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This is a reflexive response to the wonderfully carte blanche invitation to offer thoughts on the work of the
COST Action ‘Offender Supervision in Europe’, and its recent conference in Athens, from the perspective
of one who has only recently encountered this network (having only recently moved to the continent from
Australia). Following on from the last guest post in this blog is no easy feat. In that post, conference guest
speaker and psychologist Prof. Stef Decoene articulated numerous questions and arguments about the
conference, and about the research methods developing in and through the network’s activities. Although
my post was mostly written before reading Stef’s post, and is not intended as a formal response to his, it is
clear that my voice and thoughts on the same conference and the same research are different. Informed by
the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, the notion of ‘the penal field’ shapes the thoughts that
follow — a concept that has already been employed in a guest post for this blog by Joshua Page back in 2013
(available here, see also Page, 2012; Durnescu and McNeill, 2014).

Considering the penal field, including its practices and cultures, creates space for simultaneous (self)
reflection on ourselves as criminological actors (and our respective disciplinary allegiances, cultures and
‘habitus’ as Bourdieu would say, as ‘seers’ and ‘knowers’ of the penal field). The leitmotif of this COST
network is its culture. It encompasses a remarkable and rare combination of productivity, creativity, empirical
integrity, and epistemological humility. I affirm Stef’s observation that a palpable sense of joy and
camaraderie exists among COST network researchers, creating a special atmosphere infrequently observed in
other academic forums of the same size.

In the following sub-sections, I summarise some of the network’s compelling characteristics and
contributions across three inter-related spheres, using the metaphors of ‘seasons’, ‘senses’ and ‘spaces’.
Interwoven within this is a reflexive critique of what I see as some of the wider issues affecting criminology
and criminal justice research, demarcating why the work of this COST network is distinctive.

Seasons: Understanding Shifts in the Social Ecology of the Penal Field

In order to argue how and why the COST research agenda constitutes a progressive development, I wish to
first examine some of the current issues (and ideology wars) affecting the discipline. These are illuminated
using the analogy of weather forecasting and meteorology. Trying to understand the complex social problem
of crime and those who commit it (individually and collectively) predominantly based on criminogenic risk
instruments and recidivism rates is like trying to understand complex weather conditions and events
predominantly based on the use of a thermometer. Such instruments and metrics have their uses. However,
to accurately gauge the temperature (or criminogenic risk or recidivism rates) is not the same as knowing the
seasons and conditions which influence weather patterns and events (that is, the relational, socio-political,

spatial and temporal conditions and generative structures in which crime and punishment exist).
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Further extension of the analogy about weather forecasting instruments captures key points of difference:
while the temperature is measured based on the wo/ume of mercury in a thermometer; the weight of the air is
measured based on flows and differences in the atmospheric pressure above the reservoir of mercury in a barometer.
Akin to an (over)reliance on the volumetric and numeric measurements of the thermometer, a current issue
in criminology is the narrowing of empirical attention to that which is easily measurable and knowable in
terms of crime and criminal justice (which is, in part, tied in to what is commissioned and what is fundable).
As valuable as this type of knowledge is, we do not learn more about the penal field -- and its actors, nor its
potential transformation -- by perpetually producing more of it. Other types of ‘evidence’ and experience,
from other experts and sources of knowledge, are still required. Just as the multi-faceted phenomenon of
climate change is not fully understood, nor sufficiently responded to, based on knowledge of the temperature
and predicting future rises, so too the complex phenomena of mass supervision and mass incarceration are
not aptly understood, nor adequately responded to based on a preoccupation with knowing and predicting
recidivism rates, incarceration rates and the plethora of other symptoms of problems with deeper roots in
society and culture. The problems and their magnitude are increasingly well known, and the penal emergency
well documented. Arguably, what is needed are more advanced mixed methodologies to investigate and
explain the fillness of “what is’ — the socio-political conditions and ‘seasons’ within penality, and across the
wider populace, which surround the numbers and rates of the problems — as well as more sophisticated ways
of foreseeing and realising different futures.

Similar to the equivalent of a bureau of meteorology, the COST network is timely in its role as a kind of
‘discerning collective’ in European criminology. With members from 23 nations and diverse disciplinary
backgrounds (yes, especially psychology and law, as well as sociology and social work), this network is well
positioned in its capacity to analyse the social ecology and shifting seasons affecting the penal field, within
and across institutional and jurisdictional borders. A social-ecological understanding of the field can
complement (but not replace) and build on what is already known about social problems and professional
practices, to illuminate issues of power and the generative structures which shape them.

A cutting-edge example of the network’s contributions is the bespoke ‘Eurobarometer’ survey tool, designed
by members of the COST ‘Experiencing Supervision’ working group whose work was presented by Dr loan
Durnescu at the Athens conference. While Stef Decoene and I both applaud with interest the advent of this
tool, as well as the others mentioned in other sub-sections of this blog, it is the emphasis on understanding
experience where our views differ.

Stef felt ‘uneasy’ about the focus on experience; yet from my perspective, the emphasis on experience is
valuable. People’s experiences and their interpretations of those experiences matter; especially as it gives
voice to the value and importt of their lives (be it personal or professional). For too long, and with too few
exceptions, not enough has been known about the perspectives and experiences of people under supervision,
beyond evaluations limited to specific instruments, initiatives and institutions. Just as a weather barometer is
sensitive to pressures, flows and differences, the Eurobarometer tool and associated research has the capacity
to realise more advanced insights into people’s experiences of offender supervision within and across
jurisdictions. In part, this will help to address a crucial knowledge gap about the contours and dynamics of
‘mass supervision’, beyond assessing its scale and shape. If the Eurobarometer is used in combination with
the other research methods and tools developed by the three COST working groups, building on their
existing outputs (e.g., McNeill and Beyens, 2013), we can expect to see some of the most sophisticated
critical and comparative insights into offender supervision in Europe yet. Given the recent rapid changes in
influential jurisdictions (for better or for worse) like England and Wales, as well as the advent of new
probation services and systems in some European nations in recent years, it feels like such contributions
could hardly be more timely.

Senses: Creative Insights into Visceral Experiences



Much of the extant international criminological literature is based on stats or stories, with research findings
routinely evidenced by surveys, randomised control trials, interviews, evaluation research and other stock
standard staples. The pervasive influence of psychology, with its passion for expert-led measurement, and
the “What Works?” movement is that these have given rise to a dominant emphasis on the cognitive-
behavioural, both in terms of penal practices and, more indirectly, in terms of ‘correctional’ research
methodologies. Research questions often (perhaps too often) seek to instrumentally elicit what people #hink
and do. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this. Yet, more cognitive behaviourally-oriented methods are
by no means the only valid ways of empirically engaging with practitioners and people with convictions to
better understand the penal field and its impacts.

A major strength of the work of this COST network is its development of mixed methodologies that can be
summarised by four C’s: critical, comparative, co-productive, and creative ways of knowing. Like many
others present, I thoroughly enjoyed the conference sessions explaining the design and use of visual
criminology and ‘photovoice’ in the ‘Supervisible’ project, observation and ethnography, vignettes and
diaries. These types of research methods elicit not only with what people think and do, but go further to
engage the senses, secking insights into what is seen, heard, spoken, written and touched/traversed in
practising and experiencing offender supervision. They reach beyond the realms of the cognitive to engage
with moral and emotional dimensions. They also have the capacity to creatively reveal ideological concerns,
and normative concerns, as well as any one-off instrumental structured interview can. Finally, they may yield
rich descriptive data that is not entirely possible in a Randomised Control Trial precisely because they do not

seek control, and do not limit what is seen down to a small list of ‘variables’.

These creative mixed methods are empirically defensible and refreshingly reveal the use of the criminological
imagination (see Young, 2011). Their design and use within one jurisdictional context is interesting. Their
development and mobilisation for use in diverse institutional and jurisdictional contexts across a continent is
ground-breaking. If hearts and minds are to be changed beyond the confines of academia — a task
increasingly important in an era bearing the brunt of penal populism and neoliberalism — these types of
engaging and evocative means and ends are welcome additions to the field.

Spaces: The ‘Social Choreography’ of Penal Architectures and Actors

Following on from this, one of the more exciting facets of the COST network research, as well as other
studies by individual members (e.g., see Phillips, 2014), is exploration of ‘penal spaces.” The ‘Picturing
Probation’ project being undertaken by the COST ‘Practising Supervision’ working group uses visual and
ethnographic observational methods to critically analyse the influence of penal architectures, designs,
geographies and technologies on practices and people’s experiences.

This emergent line of inquiry fits with what Danish architecture academic Trine Brun Petersen (2013) calls
‘social choreography’, a notion which advances understanding of the dynamic interfaces between the
material, spatial, relational and social in penal institutions. Based on her PhD research, Brun Petersen (2013)
shows how penal architectures are inscribed with penal values, implying that their character and power (and
interpretation) influences and is influenced by actors and social relations involved in their design and use. If
her contributions are considered alongside those of the likes of Michel Foucault, Henri LeFebvre and
Antony Dulff, there are compelling reasons as to why the interfaces between the material and the social

within penal spaces should be analysed as a form of penal communication.

Importantly, this facet of the COST research is an eatly step in the right direction to address a significant
knowledge gap in criminology. Although ‘carceral geographies’ and ‘critical carceral studies’ are starting to
come to the fore internationally, their proponents’ preoccupation with the prison has led to neglect of parts
of the wider penal field and its architectures beyond sites of literal confinement. Conversely, the COST
network research and the fascinating yet robust cross-floor discussions at the conference following these



presentations, start to shed light on the symbolic signs and ‘linguistic landscapes’ (Shah, 2015) which make
up the material realities of probation and parole offices and discursive practices, and other penal spaces

beyond the prison. More empirical and theoretical work needs to be done in this area.

What have ‘We’ Become? And Where are ‘We’ Going? Some Final Reflections on
Criminologists as Actors in the Penal Field

The compelling work and culture of the COST network is refreshing for what it is, and for what it isn’t. This
raises some final critiques which reflect on the discipline. It feels like criminology has encountered a
paradoxical bind: many criminologists persistently critique institutions and their bounded rationalities, and
call for ‘their’ reform, yet so much of what makes up oxr current criminological output reflects a bounded
and blinkered focus on institutions, interventions and individuals. We count recidivism rates; we judge
institutions and individual lives predicated on a focus delimited to programmes, policies and interventions.
To return to my earlier analogy, are we potentially at risk of thinking we are scientists who know and critique
the complex vagaries of climate change (or crime and punishment), and yet find ourselves holding only a
thermometer? Don’t get me wrong, we need the tools and knowledge that we have. However, these should
not unnecessarily limit our understandings of sound ‘defensible practice’, in criminological research, nor in
criminal justice practice. Innovative criminological networks and mixed methodologies, such as those being
pioneered by this COST network, remind us of the possibilities of the collective and the critically
comparative. Criminology has a lot to offer, and ‘we’ are key actors who have the capacity to not only
understand but shape the penal field.

In his 2013 blog post about the penal field in a US State, Joshua Page argued that meaningful reform of the
penal field ‘requires altering the field’s composition, assumptions and principles — not simply demonstrating
that individual policies “don’t work’, and I would add: or even that they do ‘work’. We cannot afford to
ignore issues of culture and context. Beyond the fundamental ethical and empirical thresholds that we were
taught, and now teach, at university, and which underpin academic peer review, I am happy to let rest the
stand-alone arguments about “‘What Works’, and what counts as science (and, implicitly, who counts as a
scientist). Perhaps these are unwinnable wars? Are these just unsustainable side-effects of disciplinary
denominationalism and the hegemonic ‘us’ building that makes up attempts at the ‘colonisation’ of
criminology (for more, see Beyens and McNeill, 2013)? It is naive to think that our relational dynamics as
criminologists and penal actors have no effect on the social choreography of the field. While I don’t wish to
put COST network members on a pedestal, as they are not immune to these dynamics, however, they do
offer a positive exemplar as helpful cause for wider critical reflection: what have “we’ become? And where are
‘we’ going?

In closing, I wish to thank the COST network members for their part in what was a fantastic international
conference. I will leave you with a few questions as you embark on your final year of this COST Action:
What do you hope for? What will become of your findings, and what will be the sustainable legacy beyond
the life of this network (at least, in its iteration as a COST Action)? How might the work of this COST
network foster shifts from preoccupation with the carceral, to critical analysis and pursuit of the
transformative in improving offender supervision? How might your tools and research outputs be
disseminated and used to reimagine and reconfigure different futures? Rest assured, your experiences matter,
your work is already having a positive impact, and the rest of us keenly follow on with interest.
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