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This workbook summarises themes from the book Peer Mentoring in 
Criminal Justice, published 2020. It also includes some activities that mentors may want to do in their own time or work through with 
supervisors to strengthen practice. 
 	 



Contents 
 
Introduction	3 
Section one: Reflections on Beginnings	4 
Section two: Reflections on Mentoring in Criminal Justice	8 
Section three: Reflections on Theory	10 
Section four: Reflections on Identity	13 
Section five: Reflections on Self Confidence	15 
Section six: Reflections on the Peer Mentoring Approach	17 
Section seven: Reflections on Change	19 
Section eight: Reflections on Power	21 
Section nine: Reflections on Endings	24 












Note: This workbook aims to support your practice. If any of the reflections become distressing, take a break. If you find you need additional, confidential support, call the Samaritans free on 116 123 or visit https://hubofhope.co.uk 


Introduction 
 
Peer mentoring in criminal justice involves criminalised people and community members with an (often personal) interest in criminal justice working in helping relationships within the criminal justice system. 
 
This workbook briefly summarises the findings of a four-year study of peer mentoring in criminal justice (Buck, 2020). Each section briefly summarises a key finding. It then asks reflective questions which may be helpful to mentors working in this field to consider.  
 
The workbook is designed to help you reflect on the work you are doing and the additional support that you and/or your mentee might need. Write in this book and work on additional pages as required. You may find it helpful to work on some of these questions further in supervision.  
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Section One – Reflections on Beginnings 
 
Peer mentoring is a form of helping relationship which happens around the world. 
Peer mentors support people in criminal justice systems in (at least) the UK, Republic of Ireland, Sweden, Finland, USA, Canada & Australia. 
 
Peer mentoring is also part of a bigger movement where people draw on their own lived experience of a social problem to help others in a similar situation. Peer mentors can support people to set personal goals and help people work together for a fairer society. 
 
Peer mentoring often takes place in the voluntary sector of criminal justice – which has a workforce bigger than prisons and probation combined. This sector can be influential, but also faces funding challenges.  
 
To connect with other organisations working in this area, visit www.clinks.org  
To connect with researchers in this area, visit www.crimvol.org/  
To connect with other ‘leaders with lived experience’, visit www.lexmovement.org   

Things to reflect on  

1.1. What brought you to peer mentoring? (and how might this motivation distance you from and/ or connect you to your mentees experience?)  



1.2. What are your personal goals?  



1.3. What allies do you have around you (who will help you while you do this work)?  



1.4. How will you explain peer mentoring to your mentee? 



1.5. What things will help you to build up a positive working relationship with your mentee?  



1.6. How do you feel about the system you are working within?  



  


1.7 If you were to design a support system for yourself with no missing pieces, who/ what would be in it? (e.g. family members, friends, services you use, music, reading, etc…) 
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1.8 If you were to design a support system for your mentee with no missing pieces, who/ what would be in it? 
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It is important for mentoring organisations to have a clear mission. There can be problems to overcome, such as having enough suitable mentors, getting the ‘match’ right between mentor and mentee, making sure mentors are not stressed or retraumatised. 
 
Peer mentoring can reduce reoffending and drug use and help people feel more in control of their lives. It offers high contact time and flexibility. It can also provide a new peer group and a bridge to other services. People who have ‘been there’ often have credibility and unique knowledge to inspire others. Peer mentoring also offers an employment opportunity to people who may struggle to re-enter the workplace with a conviction. It aims to treat mentees as equals. When people collaborate to design and deliver services this can be empowering.  
 
‘Desistance’ is a term for how people leave crime behind. People generally ‘desist’ using their own strengths and networks rather than ‘professional’ help. Three trends in why people leave crime behind include: they grow out of it; build new valued connections (e.g. a new relationship, employment or education they enjoy); and/ or gain a self-story of hope they can believe in (e.g. “I will leave crime behind”). Mentoring can help build social ties and a new self-story. Mentors offer a blueprint and encourage self-belief. 
 
 	 
Things to reflect on  
 
2.1 What is your organisation’s mission? 
 



2.2 How are you matched with your mentee (and how do you reflect/ feedback if the match is not right)? 
 


2.3 How does your organisation look after your wellbeing? 
 


2.4 What local services to you need to be aware of to signpost mentees to? 
 


2.5 Who is in your mentee’s social circle that can help with their efforts to change? 
 


2.6 Draw your mentee in two years’ time feeling happy. Write a story about who they are in this picture in lots of detail. Acknowledge what they have overcome. 

[bookmark: _Toc17246]Section Three – Reflections on Theory 
 
Peer mentoring involves role modelling. People who have ‘been there’ are often trusted and can model new life goals. Mentors also act as a supportive audience for the changes people are trying to make – offering acceptance and encouragement. Peer mentors often speak in plain, straightforward language, not professional jargon. 
 
Mentoring is a process of learning alongside people, rather than doing things to people. Groups of mentors and mentees can form strong bonds and lift the voices of those who feel unheard. Mentors may try to limit the negative stereotypes held about people with convictions and influence criminal justice and welfare practices in positive ways.  
 
Things to reflect on  
 
3.1 What have you done to earn the trust of your mentee?  
 


3.2 What have you achieved in life that may inspire your mentee?  
 


3.3. What is the most important lesson you have learned from your own journey? 
SHOUT IT IN CAPITALS… 
 


3.4 How have you demonstrated to your mentee that you accept them for who they are?  
 



3.5 Reflect on a time you have encouraged a mentee 
 


3.6 How does the language you use connect you to your mentee? 
 


3.7 In what ways do you and your mentee learn together?  
 


3.8 Write about a time you challenged a stereotype (or negative assumption) about yourself or a mentee 
 


3.9 Draw the barriers your mentee faces in making positive changes (and imagine what it would take to remove them) 
 	 




3.10 Design your ‘blue sky’ support system after criminal conviction 
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3.11 People with convictions can be seen as ‘risky’ and in need of opportunities to move forward. Have you faced this dilemma in a case and how did you work to  resolve it? 
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Section Four – Reflections on Identity  
 
Mentees who can envision a positive self away from criminal pasts are more likely to succeed at leaving crime behind. Peer mentors can help people write these ‘selfstories’, providing a role model and support. Many mentees find they want to help others in the way they have been helped.  
 
Personal experience of going straight offers mentors a credibility that many other workers don’t have. Mentors often try to work on an equal level with mentees, rather than being demanding or controlling. Criminal records can make people feel labelled and excluded, mentors try to help people feel valued and included. They also help with the basic practicalities of coping with life after prison, often sitting alongside people as they work with other services.  
 
Sometimes peer mentors share parts of their own stories to build trust and offer practical advice based on experience, but this can bring up negative emotions and should be done with care and support. It is also important to remember that everyone’s personal experience is different.  
 
Things to reflect on  
 
4.1 List 10 positive things about your mentee 
 








4.2 What strengths does your mentee have that will help them in the future? 
 



4.3 How will your own lived experience help you to support your mentee? 
 



4.4 In what ways might your own lived experience get in the way of helping your mentee? 
 



4.5 Reflect on the ways you try to level the power between you and your mentee (helping them to feel in control) 
 



4.6 If your mentee has been imprisoned, what has changed in society or in their life in the time they have been away? 
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Section Five – Reflections on Self Confidence 
 
Peer mentors are often selected for this work because they are good helpers in their own lives. Despite this, you may still be dealing with struggles of your own – it is important to be honest with supervisors about this to get support for yourself. Sometimes mentors can lack confidence in their role, it can help to seek advice and support from other mentors and supervisors.  
 
Mentees find that being listened to can offer them a new perspective on the world. 
 
Mentoring often happens in the community (shops, gyms, cafes, outdoors). This helps people to practice their new lives away from being a ‘user’ of a service. New routines and friendships can help compensate for the lives people are leaving behind. Mentors help to encourage mentees as they make these changes, highlighting personal strengths and helping sort through problems mentees feel overwhelmed by.  
  	 
Things to reflect on  

5.1 Draw, write or create a personal support ‘first aid kit’, including all the people you will go to if in need of support while mentoring
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5.2 Reflect on all the ways you are a good listener 
 


5.3 Where do you carry out your mentoring (and how does this support helpful routines for your mentee)? 
 


5.4 Create a collage of photographs of the kinds of places where you do mentoring… how do these images make you feel?  
 


5.5 What activities do you do with your mentee that are led by their interests? 
 


5.6 Reflect on a time you have recognised/ celebrated the progress made by a mentee 
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Section Six – Reflections on the Peer Mentoring Approach 
 
Peer mentoring is designed around the mentee. Mentees are encouraged to set their own goals rather than being instructed or managed.  
 
Three important elements of mentoring are caring, listening and taking small steps.   
The emotions of criminalised people can often be neglected, yet caring, human connections and nonjudgement can build self-esteem.  
 
Listening helps people to unburden problems, feel less overwhelmed and feel heard.  
 
‘Small Steps’ or short-term goals motivate people and help them to see progress made. This offers people hope. As lapses and relapses are likely when people make a change, mentors aim to not over-react to slip ups.  


Things to reflect on  

6.1 What is a goal your mentee has? 
 


6.2 What small steps can be taken toward this goal?  
 


6.3 Imagine your mentee were to slip up, re-offend or make a mistake. List all of the ways that you could reassure them. 
 

6.4 In what ways does your work help your mentee feel human, rather than just a 
‘case’? 
 


6.5 Reflect on your last meeting with your mentee. Write about three things you heard from them.  
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Mentees need to feel ready to change but may also need help to feel prepared. Role models can spur people on, helping them to feel ready. Mentors often encourage mentees to look forwards, not backwards. Yet people can feel scared as they leave crime behind. Mentees can feel a sense of loss and isolation and sometimes experience painful consequences. Mentors can help ease these feelings. 
 
Much peer mentoring aims to change the shape of services and systems rather than individuals (e.g. expanding services to families, addressing the social disadvantage that leads to criminal convictions or challenging criminal records).  
 
Making people who have left crime behind visible is an important part of others believing it possible, yet this can come with personal risks to those involved, including being recognised, retraumatised, or of lesser status than past associates. 
 
Things to reflect on
 	 
7.1 Has anyone ever inspired you to make a change? Reflect on this process. 
 


7.2 Change can be frightening, write a letter of reassurance to a mentee who is feeling afraid 
 


7.3 Is there a law or rule you would make or change to give your mentee a fairer chance at leaving crime behind? 


 
7.4 If you have your own lived experience of the criminal justice system, how does this inform your work? 
 


7.5 List all the positives and negatives of sharing some of your own experiences with mentees.  
 


7.6 Who will you go to for support if working as a mentor brings back painful memories? 
 	 
[bookmark: _Toc17251]

Section Eight – Reflections on Power 
 
Despite efforts at equal relationships, peer mentoring is imbalanced in power, it can be helpful to acknowledge this.  
 
Organisations also influence mentoring and sometimes restrict access to mentors with criminal histories. Peer mentors are carefully recruited, often using similar criteria as those used for other types of helping professionals, they are trained in similar ways (to see mentees as in need of improvement) and supervised – which adds another layer of influence. The hazard here is that voices of experience become tokenistic and mentors become part of the system they often critique. Yet professional processes can also empower mentors and help them feel valued. 
 
The criminal justice system is also constantly changing, which can influence the kinds of work that is funded. People with convictions often feel more closely scrutinised and fearful of harsher sanctions if they make a mistake.  
 
Peer mentoring activities can sometimes be based on gender (e.g. men’s ‘boxing’ groups and women’s fashion groups). For some this offers a comforting familiarity and way of bonding, other mentees resist such stereotypical separation and want their mentoring activities to account for their lives (including, for example, diverse interests and the limitations of living in poverty).  
 
Things to reflect on
 	 
8.1 What barriers do your mentees face in their lives?  
 


8.2 How does your work acknowledge these barriers? 
 


8.3 What would need to change for these barriers to be removed? 
 


8.4 Is any of your work designed around the gender of your mentee? If so, how do you know this is valued?  
 


8.5 Does your work consider differences (e.g. in gender, ethnicity, sexuality?) Does it need to?  

8.6 Think about your role as a mentor in your organisation. Can you see yourself on the ‘ladder of participation’ table below? Are you happy with your position?  
 
 
 
	People with lived experience control and run the organisation (including recruitment, training, delivery and support).  
	Degrees of citizen power 

	People with lived experience have power delegated to them and can make decisions 
	 

	People with lived experience work in partnership with power holders 
	 

	People with lived experience receive advice, but power holders make decisions 
	Degrees of tokenism  

	People with lived experience are asked opinions on things that have already been designed 
	 

	People with lived experience are informed of decisions by power holders 
	 

	Power holders cure/ correct those with lived experience  
	Nonparticipation  

	Power holders educate or control those with lived experience 
	 


 
Table 1.  Adapted from Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (1969). 
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[bookmark: _Toc17252]Section Nine – Reflections on Endings 
 
Peer mentoring is diverse, it can involve one-to-one sessions, group activities or informal leisure activities. Mentors can be involved with individual and system change.  
 
The ‘ex-offender’ identity is used to inspire change and create knowledge based on lived experiences. Mentees can come to feel more in control as mentors acknowledge their ability and offer new routines and pleasures, which gives new hope for the future. The approach of caring, listening and taking small steps helps release suffering and enables personal change, yet this may have an emotional cost for the helper. Change can be a struggle, yet peers can ease the terror. Mentors and mentees are aware of power imbalances and try to reduce them with varying degrees of success.  
 
Things to reflect on  
 
9.1 How will you draw your mentoring relationship to an end?  
 


9.2 Think of a mentoring relationship that has ended, what training need did this identify for you?  
 


9.3 Do you get enough support in your work?  
 




9.4 Make a self-care promise (something you will do to look after yourself).  
 


9.5 Reflect with your supervisor/s how you have been looking after yourself and if it is working. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
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