
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Volunteering with Circles of Support and Accountability 
 
Readers of this publication will be aware of the successful and productive relationship between Circles of 
Support and Accountability (Circles) and the Quaker community over the last 20 years. Quakers founded 
Circles in the UK and have been consistent and tireless in their support, providing Volunteers, Trustees and 
financial assistance to promote and sustain this important work.   
 
The key strength of Circles are the trained and supervised Volunteers who work directly with those individuals 
who have caused sexual harm (we refer to those individuals as Core Members). 4-6 Volunteers form a Circle 
which, meeting regularly over the period of a year to eighteen months, supports the Core Member to build a 
more positive and stable life whilst holding them to account for risky and problematic behaviour. The fact that 
ordinary members of the community are willing give their time and skills to assist some of the most risky, 
labelled and ostracised individuals of society gives a powerful context to this working relationship.  The human 
contact offered by Volunteers has, of course, been made very difficult by the pandemic during which Core 
Members have risked being further isolated and unmonitored.  
 
Throughout the last year, Circles Volunteers across the UK have been creative and resolute in offering 
ongoing support, which was demonstrated in a survey of Circles delivery in May 2020. Initiatives included 
virtual Circles by video conferencing (this is not always possible as many Core Members are restricted from 
accessing the internet due to the nature of some of their crimes), regular telephone contact, working in COVID 
secure premises where face to face Circles can go ahead, meetings outside and a combination of these.  
The number of Circles delivered was understandably significantly lower in 2020, but referrals continue to be 
made and accepted, so we are looking forward to a strong recovery in 2021.  
 
Unforeseen but positive outcomes of the pandemic are the resilience shown by Core Members (Circles 
Coordinators describe lockdown as being a great leveller, where those who have served prison sentences 
are often better equipped to deal with a deprivation of freedom than the volunteers helping them). We have 
also been so impressed by the determination and creativity of volunteers and Circles staff who have made 
every effort to ensure Core Members were not forgotten of left isolated, which could have caused both 
personal hardship and a potential increased risk of reoffending.  
 
During this period, Circles providers have also invested in their Volunteers offering initial and more specialist 
ongoing training, newsletters and ongoing seminars and workshops.   
 
Circles Providers are in place across the South West and South East of England, including London as well 
as Nottingham, Lincolnshire, Merseyside, Humberside, the East Region and Wales and are currently looking 
for volunteers.  Volunteers of all ages and backgrounds are invited to apply; good communication skills and 
a commitment to develop your knowledge and skills to work in this complex area are necessary. 
 
Most Circles Volunteers find the work extremely rewarding. The following quotations come from a recent 
evaluation of a cohort of Circles funded by the National Lottery:  
 
“Being a part of a Circle has helped to build my self-confidence and contribute something meaningful to an 
easily shunned part of society. This has built my passion to challenge myself and leap into new depths and 
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I'm so glad I signed up to Circles! This has contributed to me finding my new job role as it’s helped keep on 
the route I aim to follow and allows for a great scope of personal and professional development.” 
 
“My time volunteering for circles is the best thing I have ever done and the challenges I faced were worth it.” 
 
 
Due to the challenging nature of the role, prospective volunteers are carefully screened and selected. 
Individuals also attend a 2 day training/assessment event, and once they work as volunteers, will receive 
ongoing supervision, support and development from a Circles coordinator. 
 
If you are interested in this rewarding and valuable role, have a look at the Circles UK website (www.circles-
uk.org.uk) where you will find details of all the Circles Providers as well as a contact form for each to express 
an interest.  There is also a special report by Sky News entitled ‘Inside the Circle’ which offers a comprehensive 
insight into the work and impact of Circles and contains good footage on how volunteers work with Core Members 
which can be accessed by clicking on this link https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r8Hdcz_fXQk. 

 
What other types of Circles are there? 
 
Over the past few years, in addition to the core Circles model, additional Circles programmes were developed 
to offer a service to people with a specific need. This includes working with young people or individuals with 
an intellectual disability. During the past months of lockdown, the Circles UK team has designed another new 
programme – called Circles ReBoot – which is specifically for adult men and women convicted of accessing 
Child Sexual Exploitation Material (CSEM, the term we now use for the access of abusive images of children 
online). 
 
This programme has been launched in response to the exponential increase in the use of CSEM. Since the 
COVID-19 lockdown was imposed in March 2020, several organisations have reported significant increases 
in online abuse. The Internet Watch Foundation (IWF) reported an increase of almost 50%. From March to 
July, its hotline logged 44,809 reports of images compared with 29,698 the year before. At least 8.8 million 
attempts by UK internet users to access videos and images of children suffering sexual abuse were blocked 
during the first lockdown (IWF website).  
 
The design of Circles ReBoot is underpinned by relevant research and will be fully evaluated. The pilot will 
take place later this spring and Volunteers will soon be trained to deliver it. Circles ReBoot is a shorter, more 
structured Circle and will require a smaller number of volunteers. It is the intention of Circles UK to present 
the evaluation findings at an online event to enable shared learning of CSEM perpetrators with other 
professionals. This will contribute to the development of an evidence base in an area which is still under-
researched and understood – despite staggering statistics and the devastating impact on victims and 
survivors.   
 
We hope you will consider joining the Circles community as we continue to work to prevent further victims of 
sexual abuse. 
 
Liz Hickey, National Quality Manager, Circles UK 
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