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FOREWORD  

HM Inspectorate of Probation is the independent inspectorate of probation and youth 

offending services in England and Wales. As part of our inspection approach we 

believe that it is important to give a voice to those who are impacted by the services 

we inspect, including those on probation. We know that taking part in our inspections 

can have a positive impact on the lives of people on probation, from wellbeing and 

recovery to future ambitions. As part of our commitment to participation and increasing 

user involvement, we commissioned User Voice to conduct interviews with people on 

probation for our inspections. The inclusion of user feedback in all our inspections is 

now a key part of how we work. 

Following on from our first thematic inspection into race equality in probation (2021), 

we undertook a follow-up inspection into this area. For this inspection, we wanted to 

hear from the perspectives of minority ethnic people on probation about their 

experiences of the service and the extent to which it meets their needs. User Voice 

interviewed 82 individuals as part of this work, who are currently serving a community 

sentence or on a prison license in the community across the five probation delivery 

units we inspected.  

The report presented here was produced by User Voice and outlines the findings from 

these interviews. The findings from User Voice’s research have shown that, similarly 

to our case inspection, practitioners are often reluctant to take the opportunity to speak 

to individuals about their religious beliefs and cultural heritage. Whilst it was positive 

that 71% of those interviewed said they had not been discriminated against by 

probation on the grounds of their race and ethnicity, some individuals did report that 

they felt discriminated against due to religious beliefs or ethnicity. One individual 

stated: 

“Yes, as a Muslim I feel I am pre-judged and assumptions are made based on my 

religion. This has been the case since I started with probation, so no, there have been 

no changes over the last few years.” 

We would like to thank User Voice for their work on this report and for contributing 

towards our important goal of increasing the voices of people on probation. It is 

essential that we continue to give a stronger voice to those who are supervised by the 

services we inspect. 

 

 

Justin Russell 
HM Chief Inspector of Probation 
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ABOUT USER VOICE  

User Voice is a nationwide UK charity created and run by people with lived experience 

of the criminal justice system.  

We exist to reduce offending by working with the most marginalized people in prisons, 

probation, and youth offending services. We ensure they have the opportunity to be 

heard and to influence change. User Voice operates elected Peer Councils and peer-

led, solution based, research consultations in prisons and the probation service 

throughout the UK. 

User Voice and HM Inspectorate of Probation share the same goal of creating change 

that results in high-quality probation and youth offending services that change people’s 

lives for the better.  

As part of User Voice’s relationship HM Inspectorate of Probation, over 2,500 people 

had their voice heard as part of thirty-four regional inspections of Probation Deliver 

Units and four thematic inspections over the past year. The relationship between the 

two organisations continues to grow as thousands more will have their voices heard 

in the years to come.  

This report outlines the voice of people on probation for the inspection titled ‘Race 

equality in probation follow-up: A work in progress. A thematic inspection’ and is just 

one part of the full inspection. Therefore, we recommend reading the full report 

published by HM Inspectorate of Probation that we make reference to in this report to 

get a complete picture.   

 

Project and Research Lead: 

Christopher Purnell 

Lead Lived Experience Peer 
Researcher: 

Alex Beerjeraz 

Lived Experience Peer Researchers: 

Chito Adichie 

Johnathan Jedburgh 

Nileema Sultana 

Obadiah Marius 

Research Support: 

Angelika Wilinska 

Anna D’Apuzzo 

Bess Gorman 

Callum Hanniffy 

Elizabeth Lydon 

Giovanni O’Brien 

Macarena Salinas 

Tone Ovenberg 

Tonje Grendsen



5 
 

THE PROJECT 

From the most recent UK census in 2021, 18.3% of the population in England and 

Wales identified as being from a minority ethnic background.i The percentage of 

individuals from a minority ethnic background that are currently in the criminal justice 

system exceeds this. For example, 28% of people in prison in England and Walesii 

and 19% of those on court-ordered probation supervision are from a minority ethnic 

background.iii 

As 1 in 5 people on probation are from a minority ethnic background, it is imperative 

to better understand the experience of people on probation from a minority ethnic 

background. The best way to do so is to listen. When we take individuals’ experiences 

into account, we can better understand the issues faced by the population, what works 

well with the support they’re receiving, and what they believe can be done to better 

support individuals in the future. Such solution-based research can be built upon by 

the Probation Service to improve the experience and rehabilitation of people on 

probation from a minority ethnic background and in turn, better protect the individuals 

and the wider society.  

This consultation is part of a follow up inspection to HM Inspectorate of Probation’s 

2021 thematic inspection titled ‘Race equality in probation: the experiences of black, 

Asian and minority ethnic probation service users and staff.’iv The results of the 2021 

inspection were concerning for the HM Chief Inspector of Probation.  In the 100 cases 

inspected, there was little evidence that probation staff had spoken with them about 

their ethnicity, culture, religion, and experiences of discrimination; little evidence of 

structured or planned interventions; little evidence that probation services take a 

strategic approach to meeting the needs of minority ethnic people on probation; and 

little evidence of good practice. iv 

Therefore, it was deemed necessary to review the progress made by the Probation 

Service on this subject two years later. This report is one branch of that inspection and 

allows people on probation from a minority ethnic background to have their say. 

The overall objective of the consultation was to better understand how an individual’s 

race and ethnicity affects their probation experience and create peer-led solutions to 

the problems they face. Furthermore, our objectives were: 

• To understand the experience of people on probation and what support they 

have (or haven’t) had both in general and in relation to their race and ethnicity. 
 

• To understand how people on probation’s experience of probation in relation to 

their race and ethnicity has changed since the previous inspection in 2021.  

 

• To collate people on probation's views on what probation needs to do to better 

help those from a minority ethnic background. 

 

• To highlight any good practices that could be built upon by the service. 
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APPROACH  

 

 

 

KEY FINDINGS  

▪ 7 in 10 believe that their race and ethnicity is not a factor that has affected their 

probation experience.  

▪ However, the fact that the majority of people don’t face discrimination from the 

probation service does not mean there is not an issue in how probation 

approach race and equality. Many experiences of people highlighted significant 

discrimination and a “subconscious bias.”  

▪ There is a significant void in probation’s approach to people’s religious beliefs 

and practices.  

▪ Most participants had not been on their probation orders long enough to 

demonstrate a change in probation practice. However, the majority of those told 

User Voice that it has improved for the better.  

▪ 2 in 3 people have an effective and trusting relationship with their probation 

practitioner. 

▪ Diversity in probation staff at all levels is key to fostering understanding and 

creating inclusivity and relatability.   

▪ 2 in 3 people on probation feel heard by probation as their stories are listened 

to by probation staff. However, the majority feel like they don’t have a say in 

how probation is run.  

▪ Participant led solutions include but are not limited to:  
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▪ The involvement of people on probation in training for probation staff. 

▪ Awareness raising for differing religions and cultures. 

▪ Increased diversity in probation staff at senior levels.  

 

RESEARCH SAMPLE  

82 people on probation from a minority ethnic background had their say via semi-

structured interviews.  
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*Please note that the rate of less than 10% of participants reporting a neurodiverse 

condition is low in comparison with general society (estimated 20%), and even lower 

in comparison with people that have lived experience of the criminal justice system. 

Further research needs to be done into the barriers of those from a minority ethnic 

background identifying as neurodiverse. 
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                           OVERALL PROBATION EXPERIENCE  

 

The role of the Probation Service is to supervise individuals serving community orders 

while protecting the public. For the purpose of this consultation, User Voice broke 

down an individual’s probation experience into six key areas to better understand their 

experience and how or if they’re being supported in each of the six areas. These six 

key areas were: 

Their pre-sentence experience; their experience with induction; their relationship with 

probation staff; their experience with their appointments; their ability to access 

services; and to what extent they feel heard by probation. 

Through better understanding of the current experience of people on probation from a 

minority ethnic background, we can better understand how to support them and 

therefore, aid their rehabilitation, increase desistance, and have safer communities. 

7 in 10 people on probation from a minority ethnic background believe their race 

and ethnicity is not a factor in their probation experience.  
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58 out of 82 of participants stated that their race and ethnicity has not been a factor 

that affected their probation experience. Despite this being a significant majority, we 

must be mindful of the other 29% that have had their experience affected by their race 

and ethnicity, often in a serious way. The fact that the majority of people don’t face 

discrimination does not mean there is not an issue in how probation approach race 

and equality. 

Rates of people’s perceptions of race and ethnicity being a factor in their probation 

experience varied regionally. However, responses in Bedfordshire varied significantly 

to the other four regions where three out of the ten people interviewed thought that 

their race and ethnicity is a factor in relation to their probation experience.   

Most people on probation from a minority ethnic background haven’t 

experienced any discrimination from probation. 

The most popular theme amongst people on probation when considering their overall 

probation experience was that people felt like they experienced no discrimination. 

These individuals reported that they haven’t experienced anything that made them 

pause for thought or question their probation practitioner or any other member of staff’s 

actions. 
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Some people on probation from a minority ethnic background described that 

they have experienced “clear discrimination” and “a subconscious racial bias.”  

Some people on probation from a minority ethnic background felt that they were ‘pre-
judged’ because of their ethnicity and faced discrimination in several ways as a result 
of their religious beliefs, ethnicity, and immigration status.  
 

 
 
 



13 
 

 
 

    
 
    

  
  

Although some felt that they haven’t experienced any clear incidences of 
discrimination, they feel that they are affected by a subconscious bias which means 
they are treated differently to White people on probation. 
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AB: A CASE STUDY FROM AN ASIAN BRITISH MAN 

While on a course delivered by probation, AB (pseudonym) was taught to how to cope 
with his old thoughts and feelings.  

When he put what he learned in the programme to use by being open to his probation 
practitioner about his previous internal battle with his faith, he was referred to the 
police. This caused AB a great deal of psychological distress. 

Aside from that incident, AB felt like his faith was also disrespected numerous times. 
He was not allowed to wear traditional religious accessories, saying they were a safety 
risk due to parts being made of metal. However, he noticed other service users were 
not faced with the same restrictions as him.  
 

 
 

 
 

Those on probation from a minority ethnic background serving longer 

community orders have experienced a positive change in probation’s approach 

to race and ethnicity.  

The vast majority of people interviewed were not able to report on how their probation 
experience has changed since HM Inspectorate of Probation’s previous inspection due 
to the relative time they have been on their orders – most people we spoke to were 
not on probation at the time of the previous inspection. 
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Those few that could offer their perspective often reported a positive change in their 
experience over time. Some offered a further historical perspective of how probation’s 
attitude towards race and ethnicity has changed over the span of more than a decade. 
 
               

 

 

 
 
 
One of the more significant findings that came from speaking to people on probation 
from a minority ethnic background was around religion. There is a perceived lack of 
discussion around religious practices and religious freedoms with probation staff.  This 
concurs with the findings in the 2021 inspection, where there was little evidence that 
probation staff had spoken with them about their ethnicity, culture, and religion. iv 
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Multiple interviewees stated that they were told by their probation practitioner that they 
are not allowed to speak about religion or their religious beliefs.  
 
In the opinion of people on probation, the induction and first few appointments should 
be used by probation practitioners to get to know the individual, their cultural heritage, 
circumstances, and personality to better understand how to support the individual – 
this includes developing a better understanding of their faith and religious practices. 
Following such measures would better support people on probation and improve the 
likelihood of desistance. 
 
 

 
 
 

   
 
 

In other cases, religion was discussed during induction and whilst developing a plan 
for their orders. While this is a positive, there was a clear inconsistency in the way 
probation approached religious events. Certain people on probation felt like they 
weren’t given the flexibility necessary to attend religious events such as prayer whilst 
completing their orders. In comparison, other people on probation found probation staff 
to be very flexible around their religious periods such as Christmas and Ramadan.  
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CHAPTER 2: PRE-SENTENCE 

AGREEMENT  
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PRE-SENTENCE EXPERIENCE 
 

 

 

Most people on probation from a minority ethnic background have experienced 

racism in the community. However, some don’t want to discuss it with 

probation.  

During the interviews people discussed their experiences with racism throughout their 
lives. It was commonplace to hear accounts of interactions with the police in which 
people on probation from an ethnic minority experienced racism. 
 
People either haven’t or often don’t want to discuss their experience of racism by the 
police and in the community. Some fear that it won’t be taken seriously and that they 
will be judged further for doing so. 
 

 
 

“  
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Many people on probation from a minority ethnic background stated that they 

experienced a bias due to their race during their court experience.   

TS: A CASE STUDY FROM AN ASIAN BRITISH MAN  

During his sentencing, TS (pseudonym) felt like he experienced harsher treatment 
than his co-defendant who is a White British male.  

He felt like he wasn’t judged equally, not based on his actions but based on his 
ethnicity and background. 

This is similar to what some individuals reported in the 2021 Race Equality Inspectioniv 
where they also described their experiences of receiving disproportionate sentences 
by the court system and unfair jury representation, and regularly felt stereotyped. 

 
 

1 in 5 people on probation from a minority ethnic background believe that their 

ethnicity was considered during their pre-sentence report. 

The most frequent theme noted when discussing how their race and ethnicity affected 
their presentence report was that there was perceived to be “no discrimination” 
experienced by people on probation. 
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However, other participants stated that they experienced clear discrimination in both 

their sentencing and their pre-sentence report. 
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CHAPTER 3: INDUCTION 

EXPERIENCE  
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INDUCTION EXPERIENCE 
 

 

 

3 in 5 people on probation from a minority ethnic background reported having a 

positive experience with their induction. However, there is a significant 

inconsistency in experience regarding consideration of their cultural needs.  

51 out of 82 participants stated that they had a positive experience during their 
induction. People in Wolverhampton and Walsall had on average a better experience 
with inductions with 86% reporting a positive experience. 

 
Despite the majority having an overall positive experience, there’s a lack of 

consistency across probation when it comes to asking people on probation from a 

minority ethnic background about whether or not they have any specific cultural needs 

during their induction. 

                    

This lack of consistency in assessment and planning means that many members of 

probation staff are failing to take diversity, religion, and experience of discrimination 

into account when considering how to best support the individual. In the words of one 

individual, “they didn't ask the right questions, for example about religion.” 

Most participants reported that they don’t have any cultural or religious needs. 

However, some people do, and these are often not being highlighted when planning 

the structure of their orders. Whether or not such vital aspects of their lives are 

accounted for is dependent on a probation practitioner that is aware and 

understanding – something that is not practiced across the board.  
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These findings mirror those that were found in the 2021 Inspection, iv suggesting that 

little has changed in the approach to assessment and planning for those from a 

minority ethnic background. This is supported by what HM Inspectorate of Probation 

found in the 2023 inspection. Their findings show that there has been minimal 

improvement over the past two years in the extent to which assessments of minority 

ethnic people on probation take into account issues of ethnicity, culture, faith and 

experience of discrimination. Consequently, too many assessments were insufficiently 

personalised and do not provide a sound basis for engaging effectively with individuals 

from minority ethnic communities.v 

 

ZS: A CASE STUDY FROM A MAN OF MIXED 

HERITAGE 

Like many of those that find themselves in the criminal justice system, ZS grew up with 
experience of being in care.   

ZS (pseudonym) experienced racism all his life – in his care home and subsequently 
in the community. Being of mixed heritage, ZS felt like an outsider and that he didn’t 
fit in with others of different ethnicities. 

Although he has been interacting with probation most of his life, this time around, ZS 
has had a constructive experience with probation which has had a positive impact on 
him. 

He attributed this positive experience to his probation practitioner, with which he 
became acquainted with while he was still in prison.  

His practitioner made him feel heard and respected by taking time to get to know him 
and his heritage prior to his release. This created a foundation on which ZS is making 
positive strides in his rehabilitation. 
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CHAPTER 4: RELATIONSHIPS 

WITH PROBATION STAFF 
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RELATIONSHIPS WITH PROBATION STAFF 
 

 

2 in 3 people on probation from a minority ethnic background reported having 

an effective and trusting relationship with the probation practitioner. Respect 

and flexibility are key to developing an effective and trusting relationship 

between people on probation and probation staff. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Out of 82 participants, 55 stated that they have an effective and trusting relationship 

with their practitioner. The findings from this consultation mirror those that were found 

in the previous Inspection in 2021 

People reported that respectful relationships with probation staff made a positive 

difference to their rehabilitation. People on probation from a minority ethnic 

background stated that the key to building this respectful relationship was when the 

practitioner is attentive to their personal and cultural needs.  

85% of people in Nottingham reported an effective relationship with staff, higher than 

the average. This finding could be in part down to many of the participants in 

Nottingham being female and having a good relationship with staff at the women’s 

centre.   
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Other interviewees had a negative experience dealing with their practitioner. A 

frequent change of practitioner is seen as a significant hinderance to developing trust. 

This revolving door of probation practitioners does not allow the necessary contact 

time to develop a solid relationship for which effective support can be delivered.  
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From the perspective of people on probation from a minority ethnic background, 

diversity in probation staff is important for inclusivity and relatability.  

Interviewees that attend offices where the staff are predominantly white reported 

feeling like it is difficult for their practitioners to understand them, their background, 

and their needs. 

In contrast, in cases where the office is more diverse, people feel like there is more of 

an understanding. For people on probation from a minority ethnic background, the 

diversity of an office has an impact on everyone's knowledge from within the office. 

The emphasis put on the importance of diversity in probation staff was one of the more 

significant findings from the interviews.  

Not much has changed in this regard since the 2021 Inspectioniv where it was found 

that it could be difficult for White probation officers to truly understand the backgrounds 

of people on probation from minority ethnic groups.  

The experiences of each individual or community do not fit snugly into one box, making 

a generic approach to support unhelpful.  
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Many people on probation from a minority ethnic background feel that there’s a 

lack of diversity in probation staff, with diversity more likely to be found in 

“lower paid staff.” 

Some interviewees stated that you are more likely to see probation staff from a minority 

ethnic background in roles such as working at reception, in security, or cleaning the 

premises. This is mirrored by HM Inspectorate of Probation’s 2021 inspection which 

reported that while the proportion of minority ethnic staff was reasonably 

representative of the racial composition of England and Wales, minority ethnic staff 

were under-represented in management grades. iv 
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However, other participants feel that ethnic minorities are well represented 

across probations staff.  

Participants in regions such as Bradford and Calderdale, and Southwark were more 

likely to report that there were high levels of diversity amongst probation staff, including 

those in more senior positions. Although other factors may also have an influence, 

these levels of diversity may be a reason for the two regions being top in perceptions 

of people on probation from a minority ethnic background not perceiving their race and 

ethnicity to be a factor in their probation experience. For example, 80% of people 

interviewed in Southwark and 77% of people interviewed in Bradford and Calderdale 

stated that their race and ethnicity is not a factor that affects their probation experience 

compared to an average of 70% across all regions.   
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CHAPTER 5: EXPERIENCE 

WITH APPOINTMENTS 
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 EXPERIENCE WITH APPOINTMENTS 

 

3 in 5 people on probation from a minority ethnic background get what they need 

to out of their appointments. 

51 out of 82 people interviewed feel like they get what they need out of appointments. 
Others however, feel like appointments were needless “tick box exercises” that didn’t 
offer them anything constructive. 

3 in 4 of those that stated that they have an effective relationship with their probation 
practitioner get what they need out of appointments. It’s clear from the findings in each 
area that having a positive and constructive relationship with a probation practitioner 
is vital for continued progression.  

Across all interviews, there was a polarity in experience when it comes to 
appointments taking an individual's needs into account around race, ethnicity, and 
religion. 
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ZK: A CASE STUDY FROM AN ASIAN WOMAN 

When she arrived at her probation office, ZK (pseudonym) had issues communicating 
due to her difficulties with speaking English.  

Her experience was profoundly shaped by her language barrier. She has had a 
negative probation experience as she couldn’t understand when probation tried to 
communicate with her. Therefore, she was unable to communicate her needs and no 
effort to provide her with a translator/interpreter were made. 

The interview with User Voice staff was held using Google Translate. 
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Most people on probation from a minority ethnic background feel comfortable 

discussing race. However, some avoid the topic completely.  
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Some people on probation from a minority ethnic background reported that they 

believe they are more likely to be breached due to their race and ethnicity.  

Most people interviewed had either had no experience of being breached or believed 

that their experiences with breach and recall have had to do with other things such as 

‘miscommunication’ rather than their race or ethnicity. 

However, to a lesser extent, some felt that their experiences with breach are either 

directly related to their race or ethnicity or question whether it played a part. Therefore, 

in such cases, people do not think that enforcement is fair and appropriate. 
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                              ACCESS TO SERVICES   

 

Over half of people on probation from a minority ethnic background that need 

access to services stated that that probation has helped them access the 

services they need.  

Most people on probation from a minority ethnic background don’t feel like 

services need to be relevant to their cultural needs or heritage. 

As has been noted in other areas of probation experience, the effectiveness of the 

relationship between the individual and their practitioner has a direct impact upon 

people getting access to the services they need.  

Less than 10% of participants stated that their cultural background was considered 

when it comes to services.  

However, the majority of people stated that services don’t need to be relevant to their 

culture or ethnicity. People would rather have help with housing or help finding 

employment.  A few people did state that there needs to be more inclusive courses 

relating to race and ethnicity.  

Unlike the Inspection in 2021,iv none of the 82 participants stated that they have had 

any support from probation or links to support groups in the community specifically 

regarding race, ethnicity, or religion. During this current inspection, HM Inspectorate 

of Probation only saw one organisation commissioned to deliver services for minority 

ethnic people and noted that practitioners’ knowledge of available services and 

resources in minority ethnic communities is fragmented. v 
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CHAPTER 7: BEING HEARD BY 

PROBATION 
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                                      BEING HEARD BY PROBATION  
 

2 in 3 people on probation from a minority ethnic background felt that their story 

is heard by probation. However, those interviewed did not feel like they had a 

say in how probation was run.  

54 out of 82 of people interviewed feel that their story is heard by their practitioner.  

However, others believe that they either haven’t had a chance to tell their story or that 

it is respected.  

A prevalent theme amongst the data was that people feel like they weren’t asked about 

their supervision and that they don’t have a say in how probation is run. The majority 

of these people would like to have a say and recognize the importance of the 

perspective of lived experience.  

Some feel like they don’t need to have a say in how probation is run. They believe the 

service is functioning how it should be and there’s no need to. 
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People on probation from a minority ethnic background want the involvement 

of more lived experience in the probation service that takes race and ethnicity 

into account.  
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CHAPTER 8: PEER-LED 

SOLUTIONS 
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PEER-LED SOLUTIONS 
 

2 in 3 people on probation from a minority ethnic background reported having an 

effective and trusting relationship with the probation practitioner. Respect and 

flexibility are key to developing an effective and trusting relationship between people 

on probation and probation staff.  
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