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Introduction

Historically, social workers have provided services to juvenile offenders and incarcerated individuals, and in the courts
since the inception of the social work profession in the 1900s (Roberts & Springer, 2007; Young & LoMonaco, 2001).
Individuals embroiled in the criminal justice system (CJS) are often the disadvantaged and vulnerable who may
struggle with poverty, addiction, mental illness, discrimination, and service systems that create barriers to rights and
resources, and thus embody the very mission of social work and one of its core values, that is, to pursue social justice
(Scheyett, Pettus-Davis, McCarter, & Brigham, 2012). McNeil, Bracken and Clarke (2010, p. 2) defined criminal justice
as that which “includes systems or processes of criminal law, law enforcement, prosecution and defence, court
adjudication and sentencing and the administration of sentences both in the community and in institutions” and that
criminal justice social work (CJSW) “involves practice in formal criminal justice systems, as well as in alternative and
diversionary systems”. Several other authors have also attempted to define criminal justice social work in countries
such as South Africa (Holtzhausen, 2011), Scotland (McCulloch & McNeill, 2010) and India (Shaikh, 2019). Holtzhausen
(2011) proposed that a paradigm shift is warranted between the practices of social work and criminal justice social
work, and that defining criminal justice social work helps to create a unified practice framework for service delivery to
those who offend, and those who are harmed. It is timely that social workers in Singapore begin such an endeavour
as well. This article utilises the general systems theory of macro-, mezzo- and micro-levels in analysing the issues
faced in defining CJSW in Singapore.
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“The value of identity of course is that so often with it comes purpose.”

Richard Grant

Macro-level
Despite such a long tradition of involvement by social workers in the CJS, some commentators have observed that
social workers in this field still face an identity crisis (Holtzhausen, 2011; McCulloch & McNeill, 2010). Holtzhausen
(2011, p. 27) opined that a “reason for the crisis of identity is the polymorphous fragmenting of social work in the field
of criminal justice into ever-smaller-sub-specialities with overlapping policy and legislative responsibilities”. For
example in Singapore, present statutory provisions for probation services are contained in the Probation of Offenders
Act; for prison services in the Prisons Act, and those relating to domestic violence offences in the Women’s Charter.
Social workers practicing in these various sub-specialities find themselves having to work within the respective
legislative and policy frameworks, even though they are practicing in the same field of CJSW. Thus it is imperative that
social workers find their footing and identity in a highly complex system such as the CJS. 



Mezzo-level
Another issue faced in defining CJSW is that the
practice of social work finds itself in very distinct
settings in the criminal justice system. Social workers
employed in the different agencies involved in the CJS
might identify themselves more strongly with their
organisations rather than to the social work
profession. Their organisation-assigned workplace
designation of, for instance, correctional rehabilitation
specialist or probation officer, could take precedence
over the professional status of a social worker, which
is viewed by the organisation as an accredited
qualification.

Furthermore, in order to maintain consistency of
practices within the organisation as well as to uphold
its own respective ethos, each worker performs
largely the same role or tasks as fellow workers of
other social science disciplines and professional
training such as psychology, sociology or criminology,
and hence this may at best, blur, and at worst, dilute
the practice of social work in the various criminal
justice settings. This is in contrast with the medical
setting, where the medical social worker is recognised
by the organisation to be quite distinct in function
and role from a fellow allied health colleague such as
a psychologist or an occupational therapist (Ministry
of Health, 2019).

As the various organisations in the criminal justice
sector are guided by a myriad of perspectives and
values, it is important for social workers to
understand the distinctiveness of their professional
status and the merit the profession brings to the CJS.
While social workers acknowledge the contributions
of the various professionals and disciplines in the CJS,
a clear appreciation of their social work perspectives
and skills can enable them to value-add and
contribute to improving clientele outcomes wherever
they are. For instance, the person-in-environment
perspective  (Hare, 2004), identified as a core concept
in social work worldwide, can guide assessments and
interventions for individuals involved in the CJS.
Nevertheless, the social work profession recognises
that effective service depends on collaboration
among professional disciplines and stakeholders of
the CJS.

Micro-level
CJ social workers are also involved in various stages of
the criminal justice process, such as, the preventive stage
(eg diversionary programmes), community and in-care
services, and after-care services. A social worker might be
involved in the assessment of an accused person who
had been arrested; making recommendations at the pre-
sentencing stage; intervening with individuals in
correctional settings or under community-based
sentencing orders; and case management at the after-
care stage (see Figure 1 for examples of agencies in the
Singapore CJS).

The roles and responsibilities of social workers vary
largely at each stage of the CJ process. For instance, a
social worker has a specific task at the beginning of the CJ
process (eg investigation and writing pre-sentencing
reports) but another social worker in the same field has a
very different focus (eg dealing with reintegration issues
at the aftercare stage).  This has implications on defining
the practice of social work in CJ settings at the direct
practice level as a social worker’s role at one stage of the
CJ process may not be generalised to the other stages.

Though such challenges of defining criminal justice social
work may seem daunting, social workers can view them
as opportunities for the social work profession to provide
a distinct voice in the CJS and while doing so, engage the
various stakeholders in their respective roles, with the
aim of improving the human condition.



Figure 1: Where CJ social workers are found in Singapore

Table 1

Forensic Social Work and Criminal Justice Social Work
In our review of the literature, two terms were used interchangeably to describe social work in the criminal justice
system: forensic social work (Barker & Branson, 1993; Kirst-Ashman, 2002); and criminal justice social work
(McCulloch & Mc Neill, 2010; Holtzhausen, 2011). We summarized some of the definitions of these two terms and
the roles, tasks and functions involved in Table 1.



Table 1 (Continuation from previous page)

One observation of these definitions is that the practice of CJSW is often situated and provided for within the
context of each country’s legislative and policy framework. Although there are similarities across countries such as
supervising offenders in the community and provision of aftercare services, CJ social workers in some countries
may be tasked with certain functions that are not provided for in another country. For instance, social workers in
Singapore do not take on the task of assessing a suspect’s mental competency in standing trial (as performed in
some states in the USA) as that role is taken on by a psychiatrist or a psychologist. Thus, we find that some of the
current literature definitions and descriptions of forensic social work may not adequately represent the practice of
CJSW in Singapore.



Rather than using the terms criminal justice social work’ and ‘forensic social work’ interchangeably, our view is that the
scope of CJSW is a subset of forensic social work, which encompasses social work practice in both civil and criminal
justice settings. Forensic social work includes practice in civil court matters such as the assessment and provision of
court reports in domestic violence cases in the Family Justice Courts. Forensic social work is one of the many
specialities available in social work practice. This is illustrated in figure 2.

Figure 2: CJSW, Forensic Social Work and Social Work
Practice

Following a review of the literature from other
jurisdictions, a group of social workers from various
organisations in the criminal justice system in Singapore
came together to define CJSW in the Singapore context.
Our definition of CJSW is:

Social work practice operating within or with the criminal
justice system that focuses on service delivery where
offenders enter, journey through, and leave the criminal
justice system. This particular field of social work practice
functions within contexts that include direct practice,
administrative, management, policy planning positions in
organisations that engage with individuals involved in the
criminal justice system.

Values and Aims of CJSW in Singapore
CJ social workers adopt and subscribe to the six core
values of the profession (NASW, 2008), which guide
them in their practice in the criminal justice setting.
The following social work values are adapted from the
SASW Code of Professional Ethics (3rd Revision) (2017)
with a CJSW lens:

Service to Humanity: Putting service to others above
self-interest, CJ social workers aim to contribute to
the betterment of society, which includes
improvement in the conditions and lives of persons
involved in CJS, as well as society at large, through
directly and indirectly creating safer communities. 
Social Justice: Pursue social change on behalf of
individuals involved in the criminal justice system
who are oftentimes one of the most vulnerable and
oppressed in society. CJ social workers advocate on
behalf of those who may not be able to speak for
themselves in a system that often de-personalises
them and a society that is often not accepting of
them. 
Dignity and Worth of the Person: Treating each
person in a caring and respectful manner,
notwithstanding the type(s) of crimes they are
charged with or convicted of doing.
Importance of Human Relationships:
Understanding that relationships between, and
among people are important vehicles for change in
individuals involved in criminal justice settings.
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5. Integrity: Acting honestly and responsibly in
accordance to the profession’s mission, values and
ethical principles, CJ social workers model integrity to
persons who may have been brought up in an
environment that challenges such values. 
6. Competence: CJ social workers continually strive to
increase their professional knowledge and skills, and to
apply them in practice, taking into account the types of
clients they face and the requirements of their respective
agencies they are working for. CJ social workers update
themselves on the latest research and evidence-base
that lead to positive outcomes in working with persons
involved in the CJS. CJ social workers consider creative
and innovative ways to help clients access resources and
rebuilt relationships that were lost due to the criminal
justice process.

Individual level: Rehabilitation of the offender 
Societal level: Reintegration of offenders into the
community

Adapting from Shaikh (2019), our view is that CJSW in
Singapore can consider adopting two aims to guide them
in their practice:

During assessments of the offender at diversionary or pre-
sentencing stage, one of the tasks of the CJ social worker is
to identify areas of risk and needs of the offender that
would benefit from intervention in order to reduce re-
offending. The CJ social worker may make
recommendations for programmes or services that
addresses such risks and needs in the rehabilitation of the
offender. The social worker should also identify strengths
that the offender has internally or resources in the
community that could be tapped on to achieve this goal.
Such assessments are non-static, functional, and developed
for the purpose of informing intervention. They are done on
an ongoing basis, to be able to take into account
environmental risks and human needs, which are by nature,
dynamic and evolving. Social work assessments are based
on relevant theoretical frameworks and available evidence-
base such as the risk-needs-responsivity principles
(Andrews & Bonta, 2006) to guide the worker.  The family
and significant others who are available should be engaged
as part of the assessment process. In certain scenarios,
victim statements are necessary in order to gain an
accurate gauge of risk level of reoffending. Based on
available information, the CJ social worker can then provide
a holistic case formulation on the offender’s motivation for
offending and the interventions required to reduce his or
her risk of reoffending. 

After the assessment of the offender, an individual
case management plan will be developed by the
social worker that addresses the risks and needs
previously identified. Such a plan, again, is non-static
and may be modified to accommodate changes in
risks and needs over time with the aim to rehabilitate
the offender. According to McNeill (2012),
programmes that target victim empathy, enhance
their problem-solving skills or substance use relapse
programmes largely involve ‘psychological
rehabilitation’, which is concerned with promoting
positive individual-level change in the offender, and
which he opined was inadequate on its own to
address the legal, moral and social barriers that the
offender may face. McNeill (2012, pg 14-15)
suggested that workers should include three other
forms of rehabilitation in their practice: ‘legal or
judicial rehabilitation’ (when, how and to what extent
a criminal record and the stigma that it represents
can ever be set aside, sealed, or surpassed), ‘moral
rehabilitation’ (facilitating reparation) and ‘social
rehabilitation’ (the informal social recognition and
acceptance of the reformed ex-offender). It is
posited that this would lead to a sustained positive
change in the offender. 

Social workers can play an important role in the
rehabilitation of the offender with their person-in-
environment perspective, which is a defining aspect
of their professional practice (Greene, 2009). For
instance, in aftercare casework, upon completion of
the community-based programme, the CJ social
worker considers how sustainable is the change in
the client’s living environment and where else the
client could seek help if he/she relapses or is at risk
again, and will refer the client for support group
services if required. This demonstrates the practice
of social work within their job position.

Individual level: Rehabilitation of the offender 



Primary clients: Offenders, ex-offenders undergoing
programmes that support their rehabilitation, youths
at the triage stage and in diversionary programmes,
and individuals remanded or detained under Criminal
Procedure Code 2012 for psychiatric evaluation and
treatment. Besides offenders, in our view, the courts
are also considered primary clients of CJSW when
cases are referred to social workers for assessment
reports or as expert witnesses (McCulloch & McNeill,
2010). 
Secondary clients: Families of offenders and victims
of offences

People groups which criminal justice social workers in
Singapore work with are not limited to incarcerated
youths and adults, but include:

McNeill, Bracken and Clarke (2010) observed that social
work with offenders – as opposed to victims – has
dominated the history of CJSW and hence focused their
discussion on CJSW on work with the former. We note
that social workers in other settings interact or intervene
with family members and victims of offenders (and ex-
offenders) such as in family service centres or in
hospitals. It is our view that social workers holding these
portfolios are not considered performing CJSW functions
but are practicing within their respective fields of
expertise.

Agencies that specialise in working with victims of
offences (without engaging the offenders) have expertise
that can contribute in the conversations of achieving the
CJSW aims.  However, the purpose of this article is to
appeal for further clarity in recognising social work
practices in the CJS. For instance, victims may approach
these agencies that specialises in working with victims of
sexual offences for help, without making police reports
that lead to an offender being arrested for that particular
crime. These agencies’ primary concern is with the
welfare of the victim and not working with the offender
(McNeill, Bracken & Clarke, 2010). Hence in our view,
these agencies are not practicing within our definition of
CJSW. Meanwhile, families of offenders and victims can be
considered as CJSW secondary clients when their
encounters and interactions with CJ social workers inform
assessments and interventions that help to achieve the
overarching aims of rehabilitation and reintegration of
the offender. Alternative perspectives to this view are
welcomed for further discussion.

Another important resource is the family and/or significant
others of the offender. The family and significant others are
viewed by the CJ social worker as partners in the
rehabilitation process. The family can undergo programmes
to equip them in better supporting the offender, especially if
he or she is residing with them. It is important for CJ social
workers to champion the importance of working with
offenders and their families to co-create solutions to their
social difficulties.

Societal level: Re-integration of the offender into the
community
Majority of CJ clients eventually return to the community.
Hence the social worker should work towards helping the
offender re-enter and reintegrate into the community
successfully. The social worker
engages with community partners, the family and significant
others to achieve this aim, and advocate in the various
systems to reduce the stigma, as well as
legal and practical barriers for their re-entry. By adopting
approaches such as restorative practice (Wachtel, 2013), the
social worker role is pivotal in the
process of healing relationships and restoring the social
identity of the offender as a self-redeemed contributing
member of his/her community. 
 
Besides reintegrating offenders into the community, CJ social
workers should also look out for suitable platforms to
advocate on behalf of marginalised populations in the
criminal justice system based on the principles of social
justice.

Who are CJSW clients?
According to the predominant mainstream narrative,
individual members of society become CJSW clients when
they are arrested for committing a crime and referred to a
social worker for assessment or intervention. The end point
of this identity remains inconclusive. One commonly
accepted view is that the individual ceases to be a CJSW
client when the initial referral objective has been met (eg
completion of report), completion of a court order or at
termination of the programme the individual had been
enrolled in, which leads to a case closure by the agency.
Although in practice, individuals may still approach their
social workers even after their programme has ceased, to
address a personal crisis or to seek further assistances. In
such scenarios, the social worker would conduct an
assessment and determine the necessary follow up actions,
which may include referring the individual to an appropriate
agency for assistance.



Conclusion
Our aim of defining CJSW is not the end in itself. Instead, it is an attempt to galvanize the social workers in the criminal
justice sector to find their identity and a renewed purpose in what they do. Beside defining CJSW, a group of social
workers have come together to form the Criminal Justice Social Work Chapter. The setting up of the Criminal Justice
Social Work Chapter under the Singapore Association of Social Workers (SASW) in the recent SASW Annual General
Meeting 2020 is an important milestone for social workers working in the CJS in Singapore. In fact, in the words of one
of the pioneers of the social work profession in Singapore, Mr K. V. Veloo (Singapore Association of Social Workers,
2011):

The social work group in correctional settings both institutional and community based has grown in strength. SASW should
not delay in setting up a chapter for social workers in correctional setting. We need to continue to make bold inroads into the

penal system and drug rehabilitation centres.

The CJSW Chapter hopes to bring together like-minded criminal justice social work
professions with the following objectives: 

• Promote Criminal Justice Social Work through different platforms, in response to the changing criminal justice
landscape

• Create opportunities for learning and encouraging collaboration within and beyond the Criminal Justice Sector
to further Criminal Justice Social Work Practice

• Champion effective practices within Criminal Justice Social Work

CJ social workers in their respective agencies represent a piece of the jigsaw puzzle in the criminal justice process. By
coming together, it is envisioned that conversations develop along the spectrum of the criminal justice process that 
 address service gaps and reintegration issues, and aim to achieve the goals of rehabilitation and reintegration of the
offender into society. 
 
If you are keen to be part of this conversation on CJSW in Singapore or contribute to the development of social work
practice in criminal justice settings in Singapore, do write in to our CJSW Chapter email: CJSW.SG@gmail.com and join
us in our upcoming events.
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