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Dynamic assessment of Registered Sexual Offenders: The National 

Practitioner Perspective on the use of the ‘Active Risk Management 

System’ (ARMS)  

 

Abstract 

This paper examines police and national probation service (NPS) practitioners’ experiences 

of utilising a dynamic risk management tool with registered sexual offenders (RSOs) in the 

community. The Active Risk Management System (ARMS) was designed as a multi-agency 

tool providing police with a dynamic tool for use with RSOs and the NPS with a sexual 

offender specific tool to support their original dynamic risk tool OASys (Offender 

Assessment System). Based on both quantitative and qualitative research with every police 

force and every NPS division in England and Wales, this paper highlights that despite a 

comprehensive adoption of ARMS within policing practice, the theoretical benefits of the 

ARMS tool have unfortunately not been realised. The resource implications of the tool’s 

utilisation, the different needs and siloed working practices of the police and NPS as well as a 

staggered implementation of the tool across both agencies has presented challenges for the 

practical use of ARMS in both single and joint agency offender management.  
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Introduction 

Within England and Wales there are approximately 60,294 Registered Sex Offenders (RSOs) 

in the community (Ministry of Justice 2019) and these individuals are managed by the 

National Probation Service (NPS) and specialist police teams for the duration of their initial 

supervision period and notification period respectively, which can range from two years to 

life. Public concern regarding the appropriate monitoring of sexual offenders developed in 

response to a media-induced preoccupation with sex offending which began in the 1990’s 

(Nash 1999). Effective policing in this area is now considered vital to the maintenance of 

public confidence (Mann et al. 2018) and as such, the risk assessment of such individuals has 

become an essential component of police accountability.  

 

The assessment and management of risk within the criminal justice system in England and 

Wales was formalised in the early 2000s with the introduction of risk tools such as SARA 

(Spousal Assault Risk Assessment), utilised firstly by Probation and then by the Police (Ariza 

et al. 2016). The use of such tools allowed for evidence-based predictions of offending, 

informed offender management and better outcomes for victims (Messing et al. 2014). 

Following the introduction of public sector austerity in 2010 (HM Treasury 2010; Mann et al. 

2018), the prediction of risk and its consequent management became even more significant 

within the policing context, with assessment tools allowing police forces ‘to do more with 

less, to target resources more efficiently and take steps to identify threats proactively’ 

(Oswald et al. 2018, p. 223).  

 

Historically, the use of risk assessment tools by the Police in England and Wales has been 

patchy, with tools being implemented on a force-by-force basis (Oswald et al. 2018). 
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However, the drive for standardisation of policing practice in high profile areas, such as 

sexual offending and domestic abuse, has resulted in the national adoption of tools such as 

Risk Matrix 2000 (RM2000), a statistical risk assessment tool used with adult males 

convicted of a sexual offence (Thornton 2007) and DASH, a dynamic tool utilised to identify 

and assess victims of domestic abuse, stalking, harassment and honour based violence 

(Robinson et al. 2016).  

 

Within the content of sexual offending, RM2000 soon became ‘the industry standard’ 

(Blandford & Kewley 2017, p. 3) across the criminal justice system and in particular, with the 

Police. However, the use of the RM2000 tool meant that assessments of RSO risk were made 

using static risk factors only, such as age at first offence, criminal record and sex of victim 

(MAPPA 2017). For a time, the tool was useful in coordinating resources and prescribing 

minimal requirements for supervision visits to RSOs in the community1 (Balndford & 

Kewley 2017). However, to base policing priorities on such static actuarial factors began to 

be considered unwise, as Blandford and Kewley explain (2017, p. 4) 

 

It is of concern…that the regime for policing those with sexual offences relies only on 

the assessment of a small number of static factors that cannot be influenced through 

supervision. Supervision should be driven by the dynamic factors presented by the 

client, not only to help predict the likelihood of recidivism but to also support 

practitioners in developing effective risk management strategies.  

 

As a result of improved understanding of sexual offender recidivism, it was recognised that 

dynamic risk and protective factors should also be considered in order to most accurately 
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assess risk and predict recidivism (McNaughton Nicholls et al. 2014). The Active Risk 

Management System (ARMS) was designed to meet this need as well as to aid the 

development of bespoke management plans, which would in turn inform the allocation of 

resources and the prioritisation of offenders, as well as bring police risk assessment in line 

with that of the NPS2. ARMS was also intended to form a conduit through which the police, 

NPS and the Prison Service3 could communicate a shared understanding of risk both in terms 

of the language used and the understanding fostered. 

 

ARMS provides a national standard for the risk assessment and management planning of 

sexual offenders (College of Policing 2014). It is a structured assessment process to assess 

dynamic risk factors known to be associated with sexual reoffending and protective factors 

known to be associated with reduced offending (McNaughton Nicholls et al. 2014). The 

development of the ARMS tool was a joint project between police and the National Offender 

Management Service (NOMS), with the primary aim of producing an evidence based 

framework for the assessment and management of the risk associated with adult male sexual 

offenders and the standardisation of practice in this area.  

 

The risk and protective factors which would eventually feature in the ARMS tool were 

developed at a theoretical level and were informed by the latest academic literature on the 

triggers and motivations for sexual reoffending. Mann et al.’s (2010) paper on 

psychologically significant risk factors in the recidivism of sexual offenders, along with 

criminological work, which focused on situational factors relating to risk, provided the key 

literature from which the team identified 13 possible risk factors which could feature in the 

assessment. Such a high number of factors were considered too onerous for practitioners to 
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assess and so via a process of collapsing, whereby repetition or duplication was eradicated by 

the amalgamation of factors, these 13 factors were reduced to seven4 (Blandford & Kewley 

2017). In the absence of literature relating to protective factors and sexual offender 

recidivism, the development team utilised the wealth of academic literature pertaining to 

desistance from crime in general (see Maruna 2001; Healy 2010; Farrington et al. 2016). 

Here they identified potential protective factors which were again reduced in number by a 

process of collapsing with the eventual identification of five protective factors. The final 

ARMS tool is made up of six risk and five protective factors (College of Policing 2018)5 and 

supports an assessor in ‘arriving at a management strategy that is individualised and realistic’ 

(College of Policing 2014, p.10) by working through five key stages during and after a 

monitoring visit6.  

 

Despite ARMS being operational across all police forces in England and Wales since 

2014 and across the NPS since 2016, it had not been subject to large scale, cross-agency 

evaluation. Previously, only three small-scale studies have examined the utility of ARMS in 

the management of sexual offenders (McNaughton Nicholls et al. 2014; Kewley 2017; 

Kewley et al. 2019). McNaughton Nicholls et al. (2014) conducted an evaluation of the pilot 

implementation of ARMS by examining the tool’s use with 20 police and NPS practitioners 

from two forces and three National Probation Service Trusts7 across the country. This 

evaluation concluded that ARMS had potential and made some recommendations for the 

future use of the tool, including streamlining the assessment and improving training content 

and delivery. Kewley (2017) examined the tool’s use by police practitioners only, utilising 

focus groups with a sample of 28 police practitioners in four forces. This study concluded 

that despite the highly innovative design of ARMS, which places equal importance on the 
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rehabilitative needs of the offender as well as the risks posed by them, practitioners’ 

traditional focus on risk prevented the realisation of the benefits of the ARMS tool for RSOs.  

 

Kewley et al. (2019) examined the quality of 91 ARMS assessments produced by police 

practitioners in four forces in England and Wales. This study concluded that, whilst the 

assessments documented acceptable levels of detail and evidence, overall, ‘assessor risk 

ratings and risk management plans were poor’ (2019, p.1), suggesting the need for ARMS 

training to better prepare practitioners to identify meaningful actions which support the needs 

and risks of RSOs. 

 

Each of these existing studies are limited by the small sample size utilised and the two latter 

studies, by their exclusive focus on police practitioners only. It was clear that, despite its 

adoption as the primary risk management tool for use with RSOs by both police and the NPS 

across England and Wales, ARMS had not been sufficiently examined. To address this, 

between 2017 and 2019, a national evaluation of ARMS was undertaken in order to 

provide a robust evidence base to inform future decision-making around the development 

of ARMS.  In order to achieve this, three complimentary and overlapping work packages were 

developed which integrated practitioner and academic knowledge using a mixed methods 

approach. Together the work packages evaluated ARMS in relation to its reliability, practical 

utility, impact on decision-making, applicability across different offender types and cases, 

and its value as a shared assessment tool. Drawing on the findings of the national evaluation, 

the aim of the current paper is two-fold; firstly to report on national ARMS delivery by police 

and NPS and secondly, to explore police and NPS practitioner perceptions and experiences of 

the utility of ARMS as a risk management tool. 
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Methodology  

The data used in this study was gathered during work package one of the two year national 

ARMS evaluation (Mann & Lundrigan 2020). Work package one documented the national 

picture in relation to ARMS delivery and perceptions of utility and included participation 

from every police force and every NPS division across England and Wales. Such a high level 

of participation was aided by the seniority of the project’s governance (Shaw et al. 2005). 

The research was requested by the National Police Chief’s Council lead for MOSOVO 

(Management of Sexual and Violent Offenders) and was fully supported by Her Majesty’s 

Prisons and Probation Service (HMPPS).  

 

Data collection 

A two-stage data collection process was undertaken. Firstly, a data collection form requesting 

information on a range of organisational characteristics was distributed to every police force 

and NPS division. The data collection forms requested information regarding RSO numbers, 

RSO risk levels, staffing levels, staff to RSO ratios and figures on ARMS completions. All 43 

police forces and five of the seven NPS divisions provided responses to this data request. The 

second stage involved telephone interviews with police and NPS practitioners regarding their 

experiences and perceptions of the ARMS tool. These individuals had been nominated by the 

SPOCs in each agency and in total, 74 practitioners took part comprising 45 MOSOVO 

practitioners8 from the 43 police forces and 29 NPS practitioners9 from across the seven NPS 
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divisions. Police participants ranged from civilian investigative officer to Detective Inspector, 

whilst NPS practitioners included Probation Officers, Senior Probation Officers and Quality 

and Development officers, representing every role and rank utilising ARMS operationally 

within each agency.  

 

Prior to the interview, participants received by email a set of 26 statements relating to five 

key areas of ARMS delivery which were developed using existing literature relating to the 

ARMS tool and a similar risk management tool utilised in Scotland and Ireland, called 

‘Stable and Acute’ (Risk Management Authority 2013). The statements were designed to 

establish the extent to which a practitioner believed that ‘intended’ or ‘best’ ARMS practice 

was present in their experience. The final areas identified were training, workload and tool 

administration, joint agency work, informing offender management and validity and 

defensible practice. Responses were rated on a Likert scale ordered from ‘strongly agree’ to 

‘strongly disagree’. Each practitioner completed their responses and returned them to the 

researcher prior to the telephone interview. The telephone interview was selected as a method 

because it provides an efficient way of gathering data on geographically dispersed 

populations (Holt 2010). The interviews lasted between 30 and 90 and provided an 

opportunity for practitioners to expand on their statement responses; interviews were 

recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

 

Recruiting and sampling participants 

Prior to the start of data collection, invitations to participate in the research together with 

information sheets regarding the evaluation were emailed to MOSOVO leads in each of the 

43 police forces in England and Wales as well as HMPPS Heads of Public Protection, across 
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all seven NPS divisions. All 43 police forces and all seven NPS divisions agreed to 

participate and MOSOVO leads and HMPPS Heads of Public Protection then nominated 

frontline practitioners as the single point of contact (SPOC) for the research. The SPOCs then 

recommended or nominated participants who would be willing to take part in the research 

and to ensure equal representation in the final sample, a comparable number of practitioners 

were selected from each force and division respectively. 

 

Whilst this sampling provided an extensive range of rank and position, experience and 

geographical spread, there was a risk of selection bias (Collier & Mahoney 1996). It could be 

argued that the participant practitioners were unrepresentative of the wider police and NPS 

practitioner population, as they were likely to take part if they had opinions which they, or the 

person who nominated them, felt were important to communicate. As such, the findings 

cannot be generalised to the entire MOSOVO police and NPS practitioner population. 

  

Data analysis 

Quantitative data derived from the delivery statements was analysed using SPSS (Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences). Qualitative data was analysed using NVivo, a qualitative 

data analysis software package. An analytical framework was developed in the same way as 

the statements, utilising existing literature relating to the ARMS and Stable and Acute tools 

(Risk Management Authority 2013). This literature provided key thematic areas which aided 

the analysis of the data whilst also allowing for the emergence of new themes (Braun and 

Clarke 2006). 
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Ethical issues 

Full approval from both Anglia Ruskin University’s Faculty Research Ethics Panel and 

HMPPS’ Research Ethics Committee was secured. All ethical issues pertinent to the research 

were identified, considered and managed accordingly. All participants were provided with an 

information sheet, which detailed the aims, objectives and benefits of the research and the 

funding details. This was accompanied by a consent form, which participants had to sign and 

return before taking part. To ensure anonymity, participants are identified by their agency 

only, whilst force names, divisions and geographical areas are used only to highlight the 

national ARMS mapping data. 

 

Research interviews can at times be an imposition on an individual’s time and environment 

and this is especially true when participants are taking time out of their busy work schedules 

to take part. Whilst a new era in collaborative evidence based research has opened up in 

policing (Reiner & Newburn 2010; Lumsden & Goode 2016) and has been echoed 

throughout other criminal justice agencies, intrusive-free methods are often desirable. The 

telephone interview provided a way of speaking directly to front line practitioners, whilst 

limiting the ‘surveillant’ gaze, which face-to-face interviews can impose on an individual and 

their environment (Holt 2010). 

 

Findings 

National ARMS mapping data 

Tables 1 and 2 summarise national ARMS mapping data collected between December 2017 

and February 2018. Covering all police forces and NPS divisions across England and Wales, 
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the data reveals the wide range of geographical sizes, offender numbers, staff numbers and 

ARMS penetration levels.  

 

TABLES ONE AND TWO ABOUT HERE 

 

For the police service, the total number of RSOs managed ranged from a low of six (City of 

London) to a high of 3200 (Merseyside) with a mean of 1176.27 (SD = 772.48).  This 

variation is unsurprising given that the City of London covers a population of 9400, whilst 

Merseyside covers a population of 1.5 million. The mean number of RSOs per monitoring 

officer was 66.25 (SD = 15.87) with a low of six (City of London) and a high of 100 

(Merseyside). Previously, the College of Policing recommended an upper limit of 50 RSOs 

per monitoring officer. However, the recommended limit was removed and the guidance now 

states that RSO numbers should be ‘manageable’ (College of Policing 2019b).  

 

For the NPS, the total number of RSOs managed ranged from 1798 to 5386 with a mean of 

3772.20 (SD = 1432.55). The mean number of RSOs per probation officer was 9.20 (SD = 

1.96) with a low of eight (South West and South Central) and a high of 12 (Wales), it is, 

however, important to note that NPS practitioners do not ‘specialise’ in particular types of 

offenders and as such, this figure forms part of a larger caseload.   

 

Arms delivery  

Findings regarding ARMS delivery are organised around the five key areas of training, 

workload and tool administration, joint agency work, informing offender management and 

validity and defensible practice. Table 3 shows average levels of agreement (strongly agree 
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and agree combined) for the delivery statements summarised across the five key areas where 

the higher the percentage agreement, the more frequent the occurrence of intended or best 

practice. As can be seen, statements describing validity and defensible practice were rated 

highest for police whilst those relating to training and informing offender management were 

rated joint highest for NPS. In other words, police most commonly experienced intended or 

best practice in the area of validity and defensible practice while NPS most commonly 

experienced intended or best practice in the areas of training and informing offender 

management. However, it is important to note that, for each area of delivery, mean police 

ratings were higher than their corresponding mean NPS ratings.  

 

TABLE THREE ABOUT HERE 

 

Figure 1 shows the detailed distribution of police practitioner responses to the ARMS 

delivery statements. The statements that received the highest levels of agreement from police 

practitioners were: ‘I feel ARMS is a reliable risk management tool’ (91%); ‘the ARMS 

training I received was thorough and at the end I felt confident in utilising ARMS’ (91%); 

‘ARMS training met the needs of all group members regardless of rank and experience’ 

(84%); and ‘ARMS has enhanced my understanding of risk, I have a clear idea about what 

constitutes different risk levels’ (79%). The high level of agreement with this final statement 

is consistent with findings from previous research; Kewley (2017) found that the ARMS tool 

increased confidence in decision making in relation to risk as practitioners were better able to 

identify appropriate risk levels. Hoggett et al. (2019) also found that the use of ARMS 

increased practitioner confidence and decisions regarding risk were considered to be much 

more accurate and thus more defensible having utilised the tool. 
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The statements that received the lowest levels of agreement (strongly disagree and disagree 

combined) from police practitioners were: Probation staff were present at the ARMS training 

(9%); ARMS clearly provides priority areas which require action; this approach to offender 

management has reduced staff workload (11%); Probation staff always take the lead on 

ARMS assessing RSOs under their supervision (26%).  

 

FIGURES ONE AND TWO ABOUT HERE 

 

Figure 2 shows the distribution of NPS practitioner responses to the ARMS delivery 

statements. The statements that received the highest levels of agreement from NPS 

practitioners were: Training discussed the multi-agency nature of ARMS and its use by police 

(72%); ARMS provides a standardised way of assessing all RSOs (68%): ARMS clearly 

indicates which RSOs pose most risk (56%). The statements that received the lowest levels of 

agreement from NPS practitioners were: ARMS clearly provides priority areas which require 

action; this approach to offender management has reduced staff workload (4%); Since the 

initial ARMS training, I have had opportunities to train further or seek advice on ARMS 

(24%); ARMS provides a new approach to the risk management of RSOs and does not 

duplicate work (32%). Both police and NPS practitioners had low levels of agreement with 

this last statement and this is consistent with previous research into the use of ARMS 

(Hoggett 2019; Kewley 2017). The perception that ARMS increases practitioner workload 

has been recognised since the tool’s initial pilot (McNaughton Nicholls et al. 2014). This is 

particularly true for NPS practitioners who already utilise a dynamic risk tool (Mc Naughton 

Nicholls et al. 2014; Mann & Lundrigan 2020). 



15 
 
 

 

Training 

As table 3 highlights, mean percentage agreement for training related delivery statements was 

66% for police and 50% for NPS suggesting differences in how training was perceived and 

experienced by the two agencies. However, despite disparities in this area, practitioners from 

both agencies discussed both the positive and negative aspects of training. 

 

It’s a good level of training that staff get… it was comprehensive and gave you the 

opportunity to try the assessment out as well (Police). 

 

The training was good… I recall understanding it completely and doing the exercises 

and getting the areas all right (NPS) 

 

They did the best they could but for me the input didn’t really give the officers much 

of the basics, it didn’t really go over in much detail (Police) 

 

I think there was a lot of confusion within the material being delivered, and that 

stemmed from the different language used by Police and Probation in terms of the 

imminence of risk and I think that was something which a lot of people, including the 

tutor, had difficulty with (NPS) 

 

Opportunities for further training was frequently discussed during the telephone interviews 

and many police practitioners expressed both the need and desire for ongoing or refresher 

training: 
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I did the training when it first came out which is a long time ago…but I think there’s 

always a benefit to refresher training and I think as well things move on and styles 

move on and you start to find problems with it (Police). 

 

It shouldn’t be that you’re ARMS trained and that’s it, there should be some kind of 

refresher each year, get people together to have refresher training, talk about best 

practice, any changes (Police). 

 

Many NPS practitioners also discussed the need for further training but despite recognising 

this need, their experiences of the initial ARMS training meant they were apathetic to the idea 

of refresher training being introduced: 

 

The training event scares people off and they don’t want to have to go through that 

again. I certainly wouldn’t want to do it, there is staff that would benefit from 

undertaking training again, as they are not quite getting it, but I do think the training 

has traumatised quite a few people (NPS). 

 

ARMS training was always intended to be joint agency in delivery, because as Kim et al. 

(2017, p.24) discuss, joint training between police and probation is essential in fostering a 

mutual understanding and in ‘overcoming histories of mistrust and misperception’. However, 

the majority of police and NPS practitioners in the study had not experienced joint agency 

training. It seems that the police’s adoption of the ARMS tool 18 months prior to the NPS 

meant that best practice in joint agency training was not mechanised and to date, single 
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agency has been the most common form of ARMS training delivery. Despite this reality, 

police practitioners did discuss how joint agency training would substantially improve current 

practice and improve the delivery of ARMS across the country: 

 

There should be some form of joint training because from conversations with them 

(NPS), they have absolutely no idea what the police’s role is in joint agency work, 

and I dare say it is the same for us and them (Police). 

 

Despite its rarity, a small number of practitioners did report examples of joint agency training 

across the country. Rather than any formal collaboration, these examples tended to be local 

force or NPS local delivery unit initiatives, organised by forward thinking staff who 

recognised a need for good joint agency communication and a standardisation of ARMS 

assessments. It was apparent from the practitioners who had experienced this collaboration 

that it had had a positive impact on working practice: 

 

It was Probation only staff and it was co-delivered by a police officer. It was really 

useful to get the police input (NPS). 

 

You kind of start to get their ideas, their sort of view of it from a completely different 

angle then that which the Police came from. They’re a lot more used to dealing with 

risk assessment than we are, so we can learn from them (Police). 

 

For those that had been fortunate enough to experience collaborative training, it was clear 

that the benefits extended beyond a mere understanding of the ‘other agency’, to the 
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development of trust, the breaking down of traditional barriers and collaborative learning, all 

of which enhance joint agency practice and information sharing (Kim et al. 2017). 

 

 

Workload and tool administration 

The mean percentage agreement for workload and tool administration related delivery 

statements (see table 3), was 52% for the police and 44% for the NPS again highlighting 

differences in perceptions and experiences of the two agencies. 

 

For me it’s a priority piece of work which actually informs the rest of the work they 

do, so it’s worth the investment (NPS). 

 

We are struggling, even today and that’s why it is so fresh in my mind, we about 400 

visits in backlog and that is both in terms of joint NPS visits and our own work…and 

it is absolutely the ARMS that takes the time out of what we are doing (Police). 

 

One of the original key functions of the ARMS tool was the more accurate prioritisation of 

offenders that would, in turn, allow for the targeted use of resources to those who posed the 

most significant risk. In short, those RSOs who needed greater management and monitoring 

would be identified as a priority by ARMS, resulting in the more efficient use of resources 

and thus more focussed and manageable workloads. However, the theoretical effectiveness of 

ARMS stems directly from the detailed nature of the assessment, which reportedly takes 

between 6 and 8 hours to complete (Mann & Lundrigan 2020); with RSO numbers increasing 

7% year on year since 2009 (MOJ, 2018) and with police offender managers overseeing an 
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average of 66 RSOs each (Mann & Lundrigan 2020), practitioners did not agree that ARMS 

had reduced workload and frequently discussed the time intensive nature of completing 

ARMS assessments: 

 

It’s massive. It’s incredible how much it’s slowed us down. ..the whole ARMS 

writing just take so long and if you’re doing it right and not just copy and pasting and 

you’re asking the right questions, then you’re spending maybe 2 hours with the 

offender and then 2 to 4 hours writing it up (Police).  

 

It’s another piece of work, a big piece of work, and when I have done the ARMS 

assessment it takes a day to write it up, apparently it’s meant to be 3 hours but the 

interview could be 3 hours! If you’re going to do something properly then…I guess I 

could get it down to maybe 4/5 hours but that’s really going for it. And it goes to the 

back of the to-do list because it’s not a probation priority (NPS). 

 

In response to this increased workload practitioners discussed a number of time and cost 

saving practices currently being used, such as the use of single crewing; the completion of 

ARMS assessments at the police station, or over the telephone; a less rigid adherence to the 

‘gold standard’ of assessment and the purposeful lowering of RSO risk to decrease workload: 

 

We would double crew on every visit but in practicality we can’t and certainly with 

that backlog we ended up doing most of them (ARMS assessments) at the Police 

station because then it only needed one person to sit in (Police). 
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It’s about caseloads…There was one out of area, there was just no way, I can’t even 

imagine my manager saying yes you can go, it was just too far away….so we did it 

(ARMS assessment) over the telephone (NPS). 

 

During discussions around workload, police practitioners frequently discussed the change 

which ARMS had reportedly brought to the offender manager role, transforming it from one 

of proactive detective work to a more reactive desk-based role. The main reason suggested 

for this shift was the length of time taken to complete and upload the ARMS assessment (see 

Mann et al. (2018) for a fuller discussion of this issue). Similarly to Hogget et al’s (2019) 

study, a large number of police practitioners also discussed their concerns that workload 

meant they often lacked the time necessary to follow up on the actions identified in the 

assessment: 

 

My biggest gripe with ARMS is the amount of work generated from the risk 

management plans and actually having time to complete these added tasks (Police). 

 

They (MOSOVO officers) feel that they are now just basically risk assessors and not 

police officers (NPS). 

 

Central to NPS practitioners’ perception of the tool was ARMS’ duplication of OASys (the 

NPS’ overarching dynamic risk assessment tool). One of the reasons for the original 

development of ARMS was the NPS’ need for a risk management tool which was sexual 

offender specific, however, whilst a small number of NPS practitioners did comment on this 

as a benefit of ARMS, the majority highlighted that a comprehensive OASys assessment on 
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an RSO would already have covered all that is included in an ARMS assessment and that 

ARMS was essentially an unnecessary and unproductive duplication of work: 

 

It doesn’t, for me, add anything in addition. Rather I see it as an extra frustrating bit of 

work. I sound a bit unprofessional, but a bit of a waste of time because I am simply 

repeating something that I might have put in my OASys assessment work (NPS). 

 

For me as a manager it’s a duplication and work that could easily be offloaded and I 

would rather that the time spent on an ARMS assessment was put into doing a more 

comprehensive OASys. That is a far more relevant document to me and it is a 

document that can be shared with the police, if they have got OASys then they don’t 

need ARMS (NPS). 

 

ARMS was adopted by the NPS in 2016 and despite committed attempts to implement the 

tool into everyday practice, this study has found that for the majority of NPS practitioners, 

OASys remains the tool of choice. This is in part driven by the fact that they do not refer to 

ARMS again after the initial write-up and they are rarely, if ever, asked about ARMS by 

managers or MAPPA boards. The perceived irrelevancy of ARMS for NPS offender 

management has led to a situation where NPS ARMS completions have fallen far behind that 

of the police; something HM Inspectorate of Probation (2018) were critical of in their recent 

report which discussed shortcomings in the NPS’ use of ARMS. 
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Joint agency work 

The mean percentage agreement for joint agency work related statements (see table 3) was 

57% for the police and 44% for the NPS, suggesting a slightly greater division between the 

perceptions of the two agencies; something highlighted by NPS practitioners during the 

telephone interviews. 

 

I think this is one of the very few areas which needs to have consistent joint 

working…we don’t ever see that…that might be a bit of a cultural issue but definitely 

a resource issue. There’s a lack of understanding which I seem to have noticed more 

with the police lately (NPS) 

 

I engage with our MOSOVO but we don’t tend to talk about ARMS. 

It’s a process and we just get told to get them done, there’s very little discussion 

around quality. It’s just an activity at the moment, there’s no real feedback or 

discussion (NPS). 

 

Increased joint agency work between police and NPS practitioners has been a feature of 

offender management for many years now and within the management of violent and sexual 

offenders, this collaboration was formalised in 2001 by the Multi-Agency Public Protection 

Arrangements (MAPPA) introduced in England and Wales under the Criminal Justice and 

Court Services Act, 2000 (Thompson et al. 2017). As DeMichele and Paparozzi (2008) 

discussed ten ago, the increase in officers’ caseloads, both in terms of volume and the number 

of high risk individuals being placed on community supervision, meant integrated offender 

management was crucial and this has only increased in importance. Whilst some have argued 

that the distinction between police and probation may have been lost (See Nash’s study of 
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‘Polibation’ 1999), within the context of this study, agency roles were still very clearly 

defined.   

 

Joint agency working was a fundamental principle underpinning the development of ARMS. 

Since its very inception, one of the key aims was to provide a risk management framework 

which would be compatible to the needs of the Police, The NPS and the Prison Service as the 

three main agencies involved in the management of RSOs (College of Policing 2019a). As 

ARMS developed, it was strongly aligned to existing risk assessment tools, such as Risk 

Matrix 2000 and OASys, intending to be an additional tool in the armoury of both agencies.  

 

During discussions of joint agency working, a small number of police and NPS practitioners 

reported that the biggest benefit to joint agency practice which ARMS had introduced was a 

more collaborative approach to offender management which presented a ‘united front’ to 

RSOs: 

 

I think that the main value is that they know they can’t play us off against each other 

because they’ll tell Probation one thing and tell us another; now we have a lot of 

communication with Probation, they can’t do that (Police). 

 

It shows a united front, that there is inter-agency work going on (NPS). 

 

However, despite some instances of positive joint agency practice, the decision by HMPPS to 

postpone the implementation of ARMS after the ‘Transforming Rehabilitation’ Bill (2013) 
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was announced meant that the tool, implemented by Police only in 2014, has become heavily 

associated with policing practice. 

  

It’s a police tool which we have been asked to use in order to set visit schedules for 

the Police (NPS). 

 

We were told at our initial training that NPS have been asked to use ARMS to help 

police in their management of RSOs (NPS). 

 

Why am I doing it (ARMS) just to make their (Police) caseload lower? (NPS). 

 

Such misperceptions around the purpose of ARMS added to an overall sense of futility 

regarding the NPS’ use of the tool and this was further reinforced by the different approaches 

taken to offender management and public protection by the two agencies. Traditionally the 

NPS have been the supportive agency, encouraging desistence through programmes and 

regular supervision, whereas the Police have been the law enforcers, investigating crime and 

convicting offenders through proactive detection and surveillance. Within this new era of 

integrated offender management (Cram 2018) and multi-agency working, there has been an 

expectation that these two agencies can unite to protect the public. However, as Nash (1999, 

p.258) states, ‘Protecting the public means different things to different people’ and it is the 

fundamental cultural differences between these two agencies which has made the use of a 

shared assessment tool so difficult in practice. 
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Throughout the telephone interviews practitioners were critical of their counterparts on the 

approach taken to the ARMS interview. Police practitioners raised concerns regarding the 

overly transparent nature of the methods used by NPS practitioners, whereby they openly 

discuss each ARMS factor with the RSO and collaboratively discuss their risk within this 

area. NPS practitioners frequetly raised concerns about the ‘enforcement’ approach taken by 

police whereby RSOs feel obliged to answer due to the authoratitive way in which the 

questions are worded. Such differences in approach reflect the different roles each agency 

performs (Kim et al. 2010) and as Murphy and Lutze (2009) document, tensions between 

police and probation often exist due to competing priorities and competing goals. Throughout 

the study NPS practitioners raised concerns regarding how conducive ARMS was to NPS 

offender management, and even reported that the completion of ARMS within the six-week 

period set, could be potentially detrimental: 

 

A lot of this stuff is very heavy going, it is things that indicate sexual interest in 

children, fantasies, choice of pornography, you know, you can’t be asking that within 

a few weeks. Well you can do but you might not get the answers that you should get 

because they are either going to close up or they are going to be very embarrassed, 

very awkward and that affects the process of you developing a relationship with them 

(NPS) 

 

Informing offender management 

The mean percentage agreement for informing offender management related statements (see 

table 3) was 70% for the police and 50% for the NPS. Despite highlighting clear differences 

in the perceptions and experiences of the two agencies in this area, informing offender 
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management received  joint highest levels of mean percentage agreement across the five key 

areas for NPS and the second highest for police, suggesting that intended or best practice was 

more frequent in this area. 

 

I mean they (RSOs) love it, talking about themselves and it’s the first time they have 

had contact with the Police in this sort of way. In the past they’ve really been like... 

‘nick em’, ‘lock em up’. So it certainly helps build relationships between offender 

manager and nominal (Police). 

 

It’s a structured tool, that for me, has uplifted general offender manager’s knowledge 

and skills in that area…it’s asking in-depth questions as standard practice – I mean 

most probation were familiar with that anyway but maybe some staff who were less 

experienced in this area would have some nervousness around asking those things 

(NPS). 

 

The primary objective for the ARMS development team was the design of a tool which 

would give consideration to both risk and protective factors, thus providing a more holistic 

approach to the RSO’s ongoing management. As such, ARMS was constructed around a 

strengths-based approach (Marshall et al. 2011, Fortune et al. 2015) which allows for equal 

importance to be given to developing the positive aspects of an offender’s life as well as 

reducing the negative, riskier aspects thus providing a holistic approach to offender 

management. Discussions with practitioners highlighted that this approach provides a more 

nuanced understanding of an offender’s behaviour: 
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ARMS has helped offender managers to understand maybe a little bit more why 

people offended.  I think it’s given them a better insight into their lives (Police). 

 

Despite offering a more holistic understanding of some offenders, many police practitioners 

felt that the applicability of the ARMS tool to different offender types such as those who have 

mental health problems, those with a learning disability and partciularly those transitioning 

gender, was challenging. The heterogeneity of sexual offenders means that many 

practitioners will be managing individuals who do not conform to the standard RSO that tools 

such as ARMS and Risk Matrix 2000 are designed to assess: 

 

One of my nominals has identified themselves now as female, they haven’t undergone 

any of the reconstruction surgery but in the world of probation they are referred to as 

‘she’, in MAPPA meetings they are too.  When I go and visit although they are 

wearing a dress, they are clearly still male, so can I ARMS assess them? (Police). 

   

I think we need some real definition on when they can be defined as female… a man 

has only got to identify as a women for everyone to (gasp) and then we have to go 

with it and identify them as a women and that opens up so many opportunities and 

affects risk (Police). 

 

Validity and defensible practice 

The mean percentage agreement for validity and defensible practice related statements was 

73% for police and 25% for NPS (see table 3), demonstrating polar opposite perceptions of 

ARMS in this area. 
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It’s water tight really because it’s there, it’s in black and white and do you know 

what? You might have made the wrong decision but you’ve considered and you’ve 

rationalised why you’ve done what you’ve done (Police). 

 

OASys is what I use and I feel ARMS is a bit of a back covering exercise potentially 

for the police because there’s such a large number of sex offenders and they have to 

prioritise somehow (NPS). 

 

A key concern for practitioners working with high risk offenders are the consequences should 

something go wrong. Serious case reviews have highlighted the devastating harm which can 

occur when an RSO goes on to commit a serious further offence (College of Policing 2017) 

and it is this level of risk which police and NPS practitioners working with RSOs are 

responsible for on a daily basis. With this in mind, the ARMS developers aimed to 

incorporate a higher level of defensibility within the tool. By comprehensively recording the 

justification for priority and overall risk management levels and including detailed follow up 

actions necessary to address priority risk areas, practitioners, if required to defend their 

management, would have a complete record of all decisions and actions taken at that point in 

time (College of Policing 2019b).  

 

However, whilst some police practitioners’ discussions on defensibility supported the 

findings from the delivery statements, others were less certain that in the event of a serious 

case review, their position would be defended: 
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The biggest problem is that you do a risk assessment and the next week they have 

committed rape and you were the one that had completed the ARMS, your name is on 

it (Police). 

 

They (staff) are not defended, as ARMS is so subjective (Police). 

 

Hoggett et al. (2019, p.11) discuss police practitioners’ concerns regarding accountability in 

sexual offender management. They state that  

a lack of resources has in turn raised questions about officers’ ability to adequately 

manage and control offenders thus making them vulnerable to on-the-job and in-the-

job accountability issues.  

 

It seems that whilst in theory, police practitioners felt that ARMS provides defensibility, in 

practice the reality of everyday offender management limits the potential for that 

defensibility. Police practitioners also discussed concerns stemming from the number of 

unassessed RSOs awaiting an NPS ARMS assessment. Police practitioners felt that whilst 

NPS staff would be protected by their completion of an OASys assessment, the absence of an 

ARMS assessment on ViSOR (Violent and sexual offenders’ database) may be called into 

question in the event of a serious case review.  

 

I am quite uncomfortable with the situation…MAPPA guidance says that probation 

are the lead agency, therefore it’s their responsibility but all I would say to that is, I’ve 

been subject to and sat through and written serious case reviews and that will not hold 
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any water... We’ve already had one…found an unassessed nominal who had gone on 

and committed a predatory rape (Police).  

 

 

Discussion 

This paper has found that, six years on from the implementation of ARMS into policing 

practice, practitioners across all 43 police forces in England and Wales have adopted the tool 

as a standard part of RSO risk assessment and management. The strengths based foundation 

of the tool reportedly provides a more holistic understanding and this approach has been 

welcomed by the majority of police practitioners. However, the adoption of ARMS into the 

NPS appears to have been less successful and NPS practitioners have consistently reported 

that ARMS is a tool which brings very little benefit to their supervision of RSOs. It seems 

that the police implementation of ARMS, 18 months prior to the NPS, as well as the NPS’ 

continued prioritisation of OASys over ARMS, has created difficulties for practitioners from 

both agencies and has done little to mechanise joint agency practice, one of the main aims of 

the tool. 

 

If the disparity between the perception of ARMS by police and NPS is to be addressed then it 

is essential that initial ARMS training communicates the importance of joint agency working 

and the value of the tool for both agencies, thus securing equal investment from police and 

NPS practitioners from the outset. The current positioning of ARMS alongside OASys, the 

existing dynamic tool utilised by the NPS, must also be addressed in order to prevent the 

continued prioritisation of the latter over the former. This is undoubtedly one of the biggest 

challenges facing the successful implementation of ARMS into the NPS, however, one 
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solution may be the amalgamation of the two tools or the adoption of the ARMS factors into 

the OASys assessment, allowing NPS practitioners to cover the ARMS content without 

duplicating information and workload; an issue which, as this paper has highlighted, creates 

frustration for NPS practitioners utilising ARMS.  

  

This paper has also found that despite support for its use, many police practitioners felt that 

the comprehensiveness of ARMS has made it a lengthy and time-intensive tool to utilise. 

This, coupled with increasing RSO numbers and an overall decrease in resources, (Mann et 

al. 2018) has served to transform the police offender manager role from one of proactive 

detection to reactive, desk based management. This increased workload has also resulted in 

the introduction of a number of time and cost saving measures, such as single crewing, office 

or phone based ARMS interviews and the failure to follow up on actions identified in the 

assessment, all of which potentially threaten the utility of the ARMS tool. 

 

The length of ARMS was identified as a problematic issue by McNaughton Nicholls et al. 

(2014) in the initial pilot evaluation, however, the tool remained unchanged on national 

implementation and as this paper has highlighted, it’s length still remains an issue for 

practitioners utilising the tool in a climate of increasing RSO numbers. The 11 risk and 

protective factors covered in ARMS are all rooted in academic literature and so it is difficult 

to identify which factors could be removed from the assessment without fundamentally 

altering its theoretical effectiveness. One solution may be to pilot a streamlined version of the 

tool, investigating any real or perceived differences the exclusion of certain factors may have 

on RSO offender management. Any findings would need to be considered within the current 

context of ARMS’ frequently unintended and at times, ineffective, use.  
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This paper has highlighted how the majority of NPS practitioners feel ARMS has not only 

created additional workload but this extra work reportedly adds very little to their 

management of RSOs. The perceived comprehensiveness of OASys and the futility of ARMS 

was a frequent focus of discussions and this appears to have added to existing misperceptions 

that ARMS was designed for use by the police only. The wide ranging differences in the 

approach taken to offender management by police and the NPS has also done little to 

accommodate the implementation of ARMS into NPS practice. Despite past claims that the 

role of police and probation practitioners have merged due to the NPS’ move away from its 

social work roots to a key position in community punishment (Nash 1999, Murphy & Worrall 

2007), alongside the 2014/15 probation reforms which have resulted in the NPS’ more risk 

averse approach to offender management (Nash et al. 2010), this paper has identified that a 

clear divide between the goals and priorities of police and NPS practitioners remains and has 

in fact lead to different perceptions of the tool’s suitability for each agency.  

 

Academics have frequently discussed the importance of information sharing and 

collaborative practice between agencies for offender management (Murphy et al. 2007, 

Murphy et al. 2009, Carter et al. 2016, Paparozzi et al. 2018). However despite the 

formalisation of this via the implementation of MAPPA, this has still remained somewhat of 

an elusive ideal. Within the context of this study, practitioners have discussed how barriers, 

both physical and conjectural, have stood in the way of joint agency practice and have served 

to create misunderstandings around each agencies’ role in offender management. The central 

tenet of ARMS was its joint agency application, which would not only serve to erode existing 

barriers in relation to the understanding and communication of risk but would also provide a 
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conduit through which seamless joint agency management would be delivered. However, 

practitioner accounts have highlighted that this reality has not as yet been realised and until 

joint agency ARMS training and local and national level collaborative practice is formalised, 

joint agency working will remain highly valued but rarely experienced. 

 

The police and NPS will always be two very different agencies working towards differing 

goals in the space of offender management. As such, it may be pertinent to consider whether 

a joint tool is the best way to encourage joint agency working or whether more generally, the 

key lies in the greater sharing of information, the greater understanding of each agencies’ role 

by the other and greater collaboration between the agencies in all areas of RSO management. 

These goals could be achieved with or without the use of a joint agency risk management 

tool, via formalised and regular joint agency training and the greater use of co-location or 

embedding practitioners within their counterpart agency. 

 

This paper has illustrated that, whilst a number of issues have added to difficulties in 

translating the theoretical effectiveness of ARMS into effective front line practice, the main 

problems appear to have been created by cultural differences between the police and NPS, the 

age old problem of joint agency collaboration and an under resourced Police and Probation 

Service who struggle to manage an increasing number of RSOs requiring management each 

year (MOJ 2018). Police and NPS practitioners will be unable to place greater emphasis on 

the key issues identified in this paper whilst the number of offenders continues to rise. Until a 

comprehensive overhaul of Sex Offender Registration and Notification (SORN), which 

identifies and prioritises those offenders who pose the most significant risk to the public, is 
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conducted, risk management tools and the practitioners who utilise them risk being limited in 

their effectiveness. 
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Supplementary Information 

 Mean (SD) Min   Max 
Number of geographical areas covered by 
force 

4.86 (5.36) 1 32 

Number of MOSOVO teams managed in 
force area  

3.97 (4.84) 1 32 

Number of RSOs managed 1176.27 (772.48) 6 3200 
Number of adult male RSOs managed 1159.95 (742.91) 6 3140 
Number of RSOs per monitoring officer 66.25 (15.87) 6 103 
RSOs managed as very high risk 22.42 (63.34) 0 327 
RSOs managed as high risk 208.28 (354.86) 0 2343 
RSOs managed as medium risk 497.07 (535.49) 4 3308 
RSOs managed as low risk 578.44 (672.76) 1 4024 
Number of adult males ARMS assessed 1127.50 (1038.16) 6 4969 
Number of adult males ARMS assessed 
more than once 

400.20 (338.99) 3 1185 

Number of ARMS assessments completed 
jointly with NPS 
 

125.12 (161.84) 0 509 

Table 1: National Police ARMS mapping data 
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 Mean (SD) Min Max 

Number of local delivery units in 
division 

9.60  (2.88) 5 13 

Number of staff in division 
 

1361.60 (543.7) 524 1900 

Number of staff managing RSOs in 
division 

374.00 (154.57) 156 500 

Number of RSOs managed 3772.20 
(1432.55) 

1798 5386 

Number of adult male RSOs managed 3723.40 
(1422.37) 

1778 5326 

Number of RSOs per Probation Officer 9.70 (1.96) 8 12 
RSOs managed at MAPPA 1 3201.00 

(1422.41) 
2245 5317 

RSOs managed at MAPPA 2 96.25 (52.93) 53 173 

RSOs managed at MAPPA 3 10.50  (5.80) 3 16 
Number of adult males ARMS assessed 1109.50 (909.69) 199 2333 
Number of adult males ARMS assessed 
more than once 

89.00 (103.23) 16 162 

 Table 2: National NPS ARMS mapping data 

 

 
 
Statement theme 

Police NPS 
Mean agreement (%) Mean agreement (%) 

Training 66 50 
Workload and tool 
administration 

52 44 

Joint agency work 57 44 
Informing offender 
management 

70 50 

Validity and defensible 
practice 

73 25 

Table 3: Police and NPS average percentage agreement with delivery statements  
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The MOSOVO training I received was thorough and it gave me a good understanding of sexual offending

The ARMS training I received was thorough and at the end I felt confident in utilising ARMS

The training discussed the multi-agency nature of ARMS and its use with Probation

Probation staff were present at the ARMS training

The ARMS training met the needs of all group members regardless of rank and experience

Since the initial ARMS training, my staff and I have had opportunities to train further or seek advice on ARMS

I am confident in my team’s ability to use ARMS

ARMS clearly provides priority areas which require action; this approach has reduced staff workload

ARMS is an effective risk management tool for all RSOs

ARMS provides a standardised way of assessing all RSOs

ARMS interviews are always carried out with two monitoring officers present

Civilian investigative officers are as capable as police staff in carrying out ARMS assessments

ARMS provides a new approach to the risk management of RSOs and does not duplicate work

ARMS is a useful risk management tool for both Police and Probation use

The use of ARMS has resulted in a closer working relationship with Probation

Probation staff always take the lead on ARMS assessing RSOs who are under their supervision

The information gained from ARMS has helped inform MAPPA meetings

ARMS allows us to gain more knowledge and information about all RSOs which helps prioritise offenders

ARMS helps to reduce risk and protect the public, because those who require greater management receive it

ARMS clearly indicates which RSOs pose most risk

The discussion of protective factors in ARMS has positively affected the  RSOs -monitoring officer relationship

My team’s shift pattern is conducive to working with offenders and other agencies

I feel ARMS is a reliable risk management tool

Probation Service staff use ARMS in the same way as Police staff, therefore ARMS is being used accurately

ARMS helps me to feel confident in decision making and allows for defensibility if something went wrong

ARMS has enhanced my understanding of risk; I have a clear idea about what constitutes different risk levels

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree

Figure 1: Levels of Police agreement with ARMS delivery statements  
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The ARMS training I received was thorough and at the end I felt confident in utilising ARMS

The training discussed the multi agency nature of ARMS and its use by Police

Police staff were present at the ARMS training

The ARMS training met the needs of all group members regardless of position and experience

Since the initial ARMS training, I have had opportunities to train further or seek advice on ARMS

 I am confident in my ability to use ARMS

ARMS clearly provides priority areas which require action; this approach has reduced staff workload

ARMS is an effective risk management tool for all RSOs

ARMS provides a standardised way of assessing all RSOs

ARMS interviews are often carried out jointly, with the Police monitoring officer

I always take the lead on ARMS assessments when an RSO is under my supervision

ARMS provides a new approach to the risk management of RSOs and does not duplicate work

ARMS is a useful risk management tool for both Police and Probation use

The use of ARMS has resulted in a closer working relationship with the Police

I enjoy good working relationships with the Police regarding ARMS and the management of RSOs

The information gained from ARMS has helped inform MAPPA meetings

ARMS allows us to gain more knowledge and information about all RSOs which helps prioritise offenders

ARMS helps to reduce risk and protect the public, because those who require greater management receive it

ARMS clearly indicates which RSOs pose most risk

 I feel ARMS is a reliable risk management tool

Police staff use ARMS in the same way as Probation staff, therefore ARMS is being used accurately across agencies

ARMS helps me to feel confident in my decision making and allows for defensible practice if something went wrong

ARMS has enhanced my understanding of risk; I have a clear idea about what constitutes different risk levels

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree

Figure 2: Levels of NPS agreement with ARMS delivery statements 



 

Notes 

 
1 An RM2000 rating of low required supervision visits every 12 months, a rating of medium required a visit every six months, a rating of high required a visit 

every 3 months and rating of very high required monthly visits. 

 

2 The National Probation Service were already utilising a number of dynamic risk assessment tools for use with offenders under supervision. See Lancaster and 

Lumb (2006) for a greater discussion of these. 

 

3 HM Prison Service did not go on to implement ARMS despite being designed as a tool compatible for their needs. 

 

4 These seven risk factors were reduced to six in the final version of ARMS as the factor ‘Social Influences’, although containing a risk element, was included 

in the list as a protective factor only. 

 

5 Risk factors: Opportunity, sexual preoccupation, offence related sexual interest, emotional congruence with children, hostile orientation and poor self-

management. 

Protective factors: Social influences, commitment to desist, intimate relationships, employment or positive routine, social investment. 

 



 

 
6 Firstly, information about the offender over the past months is gathered; second, the presence of risk and protective factors are investigated; 

third, priority areas, which require action, are identified; fourth, those actions are designed and implemented, and finally, any changes following 

those actions are reviewed at the next monitoring visit (College of policing 2019a).   

 

7 The ARMS pilot ran in 2012 before the privatisation of the Probation Service; at this time, Probation was divided into trusts and not divisions. 

 

8 MOSOVO leads frequently delegated the completion of the ARMS delivery statements and telephone interview to MOSOVO practitioners who utilised 

ARMS on a daily basis. On two occasions, more than one police practitioner took part in the interview. 

 

9 In order to provide good geographical representation, four to five NPS practitioners from each office within each division took part. 
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