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1. Introduction 
 

The author developed a model, which is to be used the counselling of offenders who 

wish to participate in the restorative justice approach. It is from the development of the 

model that the presentation developed. It is thus important to give an overview of the 

model. 

 

The development of this model stems from the author’s experience with the restorative 

justice approach in the South African correctional services’ context. The author has 

been working with a number of inmates who initiated the process of getting into touch 

with their victims. With some of the offenders a counselling process had been entered 

into, long before the victims could be found or gave permission for contact.  

 

During the counselling process, the author realised that the nature of counselling was 

different, to other forms of counselling, in the sense that there were certain issues that 

offenders had to deal with which were related to the nature of their crimes and 

incarceration. Offenders were thus relating their own experiences, which were 

impacting on their incarceration. 

 

This led to the development of a counselling model. The Victim Offender Mediation 

Programme, Family Group Conferences or Peace Making Circles, and the Sycamore 

Tree project inform the basis of this model. Counselling of inmates in this model is 

more structured and definitive themes are worked through.  
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Themes are based on both theological and psychological constructs, which the author 

deemed necessary. Many programmes focus on healing, forgiveness, restitution, etc., 

and mainly on the needs of the victim. It is also important to focus on the needs of the 

offender/ inmate, as there are certain factors which impact on his/ her incarceration and 

general functioning in prison. These needs are also to be addressed, as the inmate must 

reach a stage of well-being, in which the offender reaches a certain level of healing. 

 

It is from the development of the model and themes that were discussed that the author 

realised the extent to which offenders were being victimised. 

 

 The aim of this presentation is not only to highlight the victimisation of offenders but 

also to illustrate victim empathy and how offenders become aware of the pain and harm 

that they have caused. 

 

The author would also like to introduce some aspects in the development of the model, 

as it is important to create an understanding as to what the extent of victimisation and 

development of victim empathy is among offenders. 

 

2. Development and Conceptualisation  
 

2.1 Conceptualisation 
 

The development of the model first had to be conceptualised. As the inmates do not 

have any tertiary academic back ground it was important to envisage a reason for the 

model and view the development of the model from a theoretical perspective.   

 

Offenders were instrumental in the design of the model, as it was from their experiences 

and stories that the model developed. The conceptualisation of the model gives it a 

certain structure, aim and purpose from which to work and to stay within the necessary 

parameters. 
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2.2 Narrative and Phenomenological Theory  
 

As offenders participated in the development of the model, the model is based 

on much of their experiences and the constructions of their stories. This gives 

the model a narrative and phenomenological characteristic. 

The model was conceptualised from a narrative and phenomenological nature 

and is explained in terms of narrative psychology and the construct of 

phenomenology. 

What is meant by "narrative psychology"? Many theorists would claim that 

"narrative psychology" refers to a viewpoint or a stance within psychology, 

which is interested in the "storied nature of human conduct" (Sarbin, 1986)--how 

human beings deal with experience by constructing stories and listening to the 

stories of others. Psychologists studying narrative are challenged by the notion 

that human activity and experience are filled with "meaning" and those stories, 

rather than logical arguments or lawful formulations, are the vehicle by which 

that meaning is communicated. This dichotomy is expressed by Jerome S. 

Bruner (1990, 1991) as the distinction between "paradigmatic" and "narrative" 

forms of thought which, he claims, are both fundamental and irreducible one to 

the other. Sarbin (1986) proposes that "narrative" becomes a root metaphor for 

psychology to replace the mechanistic and organic metaphors, which shaped so 

much theory and research in the discipline over the past century. Polkinghorne 

(1988) offers an especially broad introduction to the general notion of 

"narrative" including its study within psychology. 

The term 'phenomenology' is often used in a general sense to refer to subjective 

experiences of various types. In a more specialized sense it refers to a disciplined study 

of consciousness from a 1st-person perspective. As a discipline it is often associated 

with the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and numerous European 

philosophers influenced by him, including Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, and 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty. (Plug, Meyer, Louw & Gouws, 1986). 
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The mental or psychological content of a thought is a matter of how it conceives things; 

and that is what we hope to grasp, at least approximately, when we try to understand 

another person. We want to know not merely what her thoughts represent as it were 

impersonally, but also how they represent things to her. A person's thoughts represent 

things to her -- conceive things -- in many ways: perceptually, memory-wise, 

descriptively, by naming, by analogy, by intuitive sorting, theoretically, abstractly, 

implicitly and explicitly (Loar, 2002). 

 

Narrative therapy is based on the principle that the client or person is telling his/ her 

own life story as experienced by that person, irrespective of the objective truth of the 

matter. The client telling the story focuses on the subjective truth as he/ she perceives it 

and what these thoughts mean to him/ her - phenomenology. The narrative style is 

phenomenological in its approach, meaning that the experiences of the person lies at the 

base of the story telling. 

 

Counselling should be based on this principle, as it does not focus on previous history, 

but rather on the person’s present experiences and how it relates to the crisis, he/ she 

might find him/ herself in. 

  

3. Themes of the model 
 

The themes are a combination of psychological and theological issues. The themes in its 

essence promote the healing of the inmate. It must be understood that issues concerning 

the crime, etc. plague offenders, and that healing needs to take place. The following 

factors are important in order for healing to take place: 

• Acceptance/ Acknowledgement 

• Accountability 

• Change of behaviour  

•  

In his book on Sexual Offences Mark Yantzi argues that the mentioned stages are very 

necessary for healing. Healing cannot take place if the offender has not acknowledged 

the harm done or does not want to take responsibility for the crime. Genuine healing 

cannot take place according to Yantzi (2000). 
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These three themes will not necessarily be part of the eventual structure, but it is 

something that has to be kept in mind by the counsellor when counselling the offender. 

These themes should rather transpire as a result of the model or should motivate 

offenders to seek repentance.  

 

The themes of the model are as follows:  

• Victimisation of the offender 

• Psychological impact of crime and incarceration on offender 

• Psychological impact of crime on family of offender 

• Psychological impact of crime on victim 

• Psychological impact of crime on community 

• Need for repentance 

• Need for forgiveness 

 

3.1 Victimisation of the offender 
 

In the development of the model the theme of victimisation of the offender has been 

crucial and an important issue to deal with. Many offenders feel as though they are 

victims and this needs to be worked through in counselling.  

 

What is a victim? In their guidelines on talk shows, The Centre for Victims of Crime 

defines a victim as a person that has been victimized by crime, and that the traumatic 

event transforms their life. Appropriate support and treatment can help a victim 

reconstruct a new life. Assistance comes not only from criminal justice professionals, 

family and friends, but also from the media. A person, who is victimized, loses a sense 

of control over their life.  

The United Nations in its declaration of basic principles of justice for victims of crime 

and abuse of power defines victims as persons who individually or collectively, have 

suffered harm, including physical or mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss 

or substantial impairment of their fundamental rights, through acts or omissions that 

are in violation of criminal laws operative within member states, including those laws 

proscribing criminal abuse of power (UN, 1999).  
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Defining whom the primary victim is: at this stage it is important to define the victim so 

that the offender has a clear understanding of who the victim is. The reason for this is 

that the offender also feels that he is a victim and therefore it is important to make this 

distinction.  

 

In the broader sense of the word, the definition can include the following: “anybody 

who has been adversely affected by any situation created by another or something.” The 

definition includes natural disasters, terrorism, etc. The definition makes provision for 

the offender who may become a victim at one stage or another.  

 

A distinction was also made between primary, secondary and tertiary victims, where it 

was said the primary victim is the actual person self, with the secondary victim the 

family and tertiary victim the community. The primary and secondary victim may differ 

in the case of murder where the primary victim is the deceased’s close family, and the 

secondary victim other family members (UN, 1999). 

 

3.2 Factors causing victimisation of the offender 
 

Although there may be many factors causing victimisation of the offender, only some 

factors will be mentioned: 

 

• Police brutality 

Some offenders argue that they should be treated as victims if being assaulted when 

arrested. Many offenders are angry with the police for the way in which they were 

manhandled due to the power relationship and the use of unnecessary force. There are 

many reports in the media on police brutality and Cayley (1998) refers to uncontrolled 

police power.  

 

• Correctional officer brutality 

If offenders are able to escape police brutality they most often end up in finding it in 

prison (Cayley, 1998). The Beeld newspaper (2003a; 2003b) carries reports of inmates 

dying in prison as a result of correctional officer brutality. Lombardo (1984) found that 

students were extremely harsh on each other in roleplays in which a group of students 

were correctional officers and another group, a group of inmates. The so-called inmates 

were severely beaten and punished to such an extent that the experiment had to be 

stopped.  
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Innocent offenders who are bystanders to riots and other forms of violence may also be 

at the mercy of correctional officers and brutally. This is widely documented in 

literature (Mahan, 1994). When violence erupts in prison, oppression of violence 

justifies the abuse of offenders, albeit innocent bystanders or not.  

 

• Gangsterism and vulnerability 

Offenders in prisons often claim to be victims of gangsterism in prison. In a research 

article, Gear and Ngubeni (2002) allude to offenders falling prey and especially to sex 

and sexual coercion. Being a ‘wife/ wyfie’ in prison is not a sought after position in 

inmate culture, but rather are offenders targeted and are drawn from a vulnerable pool 

within the prison environment. This type of vulnerability include factors such as lack of 

familiarity with the workings of inmate culture, lack of material resources and a lack of 

physical strength. From the article it is also quite evident that offenders, when still 

awaiting trail, become victims of gangster activity. This continues right into their 

sentences.  

 

• Blame shifting 

A number of offenders do blame their situation i.e. as being poor or that it was not the 

offender’s fault, the victim should not have threatened me in the first place. This could 

lead to blame shifting which could lead to the fact that the offender doesn’t take 

responsibility for his actions. Others blame drugs and alcohol. These type of offenders 

are difficult to work with, because it is only after they come to the point of taking 

responsibility and owning up to the crime that they are in a space to deal with their own 

healing (Yantzi, 2000). 

 

It is evident that there is a great need amongst offenders to talk about their own 

victimisation and to work through their own issues of loss. By working through these 

issues some offenders realise or become aware for the first time the pain and hurt they 

have caused their victims. 

 

Choices are another important aspect in the theme of victimisation. In order or rather to 

guard against the fact that the offender may see himself as a victim, the offender has to 

realise that he, no matter what the circumstances, he made the choice of participating in 

the crime. It usually happens that after dealing with issues of victimisation offenders 

become aware of their erroneous choices they made in the causation of crime.  
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3.3 Vulnerability to Victimisation and Psychological impact of 
Victimisation 
 

Although this is a specific theme in the model, it serves to be mentioned, as counsellors 

have to deal with a variety of emotions and psychological trauma as a result of 

victimisation. 

 

Many offenders report that for the first time since the act of crime, incarceration has 

helped them to realise the effect of their crime and the consequences it has. 

 

Offenders report some of the following difficulties as a result of the victimisation. 

Mood, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorders may develop as a result of 

victimisation: 

• Mood disorders – are defined as the individual having lost a sense of control, and 

people experience great distress. Individuals with depressed mood have a loss of 

energy and interest, feelings of great guilt, difficulty in concentrating, loss of 

appetite, and thoughts of death or suicide (Kaplan & Sadock, 1998; Plug, Meyer, 

Louw & Gouws, 1986). Copeland (1992) states that when a mood outlives its 

context, it can become a serious liability to emotional health. Work, social and 

family relationships are impaired. 

• Anxiety – according to Bourne (2000) there are two fundamental levels of anxiety, 

normal and pathological anxiety. Kaplan and Sadock (1998) state that normal 

anxiety is an advantageous response to a threatening situation. It accompanies 

growth, change, new experiences and meaning in life. Pathological anxiety (Bourne, 

2000) is when the individual experiences anxiety as being out of control. The 

individual feels powerless to direct what’s happening. Pathological anxiety is an 

inappropriate response to a given stimulus. 

• Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) – the DSM IV (APA, 1994) defines PTSD 

as a set of typical symptoms that develop after an individual sees, is involved in, or 

hears of an extreme traumatic stressor. The individual reacts to this stressor with 

fear and helplessness, persistently relives the event, and tries to avoid being 

reminded of it. PTSD may be the result of war, torture, natural disasters, violent 

crime, rape, murder and accidents.  
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Other symptoms also stem from being victimised and might be part of the above 

disorders developing: 

• Moodiness 

• Hopelessness, worthless 

• Disempowered 

• Suicidal thoughts and behaviour 

• Insomnia, loss of weight 

• Psychologically tortured 

• Guilt 

• Fear 

 

Offenders report that they feel fear once they enter prison due to gang activity. Self-

preservation is the order of the day and they find it difficult to participate in 

rehabilitation programmes. Offenders feel very vulnerable, which in most cases are 

exploited by the gangs. Offenders also fear for broken relationships and the uncertainty 

of these relationships and possible loss of them – the family may also victimise the 

offender. 

 

This creates and is one of the most prevalent causes of stress to the offender. These 

losses cause the offender to enter into the grieving process, which may result in 

depression and suicide. Yet many inmates that experience loss have enormous guilt 

complexes, as they feel that they are responsible for the losses. 

 

Due to the loss and incarceration offenders may experience the following stages, which 

are the same stages, found during bereavement: 

• Shock 

• Denial 

• Anger 

• Resignation, Depression 

• Acceptance and healing (Kubler-Ross, 1969) 
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With the loss and self-preservation issues there is a loss of the safety, caring, warmth 

aspect of their existence. Where the offender might have been higher up the Maslowian 

hierarchy (Papalia, Olds and Feldman, 2000), he takes a tumble to levels lower than he 

used to be at. This creates stress, uncertainty and fear. Due to the fact that the offender 

is being victimised, especially in the confines of the prison, he cannot or is unable to 

reach the level of self-actualisation. 

 

Some offenders come to a point where they realise that they must, in order to get out of 

the mess, so to speak, accept responsibility for the harm caused. Offenders who are at 

this point start to gain some hope as they see their way out. In many instances a 

timeframe is important. Offenders are aware that they will be in prison only for so long 

and that adjustment takes some time. They come to accept their lot and start changing 

behaviour and participating in rehabilitation programmes. 

 

4. Conclusion 
 

Although the model has not been scientifically tested, the responses and inputs from 

offenders have been very valuable and have been from their own experiences. The 

offenders who participated in the development of the model had at times many difficult 

issues to deal with, as the nature of the facilitation in the development of the model, 

continuously had the offenders responding from within. Offenders were made to deal 

with their own situations and crises and were required to process and relive their own 

experiences and traumas around the criminal acts.  

 

The themes and ideas are thus very rich with personal experience, and not textbook 

related material. Offenders told their own stories which encouraged victim empathy. 
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