, with often a number of these factors
being intertwined to form an explanation. Pinder argues,

'Vhereas there was what amounts to a convention describing the majority,
(i.e. white) offenders, in terms which suggest personal inadequacy, it
was rare indeed, to see such description of an ethnic minority offender’

(Pinder, 1984, p.33).

Although Pinder acknowledges that conclusions from such a small sample
can only be suggestive he argues that a convention in reports on white
offenders, in that they éré‘pogtrayed as béing in need of help, no such
convention seems to hold sway in reports on black offenders. If
anything the reverse is the case, in that black offenders are presented.
as being individuals who demonstrate no such need. Pinder argues that
black offending behaviour is presented as

' Reasoned principled almost ,the principles rooted in a network of
social obligations; the absence of the stigmata of deprivation ,the lack
of reference to social inadequacy or social incompetence’

(Pinder, 1984, p. 154).

Race or ethnic identity in itself was regarded as having no bearing on

the assessments made by probation officers, since race was relegated to
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a subsidiary role in interviews with clients and in the writing of
social enquiry reports. Statements of origin provide both a convenient

and conventional starting point for social enquiry reports.

In summary this research suggests that there is an absence of a coherent
and explicit framework for recognising and representing specific racial
or ethnic identity in court combined with a paucity of 'excuses' for
the criminal behaviour of black offenders, these 'excuses' being present

in the case of white offenders.

IV.Qualitative and guantitative techniques 1982-1987

IV.1.The Inner London Probation Service study : 1982

The Inner London Probation Service published a report in 1982 containing
research material both qualitative and quantitative. It included a
survey of all social enquiry reports prepared by probation officers in
inner London between 6 June and 10 October 1982. The survey also .
examined the subsequent sentence imposed, whilst an in depth analysis of
one in four of these reports was also included. On analysing the
results Stephen Stanley, intelligence afficer of ILPAS, found that Afro
Caribbeans and offenders with one Afro Caribbean parent were over
represented in this sample, when compared with the total population:-
15% of the sample as opposed to 6.4% of the inner London population as a

whole according to the 1977 National Dwellings and Housing Survey.
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Stanley also found that Afro Caribbeans were more likely to receive
recommendations for supervision at a rate of 35% compared with 30% of
the total sample. Despite this Afro Caribbean offenders were more
likely to receive custodial sentences in court, with some 26% of Afro

Caribbeans receiving custody, as compared with 19% of the total.

The report also contained an account of a content analysis carried out
by members of the working party conducting the research. A subjective
content analysis of 100 social enquiry reports was conducted made up of
50 UK, white and 50 non-UK or born to non-UK parents. This sample was
drawn from a cross-section of London probation offices. The purpose was
to see if there were any differences between the service offered to
clients from the ethnic minority communities and that offered to white
clients born in the UK. Stanley expressed reservations as to the
validity of qualitative research, commenting that the content analysis

was not ‘'scientific'.

Most reports included material and discussion about family background, .
early life, school, work, current lifestyle, mental health, (where
relevant), response to previous supervision, and attitude to offence.
Stanley considered that only 50% dealt with these issues comprehensively
and coherently. The other 50% at best were not searching and at worst
were scant, giving the impression that the reporting officer had not
fully understood the complexities of the offenders' situation. A few

reports concentrated 'very properly' on the client's current situation
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and a small number explained the client's attitudes and behaviour in

terms of his cultural background.

Although there are a few glaring exceptions, most reports contained
constructive and 'just' recommendations, with probation service
resources being utilised to a large extent.

Stanley comments,

'Clearly we are critical of the quality of a siginificant proportion of
the reports, but in terms of service to the client we could find little
difference between the two samples. If anything the non-UK sample fared

marginally better than the UK sample' (ILPAS, 1982, p.35).

Having made this statement the authors went on to acknowledge that they
did find examples of what they referred to as racial stereotyping, and
irrelevant references to race and colour, which could be construed as

prejudicial, but no examples of blatant racism. The distinction being

made here remained unclear (ILPAS, 1982, p.36).

IV.2.De la Mottas gqualitative /quantitative study of Nottinghamshire
Probation Service. (1984),

In this study De la Motta examined 100 cases from probation files half
of which were black the other white, all between the ages of 14 and 22.
Her main findings were that first ,a disproportinate number among her
black sample had been charged with police assault, some 34 % if the
charge of resisting arrest is included. Second, that probation officers
tended to avoid the question of police assault in records and reports.

Third, De la Motta claimed from her examination of records relating to
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the inner city disturbances of 1981, that sentences tended to become
harsher at this point for black offenders due possibly to adverse public
opinion on the issue. Fourth, she contended that twice as many white as
black offenders received supervision orders at their first and second
court appearances , although she found no significant difference between
the races in connection with the imposition of fines. It was also found
in this study that white offenders were beginning their criminal careers

some two years earlier than blacks.

Like Guests' work, De la Motta found that most of the black offenders
had suffered material disadvantage like homelessness at an earlier age
than white offenders. Guest however, appears to have found a far more

similar age distribution for black offenders than did De la Motta.

In examining specifically the recommendations made by probation officers
De la Motta found two important tendencies in probation practice. In her
examination of social enquiry reports she found that bhlack ctffenders
were over three times more likely to receive no specific recommendation .
in reports. However, the white offender was twice as likely to receive a
recommendation tor custody, although this occurred on few occasions - 2
for blacks, 5 for whites.

De la Motta found two distinctive styles of writing associated with
probation officers who make firm recommendations and those who do not.
Fundamentally the officers who fell into the first category attempted to

create a context for the offence. In relation to the disturbances of
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1981 for instance one officer described the feelings of insecurity and
fear which permeated the area on a particular night. This contrasted
with the writer who made no recommendation who simply stated that the
oﬁtcome of the court hearing depended on the public interest in this

type of offence i.e. public order offences.

IV.3.The VWest Midlands Study 1087 .

In 1987 the West Midlands Probation and After Care Service, carried out
research the aim of which was to evaluate whether black defendants when
compared with white defendants were discriminated against 1in social

enquiry reports.

The sample collected consisted of 222 reports, 52 of which were on black
and 168 on white defendants, and represented all reports presented at
the Birmingham courts over a two week period in March 1986. The main
findings indicated that when black defendants were compared with white
defendants they were more likely to receive an immediate or suspended
custodial sentence. Some 48% of black defendants in contrast to 30% of
white. Black defendants were also less 1likely to receive a fine,
probation, supervision or community service order than white offenders.
In this piece of ‘research, unlike earlier studies, discrimination
appeared to be loééted at the point of sentencing and not report
writing. Non-custodial recommendations were made in 90% of social

enquiry reports written on black offenders, and 1in 86% of reports

written on white defendants. Despite this 57% of recommendations on




36
black offenders and 40% of recommendations on white offenders were not
followed. Where a custodial sentence was given, black defendants
compared to white defendants were less likely to have had previous

custodial experience.

It was also found that 79% of the burglaries committed by black people
resulted in a custodial sentence compared to 25% of burglaries committed
by white offenders. It appears that the high incidence of custodial
sentences for black defendants compared to white defendants could not be
explained simply in terms of different levels of criminality. Black
defendants appeared to be receiving custodial sentences for offences
when a white person was more likely to get a non-custodial disposal,

(e.g. for burglary).

As well as comparing court outcome for black and white offenders related
to report recommendations, offences and previous convictions, the
research also examined the coﬂte;t of reports. This was with a vieﬁ to
identifying whether information contained in reports presented black

clients in ways which were overtly racist, culturally stereotypical, or

encouraged negative interpretations.

A simple check-list system was used to make this assessment which
required those analysing the reports to identify references to 'race',
'colour', 'nationality', 'stereotyping', 'value judgements', 'white
culture', as the norm, client co-operation and the services's ability to
assist. The assessors were then required to determine whether the
existence of these factors was relevant to the report, harmful to the

individual, or reinforcing of existing prejudices.
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Each report was analysed by two assessors to determine the level of
internal consistency in interpretation. A sample of reports was then
analysed independently by the research and information officer and race
issues officer of the West Midlands Probation Service. Differences
between reports written on black and on white clients were evident with
references to race/nationality/colour/country of origin (referred to in
60% of reports on black clients compared to 32% of white). White
culture was presented as the norm in 10% of reports on black clients and
racial 'stereotyping' was evident in over half the reports on black
offenders. The researchers concluded that, the check-list exercise has
limited value in the absence of discussion within teams and guidance on

the criteria for interpretation.

The selected reports were also subjected to independent assessment. The
incidence of overt racist content were rare, but nonetheless noted in
two of the sample reports on black people.

One report written by a local social services department on a juvenile
contained the sentence: .
'X is a well built strong Afro-Caribbean teenager who has been in
trouble with the law for some time now' (West Midlands 1987, p.4).

The linking of racial identity, with physical appearance, and criminal
behaviour was considered to be a clear case of racial stereotyping,
presenting a negative image of no apparent relevance to the report.

The second report, written by a probation officer, concerned an offence

of physical assault following racial taunts, and noted the
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'Tendency for X to perceive himself as a victim of circumstances rather
than an author of his own fate. This becomes apparent when X talks

about racist episodes in his life ' (West Midlands, 1987, p.4.).

The independent assessor noted that:

'The report writer appears to put the blame for racist incidences on the
recepient by describing the client as being at fault ('author of his own
fate'). No attempt was made in the report to present racism as a
continuing feature in the lives of black people, nor any condemnation of
the racist incident which resulted in the offence. Racism and its
effects are reduced to an 'over-reaction' on the part of the client'.

(Vest Midlands 1987 p.5).

Besides these two cases, there were features of nearly all the reports
sampled which, on balance tended to present more black people in
negative ways. This was related to the style and content of reports
which by attempting to describe clients 'objectively' (in terms of, for
example, family relationships, housing, education, employment),
effectively created a description based on implicit assumptions of
'normality' which failed to recognize cultural diversity or the
consequences of structural inequalities. For example, homelessness
among young black people was often described as a 'cultural reaction' to
for example tensions within the family rather than a manifestation of

poor housing, or the necessity to leave home to seek work.
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Similarly by describing family structures in which parents and
'siblings' have moved around the country , left home to find work, or
where children are looked after by brothers or sisters, an impression of
disunity is created. This can often lead to the premise in reports that
black people suffer from weak family units, and that young black people
are alienated from British society in part by the failure of the family
unit to provide support. In any case it is questionable whether social
history of this sort has any relevance to the offence, or

recommendation, to justify inclusion in the report.

The unemployment status of clients was mentioned in nearly all the
reports sampled, which was usually presented as a descriptive 'fact’,
with no mention of the disproportionaﬁe effect of unemployment on black
youth. The report reader commented that without this structural
context, unemployment can easily be perceived as a 'problem' of

'inadequate’ individuals, par%icularly black individuals.

Contrary to Pinder's work the readers of reports found a high proportion-
of reports on black clients compared to white clients, where the mental
state of the client was referred to directly, or in terms of 'abnormal'
behaviour. This tended to be presented as an 'objective fact' without
reference to any difficulties in identifying the nature of mental
health problems as they affect black people. Compared with white people
they are more likely to be unemployed, to suffer from poor housing and
to under-achieve in the education system. Moreover, client lifestyles

which do not match ethnocentric definitions of 'normality' may engender
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negative interpretations. Not only does this require care in the way in
which information is presented in reports, but also a focus on the

processes by which information is obtained, selected, and interpreted.

A further independent analysis was undertaken of reports by the race
issues officer in the West Midlands study. His over-riding impression
was that black clients reports were treated less favourably than white
client's reports in the majority of cases, and like reports written on
all 'foreigners' and 'outsiders' which included Irish people, were

written in a distinctly different, unhelpful way.

The poor structuring of argu ments had a significantly damaging effect
on reports written on black clients. The race issues officer noted
that,

'There is a discriminatory practice of introducing nationality and the
place of birth into the report, and sometimes colour, without any

bearing or value to the case' (West Midlands 1987. p.4).

In many reports on black people the content of the report presented a
negative image of the client where the same information could be
reported more positively. The report writer's own values and experiences
inevitably influence the way in which information is selected and
interpreted. This can result in reports which are partial and
potentially misleading when the report writer fails to fully comprehend

and appreciate the client's social reality.
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Another recurring theme noted is the method of introducing black people,

Irish people, and those born abroad in 'lead statement' in social
enquiry reports. This practice ensures that the negatives of
'forigners', precede the facts of the individual and reinforce the
notion of an 'outsider' who does not belong. This method of introduéing
information which is often irrelevant to the substance of the report
stems from writing 'set piece' reports rather than individual ones.

Five reports on black offenders were identified as giving rise for
concern in that they appeared to be highly dismissive, one probation
officer commenting,

'He does not wish to be supervised by the probation service therefore

the only thing to do is agree with him and send him to prison:

The writers claim that the findings from this study provide valuable and
significant indicators of the way in which discrimination based on race
may be operating within the probation service . They argue that
discrimination appears to be operating at two levels both in the way in
which black people are presented in social enquiry reports, and in the
sentencing decisions made in relation to black people. The overall
affect is that black offenders are less likely to have non-custodial
recommendations accepted by magistrates, and are more likely to receive
a custodial sentence. Black defendants are in danger of being placed in
double jeopardy due to the manner in which a minority of probation
officers construct reports on black offenders and the way in which

sentencing decisions are made.
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Greens' work comprises of a detailed study of some 138 court reports
written on juveniles, and what he refers to as a close observation from
the inside of the probation services' work with young offenders and in
depth interviews about race with 14 probation officers. The emphasis of
this research was initially on the black offender, but eventually

shifted to the probation service.

As part of Greens' research a 'survey' was made of social enquiry
reports prepared on juveniles in Wolverhampton. Green found supervision
to be recommended by probation officers in only 6% of black male
juvenile cases . The equivalent figure for 'indigenous' male cases was
23%. Moreover, the study also showed that while probation officers were
less willing to commit themselves on whether the young blacks were
likely to get into trouble again, where they did, they felt that it was
more likely than with young whites. Despite this greater risk, probation
officers were less likely to recommend long term probation supervision
the overall effect, unlike Guest's work, being that young blacks were
higher up the tariff ladder of sentences than whites at the same point
in their deviant career'. This made them more at risk of receiving a

custodial sentence.
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The studies described present complex and diverse accounts of the way in
which black young offenders are treated within the probation service.
The evidence varies in quality and quantity, as does the methodology
utilised in these studies. The aim of this section is to examine more
critically the methodologies used and the degrees of validity of the
conclusions reached by these studies. In assessing the evidence the

research will be examined in the same order, with consideration of

1.Quantitative work
2.Qualitative work

3.Qualitative and quantitative.

In the confidential Home Office report (1976), on Merseyside Probation
Service reported both by Staplehurst (1983) and Husband (1980), no
indication is given as to the way in which evidence was collected. The
only firm evidence offered is that 66 out of 152 reports examined on
black offenders contained no recommendation for supervision of a non-

custodial nature.

The evidence in this case is limited in scope, although this early

report established a need for further investigation into the area.
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Studies carried out in Leicester (1981); Thornton Heath (1977), Oxford
(1981), and Slough (1977), were equally vague in the accounts given of
methodology. They merely represent the proportion of black offenders on

caseloads at a particular point in time.

Other factors relating to age, cohort effect, and geographical factors
are not considered. More importantly these studies can only suggest
that probation practice is discriminatory. They tell us nothing of how

racism or anti-racism may be operating within the probation service.

Referring to these early studies Staplehurst comments:

'The unevenness of the statistics available provides very little scope
for comparison. However, there are strong indications that the
probation services' contact with West Indian youth is more likely to be
in the form of coercive supervision than for whites...... they are over-
represented on caseloads generally, even when taking the age structure
of the West Indian population into accounf. Rastafarians represent a
particularly deviant group for unsubstantiated reasons.' (Staplehurst, -

1983, p.26).

The question of age is a crucial one and neither Staplehurst or any of
the other studies from which she quotes give anything like an adequate
age breakdown. Since Staplehurst refers to her work as 'Working with
young Afro-Caribbean offenders’', it can only be deduced that she has

reason to believe that figures quoted pertain to young offenders.
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Another difficulty with these studies relates to the unclassified use of
concepts. The Slough study (Ridley 1980), seeks to demonstrate that
Rastafarian clients constitute 14% of Slough's petty sessional division
caseload whilst the Afro Caribbean population for the area was estimated
at 2%. The implication here is that Rastafarians as a client group are
over-represented within the overall caseload in Slough. The problem with
this assertion is that at no point is the concept of Rastafari defined.
Another major weakness in the south east London (Thornton Heath),
Oxford, Slough, west Yorkshire, and north east London studies lies in
the fact that the statistics are not broken down into forms of
supervision, as they are in the Taylor, Whitehouse, and VWaters studies.
Simply giving percentages of clients black and white on probation

explains very little.

WVhat can be deduced from this cluster of small scale studies 1s limited.
It must be acknowledged that these studies are taken from a number of
geographical areas across the country point towards an over
representation of young black offenders on probation caseloads with a .
skew towards the custodial and post custodial probation contact. This
rather tentative conclusion fails to explain the nature of the
interactions between offenders and probation officers which underlie
discriminatory forms of social work practice within the probation
service and may be more relevant to the workings of the criminal justice
system as a whole, and not merely probation practice. A limited
statistical exercise of this nature fails to address issues connected

with social work practice.
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Although most of what has been said about the earlier studies can be
applied to Taylor (1981), it must be acknowledged that her work is far
more extensive. The number of statistical comparisons are impressive her
work painstakingly provides comparisons between the numbers of each
ethnic group on probation officers' case loads in relation to forms of
supervision. Taylor recognises the limitations of her own work
admitting the work undertaken at the social enquiry report stage needed
to be included pointing out that in 1979 the West Midlands Probation
Service produced some 12,500 reports, which would have provided

important research material.

Another noteable exclusion from this work was discussion relating to the
total proportions of black people living in each of the areas examined.
Vithout this some of the comparisons become meaningless. What is
provided is a rather inadequate statement from the West Midlands County
Council household survey of 1976‘sh0wing that the total percentage of
black residents for the West Midlands is 9.1%. No indication is given as
to the proportions of each ethnic/racial group. This statistical
vagueness is marked in a study which is numerical in its orientation,

and contrasts with the detailed description of probation caseloads.

A similar comment can be made in relation to other early quantitative
studies. The studies of Leicester, Thornton Heath and the later Oxford
work give few details relating to the proportions of black people living

in the areas studied which serves to decontextualise the research.
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Although one can discern certain trends relating to age from the type of
supervision, for example in the case of children and young persons,
supervision, some age breakdown would have added much to the quality of
the statistical material as would more detailed consideration of age and

cohort effect

The overall affect of these omissions is to decontextualise the early
over-representation figures. Factors isolated by Taylor which needed to
be considered in her study as she acknowledges include, the age
distribution of ethnic groups in the population, the composition of the
white prison population, and the nature of offences. Nonetheless
Taylor's work as the chief probation officer for the area argued can be

seen as an attempt to draw a baseline in a previously unchartered area.

It is in this manner that Taylor, and to a lesser extent, the other
studies of the late seventies, and early eighties should be viewed.

They indicated that black offenders were disproportionately represented
in the post-custodial 'heavier end' of probation supervision, although
this discovery meant little without further elaboration and .
qualification. As presented collectively these research endeavours raise

more questions than they answer.

The research findings offered by Guest are of significance to this study
since they diverge from the findings of the West Midlands study of 1987.
The choice of Rochester Youth Custody Centre is as Guest argues for

research purposes an important one, since it is a clearing centre for a
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wide catchment area of southern England, and findings based on this

institution have wide implications for the whole country.

The number of offenders involved, some 4,876 offenders, is a significant
figure Guest also bases his study on detailed comparisons with figures
for 'ethnic composition’' for the south-east as a whole, statistical
information notably absent from earlier research. He is able to provide
convincing evidence of the over-representation of young blacks in the
youth custody system. Throughout the study Guest also makes reference
to age differences which is helpful when he demonstrates such phenomena

as the breakdown of homelessness at the time of the sentence.

Guest provides well documented and presented data to support his thesis.

Most strikingly black and white offenders share much in common

particularly with regard to previous sentences, whilst greater numbers
 of black trainees were found in youth custody. This

'¥s not attributable to inequitable court sentencing policies, but is

more likely to be attributable to black youths greater disposition to

conditions of social disadvantage ' (Guest, 1984, p.162.),

A clear problem in the interpretation of the data emerges at this point.
Black youths accord{ng to Guest and De la Motta do not receive custodial
sentences at an earlier age . De la Motta claims like the other studies
that young black offenders are more likely to be sentenced to custody
and less likely to recdve a non custodial recommendation from a

probation officer. The West Midlands Probation Service, 1987 strongly
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suggests that black offenders begin their criminal careers earlier and
receive custodial sentences at an earlier age, having served

significantly similar proportions of earlier detention .

VI.2.Qualitative studies.

Qualitative work needed to be carried out in order to establish whether
the racism of probation officers and or sentencers was a factor which
influenced practice, thus contributing to the apparent statistical
tendency. This marked the development of more sophisticated forms of
qualitative analysis, and the emergence of studies which combined

qualitative and quantitative research.

Vhitehouse does make a number of points from his work which are of
salience to practice. He illustrates the confusion that white probation
officers seem to experience when writing social enquiry reports on black
offenders. He is also riéhf to point toréﬁé way in which probation
officers appear to ignore or misunderstand the nature of the structural
problems faced by black offenders. It would have been useful to have
known whether such confusion also exists in the case of white offenders.
Pinder's work is remarkable for its wide parameters,its aim being to
define and identify the ways in which interactions between probation
officers and ethnic minority clients can be handled more effectively .
Such an objective is general and overarching requiring further

clarification and focus.
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Although Pinder separates the identification of skills requisite to
practice in a multi-racial society as being part of his reappraisal of
social work methods in this area, little attention is giben to the
notion of social work skill in the final research product. The body of
'knowledge' referred to gemerically as social work theory is an
important aspect of social work training which could have influence in
the shaping of practice skills. To ignore such ideas no matter how
critical one may be of them, is to ignore an important aspect of
professional socialisation, which could have a bearing on social work
with black people. Such theories should be regarded as part of the

social workers professional socialisation process.

Pinder's work is the most systematically designed and elabaorate of all
the studies so far considered. The qualitative methodology is clear and
appropiate for the recearch task. It is designed to explore in depth,
the interactions between prdbétion officers and ethnic minority clients.
It is also a comparative study of white and black clients which is a
prerequisite to any meaningful assessment of the problem under review. -
The research is rich, in that Pinder quotes widely from his findings and
is able to demonstrate his form of analysis with constant reference to
the data.

Social enquiry reports and transcribed interviews provide appropriate
data with which to attempt to understand the meanings that probation
officers ascribe to their professional behaviour. Pinder's findings

suggest an absence of an explicit framework for representing specific
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racial and ethnic identity in court, which is of great importance, and
could possibly help to account for some of the over-representation

studies of the late 70's and early 80's.

In short, Pinder provides well argued and systematic evidence,albeit on
a limited scale, to lend weight to the proposition that there is a
qualitative difference between the way in which probation officers treat

white and black clients.

V.3 Qualitative/quantitative research

The ILPAS study of 1982 characterises this approach since it includes
examples of both qualitative and quantitative methodology.

Unfortunately the work contains little detail of methodological
techniques.

Like the West Midlands study of 1987 which appeared some five years
later, the ILPAS'étudy indicated that youhg black offenders received
more recommendations for supervision than white offenders, yet more Vest
Indians received custodial sentences. This important finding shifts the -
emphasis from the professional activities of the probation officer
towards a consideration of the complex ralationship between probation
officer recommendations in social enquiry reports, and the final outcome

in court.

Another difficulty which is related to the lack of coherent methodology
is the absence of operational concepts. Words like 'culture' and

'racism' are thus used loosely and appear to lack meaning. In one case
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it is stated quite simply that in the opinion of the 'workshop' that
some of the material found in the research was 'racist'. Underlying the
discussion within this report is the assumption that racism is so widely
understood that there is no reason to be specific about the meaning of
the concept. As a result of this lack of clarity explanatory criteria

and categories seem to be confused and unclear.

Evidence is taken from a wide variety of professional sources including
psychiatric reports, and prison officer reports. Such an amalgamation of
'professional' accounts raises a number of difficulties. The 'medical’
view of the clients situation will understandably differ from that of
the probation officer given the professional assumptions made by these
two groups. Similar arguments can be applied to reports written by

prison officers.

In short, this would appear to be unreliable evidence for racist
practice amongst probation officers, since it is often, polemical,
emotive, and unsystematically collected and presented. Thus the reader .
ie not informed as to how evidence was collected, or analysed, the
overall impression being that of unplanned randomness. The work also
appears to lack a comparative element which is an essential if the
research claims to add to the understanding of diftferential service

delivery.

The West Midlands study 1987, shifts the emphasis from recommendations

and non-recommendations made by probation officers, towards the
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sentencing process. Unlike the 1976 Merseyside study which simply
suggested that recommendations for probation were being made less
frequently in the case of black offenders than white, this study makes
the unequivocal statement that despite the fact that the types of crime
committed by black offenders who come into contact with the probation
service are no more serious than those committed by whites, they appear
to be receiving heavier sentences. This study casts doubt upon the
arguments of Whitehouse, and Husband who relate the non-recommendation

phenomenon to white middle-class social work values.

This part of the West Midlands work is collaborated by the London study
of 1982. The qualitative work carried out by researchers in the West
Midlands is more problematic and its inadequacy in this respect is
acknowledged by the authors. The relatively high level of inconsistency
between assessors points to some of the problems created by different
interpretations of notions like 'value judgements' and 'stereotyping'’
This check-list exercise should as the authors acknowledge, be seen as a

"pointer only"” in the process of interpretation.

The grid check list system used in the West Midlands study imposes pre-
defined definitions of situations upon the respondents when reading the
social enquiry report. Definitions on the grid are composed of highly
problematic terms. In the first part of the grid, race, colour and
nationality and country of origin are placed together. No explanation is
given for placing them in this collective form. The placing of words

like race, colour, and stereotyping in a check list scheme gives the
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impression that objective meanings can be assumed, when common
understandings in this area do not exist. This problem is acknowledged
in the research findings and possibly contributed to the wildly

differing interpretations of probation officers explanations.

The research report required further elaboration. particularly with
regard to the 'independent' qualitative assessments in which references
are made to the effect of poor structuring of arguments in social
enquiry reports having a differential effect on black clients. The
meaning of poor structuring as opposed to good structuring is not made
clear. The examples of 'stereotypical' expression also needed
elaboration. In the case of the five social enquiry reports which gave
cause for concern one single quotation illustrates the 'concern', and

consequently the cause for concern remains implicit,

It was noted that a high ﬁ}oportion of rébarts on black offenders were
described in terms of 'abnormal' behaviour in social enquiry reports.
This would on the surface seem to conflict with Pinder's finding that
there was an absence of evidence of individual pathological ideology

conventionally found in reports on white offenders.

VII.Some comparative conclusions from the evidence in previous research
The question to be considered is whether the findings of Guest and De la
Motta are when analysed, different from the Vest Midlands survéy 1987,

and the corrobrative findings of the 1982 ILPAS study. Guests'
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conclusion is based on the previous type of custodial experience under
gone by black and white offenders whilst the West Midlands study
emanates from a close study of probation practice and court sentencing

procedure, as does the work of De la Motta.

All four studies claim to have relevance to the way in which young
blacks are treated in courts by probation officers. They reach
contradictory conclusions, but this is not surprising when one considers
the fact that they are looking at different research materials. There
are a number of reasons for giving more credence to the work of De la
Motta (1984), the work carried out in the VWest Midlands <1987)>, and the

ILPAS study (1982), than to Guest.

Having examined the previous sentences of young blabks and young whites
Guest finds consistent patterns of penal experience. Despite this he
finds a disproportionate number of young Afro Caribbean oftfenders in the
youth custody system when compared with their numbers in the whole
population. This contradiction is not satisfactorily resolved, and
points to the possibility that Guest drew a false conclusion from his
research. The mere fact that black and white offenders share almost
identical histories of punitive treatment does not explain the complex
process occurring within court, and interactions between probation
officers, offenders and sentencers. Guest makes rather grandiose clains
for his research whibh g0 beyond any meaningful implicatione which can

be drawn from the research material.
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The evidence from the West Midlands study of 1987 is aimed precisely at
the recommendations made by probation officers and acceptance or

rejection of recommendations by sentencers.

It is extremely difficult to draw any overall conclusion as to the
validity of the research which has been described. Of the sixteen

studies considered three provided an ample methodological account

(Taylor 1981, Pinder 1984, and West Midlands Probation 1987). Nine of

the studies can be regarded as having a quantitative stance, in that

they calculate the number of black offenders on caseloads in terms of
either ratios between white and black offenders or as a proportion of

the black population in the area as a whole. Four of these studies

(Taylor 1981, WVaters 1982, Thornton Heath 1977, Whitehouse 1980),

provide detailed numerical breakdowns relating to categories of
supervision.

Of the remaining qualitative studies (Gardiner, 1981, Ridley 1976, N.E.
London), no breakdown is given under the categories of supervision.
Ridleys' study was concerned principally with Rastafarian offenders.
Vithout more precise knowledge of other factors like age , type of offeﬁce,
it is difficult to draw any firm conclusion as to the likelihood of
discriminatory behaviour on the part of probation officers, simply from
these figures. They can best be regarded as numerical investigations which
were the forerunner.bf more sophisticated qualitative and quantitative
attempts to understand probation practice with black people.

The qualitative evidence as has been suggested is of variable quality. This

research taken accumulatively points to the possibility that black




offenders are being perceived differentially which can at worst result in
racist forms of social work practice. The professional culture of the
probation service is presented as being essentially ethnocentric,

ultimately working to the detriment of the black offender.

Only one writer Whitehouse (Whitehouse, 1983), describes probation officers
as having racist assumptions, although in the proposition is not adequately
supported. The early over-representation studies present a view of practice
which is partial, since it requires further elaboration and analysis.
Pinders' work provided more substantive and credible evidence of
differential forms of practice in relation to young black offenders,
indicating differences in 'styles' of practice rather than negative racial
discrimination within practice. In this respect despite its limitations it

stands alone in the literature.

Further more subtle distinctions needed to be made, and it was Pinders'
work which provided substantive and credible evidence of differential forms
of practive in relation to young black offenders. This work points to
differences in 'styles' of practice rather than negative racial

discrimination within practice.

VI.Explanations for findings in the previous research.

The research which has so far been discussed reveals different

interpretations of the data which will now be discussed in this section.




VI.1. Quantitative studies

The early 'over representation' studies gave numerical findings with little
if any attempt to provide explanations for the findings. The over
representation of young black offenders in the more punitive areas of
probation work is not related to any particular causation. Taylor is quite
explicit about this when she writes

'There is no intention to interpret the statistical imformation in the
report at this stage, and those who do so run the risk of mis interpreting
complex issues , as many other factors beyond the bounds of this report
would also need to be considered '(Taylor,1981, p.9.).

Later in the report Taylor again warns against the dangers of speculation,
arguing that statistics do not enable any conclusions to be drawn about her

findings.

Vaters in the 1982 study of Leicester does go somewhat further than Taylor
when he describes the over representation of young black offenders in
statutory after care as 'significant', although the nature of the

significance is left unexplored.

As was indicated earlier the trends in statistics towards an over-
representation of young Afro-Caribbeans in the more punitive areas of
probation work is not related to any particular causation. The reader is
left to draw the conclusion that probation officers are acting in a
discriminatory manner when dealing with young blacks more by implication

rather than by direct suggestion. Words like racist, racism, and
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discrimination are not generally used in these studies to describe
probation practice.

The explanation offered by Guest for the disproprotionately large number of
btack youths in custody is evident throughout his study and has previously
been mentioned. The hypothesis suggested by Guest is that the high
incidence occurrs due to multiple social deprivation. Although all groups
in custody have a tendency to suffer as a result of material deprivation ,
young blacks are unduly affected. Guests explanation rests upon the causal
link between deprivation and offending, a case which he claims his research

data makes.

Vi.2..Qualitative studies,

In explaining their work Carrington and Denney (1982) argue that probation
officers lack an adequate understanding of Rastafarianism, viewing it
eithefﬁigggg&chological terms as a form of deviance which stems from an
inadequate socialisation, or in sociological terms as an ethnic solution to
an identity crisis,

Furthermore, the two categories employed by respondents to make the
phenomenon intelligible do not take into account the diversity of

practices,religious, political, and social deriving from the Rastafarian

world view.

Carrington and Denney argue that it would be imprudent to single out any

one of the above responses as being authentically Rastafarian. They go on




GO,
to claim that the realisation that all groups of clients, particularly
young black people, are not amenable to social work intervention and cannot
be treated in the same manner has been slow to dawn on social workers, and
even more slowly on social work teachers. Social work methods based upon
individual pathology, although acceptable to the courts, are inappropiate
when applied to multi-racial Britain. Many young blacks and particularly
Rastafarians, have penetrated the assumptions lying behind these methods
and find them to be irrelevant to the experience of living in what is often
a hostile and racist society. In many cases these methods serve to divert
attention from structural inequalities towards so called inadequacies in

the family or the individual.

Probation officers seem to argue that if Rastafarians could overcome their
personal problems, which are preventing them from accepting the dominanat
value system, then life would be easier for everyone. Such an orientation

may understate the depth and extent of racist sentiment.

Vhitehouse is more confrontative in his speculations when providing
explanations for his research findings. He argues that judgements made in
social enquiry reports are made on the basis of the workers own cultural
values and assumptions. Experience of emotions like affection or anger are
frequently misinterpreted. Family size, expectations of sexual partners,
parental responsibilities, discipline, work status, and leisure pursuits
vary between cultures, but more importantly are heavily value laden. This
value clash, which is reminiscent of Husband's 1980 account is seen by

Vhitehouse to have an ethnocentric form of practice which disadvantages
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black offenders in courts. This imposition of 'white cultural values'
results in probation officers being mainly aware of the racist assumptions
which dominate their work. This restricted picture of black lifestyle
avoids 'street realities' and puts off the day when conflicting values
within different cultures are examined. The social enquiry report is a

'dangerous medium' for providing imformation about rigid social values.

Even though Whitehouse, (1983) invites the reader to make a decision the
explanatory message towards the end of the article is clear. The tendency
for white probation officers to use dominant white assumptions is
discriminatory, and puts the black offender at a disadvantage in the court.
Vhitehouse, unlike other writers, attempts to put the work within a
structural context of inequality. Following writers like Beaumont and
Valker, (1981), Whitehouse argues that probation and the criminal justice
system is highly individualised, the social enquiry report constituting a
document in which individuals éfe 1mplici£1y responsible for their position
in the society in which they find themselves. Since black people are more
likely to suffer from inequalities like unemployment, bad housing ,and
schooling, they are less likely to show the signs that the white probation
officer/magistrate/judge take as being indicative of the fact that the
black recalcitrant has been brought back within the consensual fold. As

Vhitehouse argues,

'They tend to bend over backwards not to imprison the employed and they
will try to find alternatives '

(WVhitehouse, 1983. p.48).
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In summary then Whitehouse explains £he discriminatory professional
behaviour in terms of white dominant values, racist assumptions held by
probation officers, and structural inequalities. VWhitehouse moves his
explanation from the inadequacies of the culture of client groups towards
the attitudes of professional practitioners when dealing with race.
Whitehouses' explanation is unconvincing since it is insufficiently related
to the research data, coming towards the conclusion of a rhetorical

explanation.

It was stated earlier that Pinder's work provides both a coherent and
impressive collection of material, whilst also incorporating a
sophisticated explanatory discussion. Pinder utilises Whitehouses' notion
of the culture of probation practioners, but takes the idea further.
Culture for Pinder is a highly problematic concept, but he usefully goes on
to describe 1t as,

"The ways in which people corporately seek to understand, and thereby
control the social processes in which they find themselves caught up "

(Pinder, 1984, p.151).

The 'function' of a professional culture for Pinder is the minimisation of
tensions intrinsic to working life. This function is important in
understanding the absence of a coherent and explicit framework for
recognising and representing specific racial/ethnic identifiers, and the
absence of 'excuses' for offending behaviour of black offendersOne possible

explanation for Pinder is that
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different elements combine to tell profoundly ambiguous stories about black
offenders, and this reflects an ambiguity in the understandings probation

officers develop concerning these offenders.

The absence of a specific racial/ethnic identifiers may convey the
impression that black offenders are 'treated the same' as white offender,
statements of origin reflecting no more than social work conventions.
Pinder argues that whilst the starting point for writing social enquiry
reports on black offenders is the same as that for white offenders, the end
product appears qualitatively different. Black criminal behaviour is
treated as reasoned and principled, although many of these principles were
seen as being rooted in a complex series of social obligations. Unlike
Vhitehouse, however, Pinder does not regard these differences as 'bad
practice', but as examples of good practice, since they present the logic
and coherence of the behaviour, in a way that is not so evident on wp?te

offenders. Moreover, it reflects for Pinder an attempt to work from the

offenders understanding of the events. Pinder explains the above phenomenon
by suggesting that statements indicating the logic of offending behaviourl
demonstrate the power to insist on their inclusion on the part of the black

offenders.

The ambiguity evident in the reports reflects the ambiguity of the officers
situation caught as they are between the powerful expression of the
interests and understandings of the court, and the different but no less

powerful, interests and understandings of black offenders.
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The dilemma for the probation officer is expressed at a deeper level.

There is a professional convention that social enquiry reports are
'objective, quasi-scientific enquiries'. Pinder argues that the reports on
black offenders demonstrate the difficulties officers experience in.
sustaining their understanding. There emerges a complex configuration of
interested parties in many reports on black offenders, which makes this
appearance of scientific objectivity even more difficult to sustain than in
more 'familiar' situations described in reports written on white offenders.

Overall then Pinder explains his finding in the following way:-

'Only if one makes assumptions concerning the powerlessness of supervision
for them is it possible to suggest that the failure to recommend probation
constitutes an evasion of professional responsibility on the part of the
probation officers. Suspend these assumptions and it becomes possible to
see that the failure to recommend or secure this alternative to custody
results from a much more complex process part of which involves officers'
recognition of the power of black offenders in stating their own interests

and understandings' (Pinder, 1984, p.160)

Pinder treats the power of the probation officer in an unusual manner,
since the black offender is seeing his power, and the white probation
officer diverges from the usual explanatory criteria used to describe white
offending. This 1is not to say Pinder is unaware of the power held by
probation officers in the 'professional relationship'. He argues that this
assertion of the power of black offenders in their dealings with probation

officers should not be taken as a denial of the power at the disposal of
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probation officers. The probation service, as Walker and Beaumont (1981
argue, 1s connected with and dependent upon, the larger and more powerful

institutions' of the state and the judicial apparatus.

The Inner London Probation Service study is slightly more explicit in
providing explanations for the statistics which were presented in the
reports, although the statistice themselves as was argued earlier, were
presented in a somewhat inconclusive and confusing manner. Stanley argues
when discussing the greater likelihood of custodial supervision for young

blacks,

'It is also possible that prejudices or biases of probation officers are a

contributing factor' C(ILPAS 1982, p.24).

Afro-Caribbeans are poseibly more likely to be charged with criminal
offences. Regarding probation officers recommendations Stanley suggests
that a higher proportion of young Afro-Caribbean offenders are aged under
21. There is also according to this study a strong association between the
age ot the subject and the liklihood of supervision, in that the younger
subjects are more likely to be thought of as being potentially suitable for
supervision, and are not likely to be sentenced to supervision at the same
rate as older oftenders. Thus the fact that relatively more Afro-
Caribbeans appeared to be sentenced to supervision was a probable function
of age, since a great proportion of Afro-Caribbeans in the research were

under 21.
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The question of probation officers making recommendations in cases
involving black offenders is not associated with age. Stanley cannot find
an explanatiion for this phenomenon, except that the Afro-Caribbean client

is disadvantaged within the criminal justice system.

De la Motta (1984) seems unwilling to be explicit as to the underlying
explanations for her findings. She implies thoroughout the study that
white probation officers utilise stereotypical models based on black

pathology models.

The explanations given in the West Midlands Study direct attention towards
a number of processes in which probation officers play a part. It cannot
according to this study be argued that probation officers make fewer non
custodial recommendations in relation to black offenders. The evidence of
racism was found in a small minority of theser s examined, most of the
evidence for this coming from the qualitative work in the study. The
explanation bears a remarkable similarity to Whitehouse's work in 1983,
which directs attention towards the selection of material included in
social enquiry reports, and the way in which this selection may affect
sentencing outcome. It is argued in this study that while the use of
custody is associated with current offence and previous convictions, there
are a number of non-legal variables which could shift the balance from

custody to a non-custodial alternative. For example, a defendant who is in
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work, lives in a stable family environment and has settled accomodation,
may all other things being equal, be more likely to be given a non-
custodial sentence compared to a defendant who is unemployed, has a
perceived 'deviant' lifestyle and is without settled accomodation. Black
defendants are more likely than white defendants to be described in reports
in the latter terms and this may go some way to explain the greater use of

custody for black defendants.

A possible explanation for the proportionately higher number of black
defendants compared to white defendants receiving a custodial sentence is
that the black defendants are convicted of more 'serious' offences or have
more previous convictions than the white defendants. This was not seen to
be the case in this research, since the incidence of 'serious' offences was

more common among the white than the black group.

Green's (1987) explanation for his findings are clearer and unequivocal,
bearing a remarkable similarity to that which was offered by Husband some
seven years earlier in relation to the 1976 Merseyside research. Green
writes,

'Probation officers are seen as blaming young black offenders for their
behaviour with little reference to the social context '

(Green, 1987, p.187);

Probation officers describe offenders as living in a delinquent area,
without any explanation being given as to why the area might be delinquent.

By avoiding such issues Green argues, probation officers make it appear
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that there is some form of pathology within the client which has produced
the recalcitrant behaviour, which in turn avoids the necessity for
probation officers to examine their practice. Green goes on to relate this
to probation officers adherence to social work values which demand that
clients should be treated as individuals. It is the essential colour
blindness and dominant white values which permeate probation practice and
further disadvantage the young black offender. Green like Whitehouse
provides a rhetorical account which lacks the theoretical and

methodological sophistication of Pinder's work.

VIII. Some general explanations.

One clear pattern emerging from the research so far described is the lack
of explanation in the quantitative studies. Whitehouse in his 1980 study
is an exception, suggesting that his findings point to discrimination
within the probation recommendation and sentencing process. The link
between the statistical data and this statement is not clear. Three
qualitative studies, Merseyside (1976), Whitehouse (1983), and Green
(1984), explain the differential treatment in relation to white value laden
assumptions made by probation officers. Pinder explains the differences he
found in social enquiry reports content in terms of attempt being made by

probation officers to reach an authentic 'black' reality.

The studies encompassing both qualitative and quantitative methodology

point to racism operating in an unintended manner, directing attention
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towards the meanings conveyed often unwittingly to sentencers by probation

officers.

Thus three general forms of explanation are offered to explain the existing

research findings, which can be summarised as follows:-

1. That probation officers perceive black offenders in a manner
incorporating varying degrees of prejudice and racism, which constitutes

discriminatory professional behaviour.

2. That probation officers, although aware and possibly anti-racist are
constrained by structures imposed by the courts, the wider criminal justice
system, and probation service conventions, leading them to include some
irrelevant information and exclude other relevant material from social
enquiry reports on young black offenders. Such practices can increase the

possisility of a black offender receiving a custodial sentence.

3. Differences in style of report writing between black offenders are °
indicative of an attempt to present the reality of offending behaviour as
perceived by the black offender. It is inevitable that in this process
differences in presentation will become apparent in social enquiry reports.
This tendency is linked to the insistence of black offenders on having
their own view of their offending taken into consideration probation
officers. What is unclear from this research is the nature of the

relationship between these explanations and practice. Table 1 summarises
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the existing literature in relation to methodology, findings and

explanation.




Table 1 To sl vi 144 R | find
Researcher = Date ~~  Methodology  Finding ~~ Explanation.

S. Merseyside 1976 Unknown Failure to Ethnocentric
make non practice
custodial Positive
recommendations Racism.

Ridley 1976 Qualitative Over representation None
of Rastafarians
on caseloads.

S.E. 1977 Quantitative Over representation None
of black offenders

London on caseloads

Service

V. Yorkshire. 1978 Quantitative ditto ditto

Vhitehouse Quantitative Blacks Possible

(V. Midlands) under represented positive
in non custodial racism
supervision
categories.

Taylor 1981 Quantitative Over representation None

(Vest of black clients

Midlands) on caseloads at
heavier end of
supervision,

N.E. 1981 Quantitative Over representation None

London of black offenders
on licence

Vaters 1982 Qualitative Black offenders None
under represented
in non custodial
supervision .Over
represented on
licence,

Carrin- 1982 Qualitative Ethnocentrism White

gton of white values

and probation dominate

Denney officers leads probation
to individualised practice.
assumptions about
Rastafarian offenders.

ILPAS 1982 Qualitative/ Blacks more Possibly

Quantitative likely to age or
receive non prejudice.
custodial
recommendations

but more likely to
receive custodial
sentence




!?2

White 1983

house Qualitative White values Racism

(West dominate in (positive)

Midlands) ser s assumptions.

Guest 1984 Quantitative Structural Structural
disadvantage leads inequality
to over
representation
of blacks in y.c
No discrimination
in court system.

Pinder. 1984 Qualitative Assertion of power Non racist
by black offenders anti racist
breaks down practice.
professional Power of
conventions black

offenders.

De La 1984 Qualitative Whites more Ineptitude of

Motta. likely than probation
blacks to
receive non
custodial
disposal.Blacks
more likely than
whites to have a
'non recommendation'
cer,

West 1987 Qualitative/ No differences in Raciesm of

Midlands Quantitative recommendations Probation
tor black and white officers
racist sentiments in Discrmi
ser s. nation on

part of
centencers..

Green 1987 Qualitative Colour blindness Positive

on part of racism

probation officers. permeating
Criminal
Juestice

19)]

ysten
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“HAPTER 2

METHODROLOGICAL ORIENTATIONS

In this chapter the approach to the research will be discussed with
reference to differences in orientation with previous studies.This will
be followed by an account of the qualitative techniques utilised
together with a discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of the
selected methods. A detailed account of all the research procedures

adopted will be described and justified.

In chapter 1 it was suggested that three possible explanations for the
professional behaviour of probation officers in their dealings with
black offenders emerges from a survey of the literature. They can be
described as positively racist, negativel& racist and anti racist.
Attention has also been directed to the fact that some assumptions
underlying previous research endeavours have failed to consider the
possibility that anti racist attitudes can have an influence over the
form that probation practice takes. Such an omission indicates a tfailure
to acknowledge a possible shift in the way in which probation officers
view race related matters. More importantly this omission in previous
research fails to recognise the possible influence of black offenders
themselves in shaping a differential form of probation officer/ black
client relationship;.This leads to the possibility that black offenders
have pushed probation officers towards the beginnings of anti racist

social work practice.

It has to be acknowledged that efforts to operate within an anti racist
framework are fraught with dangers, not the least of which being the

possibility that this form of practice may be misconstrued by the
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Judiciary, and have a detrimental effect on sentence outcome. An example
of this would be the probation officer who attempts to introduce an
explanation of crime with reference to racism in a social enquiry
report. Such unconventional explanations exclude the possibility of
recognizable excuses for crime which are often used by probation
officers in social enquiry reports. The 'alcohol problem' or the
‘disturbed family background' would be an example of this. These
acceptable explanations of crime are often not available to the
probation officer who is attempting to engage in anti racist

practice.

Although a full consideration of these complex relations constitutes a
seperate study some attention has been directed in this research towards
the sentence outcome of recommendations made in social enquiry reports.
Given the conflicting evidence which seems to exist with regard to this
question an attempt has been made here to view the qualitative material
gathered in relation to recommendations made in social enquiry reports
and final sentence outcome. This combination of concerns has not been
engaged with in previous studies. The major thrust of evidence suggests
that simple and loosely formulated links between racist practice and
outcome for black offenders are insufficient in providing explanations
for the complexities inherent in probation practice. Vhat appears to be
required is an understanding of the structural position of black people
in Britain in relatidn to probation practice. This calls for a wider
view 1n order that the 'official' construction of social reality in the
social enquiry report is analysed in relation to the probation officers
own view of the situation. This can best be achieved by analysis of
official views as expressed in social enquiry reports, the probation

officers own rationalisations for taking certain professional decisions




75

in records, and the more imformal description of personally held views

in interviews.

As has been previously suggested Pinder's work comes nearest to this
approach, but there is now a need to develop and utilise some of the
concepts which have emerged from his research. This is significant
especially with regard to Pinder's notion of the ' professional culture'
of probation officers. The most significant 'contradiction' to emerge
from his findings was the absence of an explicit acknowledgement of the
distinct 'ethnic'/ 'racial' identity of black offenders as being
qualitatively different from white offenders. Pinder's work pointe to
the fact that over the ten year period during which research has been
carried out into black otffender/ probation officer relations, that the
professional probation officer culture has qualitatively changed to
incorporate explanations ot criminal activity given to white probation
officers by black offender. The implications of such a development in
probation culture and associated professional conventions have
implications for the development of race relations nationally and not
just in areas ot relatively high black population. It is significant to
note that eleven of the studies reviewed in the earlier section were
conducted in inner city areas containing relatively high proportions ot

black inhabitants.

Oxford, as was menﬁfoned earlier, has relatively low numbers of black
people when compared with other major population centres. It may well be
for this reason that the local probation service has paid relatively
little attention to the issue of race. With the exception of Gardiners'
work in I982, research into probation officer/ Afro-Caribbean relations
has been non existent in the Oxford area. This contrasts starkly with

for instance the VWest Midlands where it will be observed
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that in one area, some six studies have been carried out, whilst in
London and the south east four pileces of research have been undertaken.

The choice of Oxford with a small black population enables an

unresearched

Study Year Location.

S. Mersyside 1976, S. Mersyside.

Ridley 1976. Slough,

Thornton

Heath 1977. S.E.London,

V.Yorkshire 1I978. Sheffield.

Vhitehouse 1980. Handsworth, Birmingham,
Taylor 1981. Birmingham,

ILPAS 1981 . London,

Gardiner 1982 . Oxford.

Car/Denney 1982. West Midlands, Birmingham.
Vaters 1982 . Leicester,

Vhitehouse 1983. Handsworth.

Pinder 1984 . Leeds.

Guest 1984 . Rochester Youth Custody Centre.
V.Midlands

De La Motta 1984 Nottingamshire.

Probation 1087 - Vest Midlands

Green 1987 West Midlands. Wolverhampton
Table 2 To show geographical location of previous studies..
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geographical area to be examined. The small size of the Oxford service
unlike the larger areas of London and the West Midlands, enables a more
entire and holistic ethnography to be produced from the research.
Reference has previously been made to the restricted sources of data
which have been used in studies. The dominant tendency has been to
céncentrate on social enquiry reports and unstructured interviews in
qualitative studies, and caseload figures in quantitative work. Other
material is available which provides a greater understanding of the
nature of relations between black offenders and white probation officers
which has been used in this study. The most important form of documented
evidence which has not been used in previous pieces of recearch is the
probation officers own records. This omission is of particular
significance since the probation service unlike some other voluntary and

statutory social work agencies keep extensive and systematic records.

There may be numerous explanations for the absence of such material in
the literature, the principal one being that of accessibility. Probation
officers are less reluctant to allow social enquiry reports to be
examined than they are social work records. The main objection to
allowing research access to records is one turning on the issue of
contfidentiality. It is difficult to understand the rationale behind this
objection since it can be argued that reports are also confidential
documents and in one sense potentially more problematic documents for
the probation officéi, since they are technically the 'property of the
court'. In the negotiations leading to this research great reluctance
was expressed by individual officere initially in allowing research
access to records. It was thought essential to include this material in
order to gain a wider and ultimately 'triangulated' view of the research

problem.




Probation records are of two principal types, the part c records
providing a running record of all interactions with clients. This
includes records of all meetings and phone calls made in relation to
the offender. These records vary in quality and quantity, and often
réflect the style of the probation officer= work. Part b records are
quarterly assessments which are meant to provide an overall view of the
progress made by the offender over a longer period. They alsc cotffer the
probation officer an opportunity to make a record of her/his plan for

intervention over the next quarter year.

Both these forms of records can be seen as valuable sources of
qualitative material since they are house documents written in an
informal way having a far less stilted style than the social enquiry
report which is essentially prepared for the court. The officer feels
more secure in making comments which are potentially important to an
understanding aof the research problem. There is also a need to examine
these less official documents in relation to the more formalised

material in social enquiry reports.

Differential explanations of bhlack and white offending behaviour in both
types of documents form a central part of the analysis in this research.
Full access to probation records, which was granted after considerable

opposition, made it possible for the researcher who was uniquely outside
the probation service, to examine praobation officer/young black offender

relations in a manner which has been previously impossible,
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One of the unifying characteristics of the former studies has been the
wider questions which have formed the starting point for previous
research in this area. Pinder set out to identify

'Vays in which interactions between probation officers and ethnic
minority clients can be handled more effectively, the skills requisite
to practice in a multi racial society, and a framework within which such
skills might be most effectively developed and deployed'

(Pinder 1984, p.4).

Vhilst Whitehouse focuses

'Upon the attitudes of professional practitioners when dealing with race
and to suggest a prevailing culture there'

(WVhitehouse, 1983, p.43).

It is inevitable that early qualitative research into any area starts
with broad objectives. As the corpus of knowledge expands, it is
necessary to focus more clearly and precisely on specific concermns. In
this thesis the conceptual link between the probation officers'
personal explanations of black crime and social work practice marks an
attempt to focus on a specific problem which has emerged from the
previous work. There is a clear intention here to move from the more

generalist approach which has dominated the existing research.

One of the other noticeable absences from these studies is any attempt
to relate the findings to existing work in the area. Pinder again is
the obvious exception to this, since at the conclusion of his study he
relates his own research findings to most of the earlier work, although

there are some glaring o missiors in his coverage. He fails for instance
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to consider the findings of Ridley (I976 ) South East London Probation

Service, Thornton Heath (I977 ), and the ILPAS study of I981.

The absence of reference to the established research i1s accompanied by a
failure to consider various theoretical perspectives which collectively
form 'social work theory '.V¥ith the exception of Pinder not even cursory
attention is paid to the various approaches to social work practice
which form a central part of British and American social work training
courses. It should be acknowledged that the extent to which theoretical
perspectives has on practice is debatable. As Kirwin has observed

'The probation service, like any other organisation has its zealots, and
in my five years as a probation officer I have probably come across
advocates of the myriad of social work theories that have been in and
out of vogue over the last thirty years. However the majority of
officers, once the effects of their social work courses have worn off
seem to treat their clients in a sympathetic caring and overwhelmingly
straightforward manner, free from the devious tricks of casework taught

in the textbooks' (Kirwin I985 p.38).

Kirwin does not give any evidence to support his claims, but raises an
important issue which has been largely ignored in the literature on
probation officer/ Bfaok offender relations. This research considers the
relevance of social work theory in social work with black and white
offenders, since theory must form a significant part of professional

socialisation, albeit at the training stage.

The absence of an account of social work theory is accompanied by a

failure to consider theory more generally, again Pinder being the
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exception to this tendency. Within the research described there would
appear to be an emphasis on what can best be described as micro
interaction. No attempt is made to place any of the findings in a macro
context. In making this distinction it is useful to define the meaning

of macro and micro in ethnographic theorisation.

'Macro refers to theories that apply to large scale social relatiomns
linking many different settings to one another through causal networks.
This may involve tracing linkages across the structure of a national
society or even relations among different societies. Micro research by
contrast is concerned with analysing more local forms of social

organisation' (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1986, p.265).

They go on to describe four types of theory which can be found in the
work of ethnographers. There is the analysis of the structure and
development of societies in general which is referred to as macro-
formal. Also ethnographers embark on studies of entire societies which
are termed macro substantive. Micro- formal studies are described as
attempts to understand localised forms of social organisation, whilst
micro substantive research develops theory from studies of the workings
of particular organisations or situations. The research in this thesis
can best be described as micro substantive since it seeks to understand
and develop theory about a specific social relation within an
organisation -the prébation service. The organisation being studied 1is a
smaller part of a larger structure,of criminal justice which is itself a
feature of the states' ideological and coercive apparatus. Although such
conceptual links will be dealt with in greater depth at a later point in
the thesis, it should be acknowledged that previous work has not taken
the macro and micro theoretical links seriously, since they are largely

absent from the previous ressarch. Racism although occasionally
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defined (West Midlands, 1987, Pinder, 1984) is not placed within the
vital context of social structure. The research material in this study
is placed in a macro formal context, and is used to interpret the
material. Unlike other studies an aknowledgement of the structured in
nature of racism has influenced the form in which the interviews have
been directed, although it is hoped that such an orientation has not

dominated the work unduly.

A further omission from the previous research relates to the
educational, and vocational background of the probation officers. This
vital component which could have a bearing on both the way in which
white probation officers view their clients, and their subsequent
practice,is largely ignored in the previous research. Pinder is the only
writer to make any reference to this in the preface to his 1984 study.
Here he writes

'l have no reason to believe that these accounts are particularly
unrepresentative of probation officers more generally. Certainly they
include officers with differing levels of experience from officers in
their first year to officers with over 20 years of expéfience'(Pinder

1984, p.5).

This thesis includes material on the backgrounds of officers ,in terms
of social work training, educational qualifications, and previous

occupational experience.

In summary, this study incorporates a number of features which do not
appear to be present in previous work in the area. This is made possible
by the fact that account has been taken of the early pioneering research

undertaken, however sparsely, over the last decade.
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Firstly evidence is used from three sources, unstructured interviews,
social enquiry reports, and probation records. Relationships between
these three types of data will then be analysed. The importance of this
last point would be difficult to overemphasise. Unlike previous studies
equal emphasis will be placed on the evidence from each of these three
sources in the research process. Secondly this research will take
cognizance of the previous research findings and attempt to utilise
understandings which have previously been generated. Thirdly, the
research is grounded in wider macro concepts which will enable the
research to be placed in a wider structural context.
Fourthly the backgrounds of officers themselves will be examined both in
relation to their understanding of black crime, and their social work

intervention.

Valker has described -two traditions which have- emerged within social
research. These have been variously labelled as positivist, and
humanist (Walker 1985). The former would be dominantly quantitative iq
orientation, whilst the latter qualitative whilst acknowledging that
intermediary positions have also developed within social science.
Although it would be inappropriate at this point to examine the
development of such ideas in detail, it should be acknowledged that
social scientists wofking within the natural sciences quantitative

paradigm, would argue that the methods of the natural sciences are most
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appropriate for social science research, emphasis here being placed upon

the accurate measurement of externally observable phenomenon.

Vith the realisation of the limitations of such approaches to the social
sciences, brought about by the work of writers like Popper, a second
position emerges, more complicated than the first, in which greater
attention is focused upon the inexactness, and limitations of
measurement in social science. This enabled the classical writings of
such figures as Weber, to be utilised in research, with new approaches
recognising the importance of attempting to understand subjective
meanings ascribed to situations by social actors. It is this last
position, in which individuals are encouraged to make sense of their
social world in the research enterprise that best describes the
theoretical starting point for most qualitative research. Hakim has
provided a very clear account of this form of methodology. She describes

qualitative research in the following way,

'Qualitative research is concerned with individual's own accounts of
their attitude, motivation, and behaviour. It offers richly descriptive
reports of individual's perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, views, and
feelings, the meanings and interpretations given to events and things,
as well as their behaviour; it displays how these are put together more
or less coherently and consciously into frameworks which make sense of
their experiences; and illuminates the motivations which connect
attitudes and behaviour, or how conflicting attitudes are resolved in

particular choices made. Although qualitative research is about people
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as the central unit, it is not about particular individuals per se,
reports focus on the various patterns, or clusters of attitudes and

related behaviour that emerge from the interviews' (Hakim 1987 p.22).

Ethnography forms an important part of this qualitative study, and it is
necessary to clarify the concept. Hammersley and Atkinson describe

ethnography in the following general way,

'For us ethnography is simply one social research method, albeit a
somewhat unusual one, drawing as it does on a wide range of sources of
information. The ethnographer participates overtly, or convertly in
peoples daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what
happens, listening to what is said, asking questions, in fact collecting
whatever data is available to throw light on the issues with which he or

she is concerned' (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983 p.2).

V.1. The exploratory nature of the research.

Many writers have argued that qualitative research is the most
appropriate method for exploratory studies in a particular area, (Wrong
1961, Hakim 1987). Although there are a number of previous studies
examining probation officer/Afro-Caribbean relations, the level of
knowledge in this area is basic, amd contradictory. Surprisingly little
solid data has emerged from the qualitative work so far undertaken,

which allows this work to be described as exploratory. Pinder has
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provided the first substantive work of any significance, and his
contribution will be utilised in the analysis of the research material.
Since the work was of an exploratory nature a flexible methodology was
required. The inherent adaptability and interactive nature of
qualitative methods guarantees its usefulness during exploratory.
research. The point that has to be clearly made here is that during the
exploratory stage the researchef has to be prepared for almost any
eventuality in the findings. A flexible methodology is therefore

essential when attempting to understand a new area of research.

V.2 Ti - ! jefiniti £t ; 1

Qualitative methods enable the researcher to understand the way in which
probation officers make sense of their interactions with black clients.
This is an obvious point, one which forms the basis of the research.
Hakim makes the point clearly when she argues,

'Peoples own definition of the situation is an important element of any
social process, even if it does not provide a complete account or
explanation, and may include self-justificatory reports' (Hakim 1987
p.26) .

Other large scale longditudinal studies have shown that actors attitudes
and motivations are rather more important than has so far been conceded
by researchers working within a more positivist tradition. (Parnes 1975,

Sproat 1979, Eichron et al 1982).
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V.3, Sensitivity
The question of race is a highly sensitive one within the probation
service for a number of reasons. Both the probation service nationally,
and the probation managers locally, have publically expressed the view
that racist practice is undesirable, and abhorrent. The Central Council
of Probation Committees has recommended that the probation service
should take a more active role in the fight against racist practices,
'Irrespective of the apparent size of the problem locally, we invite
probation committees to enquire how well their offices are equipped to
deal with the needs of black offenders, however few in number, and how
they might be trained to perform their tasks more effectively and

realistically ' (CCPC, 1983, p.1).

The Home Office in 1986 launched a national ethnic monitoring programme,
a tokenistic measure some would argue, but nonetheless indicated the

high profiie that the issue of race now occupies within the probation
service both locally and nationally. Probation officers are therefore
understandably sensitive about the possibility of a researcher examining-
their work with black offenders. The use of qualitative methods enables
a sensitive interview technique to be adopted, without the fear that
preconceived categories are being imposed on probation officers, which
may ultimately be used to prove that they are racist. The adaptability

of qualitative methods allows for the sensitivity of the issue, and the

feelings of the respondents to be taken into consideration.
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V.4, Complexity.
The complexity of the research problem has been acknowledged and
described in Chapter 1. Rosenhun has argued that qualitative research
'reaches the parts that other techniques can't' (Rosenhun 1972). The
complex relationships between official documents such as social enquiry
reports, less formal but nonetheless official documents, (probation
records, and unstructured informal interviews), can only be reached
through qualitative methodology. The advantages of such a complex
research problem are manifold. as Hammersley and Atkinson argue.
'The multi stranded character of ethnography provides the basis for
triangulation in which data of different kinds can be systematically
compared'. This is the most effective manner in which reactivity and
other threats to data validity can be handled ' (Hammersley and Atkinson

1983 p.24).

V.5. The impossibility of measurement

An important consideration which follows from the points made above is
that it would be extremely difficult, perhaps impossible to measure or
quantify the causal relation between the probation officers' perception
and practice with young Afro-Caribbean offenders. It is a complex
relationship that does not lend itself to measurement. Previous studies
have inadequately suggested the over representation of black offenders
in certain areas of probation supervision, but tell us nothing about the
understandings which have informed and motivated certain forms of

practice, which is what this study essentially sets out to do.
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V.6. The interactive process.
Vriters have argued that qualitative methods enable interactive
relations to be understood. (Walker 1985). The problem that this
research addresses is clearly concerned with interactions - the
interactions between white probation officers and young black offenders.
Qualitative analysis enables the researcher to understand complex
processes which are unquantifiable. The research problem can be
described as a process at a number of levels. There is the official
processes of the criminal justice system, of which the probation service
is a part. This involves the offender being arrested, charged, and
interviewed by the probation officer. The preparation of a social
enquiry report follows, its presentation to court, and subsequent
disposal by the court. There then follows two other forms of official
process of which the probation officer is a part. The custodial process
involves the probation officer visiting the offenders while they are
serving a sentence. There is also the non-custodial process whereby the
probation officer has contact with the offenders whilst they are in the
community. This process has variations and can be in the form of a
licence following sentence, or in the form of an alternative to custody,
e.g. the probation order. There is a further interactive social work
process occurring throughout these official processes, one in which the
probation office is making professional judgments and decisions about
the offender. Although these processes are interrelated this research

has concentrated on the latter social work process.
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V.7. The genesis of theory.
Hammersley and Atkinson have drawn attention to the importance of theory
formulation in qualitative analysis. In criticising purely positivist
research based on the hypothetical deductive method they write,
'The value of ethnography is perhaps most obvious in relation to the
development of theory. It's capacity to depict the activities and
perspectives of actors in ways that challenge the dangerously misleading
preconceptions of social scientists. It is difficult for an
ethnographer to maintain such preconceptions in the face of extended
first hand contact with the people and the settings. Furthermore while
the initial response to such contact may be their replacement by other
misconceptions, over time the ethnographer has the opportunity to check
out his or her understandings of the phenomena being studied. Equally
important though is the depiction of perspectives and activities in a
setting which allows one to begin to develop a theory in a way that
provides much more evidence of the plausibility of different lines of
analysis than is available to the armchair theorist, or even to the
survey researcher, or experimentalist' (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1985,

p.23-24).

VI. Some limitations.

Qualitative methodology clearly has some distinct advantages in
approaching this research. However, it has to be acknowledged that as a
method it has its limitations. As Hakim cogently argues,

'The great strength of qualitative research is the validity of the data

obtained : individuals are interviewed in sufficient detail for the
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results to be taken as true, correct, complete and believable reports of
views and experiences. Its main weakness is that the small numbers of
respondents cannot be taken as representative, even if great care is
tdaken to choose a fair cross section of the type of people who are the
subjects of the study' (Hakim, 1987, p.70 >.
On the question of representativeness Hammersley and Atkinson write,
"It is a problem that arises with experimental research, and one to
which there is no easy answer. While it is true that the more cases
studied in which similar results are obtained the more confident we are
about our conclusions, statistical sampling techniques do not solve the
issue. This is because the universe of cases to be sampled is infinite,
comprising of all the cases that fall within the scope of the theory.
Ve cannot be sure that a sample of the cases currently available for
study would be representative of the universe' (Hammersley and Atkinson
1986, p.44).

The problem for Hammersley and Atkinson stems from the fact that the

claims made by theories are intended to apply to all circumstances in
which the conditions specified in the theory hold. The study of a largé
randomly selected sample of cases is not necessarily the most useful or
valid research approach. The argument for qualitative research in this
case would seem to be so strong as to be irrefutable. It is the only
approach that can ultimately lead to greater understanding of the

research problem.

Vhilst no method can provide absolute and conclusive 'proof',
qualitative study does enable us to understand a socially interactive

process which is essentially what this study seeks to do.
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A further limitation lies in the fact that since the study is based upon
the views, reports, and records of white probation officers, that only a
partial view of phenomena is being examined. In other words the black
perspective of offenders is not presented in this research. The findings
of this research emphasise the urgent need to to understand the black
offenders view of probation practice. It would however, have been
impossible given the scope and limitations of this research to include
this in a study which concentrated on the explanations of offending
behaviour and associated professional practices of probation officers.

Such a study then is beyond the remit of this thesis.

It should also be acknowledged however, that this research is also
limited by the fact that the views and practices of white probation
officers are being elicited, and analysed. This does not take account
of practice which is being undertaken by the small, but growing, number
of black probation officers. The practice and presence of this group
may well have a bearing on the work undertaken by white probation
officers. Approaches were made to larger inner city probation services
in an attempt to conduct this research. Although permission was granted
by officers at higher managerial levels, i.e. assistant and chief
probation officer level, resistance to participating in the research was
experienced at the senior probation officer level. There seemed to be a
fear that probation practice would be exposed, and that as one officer

put it,
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'‘Dirty linen would be washed in public .
This point could in itself form the basis for a separate study. There is
no doubt that work need to be carried out which compares the practices

of black and white probation officers with black and white offenders

At the time that the research was carried out there was one black
probation officer working in the Oxford area. He was informally
interviewed, and his views have been reflected in the analysis of

material.

VII. The selection of techniques.

Valker has suggested that four major techniques are available to the
qualitative researcher, these are outlined below :-—

VII.1.Depth interviews.: are conversations in which the researcher
encourages the informant to relate, in his or her terms, experiences and
attitudes which are relevent to the research problem. This provides an
opportunity for the researcher to probe deeply in an attempt to uncover
new clues, and to open up new dimensions of the problem and thus secure:
accurate accounts based on personal experience. The interviewer here is
not bound by any rigid questionnaire designed to ensure that the same
questions are asked in exactly the same way. At most the researcher
will carry an aide memoire, and is free to follow up ideas as they
emerge in the interview.

VII.2., Group interviews.: are described by Walker as bringing together
small numbers of people to discuss topics on the research agenda. The

task of the group interviewer is not to conduct interviews
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simultaneously, but to facilitate a comprehensive exchange of views in
which all participants are able to speak their minds, and respond to the
ideas of others. It has been argued by some writers that one of the
disadvantages of group interviews is the way in which group dynamics can
influence the views expressed, when compared to material gathered in
individualised interviews. Both forms of data are necessary, one to
reflect public views expressed, the other to reflect opinions expressed
privately (Hedges 1981). More will be said of this in relation to the
findings of the research.
VII. 3. Participant observation.: Despite attempts to relax interviewees
in the interview situation, Walker argues that the situation still
remains artificial. The field in which the researcher is attempting to
observe people is that of their every day lives, in the environment
where these interactions take place, in some cases the observer takes
part in these every day experiences. The researcher, theretfore,
immerses himself in the situation being studied. Powdermaker argues
that the participant observer should learn as far as possible how
people, 'think, see, feel, and sometimes act' (Powdermaker 1966).
Central to this process is both detachment and involvement, the degree
of involvement depending on the kind of study being undertaken.
VII.4., Projective tests.: are techniques whereby respondents are asked
to talk about themselves, or their own feelings about other people and

their actions.

These techniques are generally based on the assumption that the way in
which an individual organises a relatively unstructured stimulus
reflects his perception of the world, and response to it. Kidder has
argued that the most frequent use of projective tests in social science
is in situations where there is reason to believe that respondents

cannot easily evaluate or describe motivations, although there are




95.
topics on which respondents may express their opinions directly, fearing
the disapproval of the investigator. Kidder also recommends the use of
such tests where the respondents are likely to consider the presence of
the investigator as an unwarranted invasion of privacy. These techniques
involve the interviewee talking about himself/herself or their own
feelings about other people. Imaginary situations are sometimes created
for this purpose, pictures and inkblots are occasionally used.
Respondents are seen as needing to project their feelings which would

otherwise have been hidden (Kidder I981I).

VIII.Qualitative techniques, and the research problem.

VIII. 1.Depth interviews In depth interviews were considered to be

highly appropriate since the probation task is largely dependent upon
verbal contact. The in depth interview also gives the flexibility
necessary to explore complex and difficult issues. It enables the
researcher to pursue some point relevant to the research at the pace
appropriate to the respondents ability and willingness to express ideas,
and understandings. The indepth interviews therefore constituted the
building blocks of the research project in that they enabled the
researcher to initially establish the ideas that probation officers had

about racial divisions in Britain in relation to practice.

VIII. 2. Group interviews. Group interviews as Hedges points out enable

a 'human dimension' to be added to the research. People are to be partly
understood through their interactions and relationships with others, as
well as their own internal workings as individuals (Hedges I1978). An
over reliance on in depth individual interviews can minimise the impact

of this interactive process since it encourages the participant
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to look in on themselves rather than at their social interactions with
others. The use of group interviews is particularly relevant to the
study of the the probation service since a group ethos is prevalent
within this agency nationally. Probation officers are organised within
teams who meet regularly as a group. The dynamics of a particular group
have importance in the probation teams that were being studied. In all
these teams the group meetings, which occurred at least once weekly,
were seen as an lmportant arena for the free expression of views and
frustration, it also allowed members to explore problems that occurred
in the previous week. The workings of the group, therefore, had a
crucial effect on the formation of ideas about black offending and
related practice. Early in the research it was decided to incorporate a

group interview component.

VIII.3. Participant observation. An element of ethnography was thought

to be appropriate in this study for a number of reasons. The probation
service operates within a routinised manner, which is based upon the
requirements of the wider system of which it is a part, the criminal
Justice system. These routinised forms of professional behaviour
include court duty, reporting sessions and group meetings. It seemed
probable at the outset of the research that the workings of such
routines were of relevance, and needed to be understood in relation to
the research problem. The most appropriate way of understanding the
intricate workings ofhthese complex routines was to be part of them .
This required the researcher to be with an officer for a period,
watching and observing closely. In connection with this Hammersley and
Atkinson are at pains to point out that,

'Ethnographers have to resist the temptation to try to see hear and
participate in everything which goes on . A more selective approach will

normally result in data of better quality, provided the periods of




97.
observation are complemented by periods of recording and reflection’
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1983 p.48).
Such was the structure of this study. In the case of court duty for
instance the probation officer would often have long periods in which
she merely recorded the results of proceedings. During the early part
of the duty however there was much more significant activity, in that
offenders on remand were interviewed in police cells. Also at the end of
the day a number of 'post sentence interviews' were undertaken which
were of relevance to the study.
VIII.4, Projective tests.
These were thought to be inappropriate for a number of reasons. Firstly
in the pilot study which was undertaken probation officers found such
tests to be difficult to take seriously and the results obtained were
affected by this. It was found that although the topic of race was
extremely difficult to approach, probation officers did show a
willingness to discuss their cases with the researcher. Indeed they
expressed an agreement with the necessity for such a study. The need for
an instrument to gain access to the material indirectly was unnecessary

in this case.

YIII.D. Documented evidence

Reference has previously been made to the use of documented evidence in
the form of records. This material provided an essential bedrock of
research data with thch the problem could be understood. The
importance of records and official documents has been emphasised by
Cicourel in his classic study of American juvenile justice. He wrote
'For years sociologists have complained about bad statistics and
distorted bureaucratic record keeping, but have not made the procedures
producing the bad materials a subject of study. The basic assumption of

conventional research on crime, delinquency, and
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Office Black Males WVhite Males.
Temple 4 4
Park End 10 10
¥.C: o) 6
20 20 Total.
Black Women White Women
Temple 2 2
Park End 3 3
Y. G 0 0
.8} 5]
25 25 Total

Table 4 To show qualifications period of service and previqQus

experience of respondents.
P.O. Qualifying __How long  Previogus
course in service  experience
il M.A./C.Q.S. W 4 years Publishing
1st degree in
English.
2 2 yr. non-grad 6 months Nurse
training.
3 Post grad. M.Sc 10 years None.
1st
Degree Psychology.
4 Non grad. 2 yr. 11 years Military
CQSV. service.
5 Post grad. M. Sc. 17 years None.
1st. degree law.
6 Post grad. M.Sc. 5 years Voluntary
sacial
1st degree Sociology work.
7 1 year Post grad. 7 years None.
8 Non grad. 2 year 1 year Teacher
C.Q.S.V. training.
Social
Services
Assistant.
9. 2yr non graduate Syears Sales
Manager.
10, .2 yr. Post grad. 2 years None.
st degree
Peychology
i g I 2 yr. Post grad. 2 years
L.S.E. Engineer.
lst degree Metallurgy
12. Post graduate
1st degree Social 2 years
Administration Engineer.

13. 2 yr Post grad 12 years Media.
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law is to view compliance and deviance as having their own ontological
significance. The measuring rod is some set of presumably 'clear’ rules
whose meaning is both ontological and epistemclogically clear '

(Cicourel I976 p.42).

IX. The selection of probation officers

Vhite probation officers were selected since the study was focused on
the interactions hetween white probation officers and black offenders.
The probation officers participating in the study were basic grade who
had both black and white offenders on their caseloads. All respondents
had daily contact with black and white offenders. The group was largely
self selecting, given the size of the Oxfordshire service, and the
relatively small number of black clients, all the probation officers in
the area who had black offenders on their caseloads were represented.
The probation officers who participated in the study were members of
three teams situated in or near the centre Oxford. In this study
material on 50 offenders was gathered, twenty five black and twenty five

white.

X. The selection of clients. In order to bring the study within
manageable limits some basic criteria were imposed in the selection of
clients

X.1. Age.

Offenders between the ages of 18 and 25 were selected. This specific age
range was seen to be an essential part of the research given the
variance in the findings of the previous research which could have been
attributable to age differences.

X.2. Offences

Probation officers were asked as far as possible to select clients who
had committed offences falling into the following categories:-.

a. The most common forms of crime against property, e.g. burglary,

theft, criminal damage, going equipped for crime.

i . TR Y ) / dhmma ~AFf a lAace earimine natnra)d) .
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lc. Offences involving drug use.
If possible probation officers were asked to exclude the following
categories of offence from the study, since they added a further

unmanageable dimension to the study=

1. Offences involving firearms.

2. Offences connected with the 'riots'

3. Offences of a sexual nature

4. Crimes resulting in the loss of life.

Emphasis was placed on the forms of offending which occupy the major

part of the probation officers working time.

X.3. Gender

Although probation officers were asked to select offenders of both
sexes, most cases were male as is shown in Table 3 (40 male offenders
compared with 10 female offenders). This disproportionate number of male
offenders reflects to some extent the trend nationally. The total
number of non custodial sentences imposed on women in I986 was 66,000

compared with 409,000 imposed on men (Central Statistical Office 1986).

MM&M@MWMW
service.

In order to gain a comparative quality to the research an attempt was
made to encourage probation officers to select clients who had a similar
experience of the probation service, in that they had reached similar
points in the tarrif system, and spent similar periods in custodial
institutions. Probation officers were also asked to select black and
white offenders who had committed similar offences. This was achieved

to a reasonable degree through a simple process of pairing. Probation
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officers selected black offenders meeting the above criteria, and then
attempted to match them with other white offenders on their own

caseloads.

X.5. Numbers of respondents.

Some 13 probation officers took part in the study (See Table 4). In
addition, one senior probation officer wished to make general comments
about the issues connected with race and probation practice, whilst, not
wishing to comment on particular reference to case material since he
argued that his present position precluded the possibility of constant
contact with specific clients. The one black probation officer in the
Oxfordshire service made some general comments which were included in
the analysis of the material. The probation officers who participated in

the study produced material on 50 clients for research purposes.

XI.1. The research procedure.

During April and May negotiations began with the Assistant Chief
Probation Officer in Oxford, and a brief research proposal was sent. It
was arranged that the researcher should attend team meetings in order to
explain the research concern and methods. This was a useful ex ercise
since the onus was on the researcher to convince the probation officers
involved of the usefulness of the work., Having gained the agreement in
principal within a public arena, (the team meetings), full co- operation
was gained collectiQély at a very early part of the research. This meant
that the researcher was not forced into the position of having to

persuade respondents to participate once the research had begun.

XI. 1. The pilot study.
A small pilot study was undertaken with a view to testing the research

instruments in the sequence in which they would be used in the main
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research project. One probation officer was involved in the following
sequence
1. Projective tests
2. In depth interview.
3. Transcription of indepth interview.
4. Copy of transcription sent to probation officer for comments,
5. Analysis of ser g and records .

6. Second interview with probation officer.

One of the most basic projective techniques is that of 'psychodrawing'.
Respondents are simply asked to express their feelings about a
particular concept by drawing it. Discussion of the drawing then leads
to a more open expression of feelings about the particular issue. Valker
argues that the major strength of this technique lies in the fact that
it obliges respondents to express themselves non verbally. It is argued
that this enables the respondent to express feelings about a difficult
subject. It was thought worthwhile to experiment with this technique
initially since it seemed the least esoteric of the projective methods
found in the literature (Walker,I985). This technique was also the
simplest to administer and interpret. In addition it was thought
possible that probation officers might initially experience some
difficulty in discuééing the question of race. In the pilot study the
probation officer was asked to express her feelings about black people
through the medium of a sketch or drawing. It was decided to abandon
this technique early on in the research for two reasons. Firstly because

the probation officer in the pilot study, and other probation officers,
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in an informal social context were able to express their feelings about
the topic in an open way, without resorting to a projective method.
Secondly, it was also the case that at the end of the pilot the
probation officer and others informally expressed doubt as to the
usefulness of such a technique. Thus although probation officers were
willing to co operate with this part of the research it appeared to have

dubious use in overall methodological design.

X1.3. In-depth interviewing.
Hammersley and Atkinson have written that

'The main difference between the way in which ethnographers and survey
interviewers ask questions is not as is sometimes suggested that one
form of interviewing is structured, and the other is unstructured. All
interviews like any other social interaction are structured by both the
researcher and the informant. The important distinction to be made is
between standardised and reflexive interviewing. Ethnographers do not
decide beforehand the questions they want to ask, though they may enter
the interview with a list of issues to be covered. Nor do ethnographers
restrict themselves to a single mode of questioning. On different
occasions, or at different points in the same interview, the approach
may be non directive depending on the function that the questioning is
intended to serve. Non directive questions are designed as triggers that
stimulate the interviewee into talking about a particular broad area '
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1983, p-II3).

Such was the approach taken in this research. A number of topics were
introduced into the conversation at different points depending on the
form and content of the particular interview. In the pilot the following
topics were selected

A. The probation officer was asked to describe the personality of the

black and white offenders who had been selected.
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B. The probation officer was asked to describe the methods which were
being used with that offender.
C. The respondent was asked why a particular method had been chosen.
D. The probation officer was asked to express feelings as to the
likely outcome of the probation intervention.
E. The probation officer was asked to give an explanation for the
offending behaviour.
By raising these issues in the interview it was thought that probation
officers would have the opportunity to link their perception of black
and white offenders with practice. The subjects were also wide enough in
scope to include a variety of opinions and feelings. In the pilot study
in which some four offenders had been selected, two black and two white,
this line of questioning illicited data of a high quality. Although the
inclusion of all the categories for each of the four cases resulted in
an interview of almost two hours. Since other officers would be
supplying more than four offenders, and also bearing in mind the fact
that the interviews had to be transcribed and read by the probation
officer, it was decided that some degree of selectivity would have to be
used in order to keep the volume of the research in manageable

proportions.

In subsequent interviews it seemed appropriate to attempt to cover all
the areas with at least two clients, one black and one white, in order
to give a comparisoﬁ~of the areas. The interviews were recorded on
cassette, and transcribed. Although the process of transcription was
long and labourious the pilot showed it to be an extremely useful
process. The close inspection of the material demanded by transcription
assisted the researcher in formulating initial ideas as to the

conceptual.
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categories which could emerge form the data. There then followed a
process whereby the tapes were played back whilst the transcript was
being read. This process is mentioned widely in the literature.

‘Much of the analysis process consists of listening to tapes while
reading the transcripts, noting the topic numbers on to the transcripts,
and marking particularly relevant passages. Listening to the tapesris
important as it gives tone of voice, expression and emphasis that will
be missing from the transcript. The researcher might then make note of
initial ideas under various topic headings and proceed to gather data
relating to each topic systematically, so developing hypotheses and
assembling quotations from the transcripts to support them' (Walker, 1985

p.40-41).

The transcript was then returned to the probation officer to read and
comment upon. This seemed to be a vitally important part of the
methodology since it introduced 'respondent validation' into the
research. The need for respondent validation in qualitaitve research is
widely debated in the literature. Schutz has argued that meanings must
be reconstructed on the basis of memory, and much social action operates
at a subconscious level leaving no memory traces . Social actors are
'well placed informants' on their own actions, they are no more than
that, and their accounts must be analysed in the same way as any other
data, with close attention being given to the possible threats to

validity (Schutz 1964).

It became possible at this point to formulate categories of
understanding which led to questions of a more precise nature , which
could be tackled in the second interview. This process is shown in Table

5 (p.111).
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X1. 4. The collection of documented material in the pilot study.

Part ¢ and b records on the offenders selected by the probation officer
were then read. The initial problem experienced was that there were in
two cases copious records dating back over a ten year period. Much of
ghe material seemed useful and relevant to the study and the temptation
was to attempt to record it in all its entirety. This proved impossible,
firstly due to the inordinate amount of time that this process, would
have taken, and secondly to the overwhelming amount of documented
material that this would have given. The pilot study again revealed a
need for selection. The most important material was found in the part c
and b records. Although all these documents were read, and particularly
relevant points were noted in one case from as far back as 1972, it was
decided to restrict full recording of these documents to the last two

years.

The pilot study also revealed that the physical process of recording
these documents by hand was impractical in terms of time, and the
decision was made to record this material on tape, and transcribe at a
later point. It was necessary to go through this costly and lengthy
process since the probation officers involved in the study were willing
to allow photocopies of social enquiry reports to be taken from the
office, whilst they were unwilling to give permission for copies of
records to be remo&éd from the office. They were willing for the
researcher to copy records and remove his recordings from the office.
Social enquiry reports were a tar less complex matter, since they were
photocopied and taken from the office. The material was read and initial
ideas relating to emerging categories were noted. Points emerging from
this material were added to, and compared with, the notes made from the

transcripts of the initial interviews.
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XI1.5. The second interview.
At this point it was possible to put supplementary questions to the
probation officer in the 1light of the research material gathered. The
second interview also provided the opportunity for the respondent to add
or clarify points, since she had read the transcript of the first
iﬁterview. There was a definable difference in the way in which the
probation officer had responded in the first interview. This second
phase éreated some unease as specific points relating to practice were
being highlighted, which had emerged from the initial interview. Answers
were shorter in length and on occasions evasive. The impression gained
was that the probation officer in question wanted to finish the
interview, and was relieved when the process was over. At the end of the
interview the fesearcher put this to the respondent who confirmed that
she had felt 'more defensive' about the second interview since she felt
that her practice was under scrutiny. She went on to explain that she
feared the term racist being applied to her own work, although it should
be added that in this case no such suggestion could possibly have been

made.

She also expressed the view that a team discussion of the research
findings would be useful. Since the use of group interviews was
generally desirable for this study it was decided at this point to
incorporate this procedure into the methodology. The research was
undertaken over a three month period from mid July to mid October 1987,

although the pilot study was undertaken in June I987.

The researcher spent twelve working weeks with the probation teams
involved, and time was evenly divided between three teams. One of the
teams specialised in youth custody work and was situated in the centre

of Oxford, the second team was also situated in the centre of Oxford,
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and the third team, was a few miles out of the city centre, towards the

more industrialised part of Oxford.

X1.6.The research procedure in practice..

After examining the results of the pilot study the following sequence
of research procedures was undertaken? -

1. Initial interviews.

2. Listening to and transcription of interviews.

3. Return transcriptions of interviews to interviewees.

4. Second interview.

5. Group interview.

Since the line of questioning in the first pilot interview had produced
interview material of a high quality, it was decided to continue to use
those topics as an aide memoire in the first indepth interviews.

The record of research activities shown in appendix 1, indicates the way
in which the methodology was incorporated into the research programme.
In practice, after thempilot h;a been Combiéfed, tﬂgnparticipénf.m“m_
observation was concentrated in the first period of research, this was
due to the fact that as more data was collected the time required for
analysing and transcribing the material increased. Secondly it became
clear that the participant observation in groups had created problems
since offenders on probation, both black and white, were suspicious of

the researcher, fearing that he represented the police.

The periods spent in court were useful, added much to the creation of
the context of the data. The most valuable form of participant

observation proved to be the group team meetings.
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This seemed to be the most appropiate context for 'research issues' to
be discussed, and did not get in the way of the performance of tasks
during the working day. It was one of the few occasions in which it was
possible to speak with probation officers free from the interruptions of

telephonic communication.

Reference has already been made to the importance of resisting the
temptation to see, hear, and participate in everything that is going on
in qualitative research (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983). In the case of
court proceedings, this was a most important consideration where most
observations were carried out in the morning, when most of the criminal

cases appeared. This was also the time that prohbation officers

interacted with ciients in the cells.

1t will be apparent trom the record that the researcher under estimated

the time necessary for gathering documented data, this resulted in 2

return to the offices at the end of the study to gather further data.
The volume of material <ontained in the records made it mnecessary to
record onto casselte, and then transcribe. This proved to be an

extremely time consuming, and labourious process, but was the only

method whereby material contained in records could be collected.

X1.7. A note on categories: In the account given of the analysis of

material the term 'categories' is used frequently, and it is necessary

to clarify the meaning of the term. Lofland described two types of
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category in ethnography. 'Member identified categories' refer to
typifications which are employed by members themselves, that is they are

'folk' categories, or in this case the categories of 'probation

culture'. They are found in the 'situated vocabularies' of the given
culture. 'Observer identified categories' are types constructed by the
observer (Lofland 1971). In this case the categories are both member

identified, and observer identified. Through the use of categories,
this research seeks to test a priori propositions by coding and
analysing all relevant data. In an attempt to do this a three stage
process of sequential analysis was utilised derived from the work of
Becker and Greer:-

1. The selection and definition of problems, concepts and indices.

2. The check on frequency and distribution of phenomena.

3. The incorporation of individual findings into a model of organization

under study (Becker and Greer 1982 p.241).

X1.8. The analysis of material.

Not suprizingly the categories which emerged from the material gathered -
in interviews reflected the questions which had been asked. However,
when the material had been analysed three dominant forms of explanation
emerged from social enquiry reports interviews, probation records.

They were :-

1. Explanations relating to offending behaviour.

2. Explanations relating to social work methods.

3. Explanations relating to the personality of the offender.
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Other explanations emerged in a far less frequent manner, notably
explanations based on conceptualisations of race and racism were present
in accounts of black offenders behaviour. Categories also emerged
relating to conceptualisations of the family, this was particularly

evident with reference to Afro-Caribbean families, they were included in

separate categories.

X1.9 Maki F $%e date o
After collecting material from all sourceg, a systematic form of

analysis had to be devised. Each major category, offending, social work
methods, and personality was examined Separately . Large sheets of paper

were used, as 1s shown.

P.0./Client |Explanation|Explanation| Explanation ExplanationiExplanation

|
ser Interview 1|Interview 2|part ¢ lp@:ﬁ b

|
|
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Taking crime as an example, it was possible to see the name of the
probation officer, and of the client, with the explanations which were
given from seperate sources: interview 1, interview 2, records, and
social enquiry reports. Séparate‘sheets were kept for black and white
offenders. Probation officers from teams were analysed on the same
sheets. The advantages of this method of analysis were numerous :-
1. It enabled all the material to be examined in such a way that major
emergent themes could be extracted, and a holisic view of the material
at a glance
2. It facilitated the possibility of different orientations within
teams to be examined.
3. It allowed a constant comparison to be made in relation to black and
white offenders. Simultaneously this method also allowed instant

comparisons to be made between sources of material.

The constant comparative method is described by Glaser and Strauss.

Here each segment of material is taken in turn, and its relevance to one
or more categories is noted (Glaser and Strauss 1967). It is then
compared with other segments of data similarly categorised. Hammersley
and Atkinson argue that,

"In this way the range and variation of any given category can be mapped
in the data, and such patterns plotted in relation to other categories'
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983, p.180).

By using these summary diagréms it was possible to locate the categories
that have similar labels, and then compare the content of the
categories, putting together those that concern the same topic, or

illustrate a particular conceptual theme.
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As Glaser and Strauss point out this process of comparison is one which
leads to ideas about the dimensions and properties of the category,
including the relationship with other categories, and including the

differences, as well as the sim.ilarities, between people's construction

of reality.

Throughout the process of comparison notes were continually made to
record the findings of this comaparitive exercise. Hammersley and
Atkinson argue that the development of theory rarely takes the purely

inductive form implied by Glaser and Strauss,

'Theoretical ideas, common sense expectations, and stereotypes often
play a key role. Indeed it is these which allow the analyst to pick out
suprizingly interesting, and important features in the first place’
(Hammersly and Atkinson 1983, p.180).

After the initial themes had been recorded on the large sheets, by

cutting the column horizontally it became possible to make comparisons

at two levels:-
A. Between black and white individual offenders.

B. Between the pairings made by probation officers in the initial
interviews.

This enabled comparisons to be made at both a group and individual level
as the table below indicates. Using the large sheets of paper, as shown
in table 5 working from left to right, each column was completed with
reference to the research material. At this stage of the analysis the
researcher was faced with large pleces of paper with a bewildering
quantity of data. Further refinement and categorisation was required
before any coherent meaning could be gained. Each category was
therefore divided into a sub-category, which enabled a more detailed

break down in terms of quantity. as is shown in table 6 below.
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Table 6 .To show initial identification of personality characteristics

from research data.

Black Vhite.

Phil Jim
Personality Likeable, outgoing dim dependent

a positive side.

Social Work Encourage, and provide Assist in creating
realisable goals. a stable relationship
Problem Immaturity. Genuinely inadequate

Such a technique also indicated the range of explanations which occurred
under specific sub-categories. This allowed for a more detailed

constant comparison to be used (See table 7).

Table 7 .To show development of emergent categories .

Phil Jim

Dual personality i.e. good Genuinely inadequate.
part which is positive, Dim.

and the negative associated with Dependent.

crime

The sub-categories made it possible to work through the material in a
systematic manner, focusing on the qualitative differences in the
explanations given from different sources for black and white offenders.
This method also gave the basis for a thorough and structured account of

the findings to which we now turn our attention.
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In this chapter the occurrence of differing forms of explanation for
black and white crime as perceived by probation officers will be
considered. 1Initially, the main explanations for offending behaviour
will be identified from the research material. Although the small sample
size is of little statistical significance in itself, a brief
quantitative account is useful since it indicates the forms of
explanation which occur with most regularity. It is also necessary to
consider these rates of occurrence in relation to the source of the data
in a comparative manner. Thus explanations from first interviews, social
enquiry reports, probation records will be discussed in order to
establish which forms of explanation predominate in each of the data
sources. This will lead to the formulation of some general comparisons
between explanations of offending behaviour for black and white
offenders as provided by probation officers. At this point it will be
possible to identify the major categories of explanation for black and -
white crime which emerged from the research material. These will be
considered separately with substantial reference to the research
material in order to illustrate qualitative differences which emerge

between probation officers' perceptions of black and white offending
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Table 8 indicates the freqeuncy of explanations which occurred in the
first interviews with probation officers. Categories of explanation are
recorded in the way in which they were expressed by probation officers
using their own terminology wherever possible. Thus in Table 8 for
instance the traumatic family has been separated from other family
related difficulties like the notion of a disciplinarian father figure
or the mental illness of a relative. It can be seen that a total of 26
categories were introduced in the first interview (Table 8). The rates
at which these explanations occurred in various forms in interviews was

27 for white offenders and 30 for black offenders.

The most frequently occuring single explanation for white offending was
the use of alcohol, althoﬁéh if two family‘related explanations are
added together, for example traumatic family background and marital
problems collectively they constitute the most popular form of
explanation. Alcohol was only given as an explanation for offending in
discussions about two black offenders.

The most frequent form of explanation offered to account for black

offending in interviews was racism, which occurred on five occasions .

In four interviews probation officers mentioned 'anti authority
attitudes' as being a contributing factor in black offending behaviour.
Accounts based on similar 'anti authority' explanations only occurred in

one instance to account for white offending. Difficulties relating to
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Iable 8

Explapations for offending behaviour.

Interview 1

Explanation White Black
. Alcohol

2. Traumatic family

3 Racism

4 Anti-authority attitude

5. Marital problems

6. Criminal influence

7. Sexual problems

8. Pragmatic offending

9

. Unfeeling
10. Psychopathic
11, Incest

12. Lack of insight

13. Can't sustain work

14, Problem with violence

15. Victim of circumstance

16. Daughter/lesbian

17. Irresponsibility

18, Comes from a broken home

19. VWould not accept step-mother
20, PO 'grassed on him'

21. Disciplinarain father figure
22. Self destructive personality
23. Mental illness of relative
24, Immaturity

25. Criminal reputation

26. Police harassment
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the clients nuclear family, accounted for white offending on 5 occasions
in interview, whilst this was only considered to be an explanation for
offending for two black offenders. Other forms of explanation relating
to the family were given more explicit recognition by probation
officers. A disciplinarian father and the severe mental illness of a
relative were mentioned in the case of two black clients. The discovery
of a daughter's lesbian relationship was mentioned in relation to one

case of white offending.

I1.2.Explanations for black and white offending in social enquiry
reports.

Although the number of explanations emerging from social enquiry reports
were fewer than the number found in interviews, some 21 as compared with
26 in interviews, the occurrence of differing categories of explanation
in social enquiry reports was significantly higher. In the case of white
offenders explanations were utilised on 43 occasions, whilst 55 possible
éxplanations were perceived by probation officers in relation to black
offenders. The rate at which explanations were being used in social
enquiry reports was higher than for any other source of research data.
In the following section which examines the qualitative differences in
forms of explanation it will be shown that in some social enquiry
reports writers used multiple forms of explanation, whilst in others
explanations were absent.

It can be seen in Table 9 that the most frequent form of explanation in
social enquiry reports was the use of alcohol. This was slightly more
prevalent in reports written on white offenders with some 10 reports

using this as a form of explanation for offending, as compared with 8
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Table 9.
Explanations for offending in social enquiry reports.

Explanation Vhite

Alchohol related 1
Traumatic family
Irresponsibility
Anti-authoritarian

Provocation

Over-crowding

Led into crime

Instinctive criminality

Instinct to survive

10. Pragmatic offending

11. Depression

12. Reaction to specific event

13. Anger

14. Relationship problem with partner
15. No explanation given by offender
16. Sexual abuse as a child

17. Sterility

18. Racism

19. Unable to handle pressure

20, Mental subnormality

21. Authoritarian father figure
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reports written on black offenders. A traumatic family background

accounted for 9 white and 6 black offenders bheing before the courts.

The notion of irresponsibility was mentioned in five reports on black
offenders, but was not seen as a form of explanation of crime in any
report written on a white offender. Anti authoritarianism was mentioned
in some four reports written on black offenders whilst this was not seen
as a factor in any of the reports on white offenders. Twice the number
of white offenders were 'led' into crime than were black oftfenders,
whilst racism was mentioned on only two occasions when explaining crime
in social enquiry reports, whilst it was mentioned on five occasions in

interview.

[.3. Occurrence of explanations in part b records.

Here there were fewer forms of explanation given, less than a quarter of
the number offered in social enquiry reports. Alcohol was the most
frequent form of explanation in records kept on both black and white .
offenders although, as in the case of interviews and social enquiry
reports, this was mentioned on twice as many occasions in connection
with white offenders than in records kept on black offenders. Problems
related to the offenders family were mentioned in three records on black
offenders and was mentioned on two occasions in part b records on white
offenders. Criminal association was identified as an explanation in
part b records on three black offenders, whilst it was not mentioned in

part b records on white offenders (Table 10).
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Table 10
Explanations for offending in part b records.

Explanation Vhite

Sexual abuse as a child.

Relationship with partner

Emotional immaturity.

Alcohol.

Obsessional behaviour.

Bad arrest by police.

Refused interview at college.

Lifestyle.

Criminal associates,

O. Little determination to
stick at anything-

11. Psychiatric problems.

12, High life-style/low income.

13. Family difficulties.
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_Table 11.

Explanations for offending behaviour in part ¢ records.
Explanation Vhite
Alcohol. 7
Drugs. 1
Physical disability. 1
Relationship problems

with partner, 3
Inability to

communicate. 2
Rebellious

behaviour. 1
Obsessional

behaviour,. 1
Sexually

assaulted as a

child. 1
Acting out being

a criminal. 0
Racisn, 0

Anger 0




Offends to get
money fast,

Mother incapable of
exerting authority

Refused interview
at college.

Total

122
WVhite

17

Black

16
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I1.4. Qccurrence of explanations in part ¢ records
Alcohol was the most prevalent form of explanation in relation to both
white and black offenders, although it occurred with almost twice the
frequency in part ¢ records on white offenders than on black offenders.
Racism was mentioned in three records on black clients. Explanations
for offending were fewer in number and occurred with less frequency than
in other sources of data.
With the exception of alcohol no form of explanation occurred with any
noteable frequency, and the reasons underlying offending were often
absent. These documents tended to relate to daily interactions between
probation officers and offenders, being more concerned with practice

issues. (Table 11).

black and white offending.

Table 12 indicates the frequency with which explanations for offending
behaviour occurred with reference to the source of the data.

Part c records produced the smallest number of explanations for
offending, whilst interviews contained the greatest. Social enquiry
reports followed close behind interviews when the number of different
explanations were examined. Explanations occur with the greatest
frequency in social enquiry reports on black offenders. Explanations of
white offending were most frequently expressed in social enquiry
reports. Interviews provided the next greatest frequency of explanatons

although as was the case with social enquiry reports, more explanations
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were offered with greater frequency in the case of black than white
offendefs. There was little noteable difference between the frequencies
of explanation offered in part c and b records, although there were
slightly lower frequency in part c than b records. A consistent feature
of the frequencies is that throughout the material explanations of black
crime occurr with a greater frequency than do explanations of white

crime.

Explanations of black crime were more likely to be expressed in social
enquiry reports on black offenders than they were in social enquiry
reports on white offenders. Probation officers were however, less likely
to offer explanations of black offending in interviews than they were of
white offending. In part b records one of the most obvious incongruities
occurred between the frequency with which explanations were offered in
the case of black and white offenders. Almost twice the number of
explanations were given in part ¢ records on black offenders than on
white offenders. The frequency with which explanations were given in
part c records were fairly consistent for black and white offenders.
Table 13 represents a breakdown of the major forms of explanation for
offending which emerged from all sources of data. For the purposes of
this thesis 'major' refers to explanations occuring on three or more
occasions. in each seperate source of data. It becomes clear that the
most prevalent form of explanation of crime for black and white
offenders is the use of alcohol, although this occurs in more instances
in the case of white offenders than it does in the case of black

offenders.
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Source of explanation Number of different Vhite Black
explanations for Frequency
black and white.

Part C records 14 17 16
Part b records 18 18 20
Interview 1 - 26 27 30
30 ser's 21 43 54
Table 13.

Interview 1.
Yhite
Alcohol 5
Family related factors 5
Relationship /marital Problems 3
Black.
Racism 9
Social enquiry reports.
Yhite
Alcohol 10
Family 10
Led into crime 8
Depression 4
-

Alcohol
Family
lrresponsibility
Anti authoritarianism
Provocation
Led into crime
Pragmatic offending
Anger
Part b records.
VYhite
Alcohol
Lifestyle .
Criminal associates °
Alcohol
Relationship with partner
Family difficulties

- Part ¢ records.
Yhite
Alcohol
Relationship problems
Black
Alcohol 4
Acting out being a criminal 3
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It can now be seen that a number of explanations dominate in social
enquiry reports. For both black and white offenders the use of alcohol,
and the accounts related to the family dominate. Racism and behaviour
which encompasses anti authority sentiment dominate in explanations
given of black offending. The manner in which these explanations are

presented in various sources of data will now be examined.

The use of alcohol was by far the most dominant explanation given for
black and white offending in all sources of data. The idea that alcohol
is a problem which could have an influence on offending seems to be
presented as a matter of fact with little effort being made to explain
the nature of the connection. This can be seen in the way in which the
use of alcohol is presented in the following report relating to an

offence of actual bodily harm, the probation officer writes,

'] asked him about his drinking. Although his overall consumption of
alcohol seems to be within safe limits, on a night out he will drink

heavily. This would seem to be directly connected with his offending.’

In this report, as in the case of most social enquiry reports in which

drink was cited as an explanatory factor in the commission of crime,
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alcohol was not the principal cause of crime. A multi faceted form of
explanation was provided. Alcohol was frequently conceptualised in
terms of being a factor which 'triggered offending', as the following
extract from a social enquiry report concerning a black offender

illustrates.

'He had drank a Pills and at least one measure of spirits at lunch time
and began drinking heavily again at about 5 p.m. By the time he arrived
at the pub he was intoxicated and he then had two cans of extra strong
lager and three further bottles of Pills . (At least, because his memory
is cloudy). Mr X (The defendant) said that the victim of the offence
was probably a little drunk herself, and was going around the pub asking
for a Christmas kiss. Mr X said that he refused and a little later he
says that he accidentally brushed into the girl, who swore at him for
not giving him a kiss. An argument developed during which he was called

a 'black bastard', and he lost control.’

This resulted in him attacking the girl and a charge of actual bodily
harm. The interactions immediately preceedingsuggest that the offender
was the victim of racial abuse ,the consumption of alcohol, then
triggers the offending behaviour. This sequence of events is then
contrasted with the 'real' underlying cause of the incident as seen by
the probation officer which in this case is expressed clearly later in

the report,
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"It is note worthy that the assault last year (referring to a similar
offence) was also on a woman and it is plausible that he projects his

hostility towards his mother on to women in generalf

Thus in this case both alcohol and the argument which developed in the
public house which resulted in the client being called a black bastard
takes second place to the notion of the offender projecting his
hostility towards his mother and on women in general. This assertion is

made without any reference or evidence in the report to support it.

It is clear in this report that even when the officer uses the words
constituting the racial insult to great effect in the report, that the
underlying explanation is based on speculative comments relating to the
offenders use of alcohol and the projection of hostile feelings towards
women. This form of explanation offered here dominates most reports on
black and white defendants. Broadly explanations were individualised
which was combined with a reluctance to introduce concepts such as
racism in terms of possible influencing factors in the commission of

crime

This tendency was also noted in the work carried out by the Vest
Midlands Probation Service in 1987, in which report writers noted the
reluctance to explain offending behaviour directly in terms of a
response to racist insults or attacks. In this case the use of alcohol,
a safe conventional form of explanation which is understandable and

within the life experience of white professionals concerned with the
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administration of the criminal justice system ,and unsubstantiated
statements relating to the offenders feelings towards women, takes clear

explanatory precedence over a direct and reported racial insult.

In another report concerned with fraud, in respect of a young black
offender, the probation officer does makes a more direct link between
the actual offence - the point at which he received the money
fraudulently gained, and the consumption of alcohol. The writer of the
report then goes on to suggest that the defendant may have a drink
problem, to the extent that he may have lost control of himself when the

offending behaviour occurred.

'X says that he had several pints of beer at the point at which he
received the cash from his two co defendants. He tells me that he used
the money to buy more wine that same evening. He is defensive as to
whether alcohol is a problem for him. He does admit that when drinking
in company, as he was that night, that he will often drink to become
drunk, which would imply to me that he is not in control of his drinking-

behaviour generally.'

In some seven cases in which a black offenders use of alcohol was used
as a factor in explaining crime it seemed to be conceptualised more in
terms of sparking off a situation in which the offender ultimately
participated. In the latter case this was the social situation in which
the offender found himself. There was no intimation that the use of

alcohol could singularly be regarded as a cause of offending.
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A similar observation i.e. that alcohol exacerbates situations which
result in offending behaviour, can be made of the way in which the use
of alcohol is described in social enquiry reports on young white

offenders as the following extract from a report indicates.

'From what Mr.X has told me it appears that he and his wife have a

stormy relationship which worsens when they have been drinkingf

In the same social enquiry report drink is related to burglary when the
writer of the report describes the offenders drinking as a partial

explanation for the offence

'"Mr X tells me that he did not think of the consequences of committing
the offences and it appears that this is the normal pattern of behaviour
whereby he acts first and thinks about what he has done after the event
It also appears that the offences occurred when the defendant had been

drinking.'

Here the problem is located within the individual in that he thinks
after he has acted, a feature of his personality worsened by drink.
Like the black offender there was a temporary lapse of thought and loss
of control which accounted for the offending behaviour. It is being
argued that had the offender followed his usual pattern of thinking the

offence would not have occurred.
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This form of explanation in which emphasis is given to factors like the
consumption of alcohol, resulting in a loss of control or normal
thinking processes reappears in various other forms later in the
research, It is significant that in the previous work that this

technique is not given prominence in the findings.

In another report on a white offender the 'kicking' of alcohol is used
as a factor in favour of the defendant. The writer is able to achieve
this by making reference to the stability of family life and stability

as being an indication of the tendency towards 'reformation,

'In the past his drinking was excessive, indeed it was associated with
earlier offending, but this is no longer the case. Alcohol is not drunk

)

in the house and visits to the pub are limited to once a week.

Reformation and the conquering of alcohol was an almost exclusively
white phenomenon in this research, being mentioned in five reports on
white offenders in which alcohol was emphasised as a principal cause of

offending.

Alcohol was used frequently in interviews as an explanation for

offending, and it was mentioned by probation officers without being




132.
prompted. In one interview the following interchange took place in
relation to a black offender.
Q.'How do you think X got himself into the position he is in 7',
A.'Essentially what happened is that he had had too much to drink on
Christmas Eve, and he hit somebody, that's the short answer.
Indeed 'short answers' seemed to be given in relation to the likely
effect of alcohol on black offending whilst explanations were more
forthcoming in relation to white offenders drinking. The same probation

officer when describing a white client in an interview said,

'From being a young teenage tearaway he has turned into an adult who is
settled down. He has a couple of children and a very good work record,
he has a very high earning capacity, and he has made a jump from
spending a lot of time with his mates in the boozer to a more home-
centred life. He spends far less time with mates in the boozer, but
even now these episodes do represent a high risk for him, and he is
likely when at risk to find himself back in trouble, but he has changed.

I have known him for a couple of years and he has worked very hard, ' . .

Here the almost total transformation of the tearaway into a responsible
adult is evidenced by the performance indicators which were frequently
used in describing white offenders metamorphosis, a process notably
lacking in accounts given of black offenders. This particular offender
has 'settled down' in that he has a family, a good work record, and a
more 'home centred life'. The only risk is alcohol which also now seems

to be under control for the most part. Although the use of alcohol was
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mentioned in interviews without prompting, in relation to white
offenders probation officers were not anxious to develop the topic in

any detaill when discussing black offending behaviour.

I1.4.Explantions given in records on black and white alcohol use.

In part ¢ records on black and white offenders drinking was rarely
mentioned, which could well have been accounted for by the fact that
over 70% of the clients who had been described in social enquiry reports
as having a drink related problem had been referred to a special alcohol
centered group, where sgéératerecords were kept. Similarly in part b
records on black offenders very little reference was made to alcohol,
although slightly more reference was made to problems related to alcohol
in part b records written on white offenders. There would seem to be
little to account for this finding except that it may reflect a
reluctance on the part of probation officers to reflect in detail on
this explanation feature of offended related behaviour in a written

form.

The following part b record was kept on a white offender and describes

his problems in the following way.

'The prognosis on X is poor, and there is a good chance that he will go
into youth custody. The main task is to get the probation order alive as
he is aware that he may go down and therefore has little interest. There

are areas to be tackled with an obvious emphasis on his offending which
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seems to stem from his carefree attitude, his sometimes excessive
alcohol consumption, and his relationship with his male peers, which is
fundamentally different from his relationship with his girlfriend. He
is very much into the stereotypical macho image, I bet he drinks Carling

black label,’

The sterotypical macho male, was associated with drink, and a particular
brand of drink, Such an image/sterotype was not present in any of the
material relating to drink, or any other matter, connected with black
offending. It is noteworthy that probation officers felt able to
represent white offenders in official records in terms of white populist

images.

The same probation officer in an intial assessment on another white
offender, describes the drink factor which contributes to the offenders

criminal activities in the following way,

*X appears to be highly motivated in his attempts to keep out of
trouble, his offending would appear to be stress, and probably drink
related, his relationship with his wife is very important, although I
believe she creates a pressure for him, because she is so dependent on
X.

The image here is that of a highly stressed young man whose wife seems
to create a further burden. He is described by the p.o. in very

positive terms as being 'highly motivated' as he attempts to keep out of
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trouble, whilst drink is presented as a likely factor in offending. The
reference to drink is placed between the references to stress and his

wife, as is shown below.

1.Attempts to keep out of trouble\

\
6.0ffends 2.Under50?s stress
\ |
s
\ |
5 Drinks as a result of pressure 3.Drinks due to stress

4.Pressure from wife *

Figure 1._To show cyclical form of explanation in relation to white
crime. .

Here a cyclical explanation is given which presented itself on a eight
occasions with slight variations, in accounting for white crime. Such

generalised perceptions of causation were not present in explanations of
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black crime. This observation to some extent lends weight to the work of
Pinder (1984) who found explanations of black crime to be more
individualised, and unconventional. Where these findings differ from
Pinders' work is that the notion of the victimappearsin reports on
black and white offenders. This concept also effectively explains
offending in terms of events external to the offender being beyond
her/his control. These factors are not connectable to individual
pathology which is 'punishable' by the court. Both the Carling black
label image and that of the stressed drinker present the the offender as
a victim, The first is a victim of advertising with the resultant
connotative aspirations and consumption of the product Carling black

label.

The second is a victim of stress caught in the cycle of drink related
offending shown in figure 1. This 1is significant since the process of
offending described in relation to the black client seems unconventional
and frivolous. The officer seems to be struggling to provide a
coherent explanation, whilst the account given of white offending
follows a conventional pattern which would have a reasonable chance of
being acceptable to the courts. This is further exemplified in the
following extract from a part ¢ record. In this case on a white

disabled offender.._

"It is clear that his resentment, and sadness for the past has
undermined his self confidence. 1In our interview he linked his

offending to feelings of anger, sometimes exacerbated by drinking, there
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were certain key incidents connected with his brother, and with the

disabled label he was given, which seemed to trigger this anger off'.

Here we see the complex juxtaposition of words the effect of which is to
make the unacceptable, acceptable. 'Resentment', a term with negative
connotations is tempered by sadness, whilst anger another negative term
does not reflect the nature of the personality involved since his anger
is partly created by drinking. Specific incidents concerning his
brother have exacerbated the situation further to create a criminal
reaction. The effect of these factors are then combined with the
disabled label which finally triggers off the offending behaviour. The
use of contrasting words serves to diminish an alternative impression
which could have been presented, of a disabled person who has problems

controlling his anger in certain situations of stress.

The important point emerging from the study of explanations based on
alcohol is that its popularity amongst probation officers is indicative
of a need to present an explanation of behaviour which is acceptable to .
the courts, and can indeed make the offender appear to be a victim.

This applies as equally to white and black offenders. The qualitative
difference lies in the fact that the form of explanation given in
relation to white offenders follows a conventional pattern which is
relatable to the cultural experience of the white probation officer,
:magiéiraéevand judge whilst the alternative and highly individualised

form of explanation given of black offending lacks a coherent form or
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convention. There is in the words of Pinder an absence of a 'coherent

and explicit framework' in representing black crime.

II1.Qffending and the family

III.1.0ffending and the black family.

Probation officers used explanations for offending based on difficulties
generated within the black family with considerable frequency. The
evidence which will be presented in this section seeks to demonstrate
that probation officers appeared to be confused and ignorant of the
values and meanings that Afro Caribbean people ascribe to family life.
Probation officers generally showed a tendency to attempt to impose a
white anglicised view of the nuclear family when making statements and
judgements about black families. This frequently resulted in the

creation of stereotypical images and stereotypes.

The process described here appears to operate at a number of levels. At
the implicit level the officer makes certain linkages which lead the
reader to :certain conclusions without resorting to the use of
stereotypes. In X's social enquiry report where offending was explained

in the following manner.

'X, is one of five children born in an Oxford family, the records
indicated a turbulent, and violent home background. His mother died

when he was three, and his father subsequently married three times. His
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marriage has been characterised by disharmony and violence from his
father. His father is a heavy drinker, which apparently aggrevated his
temper. Predictably, therefore, the children spent periods in care.
Perhaps this violent background goes some way to explaining the number

of offences of aggression,’

Here there is a link made between the subjects offending, a large
family, his mothers death, and fathers‘subsequent marriages and cruelty.
The authoritarian father figure appeared in a number of social enquiry
reports and black parenting was often seen as being directly related to
crime. Here as in many accounts of black family life the aggression
experienced by the offender at home is linked to the aggression
displayed in criminal activities. This connection was far more clearly
defined and more prevalent in accounts of black than white offending.
The authoritarian father figure is seen by probation officers as an
important influence on crime and occurs in numerous forms. Such a
tendency was found in the content analysis described in the Vest
Midlands in (1987). Here the presentation of black people as suffering
from weak family units was also clearly evident. It is as the authors
of this study argue questionable as to whether social histories
presented in this manner have relevance to the offence recommendation or

justify inclusion in the report.

In a social enquiry report on a young black offender charged with theft

and deception the report reads,
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'Earlier records indicate an authoritarian and aloof father figure who
has become increasingly intolerant towards his family over the years.

For years there has been tension at home and I understand that a divorce

is likely.'
Similarly in another report the probation officer writes,

'Earlier records indicate that X was somewhat spoiled as a child when
young. From an early age it was clear that his adoptive father was very

punitive and used beating as the usual form of corrective action’'.

By referring to earlier records both probation officers are to an extent
separating themselves from more unqualified descriptions of 'cruel’
authoritairian fathers given in interviews. The words 'aloof',and
'authoritarian’ in the first report and the description of a punitive
father present the black father as a hard almost inhuman character. One
questions how qualified the officers were to use such sweeping terms in
relation to the fathers in these cases. How often for instance was
beating used 7. How does the probation officer know that this was the.
'usual' form of correction ?. Words like authoritarian and aloof are
aiso highly subjective and need to be either qualified or substituted

for words which have more specific meanings in relation to the offence.

In the case of another women black offender the connection between
offending and family situation is made clear and explicit. Here
shoplifting is presented in such a way as to make it appear to be a

reasonable, alumost responsible, act carried out by someone surrounded by
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weak and incompetent members of her family. In the case of X the officer

writes,

'The offence before the court today once again seems to have its roots
in the home situation. The defendant has a fifteen month old son, and
at the time of the offence was heavily pregnant with her second child.
At the time all seven members of the family lived in the family home in
X Road, and the overcrowding, and inadequate space coupled with the
noise from the children, disturbed both her father's health, and her
sisters' fragile mental state. The defendant also tells me that her
boyfriend, the father of her two children, had left her to return to the
U.S.A. and she felt very depressed. It is against this background that
the shop lifting offence occurred. X also tells me that the items
stolen were intended for her and her sister's children, and not for her

own gain,'

In this account the problems that the offender was experiencing in her
family appeared to be presented as having paramount importance in the
execution of the crime. The prime motivation for shoplifting is also
presented in terms of a pragmatic need to fulfill family obligatioms.
The social enquiry report refers to the weak health of her father the
mental instability of her sister and the disappearence of her children's
father. This is seen against a background of need related to both her
own and her sisters'children. Shoplifting in this sense is a reasqnable

response to the children's needs.




142,
Such presentations of black offending were comparatively rare the
probation officer more usually combining a conventional explanation in
which the black offender is victimised, with a less conventional mode of
explanation as the following example illustrates. Here emphasis is
placed both on family obligations and racism.
The p.o. writes,
'He has one similar offence of g.b.h. but this needs to be seen in the
context of the situation, which was basically defending his father and
brother, who had been attacked by a rival white gang using crow-bars.
It would appear that when all else fails X has resorted to violence, and
has developed a tough image to go with this, which would seem to command

the respect of his friends. '

Inrefgfringto the offenders defence of his father and brother in the
event of a racist attack, the probation officer initially emphasises the
defensive nature of the offenders reaction. This serves to victimise
the subject of the social enquiry report. Later in the same sentence,
the probation officer mentions the fact that this violent posturing has
commanded the respect of his friends . The first part of this quotation
presents the subject in terms of oppression, whilst the second section
shows clearly how the violent action has contributed towards the
creation of a tough image which will be instrumental in the creation of

a positive peer group identity.

The last quotation can also be seen in the context of the previous

reference to the black woman shoplifter. Like her the perpetrator of
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the violent act sees his offending as being positive. Faced with the
ferocious racism the offender is presented as not just defending his
family, an explanation which is more acceptable to the courts, but as
“using violence to gain esteem within his own group. Thus the probation
officer appears to be attempting to create a conventional explanation
acceptable to the courts, but adds a less conventional form of
supplementary account which might be less well received by a
sentencer. Despite the fact that the violence was created by racism one
gathers from the report that the black offender uses violence to create

a 'macho image'.

The tendency for probation officers to deflect attention from the impact
of racism has already been noted in chapter one, when the work of other
researchers was being discussed. In the VWest Midlands study (1987) after
the specific mention of 'racial taunts' in a social enquiry report the
probation officer noted the offender's propensity to 'perceive himself
as a victim of circumstance.' The independent assessor made a further
comment which could equally be applied to the findings of this research,
'No attempt is made to present racism as a continuing and ever present
feature of the lives of black people, nor any condemnation of the racist
incident which resulted in the offence. Racism and its affects are
reduced to an overreaction on the part of the client' (West Midlands,

1987, p.6 ).

Pinder would not take this approach since he describes the probation

officer as attempting to present the logic of black offending in an
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authentic manner having regard for the relative emphasis placed upon

contributory factors by the offender.

Oné of the explanations presented conventionally for both black and
white offenders was related to the question of depression. Although a
separate section is included specifically relating to depression mention
should be made here of the way in which this explanation was given in
relation to other members of the black family. The question of
" depression was rarely used in its endogenous form when referring to the
mental state of the offender, and was usually seen in terms of being a
reaction to a set of circumstances outside the control of the offender.
In three instances however, the endogenous depression of other family
members was linked in a rather tenuous and convoluted way to explain the

incidence of offending as the following quotation indicates,

'A considerable number of problems had developed in recent years which
have had a disturbing effect on the family. In 1982 the defendants'
father was pushed from a bus. He is now quite an old man who suffers
from acute depression. Another disturbing problem has been severe
mental illness of the elder sister, who 1s receiving out-patient
treatment at the X. She is now at home but requires continual
admininstration of drugs, and has to be bathed and attended by the
family. She had been a normal child before her illness so that the
burden of this coupled with her father's illness became overwhelming for
1

the family.

The report continues,
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'The defendant not suprizingly could not cope with her own life. She
tells me that her father's moodiness and depression, and her sister's
violent outbursts have had the effect of driving her and her younger
sister X, out of the house, and they frequently stayed with friends in
Oxford and Coventry. Some of these friends had previous convictions
forshop lifting, and it would appear that they had a direct influence on

her offending behaviour,’

Although depression is initially identified as an influencing factor in
offending links are also made with the defendant's friends in Oxford and
Coventry. These two factors together give the impression that the
offender is a 'victim', which has the affect of diminishing her own
responsibility. Consequently the probation officer is not surprised
that she is unable to cope, and the suggestion is made to the magistrate

that she should not be surprised either.

Thus in cases in which depression was associated with the black
defendants' family it seemed possible for the officer to construct an
explanation that was not dissimilar to that which would have been
created for a white offender. This contrasts with the development of
what can only be described as stereotyped black families by some
probation officers. Such stereotypes were developed by four probation
officers. In all these cases the offending second generation 'client'
was contrasted with the law abiding first generation parents, as the

following extract from an interview illustrates,
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'His mother...well its in the way she talks, its the sort of thing you
hear paradies of on the TV. She's very religious, talks about the
preacher, says that she has never been in trouble, and have never caused
any ‘trouble. ..... they can't understand why their son is like he is.
They really are like the stereotypical conforming, law abiding West
Indians who believe in the values of British society, a society which
probably never existed. Somehow the first generation West Indians have
been O.K. in British society, they have hung on never been a burden to
anyone, been morally pure.'
Vhat is particularly interesting about this comment is the use of the
term parody which could suggest a number of possibilities. The probation
officer conceptualises on two levels. The first produces the conclusion
that the person mentioned in the quotation can be ascribed to the
category of stereotypical, Afro Caribbean woman, whilst on the second
level the dffioer~appears to recognise that this is a parody, or a
misrepresentation. However he carries this misrepresentation along as
the only available mode of understanding. This form of understanding has
been derived from the media ,being a television image. The probation
officer who has no direct experience of Afro Caribbean culture has to

rely solely upon a western source, the television.

Black families are conceptualised in a rather oversimplified manner
which reveals a lack of knowledge as to the meanings which Afro
Caribbeans ascribe to family forms. What is interesting about the use
of the word 'stereotype' is that the probation officer appears to be

suggesting that black people with whom he comes into contact could
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possibly conform to such images. Thus the first generation is seen as
being duped conforming to British values which 'probably never existed'.
If this is the case it would seem to follow that second generation Afro-
Caribbeans are acting in a rational manner when they contravene existing

laws.

This theme was developed more overtly by a liason officer for two youth
custody institutions with relatively large numbers of black offenders.
He related the logic of second generation Afro Caribbean resistance in a

white society to his own job as a probation officer. He said

"I dont know whether its my phrase or not, but the feeling that black

people are the storm troopers of the working class is a phrase that I
have in my mind quite a lot.

Q. What do you understand by that term?

A. Its something about a refusal to be actually told you have a place

and stick to itf

Such an explicit statement expressed in societal terms supporting black
people was not seen elsewhere in the research material. Despite the
frequent use of racial stereotypes, which occurred on some 15 occasions
if data from all sources are considered, a form of explanation appears
to emerge in descriptions of black families which is highly
individualised and does not conform to any identifiable form of
conventional explanation. This was particularly evident in relation to
descriptions of black religion. It is important to note here that the
question of religion was not mentioned in any of the material examined

on white offenders in relation to the commission
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of crime. In one interview, for instance, when the p.0. was asked to
expand on her experiences of an offenders behaviour, in relation to the

family she made the following reply,

'Mrs. X is a fundamentalist very into her religion, which is off-putting
for X, I feel a bit alientated. I feel uneasy with this, she has asked
about getting into a prison to set up groups in there, I feel uneasy
that the subject might come up. I feel that I try and avoid this topic.
I was there the other morning, and I noticed that she had a certificate
for evangelical endeavour.’
Q. 'Would you see her as being very powerful 7
A. 'She has the main responsibility for X .
Q. ’What is his father's position in all this ?!
A, 'Well, he has an authoritarian disciplinarian. He was wheeled into
beat X if he was bad..
Q. 'Is this a feature of family life that you would associate with black
people ?°
A." I don't know enough about West Indian families to comment on this.
I guess I have a vague notion that parental roles could be delinated
in the way the X family exemplifiec.'

A similar sense of alienation from the offenders' family is not present

in the more official impression created of the family in the report.

'Y intends to live at home with his parents as soon as he leaves
custody. Home is a well kept council flat on a local housing estate.

X's parents both work, and appear to manage their finances well.
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Neither parent has been before the courts, and indeed Mrs. X. despairs
that her son won't take any telling from us. Despite their attempts to
give him advice it is perhaps notable that the offences for which X was
convicted all occurred at a time when he was living away from the family

1
home.

The contrast between the tone of the report and the account given in the
interview is stark. Whilst the report represents the offender's
parents as responsible adults, the interview illustrates the probation
officer's alienation. The interview also suggests that the probation
officers' feeling of strangeness and unfamiliarity are being projected
towards the offender, when the fundametalism of Mrs X is described as

'off putting for X.’

This statement is followed by the exclamation

'l feel a bit alienated!

No evidence was presented to suggest that the offender found his
mother's fundamentalism alienating. The probation officer’'s visits are-
uncomfortable occagions during which the very topic identified as being
a problem for the offender, his mother's religion is avoided. If this
is defined as a problem for the offender it seems difficult to account

for its avoidance“w

One p.o. spoke about the effect that a family could have in the
commission of crime, as the following extract from the interview

indicates,
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Q. 'Could you tell me a little bit about his family ?
A. His family live in east Oxford and he probably sees them once a
week. There is tremendous discord in the family particularly between
X's parents .
Q. Do you have much contact with them 7
A. I don't have, I do see his brother who comes in to see another
officer but X says he keeps away from his brother because he is a
criminal.‘
The findings of this research suggest that when describing black
families in relation to offending probation officers demonstrated more
ambiguity and confusion than when dealing with this issue in relation
to white families. This is particularly evident with regard tao the
notion of the dislocated Afro Caribbean family, which is frequently
portrayed, as has been suggested above, in terms of black family
pathology. The potential strengths of white families are presented, and
family breakdown is justified and explained 'rationally', by the
probation officer. In the material gathered in this study that the black
family was misunderstood and misinterpreted by probation officers in .
official records and more importantly in social enquiry reports. There
were numerous examples of this with black parenting being frequently
compared to white imaginary standards of care. In one set of part c
records reference was made to the frequency with which the offender was
given 'exotic food' as a child.
It was in describing a black family in a record that one of the most
disturbing examples of racist description was found in the research.Here

in a set of part b which was in fact brought to the attention of the
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researcher by a white probation officer, black pathology was clearly
linked to black parenting,
'Just recently X. has been the main source of anxiety, truanting from
school. I have threatened to ban him from the games room if this goes
on, my most potent sanction. I have seen parents once more and had
quite a chat with dad, but little success in persuading them to take a
softer line with the boys-Mum wondered if she could have X put away in a
home for not going to school! West Indian parents seem to be the main

cause of delinquency '

II1I1.3.The perceived influence of the family on white offending.

In describing the family backgrounds of white offenders, probation
officers, desisted from the use of stereotypes and appeared to adopt a
more sympathetic and detailed approach, which frequently related to a
history of bad relationships within the white offenders' family. In a
case of assault the defendant is seen as offending due to an inability
to accept the rejection of personal relationships, within the family.

The following characterises such a linkage.

'From the above account the conclusion may follow that X's offending
behaviour originates in his family and social circumstances where
offending at his present age seems endemic, these influences have now
been heavily reinforced by personal factors notably deep feelings of

inadequacy, and by the punishments that his offending has attracted'.
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Here offending seems to be conceptualised again in terms of the offender
being a victim of numerous circumstances including endemic crime. In
this case reference is made to personal weakness within the offender
when 'inability' to cope with personal relationships is mentioned.
Another reference is made to the offenders deep feelings of inadequacy.
This white offender like a number of previous black offenders mentioned,
is a victim but a victim who is presented with an emotional dimension

revealing a weak personality.

This point is important when considered in relation to Pinder's
findings, who reported a tendency for probation officers to describe
white 'problem' families in terms of a breakdown in interpersonal
relationsips, whilst black families appear to be dislocated and
aberrant. In other accounts of white offenders, probation officers
appeared to focus on descriptions of various forms of loss.This was
particularly evident in relation to the white family, and was more
distinctively represented in accounts given of white than black
offenders. In the following extract from an ser the officer describes the

offender as coming from

'An impoverished upper class family. The family subsequently moved and
now live in X. Another brother drowned in an accident. His father bred
race horses and farmed chickens on a commercial scale, but has gone

bankruptw‘
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Despite a materially privileged existence including a private education,
the central theme of this report is loss, which is linked to a
dependency on drink and drugs. A similar line of argument is used in a
report on a young white woman charged with shoplifting. In this report
considerable space is devoted to the relationship with her mother.
'X is the youngest of four children. Her parents divorced in I975 after
a long period of marital disharmony. Her father was remarried and she
has occasional contact with him. Following the divorce mother qualified
as a social worker, and is now working in that profession. The
defendant has regular contact with her mother but has as yet been
unable to tell her of the current probation order, and the fresh
offences. Part of my supervision with her has concentrated on helping
her to come to terms with residual ambivalent feelings towards her
mother by whom she has felt rejected over the years. It seems that her

mother has struggled to be a single parent as well as develop her own

~career .
The report goes on to describe the way in which her mother's new
relationship has led to the impression being gained by the offender that
she has been 'pushed out', and has been led towards a 'deep rooted
insecurity'. She has then turned to alcohol as an emotional crutch,
which is presented as leading to offending.

Such a line of argument can be expressed in the following way.
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IV.Explanations based on the anti authoritarian offender.

References in social enquiry reports to black anti-authoritarianism came

in numerous forms. The term anti-authority refers to the implication

that the offenders' criminal behaviour can in some respects be related to

a tendency to rebel and reject all forms of authority within society.
Such an explanation is exemplified in the description contained within
an ser on a black offender.

'X's pattern of offending in his teenage years seemed consistent with
the rebellious and angry behaviour which he demonstrated as a child'.
This was followed by a catalogue of negative personality
characteristics, the only redeemable feature being the fact that this
eighteen year old

'Blames no-one but himself and takes responsibility for what he does

good or bad.

Vhen the anti authoritarian offender was conceptualised in these terms,
the notion was frequently contained within a series of negative
descriptions which convey the impression that social work intervention
is difficult if not impossible. A black female offender despite 'bags
of imput' in an interview was described as having an authority problem
which was

'still a threat..... .... sohe seems to resent anyone putting pressure on

her to do anything,'
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The last quotation encapsulates the 'authority problem' which was used
to denote what the probation officer perceived to be a clearly defined
social phenomenon as distinct from a form of personality or character
disorder. The 'authority problem' was seen as stemming from an
unexplained resentment and apathy which had a limiting effect on the‘
viability of effective social work intervention. The theme of
resentment was taken up again in a report in which a young black youth
was charged with actual bodily harm, in which meetings between the
probation officer and offender were described in the report as being
strained and confrontational, with the defendant questioning what
probation had to offer him. This is followed by mention of the
offender's
*Resentment at being convicted for an offence where he believed the
victim asked for what he got:
The obvious omission from this report was the essential imformation
relating to the background to the offence. It emerged in the interview
that this offender had been subjected to racial taunts which constitutes
a vital piece of information .The probation officer chose not to include

this information in the report.

All references to anti authoritarianism were critical, suggesting that

the offenders' attitude towards criminal activity was beyond the realms
of normal understanding. Thus the rejection of authority was seen as an
individual defect, with no attempt being made to understand the possible

causes of such feelings when they were genuinely expressed. An exception

to this was the youth custody liason officer who applauded what he saw
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as the black offender's resistance to oppressive state activity. White
offenders were not described in terms of being anti- authoritarian but
occasionally ‘reckless' or 'impulsive'. This effectively separated white
offenders from the authority problem as described in relation to black
offenders.
V. Racie ] ; £ F it nes.
What has been said above about the differential forms of explanation
given by probation officers in relation to offending behaviour, would
lead one to the impression that probation officers were making racist
assumptions particularly with reference to black family life and
structure. This theme will be developed later in the thesis. It was
notable that racism was explicitly used on only three occasions to
explain offending in social enquiry reports. One of these exanmples has
previously been mentioned in the section on the family. References to
racism were fairly brief, as the following extract from one of the two
reports indicates,
'The defendant's first offence was for stealing a bicycle while staying
with his father, there followed two assaults, which it is alleged was a
response to racial abuseﬁ
Here an open ended statement clearly leaves room for doubt as to whether
racism was directly connected with the offence. The statement emphasisec
the fact that racism is alleged by the defendant.
The offenders' anti racist expression is blatantly ignored in this
account. Respondents were quite reluctant to cite racism as an

explanation for offending in an official document, and when it was
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brought to the attention of the court it was usually done sc in a brief
and somewhat cryptic manner. The possible reasons for this are complex
and will be discussed in the cection which deals with aspects of =ocial

work practice.

P.o.'s were far more forthcoming, and spoke of race in a more detailed
way in the interviews which were conducted with them. In many cases
race was an issue mentioned in interviews, but not mentioned in social
enquiry reports. In one case, for instance, in interview the following
interchange took place,

Q. 'How would you account for X being in trouble with the law 7

A. The reason that he was on probation was about racism, his anger
whelled up about the fact that people were taunting him, so that in that
sense racism can be seen as directly connected with his offending.

Q. Who was taunting him 7.

A. Some white studente, I think they were poly students, '

In the the social enquiry report however, no mention is made of this
element having contributed to the offending behaviour. In another case
in the interview in reply to the the question of whether race was raised
as an issue in conversations with the offender the probation officer
replied, -
‘He feels victimised by the police, he feels that the fact that he is
black means that he is picked up on more occasions. The service itself

is a part of this authoritarianism, yes, he has very strong feelings

about race
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Here it is significant to note that the officer seems to be tenuously
connecting police victimisation, and the probation service in his
explanation. The offender is presented as combining a critique of both
agencies one coercive the other consensual which together constitute a
cocktail of 'authoritarianism', which i1s then linked back to race.
Despite the sensitive interpretation of the offender's perception in
structural terms that racism was not mentioned in the social enquiry

report as a possible explanation for offending.

In another interview the following account was given of the way in which
the officer had addressed the question of racism in an interview.

'Ve've addressed the issue of racial harassment, and it has been very
difficult to clarify, but I felt that acknowledging his blackness and
linking it to his offending behaviour was important for him.

In this case no mention was made regarding the importance of racism to
the offender in the social enquiry report, despite that fact that in the
records the question is raised on at least four occasions by the

offender as a causal factor which he related to his criminal activities.:

Racism was mentioned five times in interviews but mentioned only three
times in part ¢ records, and was absent in part b records. When racism
was raised in records it was given more detailed attention than in
social enquiry reports. In the part c records of a young black
offender, the following account of offending behaviour was found,

'He had been charged with theft, which apparently consisted of him

carrying a cassette out of an electrical hi-fi store, and waving it




159.
about outside at the manager. Apparently the defendant did this in
order to prove that the manager was a racist ',
Such explicit accounts of an offender's own feelings about racism were
rarely found in the research material. An examination of a file on this

offender failed to reveal any mention of racism in any other official

records or in accounts given to the courts in social enquiryreports.

The apparent reluctance to explore racism as an explantion for crime in
records could suggest that probation officers feel apprehensive about
committing their thoughts about racism to paper. This view would be
supported by the lack of reference to racism in social enquify reports.
The relatively anonymous and informal nature of the interview allowed

officers to raise issues related to racism.

YI.Irresponsibility.

Vhen referring to irresponsibility as possibly influencing offending
behaviour probation officers appeared to be referring to a form of
action perceived to be entirely irrational and unpredictable,
characterised by a lack of any sense of obligation to anyone except
themselves. The notion of the irresponsible offender, like that of the
authoritarian offende; occurred frequently in reports on black clients,
but was absent from reports on white clients. During interviews one
probation officer mentioned irresponsibility as a factor leading

towards offending in the case of a white offender.
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Irresponsibility was not mentioned as an explanatory factor during
interviews with respect to black offenders, although it was mentioned in
one interview in relation to a white offender.
In social enquiry reports irresponsibility was not used in an entirely
negative way when attempting to explain black offending as the following
extract from a social enquiry report on a black offender indicates.
'Mr. X accepts that he has behaved irresponsibly, the other matters put
before the court similarly reflect this:‘
The p.o. then goes on in the report to show how the realisation of this
irresponsibility can be used to appeal to the mercy of the court. She
continues,
'However, Mr X's recent offending behaviour does not fall into the same
category as his previous offending history. He now recognizes that it
is as deeply unacceptable, and anti-social, and that consequences for
offending are as great.'
Thus the realisation of irresponsibility leads to a contrite attitude,
which enables the court to use what Walker and Beaumont refer to as
'Mercy and discretion' (Walker and Beaumont, 1981).
In another ser on a black offender the p.o links the lack of
responsibility to a lack of intelligence, as perceived of in terms of
intelligence quotient. The p.o. writes,
'Some factors which the court may wish to take into consideration in
reaching this decision, (i.e. the decision not to continue probation,
is the defendant's home background, low I.Q., and possibly diminished
sense of responsibility. To assist in this a psychiatric report may be

]
usetful in this case.
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This report has a different tone in that the irresponsibility has a
pathological label attached to it, being followed as it is by the

suggestion that the defendant could be helped by a psychiatrist.

In ser's 12 p.o.'s cited the influence of peer group pressure as being a
significant factor in explaining otffending behaviour. It occurred with twice
the frequency in ser's on white offenders than it did on black offenders. In
the case of white offenders this link is made quite explicit as the following
extract from an ser on a young white offender demonstrates,

'When short of money the defendant appears to have found himself influenced
into crime by his co-accused, who was, as far as 1 know, the instigator of
these offences.'

This was the more usual manner in which offenders were conceptualised as being
led into crime. No social enquiry report was found in which the subject was
leading others into crime. In another social enquiry report on a young white
offender the link between the influence of peers and offending is also made

quite explicit,

'The original offences, however, took place in the company of X, a young man who
lived near the defendant, and who is very well known for his persistent
thieving. This influence was very bad, and although the defendant is no longer

acquainted with X, it seems that stealing from shops is persisting with him
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This reference serves to diminish the responsibility that the offender has for
the offence, whilst still allowing the probation officer leeway to acknowledge
the seriousness of the offence, and is clearly an effective device in court used
by probation officers when trying to argue for a non-custodial sentence.
This theme is not developed in other forms of data on white offenders.
In describing the influence of a peer group on a black offender the social
enquiry report reads as follows,
'Mr. X does not have a serious history of offending. The trouble he has been in
reflects the changes in his life since leaving the security and supervision of
the children's home, and in particular that since his move to X, he has mixed in
with quite a delinquent group of young men. Given his employment prospects the

chances of further trouble must be reasonably highf

Generally, there was no appreciable qualitative difference in the way in which
this explanation of offending was presented in reports on black or white
offenders. It was the frequency with which this form of explanation occurred

which clearly favoured white offenders which was significant.

YIII. Depression

Depression has already been mentioned when discussing the perceived influence
of family life on offending behaviour. Depression took on a quasi medical
meaning which resembled the psychiatric distinction between reactive or

endogenous forms. Reactive depression can be regarded as resulting from a
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specific traumatic event such as a major bereavement. Thus by definition the
condition tends to be thought of in temporary terms, since the person suffering
from such a form of depression can with help recover with the passing of time.
The ‘causes of endogenous depression are not always apparent and are frequently
seen to be indicative of a more far reaching fundamental psychiatric problem,
possibly of a permanent nature. From an examination of the research material
it appeared that probation officers were more likely to present the former form
of depression as contributing to offending behaviour. In one case a white
offender was seen to be suffering from 'acute' depression which seemed to

indicate a 'disease' characterised by 'a sudden onset, but of short duration.

In social enquiry reports written on white offenders depression was used as an
explanation of offending on four occasions, but it only appeared once in an
social enquiry report written on a black offender. A further dimension is
added to this in that when depression was used it tended to be seen in relation
to white women. An example of the way in which depression was used as an
explanation of offending in social enquiry reports was seen in a report written

on X, a 20 year old white woman offender.

'The defendant acknowledges that when she keeps appointments with me she finds
our discussions helpful and supportive, she has some insight into her deep-
rooted insecurity, and her resultant patterns of behaviour that still cause her
problems from time to time, particularly with regard to relationships. I

believe the offences last year which led to this order were committed during a
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period of depression, while struggling to cope with independence and
loneliness. It would also seem that her money management was bad because she

was spending too much on alcohol as an emotional crutch,',

This social enquiry report 1is a variant on the line of argument used
frequently in the case of white offenders to explain behaviour. The use of
depression in this 'medical' manner explains the offence in terms of the result
of a disease - depression, which renders the sufferer unable to take full
responsibility for her actions. Since depression is temporary and essentially
reactive the hope of recovery makes the possibility of successful probation
intervention a viable proposition for the court to consider. Here depression is
related to drinking, and the need for drink leads to undue expenditure on
alcohol, which then creates a further need for offending behaviour in order to
pay for more drink. It has already been noted that such cyclical forms of
argument were not as evident in explanations of black offending.

In the only case in which depression was used to explain black offending the
following presentation was made to the court.

'The defendant tells me that this is his first offence and adds that he has
never received so much as a caution. On this occasion he had been riding his
peddle-cycle down the shopping centre listening to music through head-phones,
something that he says .he does frequently when he is feeling depressed. He
threw a drain grid through a shop window on each occasion and stole watches

and items of clothing from the displays. I gather that some of these goods
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were recovered. The defendant adds that they were items he neither wanted nor
needed, and can offer no explanation for what he says are spontaneous acts of

}
folly,

Here the probation officer presents the offending behaviour in such a way as to
lead the reader towards the view of the offender as an incorrigible youth who
acts irrationally, stealing items that he does not want or need. The worst
effects of the potentially damaging image of the recalcitrant youth riding his
bicycle listening to headphones and mindlessly throwing a drain grid through a
shop front is amelioratedto a large extent by the use of the word 'depressed’
which is perhaps the only possible way in which the probation officer could

make such an act understandable to the courts. The report continues.

*Previous reports have linked the defendant : offending to the depressing, and
disturbing home situation, and certainly his mother's over-protectiveness, and
his father's tendency to over—regct and punish him have not helped. However, I
feel that the defendantis nowbeginning to realise that he has to accept
responsibility for the actions himself, and I see his current offences as
situational, as well as indicative of wider problems. The first offence
occurred when the defendant met a friend and was persuaded to accept a car
1ift, knowing it to be stolen. He now sees that it was foolish to do.so, but
thought it difficult to back down. Certainly this sort of car offence is not in

keeping with the defendant's previous pattern of offending. The other offences
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are for shop lifting clothes, and I believe are directly related to him losing

his job.'

Here 'a rather more brusque account of the black offenders' depression is given
and, unlike the white offender's depression, does not appear to have been
accepted by the officer. It is also significant to note the apparent rejection
of black family stereo typical structures which dominated other explanations of
crime. The punitive father and overprotective mother are here replaced by a call
for realism on the part of the offender to accept the consequences of his
actions

hi bl lanation for offending behaviour,
It is necessary at the outset to clarify what is being referred to by the use
of relationship problems. Reference is being made to problems arising within
one to one relationships. In the research material relationships were
heterosexual in nature, only one reference being made to homosexuality, in that
one white offender's daughter had proclaimed her lesbian tendencies which had
contributed to the offenders' sense of isolation. Probation officers tended to
utilize explanations of offending based on relationship problems maost noticably
in part c records. This practice was followed in relation to only one black
offender. In this case the offence in the part c records is explained in terms
of a relationship which he had had for ten months. He was co-habiting with a

women and her three chiLgren.
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‘In conversation X describes this relationship as having been extremely

important to him, but tells me that for the later 7 months it had been both
fraught and volatile. He describes his feelings towards her in very powertul
and warm terms, but it's clear that there is a level of distrust that was never
resolved. He talks in the interviews about fights and scuffles over a period of
time, which on one occasion resulted in him being cut on the shoulder with a
bread knife, he showed me the scar. He also described another occasion in
which he allédged that he found her in bed with his father. X clearly pute a
great deal into trying to understand and work out this relationship, and is

greatly distressed at the way in which the relationship ended. As a result his

ex—-cohabitee is taking out an injunction against him, and there is therefore no
contact. X appears now to be very confused but wants to learn from his
nistakes:

Such an emotionally charged account was quite rare in the records and indicates
that the probation officer was genuinely attempting to grapple with the

internal emotional state of the offender.

A similar approach can be seen in relation to the description given of a whife
couples' marital difficulties. In this social enquiry report the probation
officer describes the circumstances leading to the defendant driving with
excess alcohol, whilst disqualified. The offence is contextualised within the

after affects of an argument between the defendant and his wife.
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X, The dimension of gender in explaining offending behaviour. :

In two instances offending was related to issues peculiar to gender. In the
first case in which a black woman was caught shop lifting in a supermarket, the
following explanation was given,

'X was upset, she had been caught shop-lifting at X on Friday. She was
shopping with her daughter, and at the till put some goods straight into a
carrier bag which had been given to her at the till. She said she did not
realise what she had done until she was stopped, and outside the store, she
offered to pay for the goods, but was refused by the store detective. X says
she was feeling unwell, and had got confused, she had period pains and migraine,
and the baby was making a fuss. She felt sick and shocked when she was
stopped and arrested. At the police station she tried to explain the
circumstances, but she tells me that the police were threatening to keep her for
a long time, and she was worried about the baby, so she made a statement
‘admitting shop 1lifting to get home to her daughter. X is afraid that this
matter will come before the court again since she knows she might get a

custodial sentence .’

Here the probation officer creates the image of a woman overburdened with the
responsibilities of child rearing. The reference to migraine and period pains
adds a powerful force tg this image, having an arguable effect. On the one hand
it can be seen as making a contribution. On the other hand such wording can be

seen as essentially sexist presenting women in the words of Smart as.
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‘At the mercy of their anatomy and emotions. Most studies of female offenders
refer to women in terms of their biological impulses and hormonal imbalance or
terms of thier domesticity, maternal instinct and passivity'

(Smart 1976, p. 71).

Such tendencies are reflected in a part b record relating to a woman black
offender is described as having a tendency...

'To shut reality out and live in a nice fantasy world of pretty things, and
shelve problems. However, she is beginningfor the first time to open out
problems that have harboured for years, and she is likely to unearth the rcots
of her offending behaviour,|

In the social enquiry report and in previous records, reference had been made
to the hardships which had been suffered by this offender, yet it was still
possible for her to live in a 'nice fantasy world of pretty things in order to
cshelve problems'. This apparent irrationality will be remedied by the process of
‘opening out', which although not defined as an operational concept, would
enable her to unearth the roots of problems which underlie her offending

behaviour. Such spurious logic, based on often ambiguous and contradictory

evidence raises a number of important problems.

The use of strong sterectypes in relation to female offending is well
documented in the literature (Greenwood 1982, CCPC, 1981, Walker, 1985).
Frequently the white woman offender is presented to the courts by the probation
officer in terms of being neurotic, or irrational these being the ‘true’

characteristics of women (Smart, 1976). This may well be related to the




170.
finding from this research that the notion of the depressed woman was
attributed most frequently to the white woman. If this is accepted black
women would seem to be at a double disadvantage being subjected not only to
stereotypical assumptions based on race/ethnicity, but also, to the mythical

presentation of the woman as being in some way unpredictable and irrational.

Provocation was perceived by probation officers as influencing crime
most notably in social enquiry reports on black offenders. Although
frequently linked with racism this category of explanation should be
regarded as being distinctive for two principle reasons. Firstly, it
occurred in one case involving a white offender. Secondly, it was
occasionally used to deflect from racist taunts. This can be seen in
the following example in which the imitation of a black youth's walk was
seen by the probation officer as sparking off an attack, which is

mentioned in the social enquiry report as follows

'He tells me that he was initially provoked by the victim of the attack

imitating his walk, and that subsequently a heated argument developed.

It also becomes clear in the ser that the subject ,'struck the victim
first'. The officer then goes on to express surprise that the defendant

should have acted in this way, commenting that,
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'l was surprised to learn that X was involved in a violent incident ,
because there was no indication that he is or has been inclined towards
violent behaviour. During the interview in which this offender was
being discussed, the probation officer emphasised that this subject was
much preoccupied with his blackness. There is no reference to race in
the social enquiry report however, although it seems highly probable
that the incident which sparked off the attack could more properly be
regarded as being racism. The use of such terms as provocation removes

the reality of racism as being linked to the commission of crime’

In the ser in which the provocation of a white offender was emphasised,
as was the case with black offenders, it was attributed to peer group
pressure. After a drunken evening in a public house the white
defendant was provoked by a rival white gang. The subject of the report
was

'Constantly mocked and spﬁrféd on by his own friends to become violent. '

There were some important common features presented by probation
officers as constituting provocation for blacks and whites. Firstly,
the incidents occured in public places. Secondly, there would appear to
have been considerable group pressure exerted on offenders immediately
prior to the offence being committed. Thirdly, the probation officer is
presenting the provocation as an influence directly affecting the
commission of crime, thus without provocation the offence would not have
occurred. This has the effect of providing an explanation which is

external to the offender. Thus whilst acknowledging that the violent
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act itself appears to emanate from the individual ,the provoking act
diminishes the responsibility that the defendant can take, since the
provocation was 'unreasonable'. This enables the probation officer to
further argue that the isolated piece of behaviour does not reflect the
true nature of the offender. The offending act thus becomes 'unusual' or
'out of character', and can be used in social enquiry reports to justify
a lighter non custodial sentence. Although this tendency was evident in
material on black and white offenders racism was frequently an added
dimension to the provocation suffered by some black offenders. Despite
the central part in which racism clearly played in some of these
incidents, it was rarely mentioned and never condemned.
This failure on the part of probation officers to emphasise and condemn
some of the worst excesses of racism was also found in previous work
already mentioned. (Whitehouse 1983, West Midlands Study 1987). This
may well reflect a reluctance on the part of probation officers more
connected with the attempt to forestall anticipated adverse magisterial

or judicial reaction to such an explanations and condemnations.

XI1I.Pragmatic offending.

Although the probation officers rarely used this term directly in social
enquiry reports, the meaning was made clear in an interview with a
probation officer. In discussing a young black offender charged with

shoplifting the p.o commented
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'X needed the cassette player, so he just took it....pause....it was as
simple as that. He walked into a shop grabbed the player and
ran....purely pragmaticf
In-using the word needed and not wanted it may be possible to argue that
the officer was showing some degree of understanding of the position in
which the offender found himself. This perceived influence on offending
occurred with most regularity in social enquiry reportson black
offenders, and was used exclusively in relation to crimes of property,
as distinct from crimes connected with the person. The notion of
pragmatic offending was not always expressed in such a straightforward
way as the above example would suggest. In a social enquiry report on a
black offender charged with theft the following account is given. After

loosing his job

'He was used to earning approximately £80.00 per week, and used to spend
most of this on clothes. After being dismissed he received no
supplementary benefit and has therefore gone from being reasonably
affluent to penniless in a few weeks. He reverted to his old habits and-
resorted to shoplifting to get things he wanted, he understands that
this is no excuse, but it is his explanation of why he reoffended.

This explanation is a more difficult one to present in an ser, since it
implies that the offender wanted something that he could not obtain
legally, and faced with this situation simply broke the law to achieve
his aims. In this extract the effect of this is even more forceful
since the offending was mentioned in the context of dismissal from

employment. The impact of this is ameliorated somewhat since the
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offender appears to realise that there 1is no excuse which suggests a
degree of contrition, giving the court the opportunity to use their
mercy and discretion. This would seem to be the desired result from the
probation officers perspective since he concludes by recommending a

probation order .

Previous reference has been made to the presentation of pragmatic
offending in the case of a young black woman who stole from the
supermarket in order to feed her children, (see section on black
families). Here pragmatism was seen as acceptable in that the offender
had no choice in the matter. The social enquiry report was written
with an underlying implication that in some circumstances, that
pragmatism could become a mitigating circumstance.

The presentation of pragmatic white offending although less prevalent
was seen by probation officers in similar terms. In a social enquiry
report written on a young white offender in connection with a charge of
shop 1ifting, the writer comments

'X tells me that he needed the items and walked out of the shop with
them in his hand without thinking.

Here the goods involved were parts for a motor cycle, and cannot be
regarded as essential. The subject of the report was currently
unemployed but was described in the interview as

'Having a fetish about his motorbike'

There is a qualitative difference in this account in that the white
offender according to his own account was not in real control of his

senses when the offence occurred. The act was committed without
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thinking which effectively separates the offender from the act. The
implication here is that had he been thinking the offence would not have
occurred. This is a similar line of argument to that found in the
presentation of provocation, depression, the use of alcohol, and most of
the other major categories of explanation which have been identified,
with the obvious exclusion of racism. There are a number of important
distinctions present in accounts of pragmatic offending which can be

summarised as follows.

1.Rational pragmatic offending can be presented as being understandable
to the courts if the items stolen are essential and the intention of the
theft is not frivolous.

2.Irrational pragmatic offending can be used by probation officers to
account for the theft of non essential luxury goods which provide
immediate gratification of wants and not needs. A distinction here is
being made in terms of what can broadly be viewed as deserving and un
deserving crime. Both forms of explanation were present in the material

examined on white and black offenders.

XI1V. Lifestyle.

This complex and vague notion although not prevalent in the research
material overall did appear in part b records kept on 3 black offenders
2 of whom were women. In one other part b record on a black offender
the combination of a high life style and low income was used to account

for criminal activity. Attempts were made in the second interviews to
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clarify the notion without much success. It seemed that different
officers had different understandings of the term. One officer
described lifestyle as being,
'The way in which offenders organise their daily lives, whether they get
up early, dress soberly, and formally or just look a mess....things like
that.'
Another probation officer related lifestyle to culture describing it as
being
'The way in which certain values deriving from culture affect peopleé
lives.'
In the atmosphere of vagueness it was difficult to reach any
understanding as to how probation officers saw this concept as
contributing to offending.
In one part b record kept on a young black woman the probation officer
noted
'She says that she won't take the risk of shoplifting again, its a mugs
game, but will handle and receive. Everybody around X is offending she
likes the excitement and lifestyle of it all, its all she knows
The rather patronising tone contained in the exclamation 'its all she

knows' has rarely to be found in documents examined on white or black

offenders.

XV. Anger.

N

Previous discussion has considered the question of anger in sections on
provocation, racism, the family, alcohol ,and relationships . Anger was

presented as a single causal factor in offending behaviour most
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noticably in ser son black offenders. In one such report the court was
told by the probation officer that
'X¥s pattern of offending is consistent with angry behaviour as a child.’
Anger presented to the court in this way would appear to have negative
connotations. The passage suggests a consistence which has been present
in the individual for the greater part of his life, which would seem to
lead to an obvious pessimistic conclusion that nothing can be done for
the individual non custodially. The concluding recommendation runs
contrary to this however since a recommendation for probation is made.
In a second interview which aimed at exploring the perceived anti
authoritarianism of an offender, the subject was described as having
'Flashpoints of anger which directly related to offending.'
The officer continued by describing the offender as a'gentle giant,
Such references were far more characteristic of the way in which anger

was used by probation officers to explain offending behaviour.

XVI. Acting out being a criminal.

This unusual form of explanation occurred in 3 part ¢ records kept on
black offenders. This concept appeared in this part of the research
material and not in more formal documents like social enquiry reports
possibly because it .was vague and considered by probation officers to be
unacceptable as an 'official' explanation of crime. The following
extract from a ¢ follower entry on a black male gives the an impression

of the qualitative nature of this form of explanation,
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'X is a real showman, when he is being the mature grown up X he shows
off in quite amusing ways. When he is being the juvenile immature X he
plays to the gang, acting out being the smooth guy. Part of this
involves his being the sophisticated criminal. This isnt so funny.
Thus in a peer group in which offending is the norm X plays to the
audience and in order to gain esteem he offends. This is part of the
process of being smooth and streetwise , thus defending a strong
position within the peer group structure. The negative consequences for

the offender are clearly recognised.'

In all accounts given of such offending the idea of acting out being a
criminal was presented in slightly theatrical terms , and linked to peer

groups.

Having given detailed consideration to particular differences that

emerged from all sources of research material it is necessary to make
some more generalised comments relating to the differential perceptions

of influences on offending, as expressed by probation officers.

Although there were variations in explanations provided in sers on
white offenders there was an important unifying strand in that the
explanations being offered suggested strongly to the court that there
were factors, out of the offender's control, which could potentially
create a situation in which the offender was vulnerable to offending

behaviour. Such scenarios were largely brought about by the random
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build up of external factors. There was also a considerable amount of
congruity between explanations offered in social enquiry reports and
interviews, although there were exceptions to this. Explanations for
offending records also bore a striking resemblance to each other in
documents relating to white offenders, concentrating on what has been

referred to as conventional forms of explanation.

Although some explanations for offending offered in social enquiry
reports written on black offenders, also tended to concentrate on
external factors and circumstances acting upon the offender there were
many accounts’m which black offenders were presented in a way which was
qualitatively different from the explanations associated with white
offenders. The white offender was frequently presented as a victim of
cruel circumstance minimised the amount of blame which could be
attributed to the individual. Such explanations often constituted a plea
for 'one last chance', and in one case the ;mercy of the court.'

Vhen discussing black offenders probation officers, tended to combine °
familiar conventional accounts of offending with differing forms of
explanation which as has been seen in the section on the family
frequently resorted to the use of stereotype, and myth. Underlying all
this was a clear reluctance to cite racism as a cause for criminal
activity with attempts being made to camouflage this explanation.

In a few cases the explanations for offending can only be described as
racist when for instance the term 'almost instinctive criminality' is

used in relation to the offending patterns of one defendant,' Such
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unconventional propositions create the impression that the offender
possessed an innate propensity for offending which was performed without
conscious intention. When in the second interview the probation officer
was questioned about the use of the word 'instinctive' 1in relation to
black offending, he immediately recognised that it could have racist
connotations and added,
'The problem is I do not know whether I would have used the word in
relation to a white client.
In another social enquiry report regarding a charge of burgulary the
defendant's work record is seen as being 'abysmal', and he is seen as

having a low I.Q. which could possibly lead to a diminished sense of

responsibility.

Vhat emerged in the qualitative examination of reports was that the
probation officers would mix conventional accounts of offending, which
were directly comparable with accounts given of white offending, with
evidence of a different quality, often suggesting that black offending

was impulsive and i1l thought out.

It was previously noted that explanations given of white offending in
ser s were similar to those given in the unstructured interviews, and
records kept by probation officers. The same point cannot be made in

relation to many of the explanations given of black offending. In the
following case the client's own definition of the situation was given

quite forcefully during the interview. Here we see that the police pick
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on the offender which seems to have been a significant contributing
factor in explaining his offending behaviour.

Q. 'How do you account for the position in which X finds himself 7

A. He would say that the police pick on him. He has recently been
picked up by the police, and he attributes many of his problems to
police attitudes. I think that he has a point here. I generally agree
with him about the police.'

In the social enquiry report, however, there is no mention of the
police. The following account is given of his offending behaviour,

'He has little to say regarding the offences that he appears before the
court for today. The offences all occurred on March of this year, so he
has had plenty of time to reflect on his behaviour. He admits that he
knew it was wrong to take someone else's push bike, but needed bits for
his own, and knew that his mother could not afford to buy them for him.
He now very much regrets this behaviour and assures me that he will not

be tempted in this way again,

In discussing a black woman client a probation officer referred in
interview to her offending being connected with 'a terrible temper',
whilst in the social enquiry report the following statement was made,
'Although the defendant does not feel it is significant, I believe that
the fact that the shop lifting occurred following the week that X was
rejected by the college of further education from the preliminary care
course is possibly relevant. She has been hoping that the college would
accept her for this course, even though she was suspended from school,

and was obviously upset by the decision made by the college.
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X does insist that her offence was not premeditated but opportunistic,

and now very much regrets her impulsive behaviour.'

Again there is a reference to the notion of impulsive behaviour as
related to offending. It also has to be noted that there was more
congruence between records kept on offenders, social enquiry reports

and interviews in data examined on white offenders than black. In the
case of one black offender there were no fewer than four different
explanations given for offending in the four sources of data that were
used, i.e. the explanation for crime in social enquiry reports,,
interview, and records. In the social enquiry report the following
explanation is given,

'She generally finds that her outgoings exceed her income, and fails to
exercise the rigorous financial restraint required to live within her
means. She strives to maintain a child, a household, and herself in a
meticulous manner on a limited budget. This situation leaves her
vulnerable to offending.’

In the part c records, however, we find the following explanation of
offending,

'The defendant was shopping and at the till the defendant put some goods
straight into a carrier bag which had been given to her at the till, she
says she did not realise what she had done until she was stopped outside
the store, and offered to pay, but was refused.'

In the part b we see the following explanation,

' The defendant re-offended within five weeks of the probation order

commencing, and this places her in a very pressurized position. Shop-
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lifting is an integral part of her life, which she was introduced to by
her step-mother and continues to be concerned with along side other
members of her family. She struggles alone to provide for herself, and
her three year old daughter.'
In interview, however, the following explanation was given of this
offender's crime,
'She finds herself in a very insecure, and confused position, and
frequently has periods in which she is unable to control certain
impulses which lead her towards shop lifting.
In another social enquiry report on a black offender the explanation in
the ¢ follower entry regarding the commission of offences reads as
follows,
'The offences show that there were some bad feelings around, did they
come from his family being black or what?. I asked him to complete the
sentence - I got into trouble again because - . In reply to this he
mentioned colour, and this opened up the conversation no end, he seemed
to respond to it being brought out into open, and he also added that he
had never offended on his own. Trouble seemed to be coming from the
crowd, and running with the crowd. Possibly being out on the streets
because of the problems between his parents in the home. He had never
really thought about what he had been doing at this stage. Did it not
occur to him that he was breaking the law 7. Certainly he comes over as
a quiet, shy, naive man at times. School was where he first grappled
with racism. He and his elder sister seemed to have been the only black
kids there, and they learnt to protect themselves. So we have some sort

of explanation as to why the anger goes underground, until there is an
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explosion which then seems to be out of character. This felt like a
very profitable session.'

The uncertainty reflected in the records was not seen 1in the social
enquiry report. Here the same writer said of his offending behaviour
that he,

'Gets into trouble because of the company he has kept.'

Another unusual form of explanation which was used in interviews related
to black physicality. One probation officer consistently made mention
of black physicality when explaining offences.

'X has a very physical presence ......... he is dominant strong, and very
black.'

The same probation officer described another young black offender as
‘Laid back, very good looking, tall very smart, and a sharp dresser. '
In another interview the young black offender was described as

'Very large, he makes an immense physical impression.'

Although the physical presence was not directly related to offending ,
it occured in some seven interviews spontaneously when offending was
being discussed.

It should be emhasised that black physicality was not mentioned in
social enquiry reports. The linking of racial identity with physical
appearence and criminality is documented elsewhere in the literature.
The West Midlands study (1987) found evidence of this tendency in
reports. Here as was noted in chapter one evidence was found directly
linking a 'Well built and strong Afro Caribbean with 'getting into

trouble with the law .'
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SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE WITH YQUNG RBLACK AND WHITE OFFENDERS.

In this chapter the nature of probation work with young black and white
offenders will be comparatively considered. A number of questions have been
formulated arising from a concern to understand the possible effect of race
on probation practice. These questions also relate to some of the issues
raised in the previous chapter, which sought to explore probation officers’
perceptions of offending behaviour. This chapter then focuses on the
process of probation work with young black and white offenders. It is first
necessary however to state what is understood by the process of social work
for the purposes of this thesis. Although this is an area of great
contention a working model which helps to clarify the notion of the social
work process has been recently developed by Preston-Shoot and Williams.
They have described a series of steps which they argue constitute an

‘evaluative form of process in social work which is as follows:

1. A description of the situation as precisely as possible. :

oo

A description of the broad aim of the work with a desired outcome.

3. The identification of feasible objectives.

4. A description of the intervention designed to achieve the desired
objective.

5. The identification of indicators which reveal change.

6. A decision as to who will record what and why.

7. Establish the plan for evaluating steps 1-6.

8. Review the results of the intervention prior to either a return to step
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one or termination and subsequent follow up. (Preston-Shoot and Williams

1988) .

Although no formulation can be free of criticism the clarity of this model
creates a useful guideline for the basis of a planned and systematic
process in social work. For the praobation officer the first step in the
probation work process of intervention would be the formulation of a
recommendation in a social enquiry report which inevitably constitutes an
assessment and a recommendation for court disposal based upon the probation

officers' assessment.

This would be followed by a formal assessment, usually in the form of a
part b record which in this research for white offenders particularly was
not dissimilar from the social enquiry report assessment. The next process
would be the carrying out of the intervention based on the assessment.
Evidence of the day to day progress of this was found in the part c
records, and from personal accounts given by probation officers during
interview. The third process involves the officer in a process of .
evaluating the intervention in order to understand the effectiveness of the
work., Evidence of this was sought in all records and in interviews. Put
simply one is attempting to ascertain whether the intervention had the
effect desired or anticipated by the probation officer. In addressing the
issues that arise from this research, the following questions have been

formulated, which will structure the chapter.




This question was selected since it touched upon the debates regarding
probation or sentencing practice accounting for the over representation of
black offenders within the custodial sector of the penal system. (See
chapter 1), Despite the ethnographic slant of this research it was thought
to be appropriate to engage with this essentially quantitative question
since the most recent evidence in the area from the West Midlands (1987)
had suggested that the acceptability, or otherwise, of probation officers
could be a crucial variable in relation to sentencing outcome for young

black offenders.

This question is concerned with the complex relationship between the .

formation of arguments in social enquiry reports, and sentencing decisions.

Much of the work of the probation officer is linked to the assessment

process which warrants examination since it is a primary social work task.

The researcher wished to establish whether probation officers’ assessments
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constituted a basis for social work and whether the assessment did bear any

relation to the form of practice undertaken.

4; Vas there a comparative difference in the way in which day to day work
was undertaken with young white and black offenders 7.
Here aspects of probation practice which emerged from the research will be

examined.

5. Did probation officers measure the effectiveness of their work with
black and white offenders differentially 7.

This question was posed in order to draw attention not only to the process
of intervention but also the outcome for offenders, outcome in this sense
refers to the results of social work intervention. In other words the
possible benefits, and or disadvantages, which accrue to the offender as a

direct result of contact with the probation service.

viability of intervention 7.

In other words an attempt here is being made to ascertain whether probation
officers regard black offenders as having characteristics which create
problems for the probation officers work.

These six questions will now be considered in relation to the research

data.




189,

It has been suggested in some of the previous research examined that white
probation officers are less likely to make non custodial recommendations
for young black offenders than for white offenders. This point was made
more consistently in the earlier work, with recent evidence raising
questions as to the validity of this view. (See discussion in Chapter 1).
Since this aspect of the problem is still unresolved, it seemed an
appropriate dimension to include in the research. Much of the material
relating to this question has been quantitative, and whilst acknowledging
some of the limitations of the positivist approach (See chapter 2), in an
attempt to add to this central debate, a direct comparison was made between
the data collected from this research with the earlier findings of the Vest

Midlands research (1987).

A number of preliminary observations need to be considered before any
direct comparison can be made. The West Midlands figures are higher than
the number of offenders in this research, the total number of defendants in
the former being 222. Unlike this research in which equal numbers of white
and black offenders were examined the West Midlands contained accounts of
114 more white offenders than black . Thus the West Midlands work was a
more random and representative sample than this study, in which small but
equal numbers of black and white offenders were compared. Notwithstanding

this, direct statistical comparisons were made in the following manner.
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In all the following tables the percentage figures are calculated with
respect to the total number of cases examined for each group, i.e. Oxford,

black =25, white = 25. Vest Midlands black =54, white= 168.

Table 14.

Recs made Recs not made.
_WVhite Black Vhite Black.
Oxford. 25 22 0 3
100% 88% 0% 12%
Vest 147 49 21 5

Midlands 87.5% 90.7% 12.5% 9.3%.
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Table 15.

Custodial Non custodial.
Yhite Black V¥hite Black
Qxford 1 2 24 17
4% 8% 96% 68%
Yest Midlands
Yhite Black Yhite Black,
3 0 144 49

1.78% - 85.7% 90. 7%




192.

Recs Recs not

followed. followed.
VYhite Black ¥hite Black
23 14 2 8
92% 56% 8 % 32%

Yest Midlands

White Black Vhite Black
85 21 62 28
50.5% 38.8% 36.9% 51.8%
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Black Vhite
Oxford 3 0
12% 0%
Vest
Midlands 14 22
25.92% 13%

The West Midlands researchers claimed their figures indicated that a
similar proportion of black and white defendants had recommendations made
in their reports. Probation officers were more likely to exclude a
recommendation from reports in white cases than in black (Table 14). There
were also more recommendations for custody made in reports on white than on
black offenders Table 15 ). The figures for sentencing revealed that fewer
recommendations on black defendéét;_were followed by sentencers when
compared with recommendations on white defendants, 38.8% compared to 50.5%

(Table 16).
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In cases in which the recommendation was not followed, 25.92% of the black
defendants received custodial sentences compared to 13% of the white

defendants (Table 17).

It was concluded that the courts were less likely to accept a non custodial
recommendation on a black defendant than they were on a white defendant,
and were more likely to give a custodial disposal to a black defendant
particularly in cases in which no recommendation had been made.

The data from the research carried out in Oxford, on first inspection
reveals a 12% difference when the number of recommendations are being
compared. Recommendations were made in 88% of reports on black offenders
with a slightly higher proportion, 100% of social enquiry reports on white

offenders .

When the number of social enquiry reports without recommendations are
éxamined a higher proportion of such cases were found to be white in the
Vest Midlands, whilst in Oxford, probation officers were less likely to

make recommendations in relation to black offenders (Table 14). “

A greater concentration of recommendations for custody was found in social
enquiry reports written on white offenders in the West Midlands study,
whilst twice the number of black offenders in the Oxford research were

likely to receive a custodial recommendation (Table 15 ).
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Sentencers in both findings were more likely to follow recommendations on
white than on black offenders. This was a more pronounced trend in this
research than was found in the West Midlands. In the Oxford work only 56%
of recommendations relating to black cffenders were followed whilst 92% of
recommendations were followed in reports on white offenders.
In the West Midlands ®tudy slightly more recommendations on black offenders
51.8% than white 36.9% were not followed. In the Oxfordshire research the
trend was repeated, with a far more pronounced tendency for recommendations
on black offenders to be rejected, 32% black compared with 8% white (Table
16> .
Table 17 indicates a pronounced tendency in the Oxford sample, as was found
in the West Midlands, for offenders whose report recommendation had not

been followed, to receive a custodial sentence.

The problems involved in using small scale numerical data are once again
demonstrated in the results of this comparative study (See also discussion
of this in chapter 1). It seems difficult to explain the difference in the
incidence of non custodial recommendations between the two studies. This
particular finding would be supported by many of the earlier studies.

(e.g. Taylor, 1981), whilst conflicting with the work of De la Motta who
found a more pronounced tendency for custodial recommendations to be made

in relation to white offenders (De la Motta 1984).

This raises the qualitative question of whatconstitutes a custodial
recommendation. Probation officers in this study did not on any occasion

argue that custody was in itself beneficial. The recommendation was couched
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in terms of being inevitable given other factors such as the seriousness of
the offence or the position of the offender within the tarrif system of
sentencing. There were on some occasions grey areas of recommendation where
the researcher can only speculate as to whether a different officer might
have been more imaginative in making a non custodial recommendation even in
the face of a pessimistic tarrif position. In order for this important
aspect to be researched one would need to ask two probation officers to
write social enquiry reports and make recommendations on the same offender.
Such research has not been carried out in relation to black offenders to
date. A possible explanation for the apparent greater likelihood of black
offenders being sentenced to custody despite the probation officers'
recommendation would be the more extensive and serious nature of the
previous offences. Tables 18-21 relate to the main offences committed and
to the form of disposal made by the court. It can be seen that in the West
Midlands study the most frequently occurring form of crime connected with
black offenders was theft and burglaryOCéUTPingon 13 and 14 occasions
respectively. Theft and burglary also appeared to be the most dominant
form of criminal behaviour amongst young black offenders in this research

occuring 8 and 7 times respectively.

When figures for white disposals are examined, the West Midlands study
reveals a similar pattern, with burglary and theft constituting the major
forms of offending. For black offenders in this research it was found that
theft and burglary are also the most frequently occurring forms of
offending, although for white offenders theft occurred twice as many times

as burglary committed by 11 white offenders. It seems difficult to account
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for this, other than to note that theft is generally regarded as a less

serious offence than burglary.

Robbery a more serious crime was absent in cases involving black offenders
in the West Midlands study. Three white cases of robbery were reported in
the West Midlands study constituting 1.7% of the total. When crimes against
the person were examined the only case of murder in the West Midlands study
was committed by a white offender. In the West Midlands research, cases of
assault and wounding were found to have been committed by 11 white
offenders. Three cases of assault and wounding were seen in the Oxfordshire
research which formed 12 % of the total number of white cases examined.

In the black sample the occurrence of assault and wounding was lower, with
one such offence in the West Midlands study, and an absence of such cases

in the black Oxfordshire sample.

The argument that the more serious nature of black offending accounts for
more custodial and less non custodial sentencing cannot therefore be
sustained when these pieces of research are examined. Such independent-
findings direct attention away from the number of recommendations being
made by probation officers towards the sentencing process. When the court
disposals are examined in relation to specific types of offences this

conclusion is reinfo;ced.

The example of burglary, an offence in which black offenders were more
likely to be involved in both studies, can be seen to illustrate an

inportant point. In the West Midlands sample 11 of the 14 black
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defendants, (78.57%) of the total number of black defendants convicted for
burglary received custodial sentences whilst 2 out 7 black defendants
(37.5%) who had committed burglary in the Oxfordshire study were given a
custodial sentence., In the West Midlands research it was also found that
25% of white defendants having been sentenced for burglary were given
custodial sentences, whilst in the Oxfordshire work 16.6% of white
offenders found guilty of burglary were sentenced to custody. It can be
argued therefore that black offenders are more likely to receive custodial
sentences for an identical offences of burglary. Having acknowledged this
however, there is also a significant 41% difference in the figures for
custodial sentencing in relation to burglary when the two geographical
areas are compared. It could be suggested that local variations in
sentencing for identical offences are more pronounced in relation to black
offenders. Although much empirical evidence exists in the literature
relating to regional variations in sentencing generally,the racial, ethnic
component has not to date been considered, and would seem to be an

important omission. from the literature.

Vith regard to the offence of theft, nine white offenders of twelve
convicted in the Oxford work were made the subjects of probation or
supervision orders which constitutés 75% pf the total . This figure should
be compared with the two black offenders out of 8 who were sentenced to
supervision or probation (25%) for the same offence. Some 19 out of the
total of forty white offenders 47.5% convicted of theft in the West
Midlands study were sentenced to probation or a supervision order, whilst

the same figure for black offenders was 3 out of 13 or 23%.
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In this research there was a greater possibility of being sentenced to
supervision order or probation for a white offender than a black for the
offence of theft. Although this trend was not as pronounced in the West
Midlands research there was still a substantial difference in sentencing
practice in favour of white offenders when disposals for theft were

examined.

There is a problem with a direct comparison since these figures represent
sentences and disposals taken from the random sample of cases which
presented themselves in the West Midlands study, whilst probation officers
in the Oxfordshire research were asked to select equal numbers of black and
white offenders. The West Midlands work in examining all sentence outcomes
in the area over a period of time reflects a more statistically accurate
picture. Since this research is essentially qualitative, the quantitative

data can only be suggestive of emergent sentencing trends. More random

sampling needs to be done on a larger scale in order to produce a more
statistically significant and sophisticated comparative study of probation

areas. X

An important factor to be taken into consideration is that of previous
convictions, a factor which has an important determining effect both upon
the recommendation made by the probation officers and the sentence imposed

by the court.
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Numbers of previous convictions in relation to court disposal.

Prévious convictions White Black

Male Female Male Female

Probation/supervision order.

1-3 2 1 1 i
3-5 8 2 6 1
Over 5 4 0 2 0
14 3 9 2
Y.C
0 0 0 0 0
0-3 0 0 0 0
3-5 5 0 2 0
Over 5 1 0 3 0
2 0 8] 6]

Community service

0

1-3 1 0 0 0
3-5 . 2 0 1 0
Over 5 1 0 3 0




Suspended sentence
0

1-3

3-9

Over 5

Conditional dishcharge
0

1-3

3=5

Over 5

Fine

1-3
3-5

Over 5

Compensation order
0

1-3

3=5

Qver 5

205.
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Table 22 above shows the number of previous convictions which each offender
had recorded in relation to the disposal chosen by the courts. It is clear
that a greater number of white offenders who had between three and five
offences were given non custodial sentences mainly in the form of
supervison or probation orders than was the case with black offenders. None
of the offenders in this category had previous ;x#erfénce of custody. It is

also noteworthy that this form of disposal was the most popular for women

offenders both black and white.

More young black offenders than white were sentenced to custody although
the rates for previous convictions recorded for white offenders was
similar. Two of the five male black offenders who had committed over five
offences had previous experience of custodial sentencing. The white male in
the same category had no previous experience of custody. Non of the other
offender black or white had previously been the subject of a custodial
sentence. Although with such small numbers it is difficult to draw any firm
conclusions except to comment that there would appear to be greater
likelihood that the black offender will receive a custodial sentence. The
figures for community service are remarkably similar with a slighlty more
emphasised tendency for black offenders to be directed towards this high
tariff sentence. In one instance a black offender had served a previous

custodial sentence.

In answering the question as to whether recommendations made by probation

officers on black and white offenders are equally acceptable to the courts
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sentencers a clear pattern emerges which is supported by other research.
Sentencers are less likely to follow recommendations made by probation
officers on black offenders. When recommendations are not followed it is
more likely that a custodial sentence will result. These trends do not

appear to be related to the number of previous convictioms.

A problem does arise however as to whether one can attribute these apparent
sentencing trends directly to racism. What seems to emerge from an
examination of small scale localised quantitative studies including this
one is a puzzling picture with a complexity possibly attributable in part

to local variations in probation and sentencing practices.

I1. Probation officers recommendations in relation to black and white
offending .

A qualitative examination of reports was undertaken with specific
attention being given to the way in which the recommendations were
presented and the relationship of the final recommendation to the body
of the report. In the previous chapter it was argued that probation
officers will, when writing social enquiry reports catalogue a number of
explanations for offending, which constitute what was referred to as a
conventional form of explanation. The purpose of this in the case of
white offenders is to effectively distance the offender from the
offending behaviour, or according to Pinder to use conventional forms of
'excuse' to account for the behaviour (Pinder 1984).

Combined with this is the tendency to use such explanations to victimise
the offender. Thus reasons are sought to account for the offending

behaviour which will make a recommendation for non custodial disposal
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rational to the sentencer. In other words, when probation officers make
conventional recommendations they tend to use excusing or victimising

terms.

Although to some extent these comments can be applied to reports on both
black and white offenders there emerged a qualitative difference in)the
way in which explanations were presented. In cases involving young black
offenders conventional rules of 'professional' argument were modified
for a number of possible reasons. The form in which the report is
written may be affected by racism on the part of the writer, or the
desire to present a black view of social reality which incorporates
racism. The central question which emerges is the relationship between
the form of explanation for offending and the recommendation made by the
probation officer to the court. It is important to recognise that for a
probation officer writing social enquiry reports, the sequencing of
arguments and the relation between particular sequencing and
recommendations constitute a major part of their social work practice.
This problem will now be explored by examining in detail the accounts

given by probation officers in social enquiry reports.

The following case of shoplifting involving a young white woman offender
will exemplify the 'conventional' relationship between explanations of
offending and recommendations. The sequence of explanations in the

report can be expressed thematically as follows,




209,

Figure 3. To show conventional representation of events in relation to
shoplifting

1. She

2. She

3. Her

4, Non

5. Non

was under considerable stress.

wanted to draw attention to her plight.
|

|

husband was increasingly violent towards her.

custodial recommendation by probation officer.

l

|

custodial disposal by the courts.

The recommendation for probation reads as follows.

'X presents as an anxious frightened young woman, who sees herself as

victim of circumstance. The previous probation order helped her

practically to become more assertive, and create some form of control

over her own life. Unfortunately she appears to be back to square one.

would therefore suggest to the court that a further probation order be

appropriate in this case, especially as Mrs X is very isolated at the

a

I

moment, and needs a. confidente to help her make decisions and change her

life for the better'.

There are a number of observations about this report which help

exemplify what has been reterredto in this research as conventional
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practice. The recommendation clearly relates to the forms of explanation
which have been provided earlier in the report. The defendant is afraid
of a violent husband which is presented as a circumstance and not a form
of individual pathology. The offence is then removed from the essential
personality of the individual since she was attempting to draw attention
to these circumstances. The report does not enable the reader to learn

why it is that the individual expresses her anxiety through crime.

The probation officer then identifies what the offender needs. The
offender requires more assertiveness and control over adverse
circumstances which dominate her life and lead her towards offending.
This link between the need for control over her situation and the role
of the probation officer was previously achieved as a result of a
probation order, although no evidence is given in the report as to how
the previous officer was able to work with the offender. It then becomes
possible for the probation officer to presenf the offence in terms of
regression byreferring to her as being 'back to square one'. The work
carried out previously with this offender did not have a permanent
effect since she has again found herself before the courts. Having
established and justified the need for probation a role for the
probation officer is expressed in terms of the worker becoming a

'confidente’.

Thus probation can be seen as solving problems for this offender as
catalogued in the probation officer’'s explanations of the offence. The

stress, lack of control, regression, violent husband, and anxiety, can
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be solved by the probation officer becoming a confidente. It could be
argued that such an explantion and recommendation is an ambitious
project which places an enormous pressure on one worker, and that the
argument leading to the recommendation was somewhat lacking in
credibility. What seems to be important however is that the report
follows an acceptable line of 'conventional' logic even if some obvious
questions are left unanswered. Explanations for offending are related
to the recommendation which should contain a soclution to the problems
faced by the offender. An undue confidence is invested in the one to
one form of work which is implied by the notion of the confidente. This
is acceptable to the courts since it is enshrined within the conditions
of the probation order in which the individual officers' role is to

'advise, assist and befriend.’

In another example of conventional report writing report a picture of a
confused background is presented to the court,

'Vith a history of familial disharmony, and a school career which was
characterised by truancy despite normal intelligence.' b
Although this white offender has entered a plea of not guilty the
probation officer mounts an elaborate case for probation based on
conventional lines, after the defendant has been found guilty he writes,
'] am recommending that the court take note of Mr.X's desire to change
although I am aware of two difficulties with this. His co-defendant in
this case has received a custodial sentence for the same offences in

which Mr.X was involved. Secondly, the defendant continues to affirm his
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innocence. In my opinion this should not be an insuperable obstacle to
effective supervision. Should the court agree to a non custodial
sentence there are a number of options. I first considered community
service, but I do not feel that this is what the defendant needs. The
defendant needs further help and guidance. His desire to stay out of
trouble is not assisted by the inconsistencies which he experiences at
home. At the same time I have put aside the possibility of placing the
defendant in a probation hostel since the pull of home is too strong,
and whilst his difficulties have been exacerbated by home factors they
are probably best resolved there and not in the hostel. Similarly I
have considered the day probation programme, which may place more stress
on the defendant than he is able to take at the present time, since he
has only just come round to being able to discuss his personal life. He
also hopes to register with an industrial training programme, the
restart scheme. The day probaton programme would prevent his attendance
on this course. I would therefore ask the court to consider a non
custodial sentence, and that a conventional probation order should be
granted. Such supervision would be in accordance with a specific .

contract the terms of which I have already discussed with the client,'

There are a number of observations which can be made about this
recommendation. Degpite the defendants continued efforts to 'affirm
his innocence', the probation officer feels strongly enough about the
case to recommend probation in a forcible manner. The fact that the
offender does not acknowlege his guilt is not for this probation

officer an ‘'insuperable obstacle' to probation. Having established the
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need for a non custodial sentence the probation officer then eliminates
the various sentencing options reaching the conclusion that the offender
needs social work intervention since he has expressed a 'desire to
change'. One of the important explanations provided by the probation
officer, was the home circumstances of the defendant which had
exacerbated his difficulties. These problens are made to appear soluble
at home by the rejection of the idea of the offender being placed in a

hostel.

This further strengthens the case for a non custodial sentence since the
view that the offenders problems can be best solved at home gives the
impression that there is something further to be gained by not imposing
a non custodial sentence. The rejection of the day probation programme
option gives the opportunity to inform the court that the defendant has
recently started to discuss his personal life. The implication here is
that he can do this on a one to one basis but not in a group which
further promotes the idea of a conventional probation order. The
rejection of the day probation programme as a sentencing option also
enables the probation officer to then introduce the fact that the
offender has applied for a government scheme, which is further proof of
his desire to direct himself towards a more industrious lifestyle.
Earlier in the recommendation the probation officer asserted strongly
that the defendant needed help and guidance, and it is this theme
which is referredto at the end of the report when the recommendation is

actually made, since the probation officer requests a conventional
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probation order in which work will be contractually based. The
sentencer could gain the impression that this is a viable proposition
since the terms of the contract have already been agreed with the

defendant.

The accumulative effect of this lengthy recommendation is threefold.
Firstly it makes probation a viable and attractive option for a
sentencer. Secondly it eliminates other sentencing options. Thirdly a
clear message is given to the sentencer that the defendant is anxious to
change, despite his pleas of innocence. In this recommendation the
probation officer has shown what may almost be described as a
determination to have the defendant placed on probation. Every attempt
has been made to cover all interpretations of the defendants' behaviour,
with the reader being led to the inevitable conclusion that probation is

an appropriate and effective form of disposal in this case.

Such a determination was not evident in non custodial recommendations
for black offenders. When recommendations were made for community .
service in the case of white offenders the tone of the reports tended to
be positive, both in the context of the offenders relationship with the
probation service and to the likelihood of community service being a
successful and viable sentencing option. This would be expected since
in making a 'high tariff' recommendation sentencers require substantive
reasons for following this option. Such a positive image is given in
the way in which the following argument for community service is

synthesised.
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'l supervised the offender previously on parole licence. He was always
co operative and I had no cause to worry about his life in general. His
co operative response has been a feature of his relationship with the
probation service over recent years. My overall impression of the
defendant is that he has emerged from a troublesome adolescence, and
shows every sign of being a responsible adult both in terms of
employment and within the home. My observations to date lead me towards
a very positive picture. I can confirm his suitability for a community

]
service orders

In this recommendation reference is made to the positive relationship
which the offender has previously had with probation officers. The
reader learns that the offender has emerged from a 'troubled '
adolescence, and shows signs of rehabilitation, although no evidence is
given to support this observation. The previous positive intervention

does not appear to have prevéhféd the new offences from taking place.

Vith regard to the imposition of financial penalties, it can be seen .
from the earlier figures that in this research it was a relatively in
frequently used form of recommendation. In the case in which a
financial penalty was recommended for a white offender a process of
reduction and elimination was used which led the reader towards the
conclusion that a financial penalty was the most appropriate one. After
describing the previous probation experience as upsetting for the
offender, the officer went on to site the fact that the offender was in

touch with both the educational welfare officer/schools social worker,
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and the educational psychologist, the justification for excluding
probation from the sentencing options was logical in that there was a

danger of duplication of work.

Although there was not an appreciable difference between the number of
non custodial recommendations for black and white offenders, a number of
significant qualitative differences were discernible. In four social
enquiry reports written on black offenders reference was made in the
conclusion and the final recommendation to a number of derogatory
features directly attributable to the personality of the offender. Such
comments did not tend to be present in accounts given of white
offenders. In one case a black offender is described in the

recommendation as an ,

'Amiable and able person, but these offences seem to have resulted from
a rather passive and irresponsible attitude on his part. I think that
they are indicative of his immaturity and of his inabilities to handle
pressure appropriately. I believe that the time is right again to offer-
the support of supervision at this juncture. I have emphasised that the
defendant will need to take the conditions of probation very seriously
or face breach. He would also be expected to take part in a eight week
preparation group for those newly placed on probation. I have
considered another community service order, which the defendant himself
feels negative about due to his previous experience. I should also add
that I feel that at this stage there is a need for social work

intervention .'
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The difference in the tone of this quotation is indicative of the
qualitative difference that was found in reports on black offenders
when compared with recommendations made for white offenders. Although
the offender is described at the outset of the recommendation as
'amiable and able' the notion of the offender being a 'passive and
irresponsible person' is introduced which has counterbalancing negative
connotations. This impression is compounded by reference to his
immaturity and inability to handle pressure appropriately. The
suggestion that a probation order would be appropriate is followed by
mention of a warning that has been made to the offender, in that he will
face breach proceedings if he fails to take the probation order
seriously. The effect of this is to raise doubts in the mind of the
reader, particularly with regard to the possibility of the order
failing before the order has been made. The probability of a probation
order being made must further have been reduced by mention of a
'negative' attitude towards community service, and mention of the
previous failure of a community service order. Such a comment could
possibly suggest to sentencers that the defendant himself would prefer -a
custodial sentence.
Surprisingly, the probation officer goes on to make his final

recommendation in the following way.

‘A probation order with a condition of attendance at the day probation
programme g another sentence alternative under probation service

control which appears to be the most relevant measure given his present

situation. Such a groupwork programme would focus on his attitudes and
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behaviour in an extensive fashion. He has been seen in prison by a
representative of the day probation programme and is acceptable in the

unit,'

One questions the credence which can be given to this recommendation
given the negative implications contained within the report relating to
previous non custodial intervention, and that the defendant himself had
expressed a desire not to be considered for a non custodial sentencing
option. The necessity for approaching the recommendation in this manner
is unclear, but was a distinctive feature in reports written on young
black offenders. It would have been possible to have made this
recommendation in a far more positive manner, as was the case in the
reports written on white offenders. There was also a failure to address
the issues which had been raised in the report earlier, the offenders'
problems at home, and school for instance. Although there was a
recommendation for a non custodial sentence the force of the argument
was reduced by both the inconsistencies within the argument , and the

negative context that was created within the recommendation.

In two instances some ambivalence was shown in the recommendatiuon
relating to black offenders when community service was being recommended
which was not present in such recommendations made for white offenders.
The following recommendation on a young black woman illustrates the

point,
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'She presents as a bright intelligent person who is committed to the
care of her child and of her family. She acknowledges the folly of her
behaviour, and she is aware of her position before the court today. I
have discussed with her and her family the various options which the
court may consider. I believe that while a community service order may
have something to offer her, in terms of reminding her firmly of the
consequences of her behaviour, I feel that it would be difficult for her
to maintain the commitment required due to her personal circumstances.
I do believe however that as her offending is reaching a position in
which she is becoming vulnerable and is in danger of jeopardising her
freedom, there are social work tasks which could become useful to both
her and her family and a short probation order would be a timely

disposal .’

A number of features within this recommendation distinguish it from
similar statements relating to white offenders. The first section of
the recommendation is positive in that it is couched in a form of
language which is acceptable to the courts. She is committed to her
family showing contrition in that she recognises the error of her ways
and the gravity of the situation in which she finds herself. This
offender was high within the 'tariff stakes' having some five previous
convictions against her which, as the probation officer acknowledges,
puts her in danger of a custodial sentence. There is then a possible
danger in making a recommendation which is lower in the tarriff
particularly since she appears to have been excluded from this option

due to child rearing commitments.
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No instances were found of white offenders of either sex being excluded
from any sentencing option on this basis. It should also be noted that
male black offenders would also not have been excluded for such a
reason. The recommendation for probation, does not appear to have been
made with very detailed thought since the 'social work tasks' are not
delineated . In this case then it would seem that the offender suffers
discrimination both as a young black person and as a woman. The

recommendation is discriminatory and ill thought out.

With regard to the imposition of financial penalties on young black
offenders there appeared to be little qualitative difference.

Non recommendations were made in a number of cases in relation to black
offenders. In one case the non recommendation was couched in the

following manner,

'] believe that I have given X a substantial number of chances to prove
his motivation to see his order through and I can now reluctantly
conclude that he is not ready for a probation order. In the 1light of
the problems there have been in meeting the requirements of the
probation order I do not feel able to offer any recommendation which
involves willing cooperation with this service. 11 am aware that Mr X
would leave custody with more rather than fewer problems and bearing in
mind the four years when he avoided contact with the law, would
respectfully suggest that should the court feel that custody

unavoidable, the experience be kept as brief as possible.’
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Although the probation officers view that a non custodial disposal is
inappropriate in this case due to the offenders unwillingness to co
operate, the observation has to be made that such a negatively phrased
form of recommendation was not found in any of the social enquiry

reports read relating to white offenders.

The overall conclusion therefore is that probation officers presented
arguments in relation to white offenders which were more credible to the
courts in a number of respects. Social enquiry reports tended to be
couched in terms which were acceptable, and understandable to the
courts. The recommendations on white offenders also appeared to have a
stronger intermnal logic than the recommendations on black offenders,
being more clearly related to the body of the report also rendering them
more readable, consistent, and ultimately convincing. The absence of
negative comments in reports on white offenders could indicate a greater
enthusiasm to champion the cause of white offenders than black. It

could also reveal a confusion on the part of probation officers regarding

III. Qualitative differences between probation officers assessments and
proposed practice in relation to black and white offending.

__the appropriate representation of black offending.

In this section the relationship between the process of assessment in
probation work and the proposed form of intervention will be examined
comparatively with regard to black and white offenders. Within the
literature there are a number of conceptualisations relating to social

work assessment.The lack of consensus in defining the nature of
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assessment even becomes apparent in the work of two writers both of whom
take the individual client as a starting point. Whittaker for example
describes assessment in terms of a social treatment model as
"A 3oint process through which the worker and client explore and assess
physical, psychological, and social conditions as they impinge on the
client and then attempt to relate their findings to the range of social
problems experienced by the client in a manner that yields objectives

for change as well as a plan for action.' (Whittaker 1974, p.159>,

Sheldon writing from a more behavioural perspective, though nonethelecss
individualistic approach, emphasises that assessment is inextricably
linked to evaluation from the outset of all work with social work

clients.

Behavioural assessment he argues is concerned with the identification of
behaviours which it would be useful and reasonable to perggrm. Such
assessment also takes into account the consequences of actions for all

concerned in a social situation (Sheldon 1982).

Both these views of assessment, although concentrating on judging the
'clients' ability to function, encompass a wide variety of activities
which could be called-'social work assessment. When such diverse
interpretations exist in the work of just two writers it is perhaps not
surprising that individual probation officers who, it will be argued,

also start from an individualist perspective will also have differing

Moy
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ideas as to the nature of this central social work task.

Much of the data examined in this research related to assessment, which
reflects the balance of work on most probation officers caseloads.
Assessments are made in part b and ¢ records social enquiry reports,
home circumstances reports for youth custody institutions, and for
parole applications. Thus much of the work carried out by the
probation service is related to assessment, and plans for work related
to those assessments. Evidence for the way in which this process works
will be drawn from social enquiry reports, interviews with probation

officers and records, part b and part c.

It was noteworthy that the initial assessments for all clients appeared
to be based upon highly individualised descriptions of personality.
Thie reflected the previously noted tendency of probation officers to
provide explanations of offending in terms of individual and not
societal causation. The subjective ascessment of the offender, made by
the probation officer usually formed the basis for a suggested form of -
future social work. The nature of these assessments was discretiomary,
in that the probation officer appeared to be creating a certain form of
reality which was meant to represent the nature of the offender and the

of fenders’ prablem.,‘~

In attempting to add to the understanding of the process of assessment

and planned intervention data from interviews, social enquiry reports,
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part b and c records were examined. Evidence was gathered with regard
to the possible relationship between assessment and proposals for
intervention from these sources for all fifty offenders .
One probation officer put the assessment and planning process succinctly
when in describing his work with an offender he said

'l have no recognisable model, it has been a question of staggering from
one appointment to the next. '
This comment appeared to apply to much of the assessment and probation
work examined in this research. Despite the ad hoc basis on which many
of the officers appeared to operate, often copious assessments were

present in the research .

Two marked features were apparent in the qualitative evaluation of
written and oral assessments made of black offenders. Firstly there was
a wide use of what can best be describedas evocative adjectives
sprinkled throughout the material. Secon&i§;these adjectives were often
applied to descriptions of personality. The result of this combination
was a highly individualised subjective and frequently negative s
assessment of the individual, with idiosyncratic links often being made

with proposals for practice.

Although adjectives with negative connotations were present in
assessments on white offenders there seemed to be a qualitative
difference between adjectives used to describe black and white
offenders, which could have worked to the disadvantage of the black

offender. Whereas for instance a young white offender was described as
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an'immature;'disorganised character: a black offender who had committed
an identical offence and had previous convictions was assessed as being

anti-authority, angry, and volatile.

On a more positive note other adjectives such as, likeable, outgoing,
and warm also appeared with frequency in relation to black offenders.
Vhen all the data was examined it was found that some 73 different
adjectives which could be conceptualised as carrying a negative
connotation were used in the case of black offenders whilst only 48 such
adjectives were used in relation to white offenders. When positive
adjectives were used there appeared to be less disparity with 53, and 49

being used in connection with black and white offenders respectively.

Although this part of the research was carried out by an independent
assessor who having read the materials decided which adjectives were
positive or négétive, as an exercise -it has severe limitations. Firstly
the way in which adjectives create meaning is determined not only by the
use of the word itself but also by its position within the sentence and -
the context of other parts of the document whether it be a social
enquiry report or a record. Secondly the judgement as to whether a word
is positive or negative is frequently highly subjective. Thirdly the
simple description pgsitive or negative does not describe the degree of
negativity which a word might impart. In other words there are varying
degrees of negativity imported in words. Some might argue for instance
that the word 'lazy' is more negative than 'apathetic'. Both these

words appeared in the data and were described as negative. Thus the
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exercise; merely gives a generalised picture of the possible frequency

of adjectives which might be described as positive or negative in
relation to black and white offender. No firmer claim can be made for
this particualr part of the research. This in no way is intended to
lessen the importance of choice of adjective and associated connotative
and denotative meanings. This crucial determinant in understanding the
assessment process, will be reconsidered in chapter 5 where the

beginnings of a semiotic analysis will be applied to this data .

Generally it was difficult to discern any generalised linkage between
the form of the adjective used and the type of social work intervention
advocated. Many of the assessments seem to contradict the form of work

advocated. There were a number of general qualitative differences in the

way 1in which arguments were structured when assessments for black and

white offenders were examined.

The work of the West Midlands researchers in 1987 revealed an unusually
high nuﬁber of references to the physical presence of black offenders. °
In this research also references to physicality were frequently
contained within the assessments on black offenders. The inclusion of
such references was a significant distinctive factor which could lead to
the conclusion that race is a factor in the assessment process. In one
interview when a probation officer was asked to assess a black offender
he described a,

'Very physical presence...... pause...... he is a very dominant and strong

personality, who is tall very black and very handsome,'
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Frequently as in the above case, the reference to physicality was
followed by a reference to authority.
The officer continued
'His main problem is his relationship with authority. Despite his
apparent dominance I suspect that he is very insecure. He also has a
severe identity problem, and this means that he has to try and
understand where he fits in. Although he comes down firmly as being
black he has lost identification with his parents generation, who were
first generation West Indian, particularly his mother who does not
conform to a stereotype. The overall problem is his finding a place in
white society. He also grew up too quickly, he is still in fact
nineteen. He 1s grown up physically, but he is still very much in his

early teens. He hasn't matured much at all.’

A number of important points emerge from this part of the interview.

The probation officer himself appears to be highly aware of race and the
blackness of this offender. It was the first point made in the verbal
assessment, and is heavily emphasised. Having acknowledged the
offenders physicality the probation officer defines the 'problem' in
terms of an inability to relate appropriately to authority. 1In the
second interview the officer was asked to elaborate on this point. He
did this by describing the offenders 'difficulties’ as emanating from an
inability to understand that,

'In this society at the end of the day, some people have power over you.

There is nothing that you can do about that, X cant understand that.'
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The offender is also represented as being insecure, although at no point
in the interview , or in records was evidence given to support this part

of the assessment. The reference to losing his identity is related

directly to the offenders' blackness, and fitting in. This essentially

assimilationist model which was present in a number of black assessments
appears to assume that the offender will ultimately find identity and

simultaneously desist from offending by assimilation into the dominant

white society. The loss of identity is further compounded by the fact
that the offender is estranged from his parents who were described as
first generation. It is also noted by the probation officer that the
mother in this case does not conform to a stereotype, and whilst it
could be read that the officer has an expectation that she should, it is
important to note that mention of the stereotype followed reference to
first generation black people.

The generation gap was mentioned by three other officers who also
presented a stereotype of the first generation of parents characterised
by quietism and passivity, who according to probation officers unlike
their offending children were imbued with a work ethic. This factor in
assessments was unique to black offenders. The last section of this
assessment suggests that the root cause of this series of individual

difficulties lies in the fact that the offender has not grown up.
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The argument in this assessment would appear to be as follows |~

1. Blackness/dominance-----—- an indication of----==
2 Iﬁgécurity ——————— indicative of an —~—————--=
3. Identity problem-----———-- created by lack of assimilation

4, Ca yet understand where he fits in

5. Lost identification with parents.

Figure 4. To show arguments used in assessments.

Three of these arguments 1,4, and 5 are race related, whilst the other
two are based on the notion of the offender having a 'problem'. The
last argument appears to lack a position in the development of the
argument suggesting possibly that there was some doubt on the part of
the officer as to how this factor could be included. It is possible to
see that even though the arguments relating to identity, and insecurity
are 'conventional' and can be seen in many assessments on white
offenders, in the asgessmentson black offenders these conventional
explanations are further complicated by the inclusion of race. The
recommendation for practice which follows this assessment also includes

a reference to race.
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The probation officer said
'WVe have addressed the issue of racial harassment, its been a difficult
thing to verify, but I felt acknowledging his blackness was a positive
step. I see the way to help him is to challenge certain racial
stereotypes which have affected him. He feels aggrieved at being

discriminated against'.

This was as far as the analysis and associated form of intervention
went. No indication was given by the officer as to how this challenge
would or could happen. In this context it amounted to a statement of
good intent which was not pursued in the work which followed.

The question of a black offenders physicality was mentioned on other
Occasions in assessments and since it was found in previous research
needs to be examined more carefully. Four officers expressed an
insecurity and inability in dealing with the physical blackness of
offenders. For some officers a colourblind approach would have been a
simpler and more comfortable solution although there was a pervasive
consciousness that suggested to officers that this might not be an
appropriate response to the black presence. In a second interview the
officer was asked to comment on her previous spontaneocusly mentioned
reference to physicality with regard to a black offender, she said

‘1 couldn't actually remember whether he is black or not, I don't really
see him as black....pause.... it wasn't until you mentioned that this

client was black that I had thought of it. I'm afraid that this might be

racist, I think that what we are being told is that there is no such




231.
thing as a recognizable race. Anyway for me he is very much an Oxford
lad ..... a gentle giant, although there are flashpoints where he can

get pretty nasty.'

WVhen the probation officer was questioned further as to the methods she
would use, a one to one model was advocated. The reason for this was
described in terms of giving the offender the space to look at his anger
and enable him to take responsibility for his actions. The probation
officer was still advocating this course of action despite the fact that
in the social enquiry report it was stated that the offender had very
little motivation and that probation had little to offer this offender

at the present time.

More references were made to black than white peer groups in the
research. Two black offenders were conceptualised as,

'Punning with the crowd', which was seen as another indication of an
inability to mature. In the second interview one of the probation
officers was asked to expand on this concept. It emerged that he was -
referring to a group of black youths who were known by the local
probation service to be involved in criminal activity. The probation
officer was then invited to discuss the form of appropriate social work

which related to the assessment. He replied

‘I think it would be best to try and reinforce a positive self image of

himself by rewarding things which he has done. This can best be
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achieved on a one to one relationship, by rewarding him encouraging him

and instilling confidence, '

It is not clear in this case how the assessment relates to the proposal
for social work intervention. What appears to be advocated is a form of
behaviour modification although the term is not used directly. No
argument was given as to why a one to one form of work is thought to be
the most appropriate form of intervention. Arguably if the problem was
located as being that of peer pressure within a group, it may well have
been more appropriate to have directed efforts at enabling the offender
to understand his own position within group. What is evident in this
case is a lack of consistency in the form of argument adopted when the
assessments and plan for action are examined, which leaves questions
unanswered. Why for instance can the creation of a positive self image
be best done in the one to one relationship?. It also seems clear that
the manner in which the arguments are presented in the assessment and
the plan for action have little internal logical consistency, and do not

appear to relate to each other.

The position which the probation officer was advocating was made even
more confusing when the part b records were read. In one of the rare
references to race in this source of data, the officer recommends that
the thrust of the intervention should be directed towards the offenders’
own consciousness of discrimination despite the fact that the offender

had already vociferously expressed a deep concern for the nature of
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discri:mination against black people in Britain. The probation officer
goes on to describe the offender as belonging to a
'stereotypical West Indian family. His mother is incapacitated and his
father is somewhere on the fringes of all this.'
Although the incapacity of the mother is not elaborated upon, the
probation officer in this case appears to be accepting a 'stereotype' of
a West Indian family. It was unclear from the manner in which the term
stereotype was being used whether the probation officer was attempting
to create his own stereotype, or whether he needed a stereotypical view
of the family as a personal conceptual framework with which to view the

social work task.

Although there were inconsistencies found in the kinds of arguments made
in assessments and plans for social work intervention in the case of
white offenders, the issue of race appears to further complicate already
unclear issues. This seems to be related to the inability and, or,
reluctance of probation officers to intergrate an ethnic/racial
component into their assessments. Individualised assessments are
preferred, and lead to a number of bewildering contadictions which were
found to be present in various forms of assessment. It becomes possible
for a young black offender to be assessed in the interview as being

'A girl, who had diffjculty in relating to people', whilst in the part b
assessment she is described as identifying quite strongly with black
people and her racial identity. 1In the interview and the records it
emerged that this defendant resisted group work due to the fact that she

has a .,
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'horror of relating to people.'
The probation officer in the social enquiry report had advocated social
skills training in order to help the offender break down social barriers
which she created in interaction with people. It emerged in the
interview that there were other factors about the group which the girl
had objected to in that it was predominantly white and male. This was
not mentioned in any of the written material and was a factor which the
probation officer involved had not thought necessary to mention in
assessments. The question of ethnic/racial identity was irrelevant,
whilst the points that the offender was making about race and sex were
apparently being ignored. Almost predictably the decision was made to
work on a one to one basis, with the probation officer in order to build
up trust because this offender was unable to cope with the group. There
was no explantion given as to how trust would be created and the
ultimate benefit to the client of forming a trusting relationship with a

white probation officer.

In other instances involving black offenders when probation was x
considered appropriate, the assessment of the offender was described in
even more negatively loaded language. A black offender was

‘a person of a nervous, impulsive, diffident disposition’

in interview, whilst in the social enquiry report probation was seen as
being appropriate due to the fact that the detendant had breached and

had shown himself to be unable to keep appointments.
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Other white offenders whose records indicated had also missed
appointments and had been breached were not precluded from probaticn on
the same basis. In other reports on black offenders, the assessment
included statements which seriously questioned the offenders' motivation
which could have raised serious doubts as to the viability of a non
custodial sentence in the minds of sentencers. Such statements were also
present in part b records on black offenders as the following statement
illustrates.
'I'm not quite sure whether she wants to be helped. There seems to be a
questionable motivation .'
Frequently in assessments contadictory impressions were given as was the
case with a young black offender described in interview as a
'A pleasant engaging personality with an appalling list of previous
convictions. '
In social enquiry report a portrait of an

'Aimless and self destructive personality’

was painted who had little insight into his offending behaviour.

When group work was advocated there appeared to be little link between
assessment and the justification for this form of intervention.
Frequently groupwork was recommended when the social work task was
conceptualised as enabling the offender to accept the consequences of

their own actions.




236.
Three black offenders were described as having 'warm personalities'’
which was seen as being a particularly useful quality for the successful

use of group work.

In two cases black offenders were described in part b assessments as
being unwilling to be involved in social work intervention. The
underlying reason for this was seen in terms of the offender having
problems with handling authority. It was significant that in both these
cases offenders had expressed deeply held feelings about the racist

nature of society and the criminal justice system.

Vhen the relationship between probation officers assessments and the form of
work advocated was examined different tendencies emerged in a number of
respects. There was a slightly more diverse use of choice in terms of
proposals for action. The plans for action were also more clearly related to
the assessment. Two examples will serve to illustrate these points. During
interview a probation officer was asked to assess one of his young white male

offenders.

'He came along with his wife, terrified that he was going to go down. When
things go wrong his anxiety levels are immense. He is a very up and down sort
of person. He is an interesting guy since he wants to succeed, although he has

numerous offences for éne so young I do get the impression that he is someone
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who is growing out of his offending. He is trying to break into a middle class
ethos.
Q VWhat do you mean by this?,
A. He would like to buy his own house and have children.
Q. How would you work with X 7.
A. I feel that the day probation programme is most appropriate partly because
the offences might result in his going down. Had it not been for the dpp I
think that he would have gone down. They had to start from scratch with him ,
and I'm not sure whether they ever got to the issues which were of most

significance .'

In this case the probation officer explicitly describes the day probation
programme as being an alternative to custody expressing the view that had it
not been for this sentencing option that the defendant may well have been

subjected to custody.

This offender shows a number of important characteristice which might have led
the officer to make a decision specifically designed to prevent the offender ‘
from being given a custodial sentence. The offenders fear of the possible
outcome in court is important since part of the probation process involves
offenders demonstrating that they are contrite and put themselves at the mercy
and discretion of the court (Beaumont and Walker 1981). Moreover this

particular offender was showing every sign of wanting to live a good and

industrious life, which for the probation officer in this case was related to
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what he regarded as being a desire to confrom to a middle class way of life
which was characterised by a wish to have children. Thus the white offender is
presented by the probation officer as fulfilling a number of requirements which

may ‘make the the court more amenable to a non custodial sentence.

There often appeared to be an appropriateness between the assessments made by
probation officers on white offenders and the form of social work practice
advocated. This frequently applied to the more innovative forms of practice.
The following assessment illustrates this point in relation to groupwork. The

assessment made in the interview with the officer was as follows)

'He is very much into being one of the lads, and again he is into the macho
thing.....pause.... he isnt the brightest person that I have ever come across. If
he gets pissed then something awful usually happens . I was unsure about using
the probation order but it was. the probation order or custody . I suppose that
I was using the probation order as an alternative to custody, which also
emphasised the fact that he had to make a go of it otherwise the next thing
would be custody. I involved him in groupwork quite early on in the order in -
order to challenge the macho bit.

Q. Do you think that groupwork is an effective way of challenging that kind of
image 7.

A. I think that it is when you've got a client group challenging each other as

opposed to a probation officer challenging somebody's ideas it comes much
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stronger when it comes from somebody more of their own background, who

understands more about their situation. This is far preferable to preaching.‘I

In this case the probation officer expressed some uncertainty as to
appropriateness of probation but still explicitly used this form of disposal in
an effort to maintain the offender in the community. The extent of the
offender's alcohol problem does not deter the officer in his resolve to divert
the offender. The argument used in relation to challenging the offenders views
seems to be a powerful one, but possibly would not apply with equal force to
black offenders, most significantly the likelihood of some black offenders
feeling uncomfortable in groups dominated by white people. Evidence from this
research also suggests that some probation officers divert discussion of race

related matters in groups into safer realms of exploration.

Throughout the research it was found that probation officers had major
problems in dealing with race in assessments, with little evidence of
any attempts to link assessment, race and probation practice. This
resulted in assessments and plans for practice that were qualitatively
different in that the officers would attempt to avoid making reference
to race as a factor important to the assessment. Black offenders wer=
frequently conceptua}ised as being 'a nice kind of guy who likes to
dress well', an alternative variant being the offender who 'likes to

stand out in the crowd'.
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It has been previously noted that one of the main differences found in
the presentation of black offenders were references to physicality when
they were probably referring to blackness and race. The social work
methods advocated were also contextualised in a manner which was
distinct from white offenders in that work was more likely to be
directed at controlling the 'incredible amount of energy', or the

'almost hyper-active' black offender.

The most specific references made to race in assessments were in terms
of the offenders relations with the police. In these five cases race
was identified as influencing the way in which the officer would
approach the 'case , with a one to one form of work being advocated in
which the offender would be encouraged to look with the officer at
forms of self-protection and the way in which the offender deals with
the police. In two of these cases the probation officer involved
acknowledged the need to develop strategies to cope with racism. Police
harassment of offenders was acknowledged in interview with probation
officers, but was absent in assessments and social enquiry reports
despite the offenders' own clearly stated view that racism was directly
connected with his offending. The officer preferred to view the
difficulties of intervention in relation to the considerable energy of
these offenders,

"It has proved difficult to focus the work that the offender has been
doing, but what has emerged is X's attempts to channel all his
considerable energy in a useful way that provides him with some

satisfaction. He acknowledges that he finds it difficult to apply
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himself and often resorts to wondering around the town with friends

which is what ultimately led him into trouble .’

The validity of the offenders view of reality appears here to be
diverted towards a conventional form of social work reasoning which is
likely to be more acceptable to the courts. This point relates to the
previous work of Pinder, in a manner which both supports and refutes his
findings. What is evident in this research is an absence of a coherent
and explicit framework for recognising and representing specific racial
and ethnic identity which is in keeping with Pinders' findings. In
another important sense these findings stand in contradiction to Pinder
when he argues that a failure to secure alternatives to custody and
differential work with black offenders emanates from officers
recognition of the power of black offenders in stating their own
interests and understandings. In this part of his work Pinder is making
an important distinction between the needs of the offender and their
interests. Thus a non custodial sentence might fulfill a need, in that
the offender is diverted from a potentially damaging experience of
incarceration, whilst an anti racist probation officer takes cognizance
of a black offender's desire to put racism in the forefront of an
assessment, in an effort to serve the best interests of the offender. A
probation officer, therefore, might take the offender's own view of
police racial harassment, and decide that given the view of the offender
probation intervention was impossible. This line of argument in
Pinders' work could provide an explanation for differential forms of

practice, but could be seen as good social work practice in that the
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attempting to practice in an anti racist manner, even 1f *this resulted
in a custodial sentence. Thue the black offender's own view of reality
ie recognised and is intergrated into the probation officer/offender

interaction.

A different process appears to be occurring in this research in that the
probation officer appears to be attempting to ignore the offender's view
of reality by diverting attention towards a form of personal

abnormality, e.g. the excessive energy of the offender.

White offenders who were also described as being extremely energetic and
outgoing, were channelled into more conventional assessments usually
couched in terms of the white offender attending a probation group over
eight weeks which would enable him to look closely at his offending and
the circumstances surrounding that behaviour. Most importantly it was
more likely to he acknowledged in reports and interviews that white
offenders accept the need for correction and acknowledge their .
foolishness, or as one probation officer expressed it in a social

enquiry report on a white offender,

'Accepts that it is,}mportant and timely to reconsider the direction in
which he is heading, and I have impressed upon him the expectations of
such an order. He is also aware that he would remain within the
juristriction of the court should he commit a further offence during the

current probation order
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In cases in which probation officers made favourable assessments of
offenders the fact that racism and the influence of race on the offence
was not mentioned to the court resulted in the number of sentencing
options being reduced since the required form of conventional argument
acceptable to the court was not present. In interviews it was often
clear that an offender's reluctance to accept forms of disposal, like
community service and the day probation programme, related to his
feelings about white society and white structures, particularly the
criminal justice system. In one case the probation officer stated quite

clearly in interview that the offender felt,

' That it would be inappropriate for him to be associated with community
service even though he knew that the alternative might be custody .'
Such feelings expressed by the offender were not recorded in the report
even though the explanation was given freely in the more informal
interview setting .!

Vhat is stated above represents the general trend of the findings
regarding assessment. There were important exceptions to this. It was-
not always the case that probation officers prefered white offenders at
a personal level. In comparing a probation officers assessments on two
young offenders one black one white it was clear that the officer in
question personally found greater rapport with the black rather than the
white offender. The white offender was described in the part b records
and in the interview as being isolated and defensive having an arrogant

manner,
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The black offender, however, was described as being likeable, out going,
with once again, a reference being made to a physicality in that he
smiled a lot, the officer also saw him as being very co-operative. The
one to one social work method being used was a very unproductive one as
far as the probation officer was concerned. The officer acknowledged
that race was not raised as an issue at the point of assessment although
the offender felt victimised by the police, The officer felt it
possible that he might see the probation service as being a part of

white authoritarianism.

Here the dislike of the white offender's racism was expressed in the
part ¢ as the following extract illustrates.

'I am finding it very difficult to engage X in anything meaningful. He
rambles on at great length about peripheral matters, particularly his
car, his comments are often bragging and racist. I sense a great degree
of bitterness in him, perhaps dériving from his disability and this
leads him to present himself in a very unattractive way.

Later we discussed this case and joint supervision with my senior =
probation officer with particular reference to X's unpleasant

presentation- .!

In the interview it.emerged that part of this unpleasant presentation
was made manifest by the disability suffered by the white offender. He
saw the offenders' artificial arm as being rather like a hook. The arm
and the unpleasant personality, as far as the officer was concerned

combined together to make it quite difficult for him to work with this
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particular offender. A probation group was recommended in the social
enquiry ‘report. on the white offender as well as community service, a
similar course of action was recommended for the black offender. The

plan for probation work for the white offender reads as follows,

'] have discussed the possibility of a probation order with him, and his
view is that such an order would again be appropriate. While the court
may be concerned that he was involved in offences involving a fifteen
year old girl, nevertheless it is his first offence since 1979. My view
is that he would be unlikely to re offend in the near future what ever
the outcome in the court here today, but a probation order may be of

assistance in other respects .’

The probation officer goes on to suggest a number of viable alternatives
including community service, and a fine, the latter disposal in the view
of the officer being an acute punishment, since the offender normally
manages his finances well. This should now be compared with the
recommendation made for the black offender. -
'These offences have arisen as a result of a an irresponsible attitude
on his part. I think that they are indicative of his immaturity and
inability to handle pressure. Despite this it would be appropriate to
offer the support aof a supervision order, particularly at this time when
he is about to attempt living on his own in accommodation found for him.
Sending him out of the community would only delay his need to learn how
to cope effectively within it. I considered another community service

order, but feel that at this point there is a greater need for social
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work intervention, particularly while he is feeling the pressure of his

new environment .‘

In the last example the probation officer in this case expressed a
personal preference for working with the black offender; the plan for
practice is presented in a far more positive way for the white offender.
The officer makes a prediction that the white offender will not reoffend
in the near future, which minimises any possible damage which might have
been done by reference to the fact that these offences were committed
with a fifteen year old girl. The positive factor relating to the fact
that he can apparently manage his finances well is further positive

proof of the viability of a non custodial sentence.

The irresponsible attitude of the black offender referred to by the
probation officer would not inspire the same confidence in a sentencer
neither would the difficulites experienced by the offender in handling
the prospect of living alone. It is not surprising therefore that the
recommendation in the report was unaccceptable to the courts.

Officers during interview had difficulty in seeing their assessments and
plans for action in the context of race and racism. All probation
officers except one felt that race should only form part of the
assessment if the question had a direct bearing on the commission of
crime. There seemed to.be variations however on what constituted 'direct
bearing'. There was wide disagreement for instance as to whether the
offender's personal views about race should be included in the

assessment. Some probation officers seemed more happy to include
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race as a factor in assessment in the case for instance of racial abuse,
but were less willing to officially record a black offenders anti police

feelings in an assessment.

No consensus emerged on any of these issues, only an ambivalence in
attempting to place race within the context of assessment, social work
intervention and plans. Some probation officers expressed an honest
uncertainty about what was right and what was wrong with regard to the
appropriate handling of young black offenders There was an
acknowledgement that 'culture' was in some vague manner significant but
probation officers had no way of knowing in what way this significance
could be used in assessment and in the associated social work

intervention.

The question of gender is a crucial one since black women may be
subjected to discrimination on the basis of gender ( Valker 1985 ) and -
differential treatment related to racism. This general statement appears
to apply to some black women offenders mentioned by probation officers

in this study.

An observation that can be made with respect to the question of gender
and assessment is that when women officers were writing assessments on
other white women there appeared to be a far more detailed and coherent

form of description, which was more relevant to the proposals for
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intervention than was the case with all other male offenders who were
examined. This point can be illustrated with reference to a white woman
offender with a number of previous petty offences dating back to 1981,
was described by the woman probation officer in the part b records as
being quite prone to depression over some years seemingly as a result of
an insecure up bringing. As an adolescent she identified first with a
group who used solvents, and then with a group who would use rather

harder drugs. She was described as a,

'Pleasant intelligent young women with a potential to make a positive
life for herself, she is however, unconfident and has a self-image badly
in need of a boost, but she does not seem to respond to encouragement
and attention. The areas that I am currently looking at are

1. The unresolved and ambivalent feelings for her mother, these
offences seem to have been partly a vehicle for punishing her mother for
not caring enough, but she cannot bring herself to admit her offending
to her mother for fear of losing her altogether.

2. Her money management and low motivation to search for full time
work. She often gets into debt, and on this occasion offended in order
to obtain nice treats for herself, such as clothes to make her feel
better.

3. Loneliness which seems to be inevitably part of this, she's clear
about where her supports are, and she tends to be emotionally very
dependant, particularly on her close adult friends who she regards as
substitute mother figuers. At this stage I feel that X is showing a

real desire to grow up and come to terms with the unhappiness in her




249,
past. I think there have been consistent boundaries in her up-bringing

and I did wonder whether she might try to wriggle on this order °,°'

Although as in most of the assessments made the contents are conjectural
in nature, the probation officer has had little problem in identifying
the offenders' needs. Three distinct areas of work are isolated onwhich
to work, the feelings which the offender has for her mother, money
management, and loneliness. The part b and ¢ records indicted that all
these areas were tackled albeit in an ad hod manner. Practical advice
was given particularly in relation to the question of money management,
the probation officer acting as a broker between hire purchase

companies, social security, and the local council.

This degree of sensitivity was not present when the same probation
officer was working with a young black woman who had very similar
offences dating back to 1982. The part b records revealed that the
probation officer had experienced difficulties in making iritial
contact with the offender, and that she had made an effort to make her .

attend a probation group.

Her assessment of this offender was that she was a very quiet woman who
may find the group,anomfortable. The part b records indicated that che
had failed to attend further interviews and despite the attempts made by
the officer to reassure her that the group would be beneficial, it was
not having any affect on the offender. It was also recorded that

sessions between the probation officer and the offender were becoming
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unbearably uncomfortable, and that the ocffender was unable to sit down
and talk about her offending. It was difficult for the officer to
create a constructive form of conversation. although this latter notion
of constructive was not defined. In the interview the officer commented
that the offender had not responded due to nervousness. After a number
of months interaction with her, the probation officers' assessment was
that this offender was in a very vulnerable state, particularly with

regard to her accommodation.

The officer went on to explain that she recommended probation since she
felt that this woman needed a basis for social skills, because she was
very isolated, withdrawn and depressed. In the interview with the
researcher the officer was asked whether race was an important issue for
this offender.

The probation officer answered,

'] don't think it was an issue, It certainly hasn't been a regular focus
for our discussions, it has come up, the problem being that she is so
inarticulate that she's unable to explain her feelings about this.

'The over-riding thing about her is her susceptibility, she tends to
always say what you want her to say and you can get any answer out of
her you want, what ever you want her to say she will say. When I have
gone to her flat it didn't look to me that there was much white
influence about, she had a big poster on the wall which pertained to be
about back home, but I am unable to comment on that. I suppose it did

look on reflection that she was trying to identify quite strongly with

being black. The problem really is that I feel she has no sense of
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herself, or who she is. I want to give her some feeling of belonging I
don't think that she's got that, and I feel if I'm going to be a good
social worker I should recognize the fact that her experiences earlier
are of the this mixed cultural experience must be significant, and that
not belonging is a problem. Yes I think that I am quite embarrassed
about it, I feel terribly uncertain about whats right and whats wrong.
If I was supposed to be a white liberal who is open to these things I
feel really hampered by not knowing. There is a feeling that there is a
right and a wrong, and I am very unclear what is right and what is

'
wrong- .

This is a significant view and has been quoted at length since it
reflects the idea that not belonging to the dominant culture lies at the
root of this offenders' identity problem. It would appear to exemplify
an assimilationist position since the task of a good social worker is to
enable the offender to develop a feeling of belonging to the dominant
culture. It is also important to note that having made this point that
the officer shows some confusion as to what is right and wrong in this -

context.

The above quotation is also remarkable in the way it attempts to
underestimate the oﬁfenders'attempts to identify with her own
blackness. The picture on the wall in the flat would seem to have
significance to the offender, but was given cursory attention by the
officer.The overriding concern was with the vulnerability and female

hopelessness which the officer saw as being central to the problems
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experienced by the young woman. One is impressed here by the offenders'
percieved helplessness. This was found to be the case predominantly in
cases in which white women probation officers involved, although four
white male officers made parental references to their work with white
male offenders. No such example could be found in connection with any

black offender.

The question of physicality previously mentioned in relation to young
black male offenders was also found in three cases in which a white
woman probation officer was assessing a white woman offender.

Thus a white woman offender was described as an attractive girl with
'lovely curly blonde hair'.

In this case the woman probation officer described a good relationship
with the offender although it was evident from the records and from the
interview that there were problems experienced within the communication
process between worker and offender. The officer noted for instance in

the interview that,

'A regular featuré is that she misses every other appointment and
certainly after a heavy session that feels productive she will miss
another one, she says that she knows it's helpful, and I know that I get
things out of it, but it's quite difficult for her to carry that around.
There is a feeling of avoidance about something a bit slippery when we
meet. She's open and quite willing to look at things, she has insight

but it all slips back. I do feel some frustration .
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This perhaps is the key to the relationship between the initial
assessment and the form of action being taken. The white woman
probation officer was able to identify a clear role for herself with the
white offender, and could appreciate her as being pleasant and
attractive, and is able to describe her relationship as being good.
WVhite women offenders tended to be presented in terms of being under
considerable stress, having suffered as a result of a combination of
events which were beyond individual control. The form of social work
that was most usually advocated was that of one to one casework. The
justification for this was t%gt this form of work could assist the

offender in making decisions.

This contrasts with the way in which ©black women offenders were
frequently described, in terms of being impoverished, nervous and
taciturn. Problems in the family, were also more likely to be mentioned,
However, the social work methodology based on this assessment was
recommended in more general terms, although it usually involved some
form of one to one casework with the offender. For white women =
offenders, what appeared to emerge when assessments and plans for action
were examined, were conventional forms of assessment and action which
constituted a predictable form of argument. A conventional assessment on
a white woman could. be related to the conventional form of explanation

mentioned in Chapter 1 and described as follows: -
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Figure O.
To show how assessment links with practice
problems
Loneliness
Depression
Overdependence,
Unstable home background.
Alcohol
Genuinely inadequate.
Forms of behaviour
Inability to cope
and erratic,senseless
behaviour.
- _OFFENDING .
Potential solution.

Forming a relationship with p.o.
Benefiting from empathy
Building trust in groups and

with p.o. through personal relationship-

This form of reasoning linking assessment with proposed practice did not

apply to black women offenders, although the social work methods were
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roughly comparable in that one to one work was recommended, the bases
for reaching this conclusion were different and unconventional. Thus
the genuinely white inadequaﬁe_personality was not applicable to the
assessment of the black offender. In assessments on white women it was
far more likely to see.
'A cry for help from a very troubled young woman .'
These cries for help were not as evident in assessments on black women
offenders. The intrinsic worth of the social work relationship and the
pover of the relationship in itself to create beneficial results,
although present in assessments on black offenders was not argued with
the same enthusiasm as it was compared with some white male and female
offenders. In this research there was some evidence to suggest that
black women were also having the experience of being black denied them

and were being conceptualised in terms suffering from a peculiarly

'feminine' form of 'silliness' and vulnerability .

In this section the nature of the work undertaken with black offenders
vis a vis white will be qualitatively examined.

At this point in the social work process the need for non custodial
supervision has usually been acknowledgec: and recommended by the
officer and it is to the nature of the work following the court hearing
that attention is now turned. One probation officer summarised the

beginning of the process of supervision in the following way,
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'The first priority is to look at the actual offences that have been
committed, breaking then down in quite a lot of detail and looking at
the level of denial, there is frequently a high level of denial. I then
try to get the client to face the position that he is in, and how far
they will move in facing their own situation with respect to offending.
This is designed to get them away from their denial. It is up to them
then to work out and to pace the form of work that follows that. I work

out a programme which suits the individual.’

This response has been quoted at length since it encompasses much of the
underlying rationale for probation intervention which emerged in this
research. Some central elements of social work practice are present in
the mention of denial which in this research was expressed in terms of
the offender being unable to personally accept the act that he or she
had acted in a particular manner. Thus it was argued that offenders
showed a tendency to emphasise other factors surrounding an offence like
burglary whilst appearing to be unable to face up to the fact that they
had broken into a persons home with the intention of stealing. Alcohol
and drug abuse would be other examples of denying the existence gf a
problem. The other important notion contained in this quotation is that
of client self determination which in this research appeared to relate
to the idea of working in such a way as to allow the offender the most
choice in determining the course of his/her own future. This raises the
important question for black offenders as to whether the clients own
views relating to racism and the white dominated criminal justice system

should be given credence. This question will be returned to in more
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detail when emergent conceptual categories are discussed in the next

chapter.

Thé justifications in records and social enquiry reports frequently
revolved around the notion of providing the offender with the
oppertunity of examining his offending behaviour. Nothing was said as to
the form in which this examination would take. It seemed to be assumed
by probation officers that offenders had not previously been through
this process of examination. It was not possible to find any explanation
as to the benefits of this process for the offender. The proposition
seems to be made here that it might be possible to reduce offending
behaviour through a process of self examination in which the inherent
foolishness of offending would be understood. The aim appeared to be

applicable to both black and white offenders .

On a more practical level many of the tasks performed by probation officers
related to practical problems experienced which could occasionally be described
as crisis intervention. An example of such work most frequently cited in this
research was the non arrival of a supplementary benefit giro cheque. When
probation officers were questioned on this aspect of their work in interviews
they seemed to regard this as secondary to the formulation of a social work
relationship. This finding is similar to that of Fieldings' study who reported
that probation officers, although frequently engaging in work of a practical

nature in that they attempt to assist in the resolution of personal
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practical difficulties, do not define it as central to probation work. (Fielding

1984).

No-evidence was found in this research that would indicate that probation
officers were more or less willing to assist black offenders with such
practical difficulties. Probation officers in this work offered many forms of
practical help to both black and white offenders on a daily basis which
included negotiation with various government departments, most notably in
relation to social security payments, domestic budgeting, assistance with the
securing of employment, and negotiations regarding debt. Four probation ofticers
stated that they felt black offenders less willing than to ask for this form of
help from the probation service. Black offenders unlike many of their white
contemporaries tended to allow situations to develop in uncontrollable ways
before asking for help

On occasions practical difficulties developed into major crises, and detailed
records were found of such situations in the part c records. Crises developed
in a number of areas which were common to black and white offenders. They
were in the area of finances, in which debts including the non payment of fines
appeared to be a threat to the liberty of the offender. The other area was that
of child care when non accidental injury was suspected. This occurred in the

case of one black woman offender. Davies has defined the goals of crisis

intervention as ,
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'Counteracting the effects of a crisis, to relieve the symptoms of emotional
pain, and to restore the client to a state of being able to function normally'

(Davies 1985, p 171).

It was the case in the records that officers were able to respond swiftly and
imaginatively to specific problems which were placed before them. What was
significant in these interactions was that the offender was generally a
passive party to the negotiations which were taking place in relation to
her/his practical problems. Thus officers 'took over', responsibility in crises
and appeared to be reasonably successful in assisting offenders. What was
significant however was the higher number of crises reported to probation
officers by offenders. Seven male white offenders and three white female
offenders experienced crises and were assisted by the supervising probation
officer, whilst only three black male and three women offenders were recorded
as experiencing crisis.

Group work was another form of social work intervention which was undertaken
with a number of offenders, and this was of varying types. It is necessary at
this point to give a brief account of the forms of group work practice which

were established at the time that the research was carried out.

The day probation programme provides the opportunity for sentencers to make
probation orders with a special condition requiring the offender to attend a
programme for a ten week period four days a week at the beginning of the order.

Legal authority for such a condition is contained within schedule 11 of the
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Criminal Justice Act 1982. This facility was specifically designed for
offenders who were at severe risk of a custodial sentence. These group
sessions were of one and a half hours duration and
'Focus clearly on offending behaviour and its causes and consequences, both in
general and for the individual member in particular, for their families and the
victims of the offences. Most social skills and groupwork methods will be used
to help clients explore their offending behaviour in some depth and detail'

(Oxfordshire Probation Service 1985)

There was no indication that this form of provision was being differentially
utilised by probation officers. In all cases in which probation was being
recommended, and an offender was in the high tariff risk group the day
probation programme was recommended. Formal groups were also run for new
probationers with the introduction to probation group being designed to
'Help clients assess together their reasons for offending'. The alcohol study

group was a short educational programme which,

'Aims at confronting offenders who have been in trouble through drink with the
consequences of their behaviour ',

The majority of offenders attended these groups also as a condition of the
probation order. These groups met over an eight week period with six two
hourly evening sessions_plus individual interviews. It was seen in the previous
chapter that the use of alcohol was more likely to be identified as an

explanation for white offending by probation officers. It follows that more
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white than black offenders were involved in this form of social work
intervention. Seven of the twenty white males had some involvement with this
project. Two black male offenders had been referred to the alcohol study group.
Attempts had also been made to involve two black and two white female

offenders with the project.

The young offenders team also ran a regular group in one of the youth custody
centres. Much of the recorded material on day to day interactions within these
groups was kept by key workers with special responsibilty for a number of
groups which have been previously mentioned (Chapter 3). In some cases it
appeared that black offenders were more willing to communicate with white
probation officers in a group. Accounts of black offenders in custody reveal
that they frequently took a prominent part in discussions occasionally taking
the opportunity to voice views relating to racist features of the institutional
regime. Black women offenders particularly found it difficult to relate to
others in groups. When this occurred it was interpreted as an inadequacy on
the part of the offender, whereas two black offenders had voiced objections to
being in a group with white offenders. It was difficult to find material which-
reflected the experience of black and white offenders comparatively in group
sessions. A number of questionnaires were discovered however relating to the
offenders own assessment of the day probation programme. Answers were found
by one black male offender and one white male offender. The questions and

answers for both black and white offenders were as follows:
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1. What was the group about 7,
Vhite response . Rehabilitation.

Black response : I don't know.

2. What have you enjoyed about the group?.
Vhite response . I have enjoyed the debate.

Black response . Nothing.

3. Is there anything you would like to change about your situation 7
Vhite response , I'd like to find somewhere to live.

Black response ; I'd like a job.

4. Is there anything you would like to change about yourself while on probation
if so what ?
Vhite response . A little more organisation would be handy, self-discipline.

Black response . Nothing.

5. Think about the following areas of your life tick any that you made need
help with while on probation,
family relationships. White response. 0.K.
Black response. Nothing.
Partners White response. This is not the business of the sSocial

services.
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Black response; 0.K.
Alcohol White response. No problem
Black response, No problem
6. Do you think that probation can help with this, if so why 7
Vhite response . Advice etc.

Black response . Blank.

7. What is your personal agenda for the future?
Vhite response . Job, drama college, writing, fame,parties,and an early
retirement to somewhere hot where I could waste my life in comparative comfort.

Black response. Blank.

Although it is very difficult to draw any conclusions on the basis of two
completed questionnaire, it seemed that the white offender was more integrated
into the group than was the black offender. The black offender's response
seems to have been one of indifference, the records indicating that he attended
the group on sufferance and that breach had been threatened if he did not
attend. A clear message that did appear from the questionnaire was that the
black offender wanted a job. This was an example of a social work orthodoxy, in
this case the attending.of a group, which was considered by the individual

probation officer as being a potentially worthwhile experience.
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To an extent the responses given by the white offender suggest a willingness to
give what he perceives to be appropriate responses. It may also have been
possible that this offender did for instance enjoy some of the debates, as was
indicated by his recognition of the need for more self discipline . There was an
apparent inability on the part of the black offender to see any benefit in what
was being offered by the probation service. In other words the blank responses
were very powerful statements in that they posedquestions relating to the
viability of using methods which had been developed in social work textbooks

and training courses dominated by white people.

The idea of evaluation in practice relates to the phase of work in which the
extent to which social work objectives have been realised is assessed. Sheldon,
a behaviourist, argues that evaluation should occurr throughout the social work
process, and emphasises the importance of specificity of goals, and the
establishment of base lines for problem behaviour prior to intervention. This
he argues makes the task of measurement considerably easier. Although this -
method of evaluation provides tangible evidence of for instance improved
functioning in a specific area of behaviour, situations faced by offenders are
multi faceted, which makes the problem of selecting one particular behavioural
pattern for attention almost impossible. Indeed one of the major problems

facing po.'s in this research was the complex nature of diffused client goals.
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Brown has argued that in practice, very few structured approaches similar to
that advocated by Sheldon and other writers are used in day to day practice.
Even when they are used the terminology is not understood, the theory not
employed, and the structure imprecise (Brown 1978).
One of the major problems in using such models is that they require
considerable time since methods of recording evaluative data have to be
developed and recorded. Such processes will often involve negotiating with
another individual in order to monitor the process. It should be stressed that
time limited structured interventions like the task centred model appear to be
relatively instrumental in the creation of changed offender behaviour patterns.
Vork carried out by a number of researchers indicates that when social work is
evaluated a task centered approach in controlled comparisons, appears to have
positive effects on clients social and inter-personal problems leading to a

reduced need for social and psychiatric services ( Goldberg 1977, Gibbins 1981).

One of the important observations relating to sfructured methods is that the
‘clients' problem is focused upon for work, which tends to deflect attention
from the part played by macro structural problems like unemployment, which is-
frequently beyond the control of the offender. Mention of such evaluated
methods, and indeed any formal social work methodology was virtually absent
from accounts given by probation offiers. Probation officers when interviewed
tended to talk about the offenders' future or the past in anecdotal terms.

Records were usually written descriptions of life events containing little
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evidence of formal evaluation of social work intervention on black or white

offenders.

Very broad statements which can be described as evaluative were found in some
15 of the cases which were examined and tended to be undetailed and usually
made in relation to black rather than white offenders. The part b records
contained most evaluative statements, although these comments tended to be
impressionistic in that they recorded improvements in attitude to work, or a
greater level of maturity. No effort was made to break down dysfunctional
behaviours into their constituent parts prioritise problems and then work at
each problem area as suggested by Sheldon and other writers. Statements

relating to evaluation made in interviews were also vague.

One part b record written some three years previously made reference to a black
offender who was aware of the fact that racial abuse was in some way
responsible for his offending behaviour. The record continues by noting the
fact that this offender frequently exhibits resentful behaviour and open
hostility to all forms of authority, expressing a - .

'Deep hatred for those who are forced to admonish him .'

The probation officer said that whilst she agreed with parts of this
assessment, that her dealings with this particular offender were not in any way
threatening and that he had not been overtly aggressive. She did comment

however, that his
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'‘Sullen attitude makes hard work which is unrewarding, but I am trying to break
the ice with a view to establishing some sort of relationship with him on which

to base supervision .'

Vhilst in custody this offender expressed to the officer his intention to ignore
the terms of youth custody supervision. After release the probation officers in
the ¢ follower entry records that the black offender had a chip on his

shoulder, which made any form of work 'very difficult and trying .'

During the offender's stay in the youth custody institution the probation
officer saw the offender on a monthly basis, both individually and within a
regular institutional groupwork session. Between visits she received letters
from him.

She commented that she hoped the habit continued and that regular and
meaningful contact has been established and will pave the way to a successful
period of supervision .

On release, the probation officer was disappointed since she was able to record
that X's earlier period on youth custody supervision was coloured by his
resentment that he had been detained three weeks longer than the maximum
sentence for his age. Supervision was not fruitful X preferringto turn up when
it suited him rather than keep to his appointments. The attempts made by the
probation officer seem.to have been unsuccessful, since the individual re-
offended within a matter of months following release. Work with black offenders

appeared to follow a depressingly familiar course, with reconviction occurring
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within a relatively short period.

On occasions work was evaluated in social enquiry reports and although
recommendations have been examined in a previous section the evaluation in this
aspect of work needs to be examined separately. These attempts at evaluation
were usually subsumed under the heading 'response to supervision' as the
following extract from a report on a black offender illustrates,

'At X's second appearance before the juvenile court he received a supervision
order for eighteen months for offences of shoplifting. Initially his response
was erratic but picked up as he became more trusting of his supervising
officer. He also attended intermediate treatment groups with mixed success and
work was done with his parents to try and ameliorate the effects of a difficult
home situation. I believe that the order was partially successful in that it
provided support and guidance for X who is at a crucial transition period, that
of school to employment. Unfortunately it has not stopped him re cffending
although X has told me that the order has been an effective reminder to stay

out of trouble ,'

This is an important entry to the social enquiry report characterising the form
of evaluation that was made by probation officers. The response is described
as erratic although it is seen as qualitatively improving due to the development
of trust on the part ofythe offender. Once again this evaluation demonstrates

the use of some quite vague terms. No indication is given as to the meaning of
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the terms like trust. The intermediate treatment group 1s described as having
mixed success although the nature of the success is not elaborated upon.
Records were examined in an attempt to understand the meaning that the officer
was ‘ascribing to success. No further reference appeared to be made in any of
the material examined to evaluation or successful practice. Overall this
assessment of response to supervision lacked clarity which makes any evaluation
of the work carried out extremely difficult. The probation officer appears to
be reporting a partial success in that support and guidance was provided to the
offender at the period between school and work although this was not sufficient
to keep the offender out of trouble. The last sentence could perhaps be seen as
adding a note of self justification in that the order is seen as acting as an

effective reminder to stay out of trouble.

The problems in using reconviction rates in evaluating probation work have been
discussed within the social work literature. Reconviction rates for juveniles
and young offenders receiving custodial sentences are published annually by the
prison department. Rates for other forms of intervention are not as easily
obtained. A comparative appraisal of the different forms of intervention and-
their effectiveness in preventing re offending is further hampered by the fact
that few studies deal with offending histories. WVriters have argued that the
defendants criminal history and current living situation outweigh the type or
length of any intervention in determining the likelihood of reconviction (Rutter
and Giller 1983). Some 81% of young male offenders and 47% of young females

released from youth custody are likely to re offend within two years .These
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figures seem to have been unchanged by the new tougher regimes in detention
centres ( NACRO 1987). This research suggests that probation officers notion
of success is related directly to the development of a relationship with an
offender rather than any tangible effects that the intervention might have had

in terms of preventing black and white offenders from being reconvicted.

'Talking through problems' was an activity which was seen as being
intrinsically worthwhile. Officers did not see any problems with this
orientation to their work, since this had been the prevailing orthodoxy on
training courses and was the form of work expected by the probation service.
Vhen the question of reconviction rates as a possible measure of success was
approached probation officers seemed bewildered replying with an unequivocal
rejection of the idea for both black and white offenders. One probation officer
summed up the view expressed by most of the officers interviewed when he was
asked

Q. Do you think that you can use reconviction rates as a measure of success of
a probation order 7.

A. No I certainly don't ....forming a relationship with a probation officer can
do far more than one can measure in such a crude way. Often you can build up
trust often you can give the offender space to say the kinds of things he has
never been able to say to anyone else. Often you can help the person come to
terms with problems. . You can also identify problems that have not been

identified before . '
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Most probation officers interviewed, defined success either in terms of
establishing a relationship with offenders, as was stated above, or diverting
offenders away from custodial sentence. Probation in itself and the achievement
of the probation order when a custodial sentence was probable was also seen as
a form of sdccessful intervention. More attention was directed at success in
the context of getting a recommendation accepted by a sentencer than in the

actual form of the intervention which followed.

In accepting these two criteria of success as defined by probation officers it
would appear that black offenders in this small sample were disadvantaged in
both counts. Firstly it would seem that probation officers despite a
recommendation for non custody are less likely to be successful in diverting a
black offender from custody. Secondly, it has been argued at various points in
this re search that the white probation officer will experience other
difficulites in forming relationships with black offenders. Thus in the terms
applied by probation officers, work with young black offenders is less

successful.

The comparative short length of this section of evaluation compared with for
instance the length of the sections on assessment and intervention is another
indicator of the lack of research material found which attempted to provide an

evaluative framework.
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Previous reference has been made in this section to the importance attached to

the notion of client self determination by probation officers. In this research
the concept seemed to have a particularly important relevance with regard to
the creation of reality tor the client. The aims ot social work intervention
based on reality orientation, were variable in nature, it appearing to he the
case that black offenders were perceived as requirirg more assistance witlh this

process than whites.

Frobation officers claimed that black offenders frequently had ‘totally unreal
expectations' of whal was possible and 'unreal' expectations of life generally.
Many had aspirations towards careers in the music or fashion business.
Probation officers recorded that special efforts were being made to assist
these offenders come to terms with reality. One offender who wanted to be a
'rich movie star' was seen in the part b assessment as being in need of
'orientation towards the possible and not the fanciful.' The form of work
advocated does not reflect this concern and indeed appears to constitute an
amalgam of most work plans which were found in the research relating to both
white and black offenders. They were listed as follows,
1. To see X fortnightly.
2. To encourage him to use the resources on offer, e.g. the day probation
programme and the job search
3. To help him find accommodation that is really what he wants.

4. To discuss with X his offending and the likelihood of him offending again.
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Related to the notion of reality orientation was the question of identity, since
those offenders who were unable to understand reality were often conceptualised
by probation officers as being unable to understand their own identity. Some
seven of the offenders who were examined in this research, five black and two
white were said to be suffering from an identity problem, although this tended
to be seen not as an explanation for offending, as much as a barrier for

effective intervention.

For white offenders the identity problem was conceptualised in terms of them
being ignored by their families, in both cases the offenders had a long history
of residential care from a very early age. In the five cases where identity was
thought to be a problem in relation to black offenders. In one black case
identity problems were expressed in terms of

'X being alienated within a society in which he cannot find a place'.'

The black offender's lack of identity was a problem for the individual and not
the society in which he lived. This seemed again to be an essentially
assimilationist position in which the offender was conceived of in terms of not
being able to adapt and become part of the 'host society'.' These black
offenders were viewed as suffering from a psychologically determined phenomena
referred to as an identity crisis, and were unable to cope and incapable of
adjusting to 1life in Britain. They were driven in a state of desperation and
insecurity into crime, as a means of coping. No evidence was present in the
research to suggest exactly how this identity crisis was handled in the one to

one relationship with probation officers. In five of the cases examined records
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and plans for intervention were not present and the minimum amount of
recording on part c documents was found. In a minority of cases part ¢ records

were missing or incomplete.

The possible explanations for this may well have been that the probation
officers were presenting to the courts an acceptable form of explanation in
order to avoid custody. In other words it may well have been that officers
themselves were aware of the fact that there was very little chance of
implementing the plans. If one read the social enquiry reports and the part b
assessments one would reach the conclusion that officers had a blind hope in
the one to one relationship, placing undue emphasis was placed upon this

technique. These comments, however, apply to both black and white offenders.

Vhen a probation order is blatantly unsuccessful, and the probationer is
flouting the rules and agreements of the order the probation officer has a duty
to bring this fact to the attention of the court through the process of the
breach. This has been described by Fielding as the final sanction. In his
study of fifty officers he found that three were unwilling to breach under any
circumstances, 21 would breach for extended failure to report or keep in touch,
8 for failure to fulfill any condition of the probation order including
contracts made with the probation officer, and 13 would breach to

'keep their caseloads neat .’

Fielding estimates that some 2% of probation orders generally end in breach

(Fielding 1984).
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This low figure reflects the general reluctance felt by most probation officers
in taking such a drastic step as breach, since in this research it was regarded
as a negative step, and indeed an indication that the work of the probation

service had failed.

For the 50 offenders examined in this research breach proceedings had been
taken in two cases both of whom were black. This figure represents some 4 % of
the total sample double Fieldings' figure and 8 % of the black sample . Records
were examined in order to ascertain which offenders failed to keep
appointments. This was an extremely difficult operation since some of the
offenders had been on probation for different periods, and the offenders were
still in youth custody institutions at the time at which the research was
carried out. In order to gain a comparative notion of missed appointments
officers were asked to select offenders on a pairing basis. The average number
of missed appointments was calculated quite simply by dividing the number of
nissed appointments by the total number of black and white offenders. For the
purposes of this research a missed appointment is defined as a situation in
which a probation officers attempts to to either report to his office or visit

him/her at home had been unsuccessful.
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Black White
Male Female Male Female

Missed
appts.

67 28 59 23
Number of
offenders. 20 5 20 5
Average,

3.35 5.6 2.95 4.6

This simple

calculation ¢an only suggest that black offenders did not miss

appreciably any more appointments than did white offenders. A slightly higher

average figure was recorded for young women offenders, although it must again

be stressed

that this very simple counting method would not stand up to .

statistical analysis and was suggestive of what was occurring at a specific

point in time with a number of caseloads bearing in mind that some offenders

were in custody.

WVhen records were examined it was found that breach was considered in some 5

of the fifty cases, four of which were black. In every case it has to be said
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that the offender had flagrantly missed appointments, and that there were good
grounds for reaching the conclusion that the probationer did not wish to co-
operate with the handling of the offence with the probation order. It would, be
useful to examine the circumstances leading to possible breach proceedings. In
relation to two black offenders, the c¢ follower records read as follows.

Offender X :--

'3/7/86 Oxford City Magistrates Court, gave X 12 months probation order.
18/9/86 failed to attend hand over interview.

25/9/86 & 2/10/86 failed to attend after letters being sent.

14/10/86 telephone in response to letter saying unable to attend, had no money,
in response I inferred that breech proceedings would be taken if he didn't
attend.

20/10/86 he reported. I impressed upon him that unless he reported
consistently I would have to seriously consider breach.

30/10/86 failed to report.

6/11/86 home visit. X was in, he agreed that I had been very patient with him.
I said that I would send a letter reminding him a couple of days before each
appointment.

10/11/86 reminder letter sent first class regarding appointment for 13/11/86.
13/11/86 failed to report.

18/11/86 letter informing X of breach proceedings for failure to report, gave
him an appointment for 24/11/86 to discuss implications.

21/11/86 warrant issued court date set for 12/12/86.
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24/11/86 failed to report.

3/12/86

4/12/86

5/12/86

8/12/86

In this

contact

phone call from X appointment made for 4/12/86.
failed to report.
he reported, I could not see him as 1 was otherwise engaged.

iwo phone calls from X.'

case it can be seen that the officer made every attempt possible to

the offender. However, it might be argued that on the 5/12/86 when he

did turn up at the office that the officer might have attempted to at least see

him in order to avoid further problems with respect to breach proceedings.

An

other example taken from a c follower emphasises this, what some might regard

as a tendency towards premature breach, when compared with white offenders.

Offender Y

'13/7/87 letter to Y, appointment for 16/7/87

16/7/87 failed appointment.

27/7/87 formal letter threatening breach.

28/7/87 belephone call from Y, I emphasised the need to return to court.
29/7/87 Y reported to the office. He finds it difficult to talk about his

personal situation.

I challenged him on this but he did not want to push too

hard given that we didn't really know each other, we agreed fortnight reporting.

I will breach if he misses more than two in a row,'
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The last remark does seem to point to a fairly unusual tendency towards breach
given the short nature of the relationship which had developed between the two.
It would also seem unusual to take out breach proceeding if the offender misses
only two appointments. There was certainly far more latitude given to other
white offenders in this respect. It was also unusual to find the p.o.
stipulating such rigid conditions to the probation order before the breach had
occurred. Particularly in view of the fact that the offender had on this
occasion reported. The latitude and discretion regarding the question of breach
was also 1llustarated by another probation officer who in interview expressed
the view that slightly more leeway could be given to black offenders in terms
of breach proceedings and that this could be viewed as a form of positive
action. He said,
'Some years ago I breached a black female client, and it was only afterwards

that I wondered was it me? .\

At the beginning of this section the perceived importance of the social work
relationship between worker and offender was mentioned. The notion of forming
relationships appeared to be at the centre of the efforts made by probation -
officers in relation to black and white offenders. One to one casework was
frequently directed towards enabling the offender to understand the interactions
offenders had with significant others which were usuallyrefgfredto by

probation officers as relationship problems.Day found in his study of the
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probation service that 90% of clients and 90% of their officers perceived

probation in terms of personal counselling (Day 1981).

It was noteable that in this research more emphasis was placed on creating
theraputic relationships with white offenders, than black and could suggest that
more time and effort was being directed towards 'casework' with white offenders
than black. This would seem to be a significant finding since it could reflect
on the ability of the probation officer to differentially engage with problems
identified in assessment, which were largely of a interpersonal kind relating to
members of the offenders' family. It could also point to the possibility that
the black offender is less willing to engage with the probation officer at the
one to one level than the white offender or vice versa. If any of these
conditions pertain then the style of work adopted by probation officers in this

research is less likely to be of relevance to the black client.

Probation officers difficulties in approaching these matters relating to
personal relationship problems were not expounded upon greatly in records
relating to black offenders, whilst frequent and lengthy references were made -
regarding protracted discussions with white offenders which related to various
forms of life crises. It is clear from the records that probation officers
considered this work to be 'intensive', and fruitful. Officers argued that the
ventilation of feelings:in a secure safe environment, usually in the probation
officers office, was in itself theraputic. The exact nature of the benefit

remained unclear, and did not seem to affect the white or black offenders
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desire to report since probation officers still mentioned problems in this area

of practice.

It was not possible to draw the conclusion that one to one case work was
denied to black offenders, since such work was attempted. The main difference
seemed to be in the use of conventional terminology in relation to black
offenders. What emerged from the research was a usage of words which appeared
at first sight to constitute a shorthand form of communication used most
noticeably in part c¢ amd part b records. On closer examination it appeared
that this terminology, used in interviews and records, tended to be vague and
confusing, with probation officers making reference to esoteric ill formulated

notions such as boundary and space.

Taking the example of boundary, it has to be acknowledged that there are a
number of ways in which this concept can be used. Following Durkheim, Erikson
has argued that the principle underlying the argument is that people need
boundaries, and that without clear guides for action people discover these
effective boundaries by deviance. (Erikson 1966). Fielding has argued in his
study of probation practice,

'In arguing for boundaries probation officers are discovering in the client
centred ideology how control can be presented as need. The control work that
they are obliged to perform can be justified by the discovery of peopleé need

for boundary defining' (Fielding, p.48).
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The idea of setting boundaries was found widely in this research particularly
with regard to counselling work which was primarily concerned with problems
that offenders had with relationships. In two cases of boundary construction
by probation officers resentment and anger was expressed by offenders. In
describing a white woman offender the probation officer refers to her as
'an intelligent person and has never had difficulties in opening up in our
sessions, although keeping to a regular reporting pattern, centred her not only
on the crisis but also issues between us at times. She does respond much better
now to the firm boundaries which I try to place on supervision, and she is able
to acknowledge why it is important for her even though she resents the
boundaries'.
This prompted the researcher in a second interview to ask the officer what was
meant by the term boundary in the context of the above quotation
The answer was far from clear-
'Its about not letting the client go too far, holding on to what is , keeping
them within the realms of reality:'
Boundary in this case then seemed to refer to a form of reality orientation
within the counselling relationship, although other officers appeared to be .
using the term in connection with legal boundaries in relation to acceptable
behaviour whilst on probation, and the possibility of breach proceedings, or
boundaries in relationships with others. What is important here is that such a
term was used in official probation records in such a way as to suggest that

there is a common understanding as to the meaning of the term boundary since
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the word remained unqualified in all forms of data examined, when in fact a
term as broad as this could have different meanings to different people.
This form of quasi-technical word usage was less prevalent in records on black

offenders.

In seven white cases and two black cases the counselling relationship was seen
as providing a 'space' for the offender to explore his relationships with
people. All probation officers who used this term were asked in second
interviews to define what it meant in the context of their work with that
offender. Four different meanings were given for what was being attempted,
whilst in three cases the probation officers were unable to define the term, and

expressed some surprise that they were being asked to do so.

Space for these officers was such an obvious concept, or alternatively so
complex so as to defy verbal expression. Four meanings were given in relation
to this concept. In one of the examples involving a black offender it emerged
that the officer was referring to physical space, or the place in which an
offender could come on a regular basis in order to discuss problems. Secondly,
and again in a case concerning a black offender there was the creation of space
away from the daily grind of life in order to consider feelings and
relationships with other people. The third notion can best be described as an
ontological form of space which enabled offenders to explore their own feelings
in an almost existential way. This was used in relation to white offenders and

was expressed in the following manner by a probation officer,




284,
‘X has never understood his own position in the world, he can't understand why
people react to him in the way that they do. Our talks together have given him
the space to do this '
Space was used in a fourth sense to describe a punctuation mark in the
counselling process in that the probation officer in the interview describes
herself as
'Holding off to give him space to think about what we've spoken about ',
Other examples of such lingustic practices abounded in the research. The idea
of 'working through problems', 'confronting offending behaviour', ' denial' and
'starting from where the client 1is', were equally as confusing and ill defined.
The use of such terms constitutes more than an esoteric peculiarity within
probation officers use of language. What appears to emerge are a number of
conceptual frameworks within which practice is conceptualised, each with its
own language, logic, and set of meanings. This is achieved through an

associated set of linguistic devices associated with social work practices

which probation officers assume are common.

This research indicates that the agreement as to meaning of these terms is -
illusory. Whilst they constitute a conventional form of lingiuistic
communication between probation officers, these terms appear tokave no specific
or agreed meanings. Surprisingly perhaps these terms do have enough legitimacy
to be included on records, and are commonly used in professional conversation

between officers. They were not used in social enquiry reports, which suggested
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that they were intended for the consumption for colleagues, whom it was

imagined shared common understandings.

This idea has an important bearing on any examination of possible differential
forms of probation practice with black offenders. It was significant that the
use of such terminology was not as evident in records and in interviews
relating to black offenders. There may be preconditions to what has been
referred to as the use of conventional explanations and assessments. A
situation must exist in which the offender is willing to admit that he needs
help or at least will make it appear that he needs help. As Beaumont and
Valker have argued contrition is an essential precondition in that the potential
probationer must be prepared to show remorse (Beaumont and VWalker 1981). Put
rather more cynically the offender must be prepared to play the game, to know
his role as a client and what is expected of him within that role, whilst
showing a willingness to take part in the professional process. In order to
understand what is expected, the offender must share basic meanings and
cultural assumptions relating to the nature of the probation process. ' Such

common understandings cannot be assumed. .

These findings have already suggested that probation officers are confused by
many aspects of black culture, with family life, and black religion being only
two examples. Thus the .idea of forming a confidential and trusting

relationship in which personal relationships can be discussed with an official

from the court is a western concept which may be alien, and even objectionable
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to a black offender who suspects all such personnel as being racist. These
lingustic forms serve to create a further rift between the officer and the black
offender. Pitts call for social workers to,
'‘Equip themselves to navigate the space between the white powerful authority
figure and the black, young person whose only power lies in the ability tb

resist or confound our often incomprehensible overtures' (Pitts 1984, p.8).

VLP - - £4 { tha biack offand
This short section has been included since it emerged so distinctly from the
research material, and would seem to have significance in that it was
differentially present in relation to black and white offenders. Optimism was
rarely to be found in relation to the successful completion of probation work
in relation to black offenders. This seemed to contrast sharply with the often
exuberant and unrealistic optimism whichcharacterisedmany assessments and
work plans for white offenders. (See previous section in this chapter on

recommendations made by probation officers in social enquiry reports).

There was additional frustration present in some work with young black
offenders which was seen by probaton officers in terms of the individual 3
weakness of the offender in that nothing that the probation officer could offer
had any meaning to the offender. Probation officers frequently complained that
black offenders did not really see the relevance of probation treating

'Me and the whole thing,as a big joke-.'

Although this may well have been the case with some white offenders it seemed

that the white offender was more likely to-
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'Play along with the idea of being a client, because he maybe thought that it
would save his neck .'
Evidence from this research in relation to the experience of group work would
point' to the fact that white offenders at least at the early part of a probation
order are presented by probation officers as being more likely than black
offenders to take the exercise seriously. The cynical attitude of some black
clients, created frustration which led one officer to describe her work with one
young black offender as,
'Like cutting down a hanging man, only to watch him get out a knife and cut his

throat .'

This last quotation leads to another feature of the way in which officers
viewed black clients, which can only be described as a self destructive urge
which they perceived to be present in black offenders. There was dismay
expressed, in that young black offenders, and a small minority of young white
offenders, despite

'All my efforts can't see what is good for him'

The underlying root of the pessimism was seen as a lack of motivation on the -
part of the individual. At no point however, was it suggested by a probation
officer that alternative methods might be more effective consequently the nature
of the work being carried out remained unquestioned.

So powerful was the sense of pessimism expressed by probation officers in

relation to black clients that it was a question put to officers in a number of
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first interviews. In three cases in which probation officers had expressed
pessimism regarding work with black offenders they were asked what methods
they would adopt with endless resou