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T he practice of sentencing convict
ed law breakers to perform unpaid 
community service for govern

mental or nonprofit organizations has 
been firmly established in the last 15 
years. England introduced community 
service sentencing in five pilot areas in 
1972 and made the sentence available 
throughout the country in 1975. The 
practice of sentencing offenders to per
form unpaid community service is found 
in all 50 American states and ten Canadi
an provinces either as a condition of pro
bation or as a statutory permitted sen
tence. The practice has gained support 
through the English-speaking world as 
well as several continental nations. 

Community service sentencing pro
vides both opportunity and challenge for 
human service agencies. Opportunities 
exist for a steady flow of "volunteers" to 
perform needed work and services for the 
agency and for the agency to assist in the 
community's response to offenders. But 
challenges exist in relating to criminal 
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justice staff and offenders and integrating 
offenders into the volunteer programs of 
the agency. An extensive literature has 

The majority of sponsors 
reported their organization 
had benefited from 
participating in the 
community service sentence 
scheme. Several mentioned 
enjoying being a sponsor and 
an increase in social 
awareness as well as 
describing the jobs that had 
been done. All the sponsors 
thought at least some of the 
people they had had on 
community service had 
benefited from the 
placement, and 22 percent 
described continued 
involvement of an offender 
with the organization after 
the hours had been 
comDleted. 

developed regarding the community 
service sentence (Calaway, Novack, Hud
son, 1984). Most of the literature exam-

ines the sentence from the perspective of 
offender and criminal justice officials. 
There is little known in regard to the ex
perience and views of community serv
ice sponsors-the organizations that re
ceive offenders and provide work oppor
tunities for them. 

This study describes the views and ex
periences of community service sponsors 
in New Zealand. It was part of a larger 
survey of how the community service 
scheme is administered. Sponsors in sev
en probation districts were interviewed 
to gather information about their day-to
day experiences with the scheme and to 
discover their opinions about communi
ty service sentence aims, benefits and 
possible improvements. 

The community service sentence was 
introduced in February 1981 and is ad
ministered by the Probation Division of 
the Department of Justice in each of 35 
probation districts. Community service 
of between eight and 200 hours may be 
imposed on any person convicted of an 
offense punishable by imprisonment, 
provided that the sentence is appropriate 
given the offender's character and per
sonal history, that the offender under
stands the purpose and effect of the sen
tence and consents to the sentence, and 
that suitable service is available. 1n 1981, 
1,722 community service sentences were 
imposed; 1,991 in 1982, and 2,483 in 
1983. 

Methodology 
Eight of the 35 probation districts were 
selected to provide a group that shared a 
sufficient frequency and range of charac
teristics to provide a general picture of 
community service throughout New Zea
land. The final study group consisted of 
seven districts-Auckland, Dunedin, 
Gisborne, 1nvercargill, Levin, Lower Hutt 
and Nelson. Unfortunately, Rotorua, a 
district with a large Maori population, 
had to be dropped from the survey be
cause of travel difficulties. 

The sponsor population was all those 
organizations who had acted as a com
munity service sponsor during the year 
prior to the study for any offender sen
tenced in a court served by one of the 
district probation offices. A list of all 
sponsors used in the past year was re
quested from each district office. A one in 
four random sample of sponsors was 
drawn from these lists, which yielded a 
sample of 80 sponsors. 

An introductory letter requesting an in
terview was sent through the local proba-
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tion officer, who followed this up two or 
three days later to set a time for an inter
view. Structured interviews were held 
with 65 (81 %) of the 80 sponsors in the 
sample. Each interview took approxi
mately an hour, was usually held during 
the daytime, and at the sponsor's home or 
workplace. Sponsors were mostly inter
viewed by one person but logistical diffi
culties occasionally involved use of a se
cond interviewer. Both interviewers 
were members of the research team, not 
local probation officers. 

The structured interview consisted of a 
pool of questions assembled from exist
ing questionnaires in the same research 
area, suggestions from colleagues and the 
results of earlier open-ended interviews 
with sponsors. A final version was pro
duced after revisions and a pre-test. 
Questions were designed to secure infor
mation about the sponsors, reasons for 
participating in the community service 
scheme, experiences with tl1e scheme, 
perceptions of the purpose of the scheme, 
and views of benefits, strengths and sug
gested improvement in the scheme. 

Findings 
Types of Sponsors. The organizations 
who acted as community service spon
sors varied in their activities and size. 
Thirty-two percent (21 of tl1e 65 inter
viewed) were day and residential centers 
for people needing special care-hospi
tals, rehabilitation hostels, centers for the 
disabled, emergency accommodation 
homes. In many cases, the community 
work of these groups extended to private 
homes. Nineteen percent (12) were spe
cial interest groups, including conserva
tionist organizations, political concern 
groups and Maori cultural organizations. 
Seventeen percent (11) were sporting and 
recreation groups, fifteen percent (10) 
were schools and pre-school centers, 
nine percent (6) were service groups and 
eight percent (5) were churches. 

Fifty-four percent (35) of the sponsors 
used both paid and voluntary staff, 21 
percent (14) used only paid staff, and 25 
percent (16) depended entirely on volun
teers. 

Seventy-eight percent (51) were aware 
of the scheme before they were directly 
recruited; 46 percent (30) had read about 
the scheme in newspapers or leaflets or 
had seen something about it on posters or 
television; 19 percent (12) knew about it 
through links with the Justice Depart
ment, and 14 percent (9) had heard about 
the scheme through other community 
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groups. 
Two-iliirds (43) of the sponsors had 

been recruited by the local probation offi
cer and 23 percent (15) by an offender 
seeking a placement. Only 11 percent (7) 
of the sponsors initiated a request to take 
part in the scheme. 

Reasons for Involvement. Sponsors of
fered a variety of reasons for becoming 
involved with the scheme; no reason pre
dominated. Twenty-five percent (16) said 

The community service 
sponsors varied in size and 
activity: 
■ Day and residential centers 

for people needing special 
care-hospitals, 
rehabilitation hostels, 
centers for the disabled, 
emergency accommodation 
homes {32%} 

■ Special interest groups-
conservation, political 
concerns, cultural {19%} 

■ Sporting and recreation 
groups {17%) 

■ Schools and pre-school 
centers {15%} 

■ Service groups {9%} 
■ Churches {5%) 

they had jobs that needed to be done, 22 
percent (14) thought tl1ey could help of
fenders by being sponsors, 11 percent (7) 
saw mutual benefit as their reason, 28 
percent (18) became sponsors because of 
ilie strength of their relationships with 
the probation service, and 15 percent (10) 
cited a general commitment to being in
volved in the community. 

Acceptable Offenders. Seventy-one 
percent (46) of the sponsors had some 
reservations or requirements about ac
ceptable offenders; the rest said they 
would "try anyone at all" on the scheme. 
The reservations included not wanting 
violent or sex offenders (13 sponsors); 
dishonesty being undesirable (8); not ac
cepting a person with psychological or 
addiction problems (45); and tattoos be
ing unacceptable (1). 

Over half the comments related to posi
tive requirements; 13 persons mentioned 
positive personality characteristics (e.g., 
nice, responsible, motivated, friendly). 

11 sponsors wanted offenders who were 
particularly appropriate or interested in 
their organization (e.g., single parents, 
Maori, accepting of handicapped peo
ple). and eight sponsors wanted offend
ers wiili specific job skills. 

Only 15 percent (10) of the sponsors 
reported iliat they had rejected an offend
er referred for community service. Seven 
offenders were rejected because of a lack 
of appropriate work or supervision and 
three because the offender was unaccept
able to the sponsor. 

Sponsors were asked what they 
thought they needed to know about the 
person to be placed wiili them. There was 
considerable variation about what and 
how much information they needed; 18 
percent (12) said iliey did not want to 
know anyiliing at all-"! take them on 
face value," "I accept them as I find 
them." 

The majority, however, did want some 
information; 20 percent (13) needed only 
information particularly relevant to their 
organization, such as the assurance that 
they would be alerted to any special diffi
culties such as "if I can't trust them near 
drugs" or" if there is a medical problem." 
Twenty-three percent (15) wanted to 
know one specific piece of information 
such as offense or work skills or home 
circumstances; 39 percent (25) wanted a 
more complete picture, including the of
fense, personal circumstances and back
ground-"Anyiliing is helpful," when 
people would serve their hours. Sixty
eight percent (44) of the sponsors report
ed that set times were arranged. Nineteen 
reported the hours were set by ilie spon
sor, eight by ilie offender, and 17 by nego
tiation between offender and sponsor of
ten with ilie involvement of the proba
tion service. 

Where set times were arranged, 27 
were day-time hours on weekdays, 13 
were weekend or evening hours, and four 
offenders fulfilled their hours over a 
short, intensive residential period. Thir
ty-two percent (21) of ilie sponsors did 
not set regular hours for offenders, al
though in some instances an agreement 
had been made to do a certain minimum 
number of hours per month. Several 
sponsors trusted the offender with keys if 
he or she needed to come to a building at 
off hours, and in two cases offenders did 
the work in ilieir own homes. 

Type of Assignment. Twenty-three of 
the most recent offenders placed were 
women and 42 were men. Although of
fenders were assigned to a range of tasks, 
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cleaning and maintenance work were the 
most common. In several cases, however, 
an offender's specific skills such as 
sports, mechanics, knitting or carving 
were used to the benefit of the sponsor. 

Most offenders spent a good deal of 
their time with other people while doing 
community service. Seventy-seven per
cent (49) of the 64 most recent place
ments who had begun the job at the time 
of the survey spent at least half of their 
time with other people--34 of these were 
with others all the time. Twenty-three 
percent (15) spent less than half of their 
time with other people, and nine of these 
offenders worked completely alone ex
cept for receiving instructions from their 
sponsor supervisor. 

Thirty-nine percent (25) of the 64 of
fenders met only members of the group 
for which they worked. Most, however, 
also came into contact with people out
side the organization, since in many 
cases services of the sponsor organiza
tions were extended to the general pub
lic. Four offenders worked in private 
homes. 

Twenty-three percent (46) of the 202 
placements experienced by the sponsors 
had ended without all the hours being 
completed. For 34 of the 46 cases, spon
sors knew that the placement had ended 
and knew the reason. For the other 12 
cases, sponsors believed the offender 
would not return but did not know what 
had happened; several complained about 
a lack of feedback from the probation 
agency. 

Problems. Eighty percent (52) of all 
sponsors reported at least one problem 
relating to an offender. This included 
both problems caused directly by the of
fender and problems caused by other 
people's way of relating to the presence 
of an offender. Fifty-one percent (33) of 
all sponsors reported at least one prob
lem relating to the probation service. Fif
teen percent (10) of the sponsors said 
they had experienced no problems at all. 
• Poor attendance was by far the most 
common problem relating to the offender 
with 63 percent (41) of sponsors having 
had some difficulty in this area. 
• Many sponsors felt frustrated by poor 
attendance-"It put strains on the rela
tionship," "What can I do?" "I need to 
know that a job will be done," "They let 
me down," and "It's wearing thin." A 
related problem of poor punctuality was 
identified by 20 percent (13) of the spon
sors and problems related to finding a 
mutually convenient time for the work 
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was mentioned by 23 percent (15). 
• People not trusting the offender was 
identified as a problem for 22 percent 
(14) of the sponsors. Most trust problems 
were a general apprehensiveness and un
ease -"just an underlying feeling." 
• Difficulty adjusting to having an of
fender around was identified by 20 per
cent (13) of the sponsors. Examples of 
this were one sponsor's arduous fight 
with its committee to accept a drug ad-

Sponsors offered a variety of 
reasons for becoming 
involved: 
■ They had jobs that needed 

to be done (25%). 
■ They thought they could 

help offenders (22%). 
■ Mutual benefit (11%} 
■ Strength of their 

relationship with the 
probation service (28%} 

■ General commitment to 
community involvement 
(15%) 

diet on the community service scheme 
and members of an organization unwill
ing to give an offender a ride to the job 
place. Occasionally staff members were 
openly resentful -"Why do we have to 
have them here?" In most cases, these 
problems were gradually resolved as peo
ple became more acquainted with the of
fender. 
• Poor quality of work or the need for too 
much supervision was identified as a 
problem with at least one offender by 20 
percent (13) of sponsors and unaccept
able appearance by 14 percent (9). Prob
lems arising from people treating the of
fender badly, the offender's unwilling
ness to accept supervision, the condition 
in which they turned up for work, or the 
offender thought of as taking work away 
from other people were each identified as 
problems by less than ten percent of the 
sponsors. 
• Twenty-two percent (14) of sponsors 
mentioned problems not listed. These in
cluded inconvenience caused by the of
fender's needs for transport, feeling un
comfortable about the relationship be
tween offender and sponsor (too 
dependent, seen as authoritarian, not 
trusted by the offender, etc.) or material 

being wasted. The most unusual problem 
mentioned was that an acquaintance of 
one offender asked the sponsor if he 
could pay off the person's hours. 
• Not having enough information about 
the scheme was the commonest problem 
relating to the probation service and was 
identified by 31 percent (20) of sponsors. 
Most wanted details about how the com
munity service sentence usually worked, 
background of the sentence, and what 
other sponsors did. Many complained 
about a lack of feedback-what hap
pened when a placement broke down, 
what happened to an offender after he or 
she had completed the required number 
of hours, and how did the probation offi
cer think they were doing as sponsors? 

Aims of the Sentence. Sponsors were 
asked to describe the aims of a communi
ty service sentence and were encouraged 
to identify as many as possible. The aims 
mentioned were later classified into five 
categories, three of which were more spe
cifically subdivided. Six sponsors were 
asked to describe one aim of the sentence. 
• The largest category (39 percent of all 
aims) was benefit to the offender. Aims 
that specified or implied beneficial 
changes lo the offender were placed in 
this group. General notions of offenders' 
personal growth were most frequently 
mentioned and included ideas of reha
bilitation, increased self-esteem and 
learning one's value. Some sponsors fo
cused more specifically on behavioral 
benefits to the offender-learning work 
routines and discipline, new skills and 
interests, meeting new people. Others felt 
minimizing disruption in the offender's 
life was an aim of this sentence. 
• Benefit to the community constituted 
23 percent (31) of all mentioned aims; 
most of these statements specifically in
corporated a notion of paying something 
back. A few saw the benefit simply in 
terms of work done. Ideas of community 
and offender integration such as two-way 
involvement, acceptance and help were 
expressed as 17 percent (22) of all aims. 
Punishment and provisions of an alterna
tive sentence were ideas each expressed 
in 10 percent (13) of all aims. Nine of the 
13 sponsors who mentioned alternative 
sentence related the alternative sentence 
aim specifically to prison. 

Comments by sponsors about the help
fulness of the offenders on community 
service were enthusiastic and positive
"The tasks she did have really helped the 
school," "He did a job that wouldn't have 
got done otherwise," "It's a poor area-
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now the local people can Jet their kids on 
the beach safely," "It's meant the people 
can have a community center," "We've 
had an extra pair of hands and technical 
skills at no cost," and "Everyday tasks are 
getting done around here." 

Several sponsors (13) mentioned not 
only the jobs done but also some extra 
positive outcome for the organization
"I've really enjoyed the contact with 
him," "They've created a good example 
for the trainees," "We gained a keen vol
unteer who did extra hours and eventual
ly became a valuable employee," "He 
went beyond his hours-made and main
tained a contact as friend with the kids," 
and "We've learned that given the chance 
certain people can come up with the 
goods." 

A few (7) felt the organization had in
creased its awareness of other people's 
difficulties and there had been personal 
growth from the involvement-"Made 
me aware they are like us," "It created a 
good feeling at the home, and people can 
see someone improving themselves and 
helping themselves; I've enjoyed it," and 
"It's given us insight, more community 
involvement, more understanding of 
people and their problems." 

All sponsors thought at least some of 
the people they had had on community 
service had benefited from contact with 
the organization. The most tangible ex
amples of benefits to the offender came 
from the sponsors who reported contin
ued connections between the offender 
and organization after the hours had been 
completed. 

Sponsors were asked to indicate what 
they liked best about the sentence. A flex
ible sentence, one that cotild be used to 
keep people out of prison or save them 
from getting into further trouble if unable 
to pay fines, was seen as the best feature 
for 36 percent (22 of the 61 sponsors who 
said they liked the sentence). 

They also saw it as a more positive 
sentence than other alternatives-"lt 
doesn't divorce a person from society," 
"It doesn't label someone so much" or 
"It's more constructive than a fine." The 
feeling that they were helping an offend
er was the best feature for 25 percent (16) 
of sponsors. It gave "the opportunity to 
help someone who wants to be helped," 
and gave "the ordinary person a chance 
to be available and know that there's not 
just a left-out-in-the-cold feeling." 

A needed service given to the commu
nity was identified as the best feature by 
17 percent (11) of the sponsors. The op-

Fall 1986 VOLUNTARY ACTION LEADERSHIP 

portunity for personal growth and occa
sionally for "something special" to hap
pen was most liked by 19 percent (12) of 
the sponsors, and several gave illustra
tions of the growth of relationships and 
mutual benefit for offender and sponsor. 

Seventy-four percent (48) of the spon
sors said that they would take more of
fenders on community service. A further 
19 percent (12) would take offenders giv
en certain conditions; for example, if 
there were jobs to be done or if the person 

The community service 
sentence sponsors learned of 
the program from different 
sources: 
■ 51% were aware of the 

program before they were 
recruited. 

■ 46% had read about it in 
newspapers, leaflets or 
posters, or had heard 
something about it on 
television. 

■ 19% knew about it through 
links with the Justice 
Department. 

■ 14% had heard about it 
through other community 
groups. 

■ 66% had been recruited by 
the local probation officer. 

■ 23% were recruited by an 
offender seeking a 
placement. 

■ 11% initiated a request to 
take part in the program. 

was suitable. Only eight percent (5) of 
sponsors said they would not take on 
more people because there was no work 
to be done, they had become worried 
about putting their good name on the 
line, or the procedure had been too much 
trouble. 

Summary 
The majority of sponsors reported their 
organization had benefited from partici
pating in the community service sen
tence scheme. Several mentioned enjoy
ing being a sponsor and an increase in 
social awareness as well as describing the 
jobs that had been done. All the sponsors 

thought at least some of the people they 
had had on community service had bene
fited from the placement, and 22 percent 
described continued involvement of an 
offender with the organization after the 
hours had been completed. 

Although sponsors generally enjoyed 
their involvement with the community 
service scheme and were enthusiastic 
both about its present operation and po
tential growth, they also acknowledged 
difficulties in several areas. The most 
common problem was poor attendance 
by the offender. Other problems men
tioned included inadequate information 
about the scheme, lack of feedback about 
the progress of the placement, difficulties 
organizing time and staff, and volunteers 
not trusting the offender. 

A variety of improvements to the 
scheme was suggested including greater 
involvement from the probation officer 
with routine calls, hours more fixed for 
the offender, reimbursement for sponsor 
expenses, better discipline to finish the 
hours, publicity aimed at getting more 
varied placements for offenders, clearer 
instructions for the sponsor, and an ini
tial meeting between the sponsor, offend
er and probation officer. 

The study identified, from the perspec
tive of the sponsor, three main issues that 
needed to be addressed in developing a 
community service program. 
1. Many sponsors felt unclear about what 
was expected of them. In particular, they 
were curious about the division of re
sponsibilities between themselves and 
the probation officer. The roles and re
sponsibilities of the sponsor, offender 
and probation officer need to be clearly 
defined. 
2. Almost a third of the sponsors reported 
that they had not been given enough in
formation about the scheme, and several 
complained about the lack of feedback 
when a placement broke down. Routine 
communication between all three people 
would make it easier to deal with prob
lems early on. Ongoing feedback might 
also enable sponsors to have a stronger 
sense of being supported and to feel con
fident about things going well. 
3. Although community service place
ments may be expected to suffer from any 
problem normally found in the work
place, poor attendance is clearly a major 
difficulty for the sponsor. Offenders' not 
turning up was the main problem report
ed by sponsors, with nearly two-thirds of 
them having experienced some difficulty 
in this area. 
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