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The label ‘sex(ual) offender’, is commonly used to 
describe those with a sexual offence conviction. 
Yet, this labelling does much to discourage 
rehabilitative efforts and undermine the 
reintegration journey. Increasingly, there is 
acknowledgement in academia, policy and 
practice that language matters. Within probation, 
for example, there has been a move to using 
more inclusive terminology such as ‘person on 
probation’. This has replaced the often ‘offender’ 
laden policy documentation underpinning 
probation practice and is a seismic change in the 
right direction. However, parallel to this positive 
change, discourse surrounding individuals who 
have a conviction for a sexual crime remains, 
overall, unchanged. This differential approach 
contributes to ‘othering’ and has stigmatising and 
ostracising qualities which can have detrimental 
long-term consequences and subsequently 
impede probation practice. Utilising our 
experiences as researchers undertaking work 
which involves understanding the experiences of 
people with sexual convictions, we (i) make the 
case for inclusive, and person-centred language 
for all, and (ii) address the implications of 
terminology usage.

Why does language matter? 

As Harney and colleagues (2022: 99) write in 
their article advocating for person-centred 
language within the criminal justice system:

‘The words we use have the power to 
respectfully, and accurately, represent 
people and ideas; they also have the ability 
to perpetuate ignorance and bias, leading 
to stigmatisation, discrimination, and 
dehumanisation’.

Charlotte Oliver
Doctoral Reasearcher

Sheffield Hallam University

Kirsty Teague
Senior Lecturer in Criminology

University of Derby



21
SEXUAL OFFENDING, LANGUAGE AND PROBATION PRACTICE

PROBATION QUARTERLY  ISSUE 30

However, the language used to refer to people 
with a sexual offence conviction, particularly 
within the media, frequently relies on negative 
descriptive terms such as ‘beast’, ‘paedophile’ or 
‘pervert’ (Harper & Hogue, 2017). Research 
examining the effect of labels has produced 
findings consistent with labelling theory, 
providing insight into how language can prompt 
more punitive judgements of people with sexual 
offence convictions (Harris & Socia, 2016; Imhoff, 
2015; Lowe & Willis, 2020). Lowe and Willis 
(2020) also found that with increased exposure 
to offence-based labels, researchers, criminal 
justice professionals, and the wider public were 
more likely to use an offence-related term (e.g., 
sex offender) rather than a more neutral, person-
centred alternative (e.g., person with a sexual 
offence conviction). The use of stigmatising, or 
offence-based, language is of concern, 
particularly for its ability to impact probation 
practice and the encouragement of desistance. 
This labelling is likely to negatively influence the 
process of secondary desistance, which involves 
the development of a non-offending identity, and 
tertiary desistance, which involves ‘how one sees 
one’s place in society’ and how they are received 
by others (Maruna & Farrall, 2004; McNeill, 2016, 
p. 201). Whilst the terms used in the context of 
probation are typically more clinical than 
emotional, phrases such as ‘probationer’, 
‘offender’ or ‘POP’ are still replete with messaging 
that ties the individual to criminality (Phillips & 
Bower, 2023).

In context, it matters who and where labels stem 
from. Probation practitioners are change 
facilitators, ‘empowering supervised individuals 
to make lasting changes to their lives through 
building good and trusting relationships with 
them’ (HM Prison & Probation Service 2021, p.7). 
Indeed, Lewis (2014) highlights the importance 

of acceptance, respect, support, empathy, and 
belief in enabling a positive relational climate 
which can in turn have a powerful impact upon 
the person on probation in relation to their beliefs 
and behaviour (Lewis, 2014). However, there are 
tensions within probation practice owing to the 
politicised nature of the work. Kemshall (2016), 
for example, links this to the significant role that 
risk plays in the practice of probation and the 
bifurcation of working with the police in the 
management of people convicted of sexual 
offences. In addition, we, as researchers 
acknowledge the turbulent recent past of 
probation set against the backdrop of 
transforming rehabilitation and subsequent 
reunification. As such, there is often much 
change, some of which is unevidenced, 
unagreeable, or both. 

Negotiating harm 

Having a conviction for a (sexual) crime, and 
considered a perpetrator of harm, factually, may 
be accurate. However, the framing of ‘causer of 
harm’ and ‘harmed’ can be reductionist, and even 
harmful.  Indeed, research on perpetration-
induced trauma exposes the fragility of the 
victim-offender binary, whilst simultaneously 
supporting the need for a trauma-informed 
approach (MacNair, 2015). Similarly, in recognition 
of the false binary between victim-offender, 
research has found that there is a link between 
being a victim of child sexual abuse and later 
sexually abusing children in adolescence or 
adulthood (Plummer and Cossins, 2018). Given 
such manifestations of trauma, it must be the 
work of all, including academics and criminal 
justice professionals, to call time on the 
weaponisation of language (Teague & Winder, 
2023).



22
SEXUAL OFFENDING, LANGUAGE AND PROBATION PRACTICE

PROBATION QUARTERLY  ISSUE 30

As we know, criminal justice policy and practice 
can often be politically motivated and 
ideologically driven (Prescott, McCartan and 
Uzieblo, 2022), with many policies and practices 
reflecting societal thinking of the time. Framing 
language choice as ‘woke gone mad’, risks greater 
societal segregation and divide, which may drive 
crime and other harmful behaviours potentially 
increasing the volume and complexity of 
caseloads for probation. 

In comparison to some other criminal justice 
agencies, probation squarely works in the realms 
of the (un)holy trinity of redemption, 
rehabilitation, and risk management (Mair & 
Burke, 2012). As such, probation 
disproportionately feels the impact and 
repercussions of societal, and criminal injustice, 
exacerbated in no small part due to the 
positioning of probation as a ‘cinderella service’ 
(Robinson, 2016).

Final thoughts

Whilst the task for probation is to consider 
exercising ‘professional curiosity’ (Phillips et al., 
2022) in their use of language and terminology, 
for academics the task is to embed, and highlight 
the principles of public criminology - a sub-
discipline of criminology chiefly concerned with 
issues of citizenship, social justice and human 
rights - to a variety of audiences. Those working 
in, or who align their work with, criminal justice 
should seek to engage with the principles and 
commitments of public criminology, namely: (i) 
transparency; (ii) being theoretically informed; (iii) 
evidence-based; (iv) empowerment driven; (v) 
committed to practical change (vi) committed to 
social justice and human rights; and (vii) 
connecting public issues and private troubles 
(Carrabine, Lee & South, 2000). These principles 
and commitments have the power to positively 
inform criminal and social justice if they can 

firstly infiltrate and inform public discourses. As 
change facilitators, probation practitioners/
organisations liaise with a wider range of 
stakeholders and have the potential to lead from 
the front in utilising terminology akin to, ‘person 
with a sexual offence conviction’, an evidence-
based, empowering, socially just action with the 
power to make a difference.
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