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TRANSFORMING ENVIRONMENTS AND REHABILITATION

How can environments play a role in assisting and sustaining personal change in individuals incarcerated within the criminal justice system? Can a failure to address contextual issues reduce or undermine the effectiveness of clinical intervention? Bringing together a range of leading forensic psychologists, this book explores and illustrates inter-relationships between interventions and the environment in which they take place.

This book examines how the environment can be better utilised to contribute to processes of change and how therapeutic principles and practices can be more strongly embedded through being applied in supportive, facilitative environments. In addition, it expands on emerging conceptualisations of how psychological functioning and environmental context are inextricably linked and offers an alternative to prevailing intrapsychic or ‘essentialist’ views of areas such as personality and cognition.

Providing new and challenging insights and perspectives on issues of central relevance to forensic psychology and related disciplines, this book contributes to the development of innovative and unifying directions for research, practice and theory. This book will be an essential resource for those who work with or intend to work with offenders, particularly practitioners, researchers and students in the fields of psychology, criminology, psychiatry, psychotherapy and social work.
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FOREWORD

 

Therapeutic environments have almost certainly existed since time immemorial, but it is a struggle to recognise their importance in a modern world where individualistic enumeration of all our activities has become paramount. In his grand sweep of anthropology and history, Harari persuasively argues that our forebears, as hunter-gatherers, and even Neanderthals, were more socially cooperative and community-minded than we are.1 Perhaps we have lost something that we need to rediscover – or reinvent – in order to improve our lives today.

The earliest documented accounts of a deliberately constructed therapeutic community, or enabling environment, is usually given as the village of Geel in thirteenth-century Flanders – where those with ‘mental afflictions’ came as pilgrims to worship at the holy shrine of St Dymphna. Most of the pilgrims would probably be diagnosed with learning disability or epilepsy nowadays. When they arrived in Geel, they were taken into the care of the villagers, who were all engaged in working on the land. The success of their care was measured by an annual weighing ceremony, where those who had gained the most weight were the ones thought to be doing the best. An environment was constructed in which people with severe disabilities could be treated as human, and have their basic physical and social needs met.

Other notable events in history show the same interest in the ‘psychosocial environment’ – such as the implementation of ‘moral treatment’ by the Quakers in York at the end of the eighteenth century, progressive education and democratic schooling for troubled children since the end of the nineteenth century, the rehabilitation of battle-shocked soldiers at Northfield and Mill Hill in the Second World War, and R.D. Laing’s rather chaotic experiments with ‘unlabelled living’ in the sixties. Perhaps one day historians will add the current reform of penal institutions, with the realisation that attention to the same factors can make twenty-first century prisons more effective and humane.


The British criminal justice sector has been important at several points in devising the structure for ‘Enabling Environments’, on which most of this work is based. In 1998, the ‘Kennard and Lees Audit Checklist’ (KLAC) was produced in order to be able to audit the prison therapeutic communities (TCs) as part of the Offending Behaviour Programmes Unit. The prison TCs were at that time seen as the only area for therapeutic communities which seemed to have a positive future, as all other sectors seemed to be closing them down or reducing their size. The KLAC formed one of the most important documents in setting the standards for all therapeutic communities when the ‘Community of Communities’ quality network was started at the Royal College of Psychiatrists in 2002. After the network had gathered much data over five or six years, the ‘core values’ were extracted and used to define the requirements for the ‘Enabling Environments’ (EE) Award. With this, the essential relational qualities of therapeutic communities could be used in any setting, without needing the whole apparatus of particular groups, specific staffing and suitable buildings – or the need to formally consider oneself as a ‘therapeutic community’. Therapeutic communities remained the specialist and ‘pure’ implementation of a highly structured psychosocial therapeutic programme, but the ‘quality of relationships’ upon which they were built could now be replicated elsewhere.

This facilitated the development of ‘Psychologically Informed Planned Environments’ (PIPEs) – which had a particular structure, defined by the National Offender Management Service – as part of the response to the Bradley Report on the management of Mentally Disordered Offenders. By this time the concept of ‘relational security’ was also becoming well known in high secure NHS settings. At the core of the PIPEs was a process which trained and supported staff to establish their prison wings or other units as Enabling Environments, and to work towards achieving the Royal College of Psychiatrists award to recognise that.

A parallel process, started in the government’s Department for Communities and Local Government, but without the continuing support or funding, established ‘Psychologically Informed Environments’ (PIEs) for the homelessness sector. PIEs are more loosely defined than PIPEs, and do not require participating services to meet EE standards, but they have a clearly articulated structure which is based on the same relational values.

Once non-participating prison units saw the value of PIPEs, many of them decided to apply to become Enabling Environments, independently of the PIPEs programme. This has raised wider awareness of healthy psychosocial environments throughout the criminal justice sector, and at the time of writing two whole prison establishments are working towards becoming ‘whole prison EEs’, rather than just specific wings and units. At a conference in early 2016, the head of the National Offender Management Service affirmed the priority which is now being given to this work.

However, it is not easy. As well as the institutional inertia and the staff’s personal feelings of resistance to change and loss, there are major structural obstacles. The task for us in penal settings is to accommodate the very exacting and precise demands of policies and procedures, which allow no flexibility and very little individual discretion, alongside the recognition that basic humanity in relationships is required in order to stop prisons from having persistent negative effects on prisoners.

This book offers hope that it is possible to do both: to recognise the profound importance of the social matrix and milieu, while measuring, regulating and risk-managing all the necessary aspects of participants’ behaviour. Prisons and forensic settings are amongst the most socially controlled settings, where operational details of security must always trump therapeutic principles – and all the work must demonstrate metrics of outcome such as reduced probability of future offending. Yet this collection of chapters shows that it is possible to find space for humanity, in the way people relate to each other, in these difficult settings. If there is hope here, maybe there is hope for us all!

Rex Haigh
Enabling Environments Lead, Royal College of Psychiatrists
Honorary Professor of Therapeutic Environments and Relational Health,
Nottingham University
March 2017


Notes

1 Yuval Noah Harari (2014) Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind. New York, NY: Harper Collins.
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INTRODUCTION

Geraldine Akerman, Adrian Needs and Claire Bainbridge

“No man is an island, entire of itself”. Although it has been used before, it was difficult to resist starting this Introduction with John Donne’s famous line. Yet perhaps it is a little too famous (and ‘man’ may offend modern sensibilities). When quotations are overly familiar it is easy to move on without exploring any deeper resonance or implications. As befits the work of a poet writing in the meditative tradition the words are certainly worth reflecting upon and few could deny their relevance to some of the major themes of this book. So we issue an invitation to the reader to reflect on Donne’s words as the rest of the book is encountered. This parallels recommendations in the opening chapter concerning developments in science that are particularly concerned with interaction and connectedness. For the moment we will move in some different directions.

For example, less than four decades after the appearance in 1624 of Donne’s Meditation XVII from ‘Devotions upon Emergent1 Occasions’, the Royal Society started its regular meetings. It shifted its focus from a metaphysical heritage not dissimilar to Donne’s to an overriding concern with empirical research and demonstration. (There may have been more than one reason why an innovative and affiliated sailing vessel was named The Experiment.) Much had happened in those four intervening decades including civil war, a republic, and then restoration of the monarchy. This might be taken as an illustration of how contexts can influence science. However it could be argued that science has not always returned the favour, taking insufficient account of the influence of contexts on its objects of study. Jonathan Swift’s satirical portrayal, with more than a sidelong glance at the Royal Society, of scientists seeking to extract sunbeams from cucumbers is perhaps directed in part towards a perceived tendency to ‘take things out of context’ in rather rarefied research; it also parodies the often related kind of viewpoint where processes are turned too readily into a kind of object.

Nonetheless, the achievements of the empirical approach represented by the Royal Society and others have been impressive. Just short of two hundred years after its founding, one of its fellows, Charles Darwin, published a rather influential theory, informed largely by observation and taking as a starting point the adaptation of species to island habitats. Its descendants include the study of ecosystems in biology. Similarly, the ancestry of current understanding of astronomy and the universe includes the observational and mathematical work of members (and presidents) of the Royal Society concerning phenomena such as planetary orbits and gravity. However, what the study of ecosystems and the wider universe have in common, rather obviously, is a willingness to explore the operation of context and related systemic processes. Indeed the ‘context principle’ now characterises understanding in areas such as the role of epigenetic factors in gene expression in genetics, the reactivity of functional groups of organic molecules or compounds in chemistry and the relativity of time and space in physics (Barrett, Mesquita & Smith, 2010).

The present volume is concerned with increasing awareness of the potential influences of past and present contexts on the behaviour and rehabilitation of individuals in custodial environments. To hijack a familiar cliché, can daily life in residential settings be made ‘part of the solution rather than part of the problem’? At present, in conventional regimes, outcomes seem far from optimal or all too often even at an acceptable minimum. The prevailing ‘Risk–Need–Responsivity’ approach has made valuable contributions to the field of interventions although its own proponents have on occasion acknowledged that insufficient attention has been given to contextual and environmental factors (Andrews, 2011). In addition, neither its focus on the identification of group differences on a limited range of simplified and deficit-orientated variables in research, nor its emphasis on didactic methods of intervention do much to advance our understanding of processes involved in adaptation and change (Polaschek, 2012). Even long-awaited studies on outcomes associated with the strengths-based ‘Good Lives Model’ give few grounds for complacency (Netto, Carter & Bonell, 2014; Quill, 2015) although we note its compatibility with attempts to make custodial environments more supportive of rehabilitation and associated values (Fortune, Ward & Polaschek, 2014). A major source of impetus for the present volume, reflected in several chapters, is the ‘Enabling Environments’ initiative. As some of the chapters demonstrate, there may well be scope for integration of aspects of these approaches.

There is also scope for integration of frameworks concerned precisely with the development, functioning and interaction of systems (including individuals as inherently social beings) and the nature of transitions. This might also provide a new vocabulary for understanding crime itself and provide a perspective for understanding what might be effective in helping new pathways of development through primarily interpersonal means. It is not being claimed here that the processes that connect us to other people, that shape us and to a large extent constitute us, are invariably positive. Aberrant variations and compensations can contribute to debased forms such as gang violence, atrocities in wartime or the cruelties of distorted religious extremism (Dutton, 2012). A case can be built that other, more individual forms of offending are also influenced by processes that ultimately relate to what an individual has developed to function in a world of other people and associated dynamics. To put it simply, we are social beings and when things go wrong in related areas there is scope for them to go very wrong indeed. No man is an island, but many individuals in secure settings may experience themselves as such even if the words are unfamiliar. To confuse the metaphor slightly, there may even be a sense of being marooned, of being a castaway. Conditions that foster a sense of connectedness may be necessary both for openness to change and ultimately for reintegration. Social processes can go wrong but they also offer the most powerful means of instigating and supporting positive development. This also has implications for staff in the criminal justice system in areas such as resilience. Here, for example, we might draw upon the example of survival on an island provided by Cacioppo, Reis and Zautra (2011).

So for people who are held within the criminal justice system, the environment in which they reside can play a significant part in their recovery and rehabilitation. Consideration of the support and structure for people as they transition from the community to custody and from stages of incarceration is imperative if interactions with the environment are to be a vehicle by which change can be facilitated. In combination and synergy with other opportunities, considerate interactions that build supportive relationships can ultimately contribute to a renewed sense of identity and belonging.

This volume developed out of practitioners and researchers acknowledging the importance of treatment and rehabilitation programmes being conducted in an environment which supports their effectiveness. The variety of authors helps enrich the content and provides examples of innovative practice in a range of settings. Rex Haigh sets the scene with a sketch of the growth in awareness of the importance of social context for us as social beings. The opening chapter by Alethea Adair-Stantiall and Adrian Needs considers how psychology has tended to sideline the influence of context in favour of an ‘essentialist’ view, in which most aspects of psychological functioning are attributed to internal causes. It outlines approaches that have adopted a more holistic and systemic perspective and suggests that progress will require a willingness to explore new ways of thinking about science. This theme is taken up by the same authors in the second chapter, where it is proposed that social context and personal development are inextricably related. It suggests that facets that affect and are affected by transitions in life (such as identity) can be seen in systemic terms and may be related to offending. It also offers an integrating perspective on conditions associated with therapeutic change and argues that maintenance of progress is unlikely to occur if relevant social processes are neglected. The third chapter, by Adrian Needs, extends analysis of relationships between social context and personal transition to the area of trauma. It cautions against uncritical embracing of familiar assumptions whilst recognising recent developments in the field and encouraging exploring of a greater range of potential continuities and parallels with processes (such as intersubjectivity) that have become well established in research in other areas. As such it provides an example of how approaching an area in terms of processes related to social context and personal transition can reframe understanding and implications for intervention and support.

Taken together, these three (slightly longer and more heavily referenced than the rest) chapters suggest that taking seriously the environmental context of rehabilitation may involve engaging with ways of understanding (such as non-linear dynamic systems, extended mind and dialogicality) that are suited to such an endeavour in ways that essentialism is not. The reader is encouraged also to think in terms of developing research into areas that have been rather under-developed in forensic psychology (such as life events in relation to risk or the role of rejection as an instigator to aggression) despite the provenance of these concepts in other fields. As is stated above and in the first chapter, the reader is invited to ponder any resonance between these chapters and those that follow.

In terms of clinical issues Lawrence Jones continues on the theme of trauma informed care when working with those who have experienced adverse experiences, and considers the need for practice which helps rather than exacerbates their progress in the light of this. While considering aspects of the climate which can have a major impact, Sarah Lewis discusses the importance of the therapeutic relationship within various treatment settings. In a similar vein, Andrew Day and James Vess highlight the importance of personal safety when working in a forensic setting using a case example to illustrate their points.

The volume continues with a chapter by Michael Brookes, who expands on the points raised previously, relates them to the setting of forensic therapeutic communities (TCs) and explains how a TC holds the quality of the environment at its heart. Geraldine Akerman and Patrick Mandikate go on to describe some of the perils and pitfalls of starting a TC from scratch and comment on what can be learned from their experience. The importance of continuing to support residents as they progress is described by Nick Benefield, Kirk Turner, Lucinda Bolger and Claire Bainbridge through the use of psychologically informed planned environments. Considering the diversity of residents in treatment interventions, Jon Taylor discusses the challenges of working with clients who have learning difficulties and how important a supportive environment is for them. Richard Shuker provides the service-user perspective and how they contribute to the enabling environment. Emma Guthrie, Laura Smillie, Annette McKeown and Claire Bainbridge discuss the challenges faced by those working in a therapeutic setting.

As we continue, Sarah Paget and Roland Woodward introduce the Enabling Environments award and how its relatively recent introduction has helped to formalise the pathway to improving each environment. Continuing on this theme, Alice Bennett and Jenny Tew describe the work put into developing an enabling environment for those in custody who are deemed to be at high risk of reoffending and have complex needs. As we consider the diverse needs of those in custodial settings the team from Aylesbury Young Offender Institution describe how they developed their Enabling Environments award. Continuing with this theme, Andrew Frost and Jason Ware discuss the heart and soul of a transforming environment while working with those who have committed sexual offences. Dana Hubbard and Betsy Matthews comment on the importance of the treatment environment in working with females.

In terms of enriching the treatment environment, Jo Shingler and Adrian Needs discuss how important it is to develop a rapport with those whom practitioners are assessing in order to gain the most informed (and unbiased in terms of extraneous processes) assessment of risk. Dominic Pearson discusses the ‘real world’ outside of custody and the need for ongoing maintenance of the progress made in more secure settings and how these can be applied practically. Peter Tyrer describes his principles of nidotherapy, and how each interaction with another impacts on the relationship and efficacy of treatment.

A pervasive theme in these chapters is the importance of establishing and nurturing a supportive and healthy psychosocial environment for those whose lives are absorbed into the criminal justice system. A lack of attention to such processes increases the risks of treatment failure, continued offending and a range of problems in institutional settings. Conversely, providing a sense of normality, positive psychosocial interactions and opportunities for new development are imperative if people are to lead law-abiding lives, both in custody and when in the community. This in turn requires new ways of understanding that bring social context and processes of change into the foreground. Seen from perspectives such as attachment, extended mind, intersubjectivity and non-linear dynamics no man (or woman) is an island.

We hope you find the book informative and thought-provoking and are able to translate these thoughts into the areas where you work.



Note

1 This is a word for complexity theorists to get excited about!
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STEPS TO AN ECOLOGY OF HUMAN FUNCTIONING FOR FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGY

Alethea Adair-Stantiall and Adrian Needs


Introduction

[A] very large part of the fundamental structure of nineteenth-century science was inappropriate or irrelevant to the problems and phenomena which confronted the biological and behavioural scientist.

– Bateson, 1972, p. 27

Since its inception in the late 19th century, the discipline of psychology has been aligned with the physical sciences. Conceptualisations of people and human behaviour have historically been reduced to constituent ‘parts’ in much the same way a scientist might analyse chemical compounds to get to an underlying structure. Through embracing the notion that psychological knowledge is akin to the subject matter of chemistry, physics or biology, we have come to ‘essentialise’ what we study, searching for the ‘true’ nature of the person and the significant enduring features of their functioning. Against this backdrop and the prevailing Western view of the individualised self, explanations centred upon factors and mechanisms ‘within’ the person have flourished and continue to dominate our thinking today at the expense of considering the role of context. Mesquita, Barrett, and Smith (2010) refer to this as the ‘essentialism error’ in psychology. They highlight the way in which experimental methodology, imported from the natural sciences, has contributed to a fragmented representation of the mind which views psychological phenomena such as personality traits, emotions and attitudes as separate from each other. Moreover, they argue that such methods have encouraged contextual influences to be thought of as potential sources of interference or ‘measurement error’ as opposed to the central aspect within which psychological processes are embedded and constituted (Barrett, Mesquita & Smith, 2010). Mesquita et al. (2010) present an impressive array of evidence for what they term “the context principle”, the idea that human behaviours and their associated thoughts, feelings and psychological states occur as a result of “multiple transactive processes”, which emerge from “moment-by-moment interaction with the environment” (Barrett et al., 2010, p. 5).

Context is inescapable (in the words of the Goon Show “everyone has to be somewhere”) but this very ubiquity may contribute to it being overlooked. This tendency has supported the continued construction and use of frameworks for understanding and changing behavior that are incomplete at best, even in settings (such as prisons) where the context is rather distinctive. Another reason for this neglect is that it leads to ways of thinking that are likely to be unfamiliar to many practitioners and researchers. After considering the complexities inherent in defining and conceptualising context, this chapter considers a range of reasons for our tendency to ‘decontextualise’ human behaviour and notes something of the history of alternatives to this. It then argues that dominant approaches to working with what used to be termed ‘offenders’ are themselves largely the result of research and evaluations that gave relatively little attention to contextual aspects or related issues such as process. The field of evaluation, meanwhile, has been developing an increasingly sophisticated awareness of the importance of context, process and the wider ‘systems’ in which these occur. It draws towards a close with a brief outline of concepts that have become established in the study of complex systems. These have in many cases eclipsed or replaced traditional approaches in the sciences that psychology has sought to emulate.

Some readers will recognise the respectful nod in the title of this chapter to Gregory Bateson’s (1972) collection of essays ‘Steps to an Ecology of Mind’. At this point we will invite the reader to consider Bateson’s question of where we may most usefully locate the boundary of a blind person’s mind. Does mind end with the skull or with the fingers that hold the white stick, or does it extend into the world through the stick? Similar questions from earlier authors might be asked (see Palmer, 2004): at what point does ingested food become part of an organism rather than part of its environment (Bentley, 1927), or in the case of a person with an artificial arm trying to repair an engine, is the arm part of the person or part of the machinery (Ashby, 1960)? Although these might sound like questions introduced into a conversation in a pub, their implications are far from trivial. The study of context, of relationships between person and environment, demands that we reflect carefully upon some of our most long held assumptions.



Defining context – stating the obvious?

Whilst everyday language (e.g. “let me put it in context”) and dictionary definitions of the word suggest that knowing ‘the context’ is important to understanding communication, there is a general consensus amongst researchers that precise definitions of the term remain elusive (Cohen & Siegel, 1991), if not impossible (Goodwin & Duranti, 1992). As Cohen and Siegel (1991) point out, accurately defining context is “like having a note taped to your back, you know it’s there, but it remains out of sight when you turn to view it” (p. 3). In their 2005 paper, ‘Understanding context before using it’, Bazire and Brezillon (2005) systematically examined 66 definitions of context across a number of academic disciplines. They highlight the confusion arising from the multiplicity of terms used synonymously to refer to context, such as ‘field’, ‘situation’, ‘environment’, ‘setting’ and ‘background’. Secondly, they note how difficulties arise due to the fact that defining context (somewhat ironically) depends on the context in which it is being used, both in terms of the discipline applying it and the goal of its use. The reported definitions are diverse and the range encompasses, for example, reference to surrounding environment, a shared goal, interaction between people, interrelated conditions in which something exists or occurs, parts [preceding and following] of discourse that fix meaning, knowledge and beliefs, culture, ecology and community.

All these facets are relevant to a consideration of context. However, this multi-faceted reality of what Siegel and Cohen (1991) refer to as “fuzzy boundaries” leaves us struggling to articulate an unambiguous description of contexts even though intuitively, we know what they are (p. 313). They argue that this latter point (contexts as intuitive knowledge) is central to understanding the dilemma of context definition. They draw on the work of White (1983) to discuss two broad classifications of knowledge that humans have about the world: ‘grandmother knowledge’ and ‘scientific knowledge’. The former comprises implicit information, or laypersons’ understanding about how the world works, akin to the kind of knowledge required to raise a child. It is gained through processes such as imitation and is passed down generations through informal education. In contrast, ‘scientific knowledge’ deals with tangible facts about the world. It can be rationally explained and is communicated through formal education (Siegel & Cohen, 1991). Our understanding of context, they argue, is an example of ‘grandmother knowledge’; intuitively we ‘get it’, but attempts to identify clear cut descriptions leave us struggling to articulate what we mean.

Nevertheless, this lack of a formal and complete definition, although unsettling, is perhaps as Goodwin and Duranti (1992) suggest, “not a situation that necessarily requires a remedy” (p. 2). That said, it is important to provide some clarity in our descriptions of concepts to avoid the risk of them becoming meaningless. With these points in mind, we will proceed by discussing some general principles relevant to a consideration of context.



Towards an understanding of context

The word ‘context’ originates from the Latin ‘contextus’, meaning to weave together (Oxford English Dictionary, OED; 2015). To weave also means to intertwine, suggesting that context refers to an intricate, mutually bound relationship between two or more entities (Goodwin & Duranti, 1992). Similarly, Houts (1991) states that “context is concerned with … part-whole relations, and with how structures composed of elements affect isolated parts of the structure” (p. 27). A contextual approach to understanding human behaviour is therefore inherently ecological, the underlying assumption being that we must attend to interactions between people and their environments. However, rather than proceeding with a “science as usual” approach that treats the individual and environment as separate ‘parts’ that influence each other, there is a need to appreciate the constant dynamic reciprocal interplay between person–context transactions which constitute situations and which themselves usefully comprise the unit of focus (Cohen & Siegel, 1991; Moen, Elder Jr, & Luscher, 1995). This approach is consistent with Kurt Lewin’s (1935) notion that behaviour results from an interaction between the person and their context at that moment in time (known famously through the equation B = f(PE)).

In addition to the above is the recognition highlighted previously that attending to context improves our understanding of the topic at hand. Indeed, the OED refers to context as the circumstances surrounding an event which contribute to it being fully understood and the parts of language or text which clarify its meaning. What is striking about this is the implication that in the absence of considering context, the phenomena under scrutiny (for our purposes, human behaviour), not only cannot be fully understood, but is stripped of meaning. As Schegloff (1993) suggests, by placing something in context, it is “accordingly … treated as transforming and correcting our understanding” (p. 193). In this sense, context is akin to Goffman’s (1974) notion of a discursive frame; it constitutes the components surrounding an idea or event that equips us to interpret ‘what is going on’.

These two principles of context, that it comprises mutually constitutive relationships between elements of ‘the whole’ and increases our ability to interpret information meaningfully, are relatively easy to grasp. However, the picture becomes more complicated when we consider, in relation to an analysis of human behaviour, the elements of context to be included and how to characterise the relationships between them.


The individual in context

The position adopted by Cohen and Siegel (1991) argues for the transactional, inseparable relationship between the person and context in accounting for human behaviour. In their discussion of the individual in context, Cohen and Siegel highlight the work of Rogoff (1982) who refers to this as the ‘contextual event perspective’, where person–context transactions are placed centre stage in our analyses, implicit within which is “a flavour of the whole being greater than the sum of its parts” (p. 10). Perhaps the notion of ‘an individual in context’ is conceptually misleading, invoking images of the person operating as a discrete entity ‘within’ but yet independent of a set of external influences collectively entitled ‘context’. It is possibly for this reason that Cohen and Siegel call attention to an integrated approach in contextually rich explanations of human behaviour. Individuals are not simply ‘influenced’ by context. Their development and behaviour is mutually constituted by the context in a continuously evolving dynamic ‘co-production’. Individuals and their associated ‘intra’ processes are pivotal, but they do not and cannot exist independently of the contexts in which that person has lived, continues to operate, selects or helps create (Kihlstrom, 2012). Even supposedly stable indices of variation such as neuroticism are susceptible to alteration as a result of exposure to life events (Jeronimus, Riese, Sanderman & Ormel, 2014).



Context as social system(s)

Cohen and Siegel (1991) provide a helpful framework for considering context in terms of social systems by drawing upon Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1986, 1988) developmental theory. This highlights the importance of considering the impact of both proximal and distal social features in understanding behaviour. Although Bronfenbrenner’s work was originally developed to account for children’s development, his ideas have applicability across psychological disciplines and are relevant for considering context across the lifespan (Cassidy, 2013; Clausen, 1995). At the heart of his theory is the idea of a set of nested systems, which serve as an explanatory basis for how various proximal and distal social relationships might operate interdependently in both a direct and indirect way to influence a person’s experience and behaviour (Cassidy, 2013; Cohen & Siegel, 1991). His Ecological Systems Theory was later updated and entitled the Bioecological Model to account for the influence of biology on behaviour (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). A snapshot of the key concepts within the model is illustrated in Box 1.1.

Bronfenbrenner’s model represents an example of a systemic perspective in that it is concerned with the interconnection between the person and the various systems in which they are embedded and the communication between them. It is inherently relational and interactive, encouraging us to consider the person and their experience not just in their own right, but in terms of what they are a part of. Clarke and Crossland (1985) made a similar point, arguing that neglect of context in favour of the more familiar ‘taking apart’ of functioning can render action largely unintelligible. Whilst it is possible ‘objectively’ to measure the physical actions involved in a handshake with great precision and detail, this does little to clarify why the handshake was performed (for example as a greeting or parting, or to seal a bargain). Attempting to study part of a system without consideration of the system constrains understanding and can alter the character of both, as in removing a heart (Clarke & Crossland, 1985; also see Palmer, 2004). In his ecological approach to visual perception, Gibson (1979) coined the term ‘affordance’, referring to the notion that the external environment provides the opportunity (or ‘affords’) particular types of action. Crucially, this potential for action was not regarded as a property of either the person or the environment alone. In this regard, Van Geert (2003) pointed out that to someone who has learned to read, a book is more than just a physical object.

It is entirely consistent with such a view to consider the physical environment, or as it is often named, the ‘behaviour setting’, when accounting for context. Consideration of how one might behave in settings as diverse as a tube station, a football stadium, a prison, the post office queue and our own homes highlights how our immediate environment provides us with contextual information about the role(s) to adopt and the variations in behaviour that are possible or acceptable (Argyle, Furnham, & Graham, 1981; Cassidy, 2013). This latter point highlights the way that physical environments and their impact on behaviour cannot be separated from the social features of any situation, including the presence of implicit social norms. Ecological psychologist Roger Barker was a key figure in promoting a focus on an understanding of human behaviour in the environment (Barker, 1968, 1978). Although his work has been criticised for neglecting the person (Graesser & Magliano, 1991), Barker and colleagues have accumulated an impressive array of evidence demonstrating the power of behaviour settings in shaping behaviour (Schoggen, 1991).

Box 1.1 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory


Microsystem: Consists of relationships and associated roles with those closest to the individual (e.g. family, peers).
Mesosystem: Those interactions and connections between microsystems. Implicit is the idea that aspects of the individuals’ microsystem do not operate individually but assert influence on one another.
Exosystem: The individual is not an active participant in the exosystem, but is affected indirectly by actions occurring within it. Examples include the impact on a child of a parent losing their job and changes in the law or education system.
Macrosystem: The cultural context a person lives in, along with associated ideologies, norms and values which exert an influence on the whole system.

(adapted from Bronfenbrenner, 1992)

[image: figure]





Context as evolving over time

Cohen and Siegel’s (1991) facets are derived from developmental psychology and so consideration of change over time as an enduring feature of context is unsurprising. Nevertheless, it is argued that paying attention to all human behaviour within a temporal framework is important for two reasons. Firstly, it encourages a focus on process and the dynamic aspects of people’s lives. People change over time. Whilst there may be a sense of some enduring characteristics that remain stable in our perception of ourselves, it is unlikely that we would describe our lives in similar ways at the age of 15, 21, 35, 50 and so on. The research literature delineates factors such as life stage (Clausen, 1995; Elder & Rockwell, 1979) and life events (O’Connor, Robert, Perodeau & Seguin, 2015; Park, 2010) as central to making sense of our experience and behaviour at any point in time. At the other end of the temporal scale, even cognition within a single episode usually involves active exploration, responsive engagement and emergent sense-making even when (perhaps especially when) apparently automatic (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Ormerod, Barrett & Taylor, 2008; Radley, 1977); the constraints of laboratory-based methods have often failed to capture these embodied and temporally-based aspects (Glenberg, Witt & Metcalfe, 2013; Neisser, 1976).

Appreciating the role of processes helps us move away from ‘within-person’ explanations that essentialise human functioning towards an understanding of the person operating within an ‘ecological niche’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Reis, Collins & Berscheid, 2000). As researchers such as Moen et al. (1995) have highlighted, not only is such a move likely to require increased innovation in our research methodology, it will also necessitate greater integration of academic disciplines (points we will return to later). Arguably, it also requires us to understand why the tendency to engage in the ‘essentialism error’ (or what Merlo in his 2011 paper from the field of health referred to as the ‘psychologistic fallacy’) to date has been so enticing.



The draw to decontextualise

[W]hy do we – and here we mean to include even those who do our work in this area – need to constantly remind ourselves of the central role context plays?

(Dunham & Banaji, 2010, p. 204)

Despite increasing awareness in the last ten years of the importance of a contextual approach in psychology (Mesquita et al., 2010; Shoda, Cervone & Downey, 2007), there is still a propensity among both lay and scientific communities to adopt simplified, categorical ways of conceptualising psychological processes alongside a tendency to perpetuate what Semin and Smith (2002) refer to as “the illusion of inner causes of behaviour” (p. 5). As highlighted in the Introduction, the ‘psychology as natural science’ metaphor has played a key part here and the idea of viewing psychological processes through a reductionist scientific lens as problematic is far from new. Discussions of this kind are of course part of broader epistemological and ontological debates which have characterised social science disciplines for years and space permits only limited coverage of these here. Our position is most closely aligned to that of Ann Hartman who, in her article ‘Many Ways of Knowing’ (1990), highlights how the vastness and complexity of our subject matter necessitates using multiple approaches because each brings with it the possibility to add to our knowledge and develop understanding.

One of the challenges in integrating psychological perspectives is the temptation to categorise in a fashion that is preemptive and restrictive (Barrett et al., 2010; Kelly, 1955). This is reflected in, for example, how psychology journals have been organised in ways that separate interrelated ‘parts’ of the whole person such as cognition, motivation, emotion, identity and personality (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). Added to this, it has long been recognised that categories tend to be defined by contrasts (for example an appreciation of goodness is brought into sharper focus by an awareness of badness) or, as Kelly asserted, constructs are bipolar. A problem is that such contrasting can leave behind any relative, provisional perspective. Adams and Marshall (1996) refer to this in their description of the development of identity in context. Using the examples of individuality/relatedness, agency/communion and self/other to illustrate how such concepts are set apart from one another even though they are inextricably linked and mutually formed, they draw on Damon’s (1995) work to label this ‘false oppositions’.

Evidence of our use of polarised concepts abounds not just within academia but in society generally. In addition, whilst the longevity of the ‘nature-nurture’ debate attests to the persistent need for categorising complexity into neat binary concepts and a corresponding unfamiliarity with more realistic, process-oriented ‘transactional’ formulations (Rutter, 1975) it may, with an ironic twist, have origins in which both nurture and nature make a contribution. In the words of Bloom (2005, p. 12), “dualistic thinking comes naturally to us”. As a cultural influence, the notion of dualism can be dated back to the Greek philosopher Plato (429–327 BC), through Gnosticism in early Christianity and subsequently to Rene Descartes, the French philosopher who set apart the workings of the body and soul (or mind). For Descartes, our bodies (res extensa) and our minds (res cogitans) functioned independently of one another. The underlying philosophy that these two aspects of being human are not ‘one’ paved the way for what is known as the Cartesian mind–body dichotomy. In terms of ‘nature’, Bloom (2005) presents compelling evidence from developmental psychology and neuroscience to argue that humans have evolved to see the world and make sense of events in dualistic terms. Similarly, Dunham and Banaji (2010) advocate that infants appear to enter life with a propensity to attribute causal explanations of behaviour into different ‘types’; evolution has provided us with efficient ways of seeing the world, but the ‘payoff’ for this is an inherent difficulty in attributing more sophisticated causal explanations for behaviour that account for context.

In addition to the argument regarding our innate tendency for dualism, categorisation “gives promise of relieving the pains of cognitive uncertainty … (and) makes us all vulnerable” (Koch, Finkelman & Kessel, 1999, pp. 408–409). The alternative to a sense of certainty can be “deep epistemological panic” (Bateson & Bateson, 1987, p. 15); attempts to avoid or mitigate this can encompass the constrictions of involvements and sense-making, resistance to other potential perspectives (including those of others) and attempts to impose or extort validational evidence in order to avoid testing or revision of one’s own that are characteristic of both mental disorder and poor science (Kelly, 1955; Walker & Winter, 2005). In support of this, other research suggests, for example, that intolerance of uncertainty is associated with lack of openness to experience (Fergus & Rowatt, 2014) and uncertainty can lead to a defensive stance with regard to one’s views of the world (Stillman & Baumeister, 2009). It is perhaps related to the need to maintain meaningfulness through a sense of purpose, efficacy, value and self-worth proposed by the latter authors that under some circumstances individuals favour dispositional views of others whilst allowing understanding of their own behavior to be informed by context – the ‘fundamental attribution error’ (Ross, 1989). It also appears that contextual effects can operate outside of our conscious awareness. The latter argument has been put forward by Dunham and Banaji (2010), who cite examples from social psychological studies employing implicit association techniques to demonstrate that we often employ “naïve psychological explanations” (p. 208) which do not accurately account for what is really going on. The collective tendency to underestimate contextual influences is referred to by Dunham and Banaji as ‘Platonic Blindness’ after Plato’s belief in the possibility of describing an objective external reality devoid of context. Processes such as these are compounded by the role of language.

One enduring feature of our language is the way we speak of people and objects possessing characteristics: ‘he has such a temper’, ‘that chair is comfortable’, ‘her kindness knows no bounds’. We need a way of making sense of and communicating ideas about the world around us. As Bateson (2002) suggests, “That is how our language is made” (p. 56). He also highlights that “this way of talking is not good enough in science” (p. 57). Bateson goes on to argue for an approach to description that is synonymous with adhering to the context principle, that the ‘thing’ under scrutiny must be understood in terms of its internal properties, its relationship with other things and with the person doing the describing (Bateson, 2002).

By emphasising interaction, Bateson argued the need to move away from the use of nouns to explain behavioural phenomena. Barsalou et al. (2010) elaborate on Bateson’s argument by describing the issues faced in psychology when we nominalise our subject matter. Nominalising refers to the act of using nouns to describe phenomena that are not nouns. It is akin to transforming a process into an entity. Barsalou et al. use the example of ‘cognition’. As they point out, there are likely to be multiple cognitive processes that occur during our day-to-day experience, which are dynamically influenced by a host of proximal and distal factors and which change over time. However, the word ‘cognition’ invites us to infer that it is a stable, discrete entity which can be thought of as relatively context-free. Barsalou et al. go on to describe the consequences of “coercing processes into object concepts” (p. 340). For example, it leads us to simplify complexity and essentialise our subject matter (cognition is one example, but also consider words such as emotion, affect, identity and self). This, they argue, leads to erroneous assumptions that we can easily manipulate, control and infer causal relationships between such phenomena. Whilst Barsalou et al. also highlight the advantages of nominalising, such as the ease with which we can represent concepts, hold and retrieve them in memory and communicate, they also acknowledge that nominalising is less common in non-Western countries where relational concepts are emphasised and associated verb categories used more frequently.

There are other likely influences on this tendency to neglect context that are particularly relevant to forensic psychology. As suggested below, an important source has been the tendency to base research and practice primarily on studies of group differences. The ‘managerialist’ approach in which much practice is embedded also invites thinking in terms of boxes to tick rather than processes to be encouraged and supported (Bryans, 2000; Needs, 2016). As with other training-centred interventions, there can be neglect of contextual factors such as contingencies that can compromise transfer and durability of taught content and failure to consider other forms of intervention (Rummler & Brache, 1995; also see Pearson, this volume). This bias in work with forensic clients has been legitimised by an approach (see below) that has been compared to the ‘medical model’ in the field of mental health (McNeill, 2002). This certainly appears more tangible and circumscribed than attempting to address complex societal problems that contribute to offending (Thomas-Peter, 2006). There may also be a moral imperative to distance ourselves from ‘offenders’ by seeing them as inherently different to ourselves (Howells, 1980).



Beyond the individual

[W]hen biased by the psychologistic fallacy we disregard the context, and assume that individual level outcomes are only explained by individual level characteristics

(Merlo, 2011, p. 110)

The explanations above go some way to explaining why a dualistic approach to psychological thinking has endured for so long, despite attention to the issue being raised over 100 years ago by John Dewey (1896) in his concept of the ‘reflex arc’. In contrast to the idea of a bi-directional ‘stimulus-response’ explanation of behaviour, which encouraged the view of people as comprised of “a patchwork of disjointed parts”, Dewey argued that sensations and responses were mutually constituted, with one providing the context for the next. He described the arc as “a fundamental psychical unity” comprising “functioning factors, within the single concrete whole” (p. 358). An organism is in a constant state of transaction, conceived not so much as living within an environment but by means of an environment (Dewey & Bentley, 1949). In this sense, Dewey’s ideas represent one of the first examples of Mesquita et al.’s (2010) ‘context principle’ (Barrett et al., 2010).

Moving throughout the 20th century, it is possible to see how other researchers have emphasised the role of context. In 1941, Angyal wrote about the ‘biosphere’ which comprised the social, biological and psychological aspects of experience. These elements, she argued, interacted to create “aspects of a single reality” (p. 100) in which “the organism is entirely permeated by the environment” whilst it also “penetrates into its environment” (p. 97). Further, Vygotsky’s (1978) Sociocultural Theory placed context as central to children’s social and cognitive development, whilst Gibson’s (1979) ecological approach and the concept of ‘affordance’ described how features of both the person and environment contributed to possibilities for action in any given situation. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model highlighted how human development is comprised of experiences traced throughout numerous ‘nested’ systems that impact at both a direct and indirect level. Around the same time, Walter Mischel (1968, 1973) revolutionised the field of personality psychology when he called into question the usefulness and accuracy of traditional trait theories of personality in favour of more contextually embedded explanations of behaviour (Cervone, Shoda & Downey, 2007; Mischel & Shoda, 1995).

There is an additional perspective that takes the challenge to essentialist epistemology to a new level. Researchers from a broad spectrum of disciplines have argued that thoughts, feelings and action exist as interactions within the wider context of biological, social, physical environment and cultural systems (Clancey, 2009; Clark, 1998, 2007, 2008; Menary, 2007; Robbins & Aydede, 2009; Wilson & Clark, 2009). The collection of principles advocated within this approach is wide-ranging; however, they are commonly referred to as ‘situated cognition’ (Smith & Collins, 2010). Parallel terms have included ‘distributed cognition’ and ‘extended mind theory’, which as the words suggest, refer to the notion that processes previously considered internal to the person are in fact derived through reciprocal interactions with the external world (Robbins & Aydede, 2009). Referred to as ‘embodiment’, this has been allied with a renewed emphasis on the biological body and the interactive nature of sensorimotor action and perception with the environment (Smith & Collins, 2010). One of the assumptions at the heart of embodiment, and situated cognition more generally, is that human beings are designed for adaptive action and consequently our cognitive processes (such as problem solving, decision-making, memory, perception) exist not as static discrete entities, but are mobilised as part of a dynamic process with the external environment in order to achieve particular motives and goals (Semin & Smith, 2002; Semin, 2007; Smith & Conrey, 2009). Clark (2007) refers to this when he speaks of humans as ‘ecological controllers’, arguing that implicit in this idea is that people have greater cognitive plasticity than previously thought, which enables them to function and adapt according to the specific environment. In this sense, the environment acts as a kind of ‘cognitive scaffolding’ (Clark, 2008). For example, a pilot interacts with external components within the cockpit (such as dials, lights, penciled marks on the indicator panel) to adequately perform their role (Hutchins, 1995). Approaches to rehabilitation in acquired brain injury such as functional task analysis that rely heavily on environmental cues to support the actions of the individual also highlight the way in which cognition ‘extends’ out into the world in the completion of daily tasks (Giles & Clark-Wilson, 2013).

As Clark and Chalmers (1998) argue, this way of conceptualising thinking and action as contingent on environmental processes alters our perception of cognition as something that exists in people’s heads to one where cognitive action occurs as part of a wider system that incorporates the person and their immediate setting (Smith & Collins, 2010). Extended mind theory and an emphasis on situated and embodied cognition gained momentum in the early to mid-1990s; however, it was not until some years later that researchers turned their attention to the contribution of social psychology to this field (Semin & Smith, 2002; Smith & Semin, 2004, 2007; Smith & Conrey, 2009), with researchers subsequently emphasising a ‘socially extended mind thesis’ to address the aspects of the social context including implicit cultural norms, the need to belong, roles, power and group processes play in shaping cognition (Pickett, Gardner & Knowles, 2004; Smith & Collins, 2010). Smith and Semin (2004) point out that “the relevant situation in which cognition takes place, is almost always a social situation” (emphasis from original authors, p. 151). Social contexts and processes are considered more comprehensively in the second chapter.

Perhaps the most direct application of ideas from situated cognition in forensic psychology is Tony Ward’s application of ‘extended mind’ theory to individuals with a history of sexually harmful behaviour (Ward, 2009; Ward & Casey, 2010). In particular, Ward provides a detailed application of extended mind principles to how we conceptualise cognitive distortions. Drawing on themes such as Clark’s (2007) notion of cognition and the environment constituting a cognitive system, he argues for the need to re-conceptualise cognitive distortions as contextually embedded, dynamic experiences. Consequently, to understand their role in offending behaviour we must consider the wider social, physical and cultural context in which an offender resides. As Ward highlights, relevant contextual features include therapist relationships, group dynamics in treatment and wider social supports as well as more practical components in the environment relevant to risk such as internet pornography and chat rooms. Ward’s ideas are consistent with those advocated by Vivian-Byrne (2002, 2004) who calls into question the usefulness of dominant treatment approaches based on the premise that changing people’s minds will alter their behaviour without consideration of the broader context of their offending. Rather than restructuring an offender’s apparent thinking errors in a manner akin to “a simple engineering job” where the person is “passively in receipt of the technique” (p. 185), Vivian-Byrne points toward alternative more contextually sensitive approaches. In much the same way as Ward and Casey (2010) refer to the need to account for “mind/body/world loops” (p. 57) in understanding individuals’ sense of self, Vivian-Byrne (2004) argues that understanding offending behaviour requires us to understand that human functioning is “a continuous feedback process to and from the world out there” which “shapes our actions and beliefs about ourselves and others” (p. 190).



Does context really matter to forensic psychology?

[T]he focus of attention should be on the processes or mechanisms, rather than on variables

(Rutter, 1987, p. 320)

For over a quarter of a century, the twin mantras of “evidence-based practice” and “What works?” have dominated work with forensic clients. This has been seen by many as part of a narrative of the discipline coming of age that has allowed inconsistencies, sometimes disappointing outcomes and pessimism to be left behind (Ogloff, 2002). As suggested earlier, the new pragmatism, based on large scale empirical and procedural regularities mobilised around the aim of reducing risk, dovetailed with a governmental ethos that privileged efficiency and accountability for resources. In terms of scale, standardisation of delivery and understanding, the development of infrastructures and gradual refinement of associated research and practice the achievements appear impressive.

“What works?”, the question at the core of the prevailing Risk–Need–Responsivity approach (RNR) (Andrews, Bonta & Hoge, 1990; Andrews & Bonta, 2010), could be paraphrased as “What makes a difference?”. Group-based cognitive-behavioural programmes targeting factors identified as associated with offending were shown to be superior to both other interventions and to no treatment in the difference they made to re-offending rates. Similarly, configurations of certain variables associated with re-offending provided a focus for the assessment of future risk that improved upon the accuracy of predictions based on less empirically-derived approaches or what would have been expected by chance. Reported effect sizes and similar statistical measures calculated from evaluations of procedures compare favourably with those adduced in medical research (Douglas, Cox & Webster, 1999). “What makes a difference?” has become the principal driving force behind conceptualisations of what must be done to reduce and assess risk of re-offending. However, reported effect sizes are typically less than what would be desired, sometimes substantially so, whilst group differences without regard for context or processes tell us little about why effects vary and how they might be improved. This problem has been recognised more widely within the field of evaluation.


Evaluation

In fields such as public health, social policy and education there has been a shift away from reliance on large evaluative studies concerned with measures of central tendency and preserving uniformity. With an increasing awareness of the ways in which contexts impact upon both implementation and outcomes of an intervention, measurement of contextual features and responsiveness to local needs have become priorities (Fitzpatrick, 2012; Ling, 2012; Rog, 2012). Many readers will be familiar with the idea of ‘programme integrity’ in relation to programmes intended to modify offending behaviour (see Hollin, 1995) and the principle (‘responsivity’) denoted by the second ‘R’ in ‘RNR’. Andrews (2011) acknowledged that responsivity, centred on adapting delivery of programme content according to local aspects such as the nature of the client group, was the least developed of the core principles. This may have been one of the reasons why early evaluations of cognitive skills programmes in England and Wales found the site of delivery to be a major source of variation in outcome (Falshaw, Friendship, Travers & Nugent, 2003). Such a pattern appears to have persisted for several years at least, with Hough (2010) commenting on a tendency towards attenuation of treatment gains from programmes as differences mount up between new settings and those where a programme was developed. It should be emphasised that this is not confined to offending behaviour programmes. In other initiatives in relation to crime or criminal justice inconsistency and unpredictability in a series of findings appears to be the norm (Gill & Turbin, 1999; Pycroft, 2014; Tilley, 2000). Neither is this pattern confined to the criminal justice system. In a range of settings, including education and even medicine (see Daniel & Poole, 2009) the most appropriate answer the question of whether or not an intervention works is “It depends” (Ling, 2012).

“Does it work?” provides a limited basis for advancing understanding and practice (Byrne, 2013; Rog, 2012). Knowledge of differences can be very useful. It was, for example, several centuries before the positively mistaken medical practice of ‘bleeding’ (that resulted in additional blood loss to already wounded victims of the battlefield) was ended after it was found that patients who had not been subjected to this procedure tended to fare rather better than those to whom it had been applied. On the other hand, even when apparently successful interventions share discernible characteristics identified through meta-analysis, other questions come into view. It is helpful to know more about what aspects of an intervention work for whom, why and in which circumstances (Rycroft-Malone, Fontenla, Bick & Seers, 2010). These issues focus attention on variations between individuals in outcomes and upon patterns of change, mediators and moderating influences (including context) and processes (Rog, 2012). The study of differences, whether between before and after an intervention, between different interventions or between other groups (such as recidivists compared to non-recidivists) can make a useful contribution at a pragmatic, provisional level. However, it has little to say about issues such as process and how this knowledge might guide the minutiae of practice; these points were recognised by the American Psychological Association’s task force on evaluating therapies (see Pachankis & Goldfried, 2007).

Partly as a response to the limitations of quasi-experimental methods, there has been a growth of interest in more theory-centred approaches. These share an emphasis on mechanisms of change and the influence of contextual aspects on outcomes (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007; Marchal, van Belle, van Olmen, Hoeree & Kegels, 2012). Prominent amongst these is ‘realistic evaluation’ (sometimes referred to as ‘realist evaluation’). First described in detail by Pawson and Tilley in 1997, a central feature is the construction of ‘Context–Mechanism–Outcome’ configurations. It is proposed that measures will vary in their impact depending of the conditions in which they are introduced. In other words, under what conditions will an intervention produce its impacts? For example, gunpowder only explodes if there is enough and it is sufficiently dry and compacted: the conditions have to be right (Tilley, 2000). ‘Context’ refers to the conditions needed for a measure to trigger the mechanisms necessary to produce particular outcome patterns. ‘Mechanism’ attempts to explain why a measure may have a particular outcome pattern in a given context. ‘Outcome’ patterns refer to the practical effects produced by causal mechanisms being triggered in a given context. The empirical part of an evaluation comprises a test of CMO ‘theories’ (see Tilley, 2000, for an example of how the approach was used to clarify the circumstances under which closed-circuit television is likely to be either successful or unsuccessful in reducing crime in car parks).

In practice, differentiating mechanisms and contexts and tracing clear threads can be challenging as well as time-consuming (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007; Marchal et al., 2012; Rycroft-Malone et al., 2010). Part of the problem is that the foundation of relevant research to build on is relatively small. Many evaluators at local level may be more comfortable with group comparisons using statistics such as t-tests on questionnaire data even when these obscure individual patterns, ignore standard errors of measures and fail to consider clinical significance (Friendship & Falshaw, 2003). This may in itself be part of a more fundamental unfamiliarity with conceptualising and operationalising contexts, processes and how they might be entwined. Perhaps especially when applied within evaluation context is “complex, dynamic and difficult to get right” (Conner, Fitzpatrick & Rog, 2012, p. 93). Certainly, in the field of evaluation research the term has been used in a variety of ways, all of which may be important (Greene, 2005). Greene drew attention to the potential role of demographics, material and economic features, institutional or organisational climate, patterns of relating and political interests, issues and dynamics. Such domains are indicative of potentially key ‘systems’ in which clients, staff and crucially, interventions must operate (Ling, 2012). These systems form part of the context of many evaluations in public sector organisations (Connolly, Reid, & Mooney, 2014) and it has been suggested that their influence may make even the supposed gold standard of randomised control trials “effectively useless” (Byrne, 2013).

Systems such as these tend to impact rather heavily upon both the implementation and outcomes of an intervention or other procedure (Rog, 2012). Nonstad and Webster (2011) present a humorous but pointed account of how to derail the implementation of a risk assessment scheme (“or any other new procedure”) by ignoring the realities of the organisational context. Hackley et al. (2013) detail a compelling analysis of how the interpersonal context of binge drinking can render government initiatives to promote responsible drinking largely ineffective amongst those whom it most seeks to target. Programmes in prison often have to operate in the face of a climate of distrust and discouragement generated by prisoners and staff alike (Ross, Polaschek & Ward, 2008) as well as other considerations at the personal and environmental levels (Burrowes & Needs, 2009). This resonates with an early study by Kirchner, Kennedy and Draguns (1979) that suggested that prisoners may reject assertiveness as an alternative to aggressiveness as it is seen as ‘soft’. Whilst reflecting the realities of subcultural dynamics in a prison setting, this is also a reminder that a person may usefully be construed as a ‘person–context system’ (Van Geert & Fischer, 2009). To continue the example of aggression in prisons, it appears that the exercise of violence is related to institutional features such as staff morale and training (Cooke, Wozniak & Johnstone, 2008) and the interpersonal context of attachment, identity and associated patterns (Butler, 2009). Similarly, analyses of bullying in prisons “emphasise the role of the prison environment in promoting and maintaining bullying, providing evidence against a focus on approaches attending solely to individual psychopathology” (Ireland, 2006 p. 114).

Advances in the understanding of systems that have arisen in fields of study such as biological ecosystems, the production of chemical compounds, embryology, weather systems, health policy in developing countries and economics have begun to be applied to psychology (Guastello, Koopman & Pincus, 2009), criminology and social work (Pycroft & Bartollas, 2014) and human development (Van Geert, 2003; Van Geert & Fischer, 2009) and it is to these works (and short introductions by, for example, Kernick, 2006 and Rickles, Hawe & Shiell, 2007) that the reader is referred. Although not a single approach, such advances are usually brought together under the titles of ‘complexity theory’ or ‘non-linear dynamic’ (or ‘dynamical’) systems.



Complexity and non-linear dynamics

A system is constituted by interconnected parts. Its complexity increases with the interactions between parts and it is dynamic in that these interactions change the parts over time, often moment by moment. As in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological approach mentioned earlier, systems typically are nested within and interact with other systems. The organisation or internal order of complex systems increases with openness to information from the surrounding environment; in contrast to ‘closed’ systems, they adapt. In addition, their own outputs become part of the context for other interactions within the system, also influencing environmental conditions that in a feedback loop become new inputs to the open system. These processes lead to ‘emergent’ properties that are not reducible to the parts of the system in isolation; what the system does is indeed greater than the sum of its parts.

Such developments are not haphazard, however. Dynamic systems tend to evolve (moment by moment as well as in the longer term) towards an end state or ‘attractor’ where equilibrium is attained. (‘Chaos’, in the sense of chaos theory, from the mathematics of which complexity theory developed, is something of a misnomer.) There is more than one form of equilibrium, including those represented by the momentary resting point of a pendulum, or by planetary orbits to ‘fractal’ patterns nested within other patterns. Nonetheless, with changes in surrounding conditions, alterations in the system can occur. Recognised changes include bifurcation, where a system attains greater complexity as alternative states arise and a switch to a new state occurs, often preceded by fluctuations as the system begins to reorganise. Systems displaced from equilibrium tend to ‘self-organise’ in order to achieve greater economy in the utilisation of energy or information, famously referred to by Kauffman (1993) as “order for free”. This capacity for self-organisation “at the edge of chaos” is necessary for continued evolution and adaptation. Its occurrence is influenced by previous development of the system, including the strength and effective range (or ‘basin’) of existing attractors and conditions that affect being able to operate far from equilibrium. Resembling Vygotsky’s idea of the ‘zone of proximal development’, the edge of chaos occurs in the region between preserving the familiar and predictable and exposure to inputs that, taken to extremes, would be overwhelming and disruptive.

Under some circumstances small changes in one area of a system can result in major changes across the system as a whole. Conversely, major inputs can sometimes result in minimal change. These are examples of non-linearity. In the more familiar notion of linearity, small inputs invariably produce small effects and large inputs produce large effects. Non-linear relationships are characteristic of complex as distinct from simple (or merely complicated) systems, arising from the operation of feedback loops as elements of a system interact. Negative feedback dampens and tends towards stability of the system whilst positive feedback amplifies effects, moving the system towards instability. The latter is necessary for growth but can also result in, for example, interventions having unforeseen and unintended consequences. Complex systems can be extremely sensitive to initial starting configurations, as suggested by the question posed in the title of Edward Lorenz’s 1972 paper of whether the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil might set off a tornado in Texas.



Looking ahead

Returning to evaluation, all this is rather different to a view of the world based on group differences. We may consider the following words of Kernick (2006): “Prevailing statistical models which by their nature are aggregative and assume independence of system elements may have limited utility in the analysis of complex systems” (p. 388). Such are the origins of the currently dominant approaches to interventions and assessing risk. It should be emphasised that we are not advocating abandonment of these or denigrating their achievements (although we would, unsurprisingly, suggest seeing them in context in every sense of the phrase). Our stance is one of identifying limitations so these can be understood, addressed or compensated for more consistently as part of the ongoing development of the field. Notable amongst these is a tendency to give insufficient attention to issues relating to context and process.

The present volume provides examples of several areas of relevant and emerging practice, arising from a variety of theoretical backgrounds, which suggest that context may be as necessary to providing coherence to rehabilitation as it is to written or spoken words referred to by dictionary definitions. Some limitations, like the arguable use of crude measurement, insensitive statistical techniques and simplistic conceptualisation of variables (Case & Haines, 2009, 2014; Polaschek, 2012) or the intrinsic problems of extrapolating from the general to the particular case (Cooke & Michie, 2010) are not unique to the RNR and allied approaches. Neither is a complexity-based approach free from criticism. At the present state of application and development it may indeed be regarded best as complementary to more conventional approaches (Kernick, 2006).

This is not to say that complex and contextually-sensitive approaches are synonymous, although there are many areas of compatibility that are worth exploring in depth (van Geert & Fischer, 2009). Throughout the chapters that follow, the reader is invited to consider any resonance with the cursory introduction presented above or indeed with the other arguments presented in this chapter. This might raise issues such as whether there are optimal or even necessary surrounding conditions for encouraging and supporting individual development, what can be done in relation to other complex systems that have the potential to undermine this, how certain views of the world might be reflected in and perpetuated by institutional subcultures, the extent of non-linear processes in change (and offences and relapse), the openness of the individual as an ‘open system’ and the circumstances under which connectedness might be experienced as such and whether this matters. The reader should not lose sight of the premise that mind should be regarded as extending beyond the individual into a world that includes the minds of other people. This might lead to pondering further how the apprehension of other subjectivities might have a crucial role in facilitating or impeding psychological change. One of the most compelling reasons for closer examination of context as it relates to working with offenders is offered by Cohen and Siegel (1991, p. 4), who assert that the concept of change is “at the very core of a contextual perspective”. Some ways in which this might be so are picked up in the following chapter.
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