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Introduction
On 28 November 2025, Community Justice Scotland (CJS) hosted a facilitated workshop focussing on the topic, “Unpaid Work”. This was the third session in a series of workshops delivered by the Engagement & Improvement Team, designed to provide a space for local and national partners to explore key areas of community justice practice, discuss emerging challenges, and share learning that can help drive improvement across the system.

The session featured four speakers, each representing a different stage of the unpaid work process in Scotland. Each speaker delivered a 15‑minute presentation, followed by a panel Q&A. Panel questions were submitted throughout the session via a Padlet board accessible to all participants. A total of 60 attendees joined the session, representing a broad mix of third‑sector organisations as well as local and national government.

The session began with a presentation from James Murphy, Learning, Development and Innovation Lead at CJS, who outlined the unpaid work training provided to paraprofessionals. He was followed by Jacqueline Norris, Social Work Service Manager in West Lothian, who shared examples of local unpaid work delivery.
The third speaker, Gabrielle Buist, discussed her role in the Highlands, where she works with third‑sector interfaces to identify unpaid work placements and raise awareness of ongoing community projects. Finally, David Ward, a civil servant in the Scottish Government’s Community Interventions Team, presented the latest statistics and current guidance on unpaid work, including recent updates.

This report summarises the key points from the presenter inputs, participant questions, answers, discussion and practice sharing. The report uses a mix of paraphrasing and direct quotation as appropriate, including unattributed quotations from participants in the Chat. The views and opinions expressed in this report are those of the presenters and participants and are not necessarily those held by CJS.
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Background
This event focused on the topic of Unpaid Work as a key aspect of community justice delivery.
Unpaid Work
Unpaid work makes up one of the 10 requirements that the judiciary can order an individual to undertake as part of a community sentence. Unpaid work usually consists of an individual completing anywhere between 20 to 300 hours of reparation work to the community. The requirement is designed so that the individual has the opportunity to repair harm caused to the victim or community by giving up their time to work for the benefit of wider society. It is also designed to support rehabilitation for the individual by looking to strengthen relationships with others in the community, improve employability prospects where appropriate, and support the development of a new pro-social identity. The nature of the unpaid work should therefore be purposeful, have clear tangible benefits to the community and be meaningful to the individual. 
Two levels of unpaid work can be imposed: Level 1 (20–100 hours) and Level 2 (101–300 hours). Unpaid Work is the only requirement out of the 10 which can be issued without supervision from a Justice Social Worker (JSW)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Scottish Government (2022) Community Payback Order Practice Guidance. Available at: Community Payback Order - Updated Practise Guidance ] 

Summary of key themes
The following themes were identified through the presentations and subsequent discussion.
1. Increased Complexity of Need
It was highlighted through presentations and discussion that individuals receiving unpaid work as a requirement of their community sentence have presented with more complex personal and social needs than previously. This has been reflected through the most recent national statistics which showcase that courts are imposing longer unpaid work requirements, indicating more serious cases. As a result, unpaid work supervisors are often managing levels of complexity and risk comparable to wider social work practice, requiring enhanced professional capability, training, and support to ensure safe and effective delivery.
2. Training Needs for Paraprofessionals
Despite working with individuals with comparable levels of need and risk, unpaid work paraprofessionals have not consistently received the same level of training as social workers, which is often leaving staff feeling uncertain in their decision making. Social work manager, Jacqualine shared that in West Lothian they have been incorporating unpaid work staff more into wider social work training. This has had a positive impact for staff, leading to increased confidence in decision making which has made service delivery more efficient, leading to better outcomes for individuals and communities. While national unpaid work training delivered by CJS has begun to address this gap, James from CJS advised that sustained investment in a consistent national training model and ongoing professional development will be necessary to ensure the workforce is equipped to manage increasing complexity.
3. Employability Gap
A significant gap was identified between the completion of unpaid work and access to meaningful employability or education pathways. Local partners shared within the session that many individuals undertaking unpaid work express a desire to continue volunteering or move into work once their hours have been completed. However, justice service delivery remits often limit the provision of post sentence employability support. Emerging local initiatives, including developing employability workshops such as navigating disclosure, managing debt and finances have proved to be useful in preparing individuals for the workplace whilst they complete their unpaid work hours. Discussion around embedding employability more systematically within unpaid work was identified as an opportunity to ensure community sentences were not only punitive, but also rehabilitative and preventative.
4. IT Solutions
It was highlighted by local partners that outdated, manual unpaid work scheduling systems currently being used are limiting service efficiency, weakening risk management, and restricting effective planning. Many unpaid work teams are using paper based systems which are time consuming, inflexible, and susceptible to human error. West Lothian, along with other local authorities have proposed a digital platform for the management of unpaid work. This has been developed by local partners in collaboration with the Improvement Service and has been designed to be a standardised IT booking system which will aim to reduce administrative burden, improve data quality, support safer decision making, and align unpaid work with wider social work digital infrastructure as demand continues to rise. The proposal was submitted to the Scottish Government for consideration, and funding has since been agreed to develop the product so that local authorities can begin to use it, initially as a test of change. The Improvement Service has been assigned responsibility to progress this work.
5. Unpaid Work Placements
Securing unpaid work placements across communities was highlighted as an ongoing challenge. Partners explained that a lack of understanding about community sentences and associated stigma often mean organisations are hesitant to provide personal placements for individuals to contribute their unpaid work hours too. As a local initiative to address this problem, The Highland Community Justice Partnership invested in a senior development officer role to engage with third‑sector, proactively communicate about work happening in the community to help build trust, expand placement opportunities, and strengthen public confidence in unpaid work. Strategic use of local media and social platforms was shown to be effective in shifting perceptions, showcasing impact and getting organisations onboard with providing placements.
6. Shifting Media Reporting 
The session highlighted how media narratives often portray community justice, and unpaid work in particular, as “soft justice.” Coverage frequently focuses on hours not yet completed, a framing not applied to custodial sentences, and one that emphasises delay or leniency over outcomes, public protection, or community benefit. Participants noted that this undermines confidence in community sentences. Local examples, including Highland’s use of positive storytelling and proactive media engagement, showed how communications can challenge stigma and improve public understanding. The session identified scope for a more consistent national and local media approach that better communicates the purpose, impact, and effectiveness of community justice and supports the strategic shift from custody to community.
7. Shifting the Balance from Custody to Community
Unpaid work was recognised as central to the Scottish Governments ambition to reduce reliance on short custodial sentences, relieve pressure on the prison estate, and deliver more effective justice outcomes. Evidence shared during the session consistently showed that well designed community sentences were more effective than short custodial sentences when they were meaningful, rehabilitative, and proportionate. Despite rising demand and increasing complexity, unpaid work continued to deliver substantial community benefit and value. Ongoing national and local investment, alongside supportive policy, consistent public messaging, and responsiveness to operational challenges was identified as essential to sustaining momentum and ensuring community sentencing remained effective and publicly understood.
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Speakers consistently highlighted the growing complexity of need among individuals given unpaid work as part of community sentences. This point was reflected in national statistics provided in one of the presentations which noted that that the average number of hours imposed by courts increased from 127 hours in 2018/19 to 135 hours in 2023/24, with a rise in higher‑level requirements (200–300 hours). This indicates greater seriousness and complexity in the cases being assessed by the judiciary.
This trend was also evident in local practice provided by West Lothian. The team manager for justice services, Jacqueline, described that there had been a notable escalation in the seriousness and nature of offences among unpaid work participants over the past year.  Increasing numbers of individuals convicted of sexual or serious violent offences, or involved in high‑profile cases, now require closed groups to ensure safety, as participation in larger groups would be inappropriate. As a result, closed groups have increased from one to three, with demand continuing to grow and waiting lists emerging.
There has also been a marked rise in cases linked to serious organised crime across the central belt. Positioned between Edinburgh and Glasgow, the service is managing increased overspill, including grooming concerns and threats to life. This substantially heightens risk management and health and safety demands for both staff and participants.
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In response, unpaid work teams are engaging in regular multi‑agency planning with police and social work colleagues and undertaking more detailed court reporting, particularly for younger individuals coerced into organised crime. While this approach has been effective, it is time‑intensive and reflects the broader increase in case complexity. Taken together, it demonstrates that unpaid work supervision now involves managing the same level of risk and complexity as other social work roles. As such, supervisors require enhanced skills, specialist training and ongoing professional development to ensure safe, confident and effective practice in meeting this rising demand. Further examples of the initiatives West Lothian are taking to provide training to staff are depicted further in the report. 
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Both the CJS training and innovation lead, James and team manager for justice services, Jacqueline, highlighted that unpaid work services have often felt “tacked on” to wider justice services. They noted that this may stem from unpaid work case managers and supervisors not receiving the same level of training as social workers, despite working with the same individuals. This lack of training can leave staff feeling uncertain about how to manage complex cases and what information should be recorded. James from CJS emphasised the importance of ensuring these staff members are properly trained, particularly as the most recent Community Payback Order report for 2024-25 showed a sharp increase in the complexity of individuals’ needs when they begin unpaid work.
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Jacqueline from West Lothian, shared two local examples demonstrating how creating a culture in which unpaid work teams are recognised for their work and more closely integrated with social work, and have access to the same training, can lead to better outcomes for both staff and clients.
1. West Lothian showcased an innovative unpaid work project in which clients upcycled discarded picnic tables and chairs into a vibrant piece of community artwork for a local garden. The group took full ownership of the design and restoration, seeing the project through from concept to installation, where it was warmly received by local residents. Building on this success, the supervisor team submitted the piece to the Koestler Arts Awards, traditionally associated with work created in prisons, and were awarded two certificates, two awards, including a Highly Commended. The recognition not only raised the profile of unpaid work at a UK level but also strengthened clients’ and staff’s confidence to take on future creative projects. 
2. West Lothian shared a second example of how a case manager had taken on a fuller role in risk and case management as a result of receiving wider social work training. In West Lothians new service structure, a case manager was able to receive adult protection level one and two training which isn’t a training requirement for the role. This training allowed the staff member to recognise that an individual was being cuckooed. From the learning taken from the training, they were able to handle the situation appropriately by updating risk assessments and raised a duty to inquire. They then participated directly in the adult protection meeting, something previously seen as outside the unpaid work role, helping secure support for the victim and ensuring the individual who has caused harm was safely moved to another squad and linked into further assessment. 
These examples illustrate how providing training to this cohort of workers, who are working with often very vulnerable people can build staff confidence, enabling them to intervene proactively rather than simply record concerns and pass them on.
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To support with this training gap, CJS has been delivering unpaid work training to the cohort of paraprofessionals that work within unpaid work teams since 2022. Strong progress has been made through the national unpaid work training programme, with all delegates reporting that the training met or exceeded expectations. James from CJS, shared that 90% of participants on the training stated they now feel more confident applying their skills, demonstrating that the training is addressing a long‑standing gap in professional development for unpaid work staff. James highlighted that this is particularly significant given the increasing complexity of cases managed by paraprofessionals, many of whom work with individuals subject to unpaid work orders without wider social work involvement. He stressed the value of grounding unpaid work in social work theory, such as desistance, to ensure the work remains meaningful and contributes to better outcomes. 
However, James also identified several areas requiring further investment: the need for a consistent national training model, the resource implications of delivering this at scale, and the ongoing challenge of unpaid work being treated as the “Cinderella service” within justice. He emphasised that while the current five‑day training is essential, it is not a complete solution; sustained commitment, continuous professional development, and appropriate resourcing are necessary to build on existing good practice and ensure staff are equipped to manage increasingly complex demands.
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Local areas highlighted an employability gap for people after completing unpaid work. Many local partners reflected that many individuals return after finishing their hours to ask whether they can continue volunteering with their placement or if there are any employment opportunities available. However, unpaid work staff often cannot support people in this way, as ongoing employability assistance sits outside the formal remit of community justice teams. This leaves a gap between completing unpaid work and accessing meaningful routes into training or employment.
[bookmark: _Toc220320210][bookmark: _Toc220320710][bookmark: _Toc220327370][bookmark: _Toc220327482]Opportunities
To help close this gap, West Lothian is developing new initiatives that strengthen rehabilitation and support individuals to build the skills they need to re‑enter the workforce. Jacqueline described how they have introduced employability workshops covering disclosure, CV building and debt advice. These workshops have received positive feedback from participants and are beginning to bridge the transition between unpaid work and employment, offering people a step further into further education or work once their order is complete.
Other local authorities are also piloting and expanding initiatives aimed at strengthening employability pathways. These include partnerships with local colleges to provide access to accredited courses, as well as work placements where individuals can gain certificates or qualifications. A key theme within the discussion was the need for unpaid work to be both rehabilitative and meaningful—not only fulfilling the requirements of an order but actively supporting individuals to secure future employment and reduce the likelihood of reoffending.
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Jacqueline from West Lothian highlighted that inefficient manual systems for unpaid work are making planning and evaluating the work being undertaken by teams slow and inefficient. E.g. many local areas are still using written scheduling which is very time consuming particularly if someone phones in sick and certain individuals can’t be grouped together.  
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IT solutions were identified as one opportunity to address this problem with the planning and delivery of unpaid work. Jacqueline from West Lothian said that over the past year, digital transformation has been a major focus for the service, with work exploring how technology can modernise unpaid work processes. Learning from Social Work Scotland, including the use of virtual reality for training and other innovative digital tools, has helped shape thinking.
This has led to the development of a new digital system to manage unpaid work squad scheduling, a concept supported by several Justice Services and progressed in partnership with multiple local authorities including Glasgow. The aim of the technology is to replace current manual and inconsistent processes, such as paper based scheduling and Excel spreadsheets with a standardised digital platform. A universal approach would improve efficiency, reduce errors, support reliable data capture, and align unpaid work with other modern social work IT systems.
A detailed report and costings were submitted to the Scottish Government and this work has now received funding and approval to so that local authorities can begin to use the product, initially as a test of change. The Improvement Service has been given responsibility to take this work forward.
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Before the session, local areas highlighted ongoing difficulties in securing suitable unpaid work placements. Stigma and misunderstandings on convictions, sentencing and risk often make placement providers hesitant to offer placements, limiting opportunities for people to carry out their hours. Partners reported personal placements providers, which could include roles in charity shops, labouring sites or third sector organisation often need extra safeguarding reassurance before opening to those on unpaid work.
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To address these challenges and expand the availability of unpaid work placements, the Highland Community Justice Partnership invested in a senior development role dedicated to engaging with placement providers in the area. Gabrielle Buist, based within Highland CJP, leads this work and presented on how the role has strengthened relationships, improved awareness , and significantly increased placement opportunities.
Gabrielle’s approach focuses on building trust and local understanding through visits to voluntary and third sector organisations across the Highlands. Pictures and storytelling have been used effectively to increase understanding of unpaid work by highlighting the people involved, the projects delivered, and the positive impacts on communities. Social media, in particular Facebook, has served as a key engagement tools, with posts reaching thousands of people and the page’s following the unpaid work teams more than doubling. Simple visual campaigns clearly illustrated the types of work being undertaken in the community, encouraging community groups to request assistance, while success stories from beneficiaries, including clients moving into volunteering and paid employment have helped broaden support.
In addition, Gabrielle ensures there are regular features in local newspapers widened the audience and strengthened community confidence in unpaid work. This combined communication and engagement strategy has not only improved public understanding but also generated community payback placements. 
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Speakers and participants within the session discussed how media narratives around community justice, and unpaid work in particular, often depicts community sentences as ‘soft justice’ options. In addition to this, the point was made that media coverage often focuses on “hours not yet completed,” a framing the Government regularly responds to, and which does not mirror how custodial sentences are reported on. This focuses disproportionately on non‑completion, backlogs, or perceived leniency, rather than outcomes, public protection, or community benefit. This framing was recognised as undermining confidence in community sentences. 
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Local examples, including Highland’s use of positive storytelling, visual campaigns, and proactive press engagement, demonstrated that communications approaches could challenge stigma, improve public understanding, and strengthen community confidence. The session identified an opportunity to develop a more consistent national and local approach to media engagement that highlighted the purpose, impact, and effectiveness of community justice and supported the wider strategic shift from custody to community.
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Scottish Government provided an overview of the national context, some of the evidence base and future direction of unpaid work. Unpaid work continues to play a central role in the Government’s aim to shift the balance from custody to community, particularly in light of ongoing pressure on the prison population. National guidance sets the framework, but delivery remains local, with demand for unpaid work expected to rise. Evidence from the recently updated What Works to Reduce Reoffending: An Update of the Evidence on Imprisonment and Community Disposals (2025), reaffirms that community sentences are more effective than short custodial sentences when they are reparative to the victim and community, purposeful and rehabilitative to the person who caused harm. Nationally, unpaid work has delivered an estimated £140 million of value to communities since 2010, illustrating the scale and impact of the work being carried out across Scotland.
Current statistics show rising demand and increasing complexity in unpaid work. In 2024, around 11,000 Community Payback Orders (CPOs) included unpaid work, accounting for over two‑thirds of all CPOs. Courts are imposing higher average hours, increasing from 127 hours in 2018-19 to 135 hours in 2023-24, alongside a 9% annual rise in hours still to be completed. Growth in higher‑level orders (200–300 hours) has added further pressure on services. In addition to this demand, it has been reported there has also been a lack of personal placements for individuals to complete their hours.
Despite these challenges, Scottish Government shared some national initiatives to respond to some of the challenges around unpaid work. For example, Barnardo’s, one of the largest providers of personal placements, stopped placements in England, Wales and paused them in Scotland as they required stronger safeguarding assurances. In response, the Scottish Government proactively consulted with the operational subgroup of Social Work Scotland to confirm their satisfaction with local safeguarding practice. Once this was affirmed, it became evident that updates to the national guidance for unpaid work were required. The Scottish Government revised this guidance which now reinforces expectations around individualised risk assessment, safeguarding for children and vulnerable adults, and communication between responsible officers and placement providers. Following these changes, Barnardo’s reinstated placements, and the updates are expected to strengthen confidence across the wider third sector. Looking ahead, unpaid work remains a central element of the Scottish Government’s approach to strengthening community sentencing. Priorities include increasing flexibility within CPOs, responding to rising case complexity, and reducing reliance on short custodial sentences. Wider developments, such as the UK Government’s Sentencing Bill and the forthcoming report of the Sentencing and Penal Policy Commission, are also likely to shape the future landscape. 
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Within this session the discussion with local and national partners reinforced the central role unpaid work plays in delivering effective and rehabilitative justice, particularly as demand and complexity continue to rise. 
Key next steps should include;
· sustaining investment in the unpaid work workforce through consistent national training and ongoing professional development;
· progressing opportunities to embed employability and skills building more systematically within unpaid work; and,
· advancing digital solutions that improve efficiency, safety and data quality across services. 
Equally important is the continued expansion of high quality unpaid work placements through strengthened third‑sector partnerships and more proactive public and media engagement that better communicates the purpose, outcomes and value of community justice. 
Community Justice Scotland will continue to work with local and national partners, to share learning from emerging practice, support testing and scale up of innovations, and ensure the collective shift from custody to community is underpinned by confident practice, robust infrastructure and public confidence in unpaid work as a meaningful and effective response to offending.
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