THE ST GILES TRUST PEER ADVICE PROJECT
Summary of an evaluation report by Isabella Boyce, Gillian Hunter and Professor Mike Hough from the Institute for Criminal Policy Research, School of Law, King’s College London.

What is the Peer Advice Project?

The St Giles Trust Peer Advice Project focuses on the resettlement of offenders through three key elements:

· Advancing the skills and employability of prisoners by offering them a recognised qualification – NVQ Level 3 in Information, Advice and Guidance.

· Providing a housing advice service to serving prisoners through training and supervising those undertaking the NVQ qualification.  These are known as Peer Advisors.

· Offering employment experience for offenders on their release from custody via their involvement in delivering St Giles Trust services to support the resettlement of other offenders. 
The project also tests the concept that prisoners themselves can play an important role in the rehabilitation and resettlement process by mobilising the prisoner’s own sense of agency in desistence from crime.  This counterbalances a widespread belief that rehabilitation programmes are something that are ‘done’ to offenders. 

Purpose and method of the evaluation

· It set out to examine how the Peer Advice Project was working in practice and look at the benefits of using offenders in service delivery that supports other offenders. Over a three year period, the researchers conducted interviews and focus groups with  Peer Advisors, staff from St Giles Trust and a range of other organisations, and clients of Peer Advisors. They also observed work in practice. 

· The evaluation did not set out to quantify the Project’s impact on crime reduction but the findings did highlight the value and importance of the work in resettling offenders. 

Developing good practice in prison 
· Peer Advisors are a very important resource within the prison, reducing the workload of officers and enabling their professional time to be spent elsewhere.

· The Peer Advice Project offers a recognisable vocational qualification which can be used upon release to improve the employment prospects of ex-offenders.

· Peer Advisors valued their role, regarding the work as fulfilling, boosting self-confidence and as being a likely route to employment.

· The support of prison staff at all levels is vital to enable the Peer Advice Project to be delivered sucessfully and the project needs to be promoted regularly within the prison to support this.

· Thorough selection procedures, including security clearance for those wanting to work as Peer Advisors are necessary to ensure an effective service and instil confidence in the service amongst clients and partners.
· However security issues also create challenges by restricting the movements and actions of Peer Advisors in the course of their work and imposing transfers at short notice, meaning some never complete their NVQ qualification. 

· Peer Advisors were happy with the level of training, support and supervision they received, another key aspect to ensuring a high quality service.

· St Giles Trust staff were fully aware of the potential for breaches of security among the Peer Advisors. However, these were relatively rare and dealt with  swiftly when they did occur.
Supporting offenders in the community
· Peer Advisors valued highly the opportunities to consolidate training and work skills through a placement at St Giles Trust in the community upon release.  These placements were seen as a means of applying skills gained in prison and gaining ‘real life’ work experience, also giving daily structure to their lives after the confines of prison.
· The role of Peer Advisor as mentor to other offenders was seen as filling a vacuum in services for prison leavers, which used to be filled by agencies such as the Probation Service; their  role was perceived to have changed from one of supporting rehabilitation towards control and public safety.

· There was a reticence on the part of some other agencies towards working with the Peer Advisors in the community, something which Peer Advisors  found frustrating and disruptive of their work.

· Employment opportunities at St Giles Trust are time limited according to the funding restrictions.  This sometimes places constraints on the number of opportunities available and the resulting services St Giles Trust is able to provide. 
· Funding restraints also meant that good projects would be set up, gain momentum and then come to an end, leading to uncertainty for the Peer Advisors and the clients they were working with.
· Peer Advisors reported very positive experiences of working for St Giles Trust, a working environment where they felt they were treated as equals and did not experience any stigma as an ex-offender. 

· However, most expressed real concerns as to how their past may be perceived by other organisations.  Of a cohort of NVQ graduates from 2006:

· 38 were given employment at St Giles Trust with 21 still remaining at the Trust in paid work or training.  

· Three of these are senior workers and one is now a Team Leader.  

· Of the remaining 17, eight have been employed by other organisations.  

· Only one returned to prison. 

A second chance
· Peer Advisors welcomed the ‘second chance’ the project gave them.  They commended the project for helping to widen their horizons and enabling them to see themselves as something other than an offender.
· They also felt their association with St Giles Trust had helped their families see them in a different light.  This kind of approval from others is an important factor for sustaining a life away from crime. 
· The peer-based support, which is central to the project, led to a multiplier effect, whereby clients of Peer Advisors saw the benefits of succeeding with the support of St Giles Trust and staying away from crime.  In short, the Peer Advisors became positive role models for their clients. 
Authors’ thoughts on the evaluation
· Whilst the authors were unable to present clinching evidence of the effectiveness of the scheme, they felt that the Peer Advice Project was a valuable one, which achieves a great deal.   

· They highlighted that the costs of an evaluation which could present such certain, clinching evidence would be very high and the findings may still be inconclusive due to obstacles in differentiating between the impact of an experimental project of this sort and comparable ones. 

· They advised that if funders and stakeholders chose to wait for such clinching evidence, existing patterns of investment will continue into equally unproven and probably less effective rehabilitation and resettlement schemes. 

Some quotes from the participants: 

“Just helping people who were in a situation, because I’ve been in social services care, I’ve been in hostels, I’ve been in bed and breakfasts, I’ve been homeless for a time, I’ve been a drug addict, I’ve been an alcoholic, you know, and when I came to jail and I changed all of that round and that I just thought, well  if I can help someone like even a little bit by like keeping them their house so they don’t go off the rails, or when they get out they’ve not got [to] sleep in the cold.” (Mike, Peer Advisor) 

“It definitely works well because clients trust other prisoners more than they would prison officers or other civilian staff.” (Jason, Peer Advisor)

“It’s an understanding because when I was coming out of [prison], I was lost, my confidence was lost. I’ve never been in prison before and St Giles, the way they treated me, like a human.  Like when you’ve been in prison, people look at you, like she’s bad... But being here and being around them [mentors] and I’ve seen the managers and everyone working together to support you and you want to be like them. You want to improve yourself.  They’ve been encouraging me and encouraging me… - you can do it – and that is a great thing… it makes you feel all is not lost.” (Esme, Client)
“I was in and out of prison, but it’s the opportunity to prove myself. I was ready and you ain’t going to change yourself until you’re ready… If this opportunity weren’t there I can’t honestly sit here and say I would never have offended because I would have got out, I would have had nowhere to live, no job and I would have gone straight back in.” (Will, Peer Advisor)

“You are giving them inspiration and when they look at you some of them can think to themselves “Well if this person can do it then I can do it as well…” A lot of people say that if it wasn’t for St Giles and you I would never have got this place and I never would of got this sorted out and stuff like that so they are really, really grateful. Not only is it rewarding for them, its rewarding for us… It’s not like I’m just working behind somewhere like McDonalds.” (Nicola, Peer Advisor)
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