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INTRODUCTION 
Communication is a powerful force for good in public service. When 
practiced effectively it can help improve, enhance and save lives.  

1 Sentencing Review NI October 2019
2 Finding from the 2017/18 Northern Ireland Crime Survey
3 The future of public sector communications, 2015

The aim of the Probation Board for 
Northern Ireland is to ‘change lives for safer 
communities’.  Effective communications 
can assist PBNI achieve its aim by raising 
awareness of community safety issues; and 
educating the public about how they can get 
support and assistance to deal with matters 
of safety.  

Good communications also has an important 
role to play in building confidence in the work 
of Probation in Northern Ireland and the wider 
criminal justice system.  Public confidence in 
the justice system is key to maintaining the 
legitimacy and the effective functioning of law 
and order: People with low confidence in the 
system may be less willing to report crime; 
more reluctant to support the criminal justice 
system as witnesses or by serving as jurors; 
and more likely to offend.1

We know from recent surveys2 that 
respondents believed ‘tougher sentences’ 
was one of the two most important things 
the criminal justice system could do to 
improve its public confidence rating. This 
demonstrates that there is still significant 
work for all justice organisations to do, 
including probation to build confidence in our 
role in rehabilitating and resettling people who 
have offended.  

Increasingly evidence shows that 
communication must be built around the 
citizen, delivering information to them in the 
way that they want, not broadcast at them 
in the traditional model.3  This means that 
Communicators will increasingly require 
different and more technical skill sets.  
They need to be familiar with data analytics, 
content creation, behavioural change 
techniques and be adept at building alliances 
and partnerships. 

Building confidence internally amongst staff is 
also important.  The internal communications 
strand of this strategy focuses on engaging 
with staff, building mechanisms for two-way 
communication and providing accurate, 
timely information to staff. 

This strategy aims to provide a framework 
that enables PBNI to be agile in its 
approach to communications and meet 
new developments and changes in 
communications practice. In particular, there 
is a focus on using digital communications 
to reach audiences.  There is also a focus on 
building alliances and audiences in order to 
reach audiences and maximise our impact. 
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CONTEXT
The PBNI Communications and Engagement Strategy for 2020-23 
supports the delivery of the PBNI Corporate Plan 2020-23 and links to the 
Department of Justice’s communications objectives and the NI Executive 
Programme for Government.  

PBNI’s Corporate Plan has five strategic 
priorities, which are: 

• Shaping and influencing criminal justice 
policy and practice 

• Delivering an innovative and problem 
solving approach to reducing reoffending 
through partnership ad collaboration 

• Demonstrating effectiveness and efficiency 
• Valuing and developing our people 
• Building awareness and confidence in 

communities about the professional role  
of PBNI

While strategic priority 5 relates directly 
to this communications strategy, effective 
communications is necessary to support 
the delivery of each strategic priority. In 
particular under the priority of ‘valuing our 
people’ effective internal communication and 
engagement is a central factor. 

In January 2020 the NI Executive and 
Assembly was restored and a new Justice 
Minister appointed.  This communications 
strategy takes account of this new operating 
environment and the need to direct resources 
towards influencing and building relationships 
within the new political institutions.  It also 
takes account of Ministerial priorities for the 
future. 

Like all public services in Northern Ireland 
the probation service continues to operate 
against the backdrop of reducing resources 

and organisational change therefore 
communication and engagement is now even 
more critical to ensure that all stakeholders 
(including staff, service users, elected 
representatives and the public) are aware of, 
and understands how probation works to 
change lives for safer communities.

This communications strategy is also 
developed against the backdrop of a review 
and public consultation on sentencing in 
NI. The consultation document states that 
“Informing and educating the wider public on 
issues such as: court processes; sentencing 
practices; and the management of offenders is 
vital to improving public understanding of the 
justice system”.  The review of sentencing may 
provide opportunities for probation to develop 
messaging in conjunction with other criminal 
justice organisations in order to improve 
understanding of our role and effectiveness. 

Importantly and most recently this 
communications strategy has been developed 
against the backdrop of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has changed how PBNI 
deliver services. Throughout this pandemic 
PBNI has implemented a three-strand 
approach to internal  communications 
– provide regular timely and accurate 
communication to staff; provide reassurance 
to staff and listen to and engage with staff.  
Likewise PBNI has communicated externally 
about how it is continuing to deliver services. 
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WHAT WE HAVE ACHIEVED TO DATE
• We have developed an award winning 

PBNI mobile phone app to engage 
with service users.  The app has been 
downloaded over 5000 times. It has been 
awarded ‘app of the year’ in NI in 2017 
and 2018.  It was shortlisted for app of the 
year UK in 2019.

• We have published 93 editions of our 
ezine ‘Probation News’. 

• We have published 11 editions of our 
external magazine to help influence 
stakeholders.

• We held 11 events in 2018 and 19 events 
in 2019 aimed at raising awareness of 
PBNI

• The annual Probation Conference in 2019 
had participants including the Head of the 
Civil Service, four Permanent Secretaries 
and the Chief Constable.  

• We use Twitter and Linkedin to 
communicate with audiences. 

• We have formed strategic alliances and 
held joint events to promote the work of 
PBNI. In January we co-hosted 4 corners 
festival launch.  An audit of social media 
found that tweets we were mentioned in 
for this event had 11,325 impressions and 
857 engagements.  A tweeted video of 
Cheryl Lamont had over 1,200 views.

• We held a political round table in June 
2019 to raise awareness of our role and 
begin engagement on PBNI corporate 
priorities.  

• PBNI Head of Communications is member 
of the CEP expert group on technology. 

• We have compiled and published 16 cross 
border Irish Probation Journals.  

• We have provided communications plans 
to support problem solving justice and 
innovative projects including substance 
misuse court; the enhanced combination 
order; the domestic violence perpetrator 
programme; Aspire, Inspire and the Victim 
Information scheme.  

PBNI APP OVER 

5000 
DOWNLOADS 93

ONLINE 
EDITIONS

PBNI NEWS

31 EVENTS 
2018/2019
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AIM OF STRATEGY 
The aim of this communications strategy is to support the Corporate Plan for 
2020-23. In doing so we will enhance engagement with internal and external 
audiences and increase the understanding, awareness and influence of 
probation in NI and help build confidence in the services provided. 

From this strategy there will flow more tactical and detailed annual communication plans.   
The 2020-21 plan is included at the end of this document. 

COMMUNICATIONS PRINCIPLES 
We will communicate a clear vision of the work probation carried out.  
Our communications and engagement will be: 

Accessible & Inclusive to all sections of our community but in particular  
hard to reach groups.

Clear and Professional to demonstrate pride and authority in what we do.

Consistent with our strategic vision and priorities as outlined in the Corporate 
Plan 2020-23.

Flexible in ensuring communications are undertaken in a variety of different 
formats that reflect progressive communication and diverse local needs.

Honest and Transparent. We are committed to being clear about why  
we are engaging and managing expectations about the work we carry out.  
At times we may have to communicate difficult messages to communities. 

Targeted to ensure we get messages across to the right people in the right way.

Timely to ensure we respond to all enquiries as quickly as possible and engage 
with people early as possible in the process of communication or engagement. 

Two-way We won’t just talk - we will also listen. 
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OBJECTIVES 
The objectives of this strategy aim to help the public better understand the 
role of probation in making communities safer; assist opinion formers and 
stakeholders understand the work of probation and appreciate the key role 
probation plays in criminal justice; and contribute to staff feeling they are 
being communicated with and engaged in a timely and appropriate way. 

Specifically it aims to ensure we: 

Build awareness of the role of the probation service - Promote public 
awareness of the contribution probation makes to rehabilitation, preventing  
re-offending and reducing the number of victims of crime.  Building awareness  
will help build confidence in the work carried out by probation.

Enhance our use of digital technologies to communicate effectively -  
Build capacity within PBNI to make use of digital technologies and communicate 
more effectively with citizens. 

Enhance engagement with stakeholders - Build on our engagement and  
develop partnerships with a range of opinion formers and stakeholders to  
enhance our connection with local communities and promote probation’s key  
role in criminal justice. 

Enhance engagement with internal audiences - We will engage with all staff  
to enable them to contribute to and participate in changes affecting services. 

Enhance service user engagement - to improve probation practice. 
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DELIVERING ON THE OBJECTIVES 
Build awareness of the probation service 
In the next 3 years we will build public awareness of the contribution probation makes to 
rehabilitation and preventing re-offending through: 

• Using the publication of the Corporate Plan 2020-23 to profile the importance of probation 
within criminal justice. This will include a Board event to launch the Corporate Plan. 

• Using the power of storytelling to create an engaging, emotional connection with audiences 
through videos, real life stories and infographics.

• Developing PBNI’s service user app and promote it to service users and the wider public. 
• Seek opportunities with the print media to interview staff.
• Seek to influence and raise awareness of PBNI with bloggers and on line communities.
• Providing communication plans to support key PBNI policies and projects including the 

development of problem solving courts; the development of Enhanced Combination Orders, 
PBNI’s role tackling domestic abuse; the Victim Information Scheme.   

• Develop a communications plan to support PBNI managers on PCSPs.
• Hold an annual PBNI conference to raise awareness of PBNI’s role within criminal justice
• Contribute to the Department of Justice’s communication strategy on problem solving justice. 

Enhance our use of digital technologies to communicate effectively. 
In the next 3 years we will develop our digital capabilities through:

• Training staff on the use of video/phone technology
• Developing capacity to update good content management on social media tools. 
• Setting up a PBNI Facebook and Instagram account 
• Further developing and marketing the PBNI app
• Scoping out the development of an app for the Substance Misuse Court 

Enhance Engagement with Internal Audiences 
In the next 3 years we will seek to engage with internal audiences, in particular PBNI staff.  We 
want to have two way engagement and communication, which supports a culture where staff 
feel supported and valued. We will:

• Implement the COVID-19 internal communications plan to keep staff informed of 
decisions and the reasons why decisions are made. This plan will also promote two way 
communication and engagement so we can listen to and hear from staff.

• Carry out an internal communications survey and develop a related action plan.
• We will organise regional staff days to communicate and engage with all staff
• We will recognise and reward staff development through staff awards and profiling staff 

member’s achievements. 
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Enhance Engagement with External Stakeholders 
In the next 3 years we will ensure opinion formers and stakeholders have a greater 
understanding of the work of PBNI and the environment in which it operates. In particular a 
focus of our work will be on engaging with the political institutions, Justice Minister and officials 
in the Department of Justice.  We will:

• Develop an engagement plan for Board members using their expertise and experience to 
influence opinion formers. 

• Develop an engagement plan for senior management to influence and build awareness of 
PBNI with stakeholders. 

• Develop guidance and provide training workshops for local managers to assist in local 
engagement. 

• Planning ‘seeing is believing’ opportunities and events to enhance understating of PBNI work
• Work with key stakeholders to develop joint communications plans. 

Enhance Service User Engagement 
In the next 3 years we will work to develop opportunities for service users to engage on a more 
regular basis with staff in the organisation. We will do this through: 

• Inviting service users to tell their story at PBNI events and conferences
• Support and develop the service user forums 
• Review all PBNI literature to ensure it is user friendly and easy to understand
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TOP LINE MESSAGING  
It is accepted that messages will need to evolve and be amended 
depending on the context in which PBNI is operating. Language is 
important in messaging.  Where possible PBNI will no longer use the 
terminology of ‘offenders’ and rather refer to those we supervise as 
‘people’ or ‘people who have offended’.  PBNI will also refer to  
community sentences as ‘sentences served in the community’.

There are some overarching messages that need to be central to all communications. These 
include: 

• PBNI lead in the reduction of reoffending by tackling the root causes of offending behaviour 
and rehabilitating people. 

• Everything we do is underpinned by our desire to create safer communities and reduce the 
number of victims of crime. 

• PBNI supervise sentences imposed by judges that are served in the community.  Through 
supervision we hold people to account, challenge their behaviour and deliver effective 
interventions.   

• Evidence shows that effective community based interventions, when targeted at the right 
people, will have a greater impact than imprisonment at much reduced cost. 

• The structure of the Probation Board and its representation from across our communities 
in Northern Ireland provides a level of independence, accountability, oversight and strategic 
thinking which is to the benefit of probation practice and delivery. 

• Over the last number of years, PBNI has been on a journey of organisational development 
and modernisation.  We therefore reviewed our practice standards, reviewed our estate, 
reviewed our internal structures and reviewed our staffing.  We have updated our 
technology, moving to shared services within the Department of Justice and we are currently 
implementing a new case management system. The results of these changes are that we 
have streamlined service, which is effective, efficient and agile.

• Probation in Northern Ireland works. We know that from evaluations of our work and from 
feedback provided by service users.  We are making an impact improving outcomes for 
individuals, families and communities. 

• Probation is value for money. We supervise over 4000 orders and licences; write over 8000 
reports, and provide around 120,000 hours of unpaid work with an annual budget of £19 
million. That is less than 2% of the entire criminal justice budget. 
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STAKEHOLDERS
PBNI communicate with a range of audiences. Key stakeholders are within 
these broad groupings: 

• Staff 
• Union representatives
• Service users 
• General public 
• Criminal Justice organisations 
• Sentencers
• Department Officials 
• Justice Minister
• Social Work representative bodies 
• Councils 
• PCSPs 
• Elected representatives 
• Community and voluntary organisations 
• Civic society 
• Media 
• International Probation organisations 

A mapping process has taken place to prioritise stakeholders for PBNI. This will enable us to 
plan and prioritise groups of stakeholders in the next three years and develop our engagement 
strategy for Board and senior management. The results are as follows: 
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STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS 

1. Work with Closely 
• Staff 
• Union representatives 
• Media with interest in justice 
• Justice Committee members 
• Justice Minister 
• Minister’s special advisor 
• DoJ officials 
• Sentencers 
• Legal profession 
• Court Service 
• NIPS 
• PSNI 
• CJINI 
• Partnership organisations through PPANI
• Community and voluntary organisations

2. Keep Satisfied 
• Service users 
• Councils 
• Policing and Community Safety Partnerships 
• Constituency MLAs 
• Local media 
• NI MPs

3. Keep Informed 
• General public 
• Social work representative bodies 
• Other NI Executive Ministers and  

special advisors 
• Church leaders 
• Mayors 
• NI Chamber of Commerce 
• Confederation of European Probation 

4. Monitor 
• Local businesses 
• Northern Ireland Human Rights  

Commission 
• Information Commissioner’s Office 
• NI Ombudsman 
• YJA

EVALUATION 
From this strategy there will flow annual communication plans. These plans will form 
part of the organisation’s overall business plans. This strategy will be reported on 
regularly at Board meetings. 
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2020-21 COMMUNICATIONS 
& ENGAGEMENT PLAN
Background 
The 2020-21 Communications Plan focuses on the Probation Board for Northern Ireland’s 
(PBNI) response to COVID-19. The outbreak of this global pandemic has changed the way 
organisations throughout the world deliver services.  Within Northern Ireland, public services 
have been significantly impacted by the crisis and the subsequent government regulations  
that were introduced to prevent the spread of infection.   Within PBNI, the business continuity 
plan was implemented on 5 March 2020 in order to determine the organisation’s response  
to the pandemic. As part of this response PBNI has put in place a communications plan  
with the aim of establishing clear methods of communication with staff, stakeholders and the 
wider public.  Messaging has been developed to explain to staff and stakeholders PBNI’s 
priorities and decision making process.  PBNI is also part of the wider DoJ contingency and 
recovery planning process. PBNI is collating feedback and learning from staff as part of our 
engagement process. 

Internal communications 
The internal communications plan aims to provide regular, consistent. timely and accurate 
information to staff and unions. All communications are approved by the Incident Response 
Team to ensure consistency of message. In March daily communications were sent to staff 
in order to provide reassurance to staff about the decision making process. Since April 
communications are sent to all staff at least twice a week.  Internal communications has also 
encompassed providing staff safety information on issues such as handwashing, sanitisers and 
PPE and wellbeing advice to help staff look after their physical and mental health.  In May and 
June internal communications will include updates on the recovery plan for PBNI. 

The timing of communications will continue to be reviewed throughout 2020. 

Internal communication channels 
A range of communications tools have been developed which include

• Regular emails from the CEO and Incident Response Team providing information on 
operation guidance, working from home guidance and organisational priorities

• A bulletin with a range of links to intranet resources  
• A podcast from the CEO
• A situation room within the intranet with all COVID-19 related information including FAQs
• Posters and leaflets on safety advice 
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• Wellbeing podcasts 
• Resources on mental and physical health, domestic abuse 
• A learning log is being kept centrally encompassing feedback of opportunities and 

challenges during COVID-19 from staff
• The Head of HR has regular meetings with the trade unions. Trade unions also attend the 

task and finish recovery group. 

Internal messaging
Messaging has been designed to provide reassurance to staff about PBNI decisions and 
information about organisational priorities. 

• All planning and decisions have been underpinned by the aim of keeping staff safe
• All decision making has been guided by government guidance
• PBNI has sought to anticipate government decisions and has prepared and made decisions 

in a timely way
• PBNI have adapted practices to enable us to deliver essential services to the public 
• Senior managers want to support staff and we expect all managers to provide 

compassionate leadership at this time

External Communications
PBNI want to reach service users, stakeholders and the wider public at this time.   

External communication channels 
• Social Media channels. PBNI is currently using Twitter, Linkedin and Youtube but is reviewing 

and updating its social media tools between May and August 2020. 
• Use of infographics. PBNI has developed a range of infographics to explain externally the 

new ways that PBNI is working. 
• Video diaries. PBNI is compiling video diaries from staff to explain to the pubic the role of 

PBNI throughout the COVID-19 crisis. 
• A ‘day in the life’. PBNI is compiling ten day in the life stories to illustrate how staff are finding 

creative and innovative ways to work. 
• PCSPS. A briefing and FAQ has been provided to PCSPs about PBNI’s role. 
• PBNI is working to promote our role with organisations including CEP and NISCC. 
• PBNI is updating its app to enhance engagement and interaction with service users 
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External messaging 
• PBNI is continuing to deliver essential services to keep people in NI safe 
• PBNI staff are working innovatively and creatively to deliver those services 
• PBNI is working in partnership with a range of organisations to tackle domestic abuse, poor 

mental health and addictions. All of these issues may increase during the period of this 
pandemic. 

Evaluation 
PBNI is monitoring and evaluating its twitter engagement on a weekly basis.  PBNI will carry out 
an internal communications survey in June 2020.
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COMMUNICATIONS AND  
ENGAGEMENT PLAN 2021-22
Background 
2020-21 was dominated by the Coronavirus pandemic and its impact on societies across the 
globe.  Undoubtedly, the virus will continue to shape local, national and international agendas 
for months and years to come. It has impacted every sector, and communication is no different. 
It has shown the central nature of our work in listening, engaging and informing internal and 
external stakeholders.  

We have adapted ways of working. As the majority of colleagues continue to work remotely 
communications has played an important role in highlighting wellbeing and resilience. We have 
worked closely with health and safety, HR and psychology to promote good mental health 
through events, e bulletins and information on the intranet. 

We have reframed how we communicate, with social media playing a more important role and 
a change in the tone in our communications including adopting a more empathetic, personal 
tone.  We have piloted a new PBNI instagram account, used podcasts for the first time to 
facilitate communication from the CEO directly to staff and continued to build on the use 
of videos as a communications tool. We have profiled more staff members from across the 
organisation than ever through; ‘Meet the Staff’; ‘Guest Contributions in Probation News’;  
‘Staff Video Diaries’ and partnership with CEP. 

Events, seminars and meetings have moved on line and that has meant adapting new IT skills 
and knowledge to organise and facilitate. 

Finally, COVID-19 has demonstrated the fundamental significance of communications in 
responding to crises with communication being a central and fundamental pillar of our 
organisational response. 

Internal communications 
The internal communications plan aims to provide regular, consistent, timely and accurate 
information to staff and unions. In 2020-21 PBNI carried out an internal communications  
survey which had very positive results.  In terms of an overarching view of communication  
within PBNI, four out of five respondents (83%) (2017: 73%) agreed or strongly agreed  
with the statement ‘On the whole, communication within PBNI is good. Probation News  
was read by 94% (2017: 93%) of respondents in the last year and the percentage of staff 
reading content on the Intranet was 98% (2017: 94%). The vast majority of respondents 
attended team meetings (93%), the same as 2017 (93%), and just over half (53%) indicated  
that they had read minutes of organisational meetings, this is up from 2017 (40%).  
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Significantly 96% (2017: 96%) of respondents answered that they had read the Chief 
Executive’s Communique in the past year and 93% (2017: 90%) indicated that they were 
extremely likely/likely to read it in future. 

Building on this survey an action plan has been developed and the internal communications 
plan will also form part of the organisation’s People Strategy. 

Internal communication channels 
• Continue regular communication briefs to all staff on COVID-19
• Carry out a learning survey of staff in relation to COVID-19 
• Develop SLT Podcasts to enable the senior team can communicate directly with staff 
• Build the capacity of the intranet as an effective communications channel, a review will take 

place of the intranet. The Communications Unit will benchmark against other organisations 
intranets. An Intranet staff directory with photos will be developed. 

• Develop a monthly Team Brief process to help create a culture of two way engagement. 
• Organise annual internal business planning event 
• Further develop guest contributor section of Probation News 
• Develop wellbeing intranet bulletin for staff

External Communications 
In 2021-22 PBNI will further enhance its digital capability.  We carried out a review of social 
media in 2020 and put in place an action plan following that review.  During COVID-19 the use 
of digital platforms across society has changed. There has been a surge in use but messaging 
has also changed. (‘Obviously’, Influencer Agency). PBNI will therefore continue to develop its 
social media channels. We will also seek to build awareness of PBNI through engagement with 
the traditional media and key stakeholders. 

• Evaluate the use of PBNI Instagram 
• Develop a stakeholder engagement plan to include judiciary, politicians and others. 
• Publish IPJ and organise annual north south seminar  
• Organise Board seminars to influence public policy in 2021-22 
• Plan a range of social media campaigns in 2021-22 
• Publicise our consultation responses as a means of influencing policy




