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Chapter 5 Post-release engagement and support 

 

Despite the restrictions arising from the institutional nature of prisons, delivering services 

and support to prisoners while they are in custody is relatively straightforward.  Daily prison 

routines are not particularly exciting, and a session with a program worker can be an 

interesting diversion for the prisoner.  Program workers can be confident that their clients 

will be sober and able to focus on the issues.  The anxiety associated with impending release 

may make the prisoner keen to try to deal with problems in a realistic and ordered way.   An 

agency co-ordinator commented that the pre-release component of Bridging the Gap was 

especially valuable because it allowed workers to establish a relationship with their clients 

when they were “as straight and settled as they’re ever likely to be”.  

 

However, once the prisoner is released, all this changes.  Program workers must compete 

with a variety of other interests and activities – friends, family, parole officers all make 

demands on the client’s time and energy.  The client has ready access to drugs and alcohol.  

Once back in old routines, the client’s motivation to work to change his or her life may 

dissipate.  The essence of Bridging the Gap was the engagement between workers and clients 

after release, and this was by far the most demanding and difficult part of the program for 

both workers and clients.  This chapter examines the issues surrounding prisoners’ release, 

the nature of their engagement with the Bridging the Gap agencies in the weeks and months 

after release, and the kinds of support services that were provided.   

 

5.1 Being released 

 

The point of release is perhaps the most difficult stage in the process of imprisonment.  For 

those who have been to prison before, release can be more traumatic than incarceration.  

Prison is a known and relatively stable environment, while the outside world is dynamic, 
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complex and demanding.   Workers described prison as “providing a sense of community” 

for prisoners whose lives on the outside often lacked strong social or family structures.  

Many prisoners experience high levels of anxiety in the days immediately prior to and 

following release.   

 

I was feeling very anxious – just everything seemed so fast. I was pretty nervous and 

felt awkward just going into shops – felt sick in the guts all the time and just wanted to 

use to relax myself. You feel like everyone’s looking at you. (Brosnan client). 

 

It got to the stage where just staying in jail seemed preferable, jail was home and it had 

certainty.  I missed jail for the first two months I was out this time. (SEADS client). 

 

The immediate problems of return to the community are the practical ones of finding 

somewhere to live, having clothes to wear and money to spend.  The post-release planning 

process meant that most of these immediate practical needs were addressed.  However, even 

with the Bridging the Gap worker there to assist and guide them through the first days, the 

problems of re-establishing themselves as functioning members of the community could 

seem overwhelming. 

 

My bank account had closed on me. The ex had all my i.d. and that and I never got it 

back. To get on the dole and stuff I had to get a birth certificate, which was organised 

by Brosnan. Had to get 100 points for the bank account. My first worker really helped 

me with all that. She came to the bank with me, talked to the lady, told her all my 

circumstances and the bank lady started trying to help, rather than just saying, “oh well 

its not my problem.” (Brosnan client) 

 

Even with the direct assistance of a Bridging the Gap worker, releasees often faced a period of 

several weeks of uncertainty and waiting while the basic elements of life on the outside were 

slowly put together.  This period was often one of intense involvement between worker and 
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client, obtaining documentation, opening bank accounts, making applications for housing 

and income support, arranging temporary accommodation, making contact with their parole 

supervisor, and a host of other activities.  Simply making their way from one appointment to 

the next could be a major undertaking for someone who had served a lengthy prison term: 
 

There’s a lot of barriers when you get out such as having to use public transport when 

you haven’t had to use it for a while, negotiating ticket inspectors or having to buy a 

ticket this way not that way, traffic lights and “Oh my god! There are cars around”. 

(MCM worker) 

 

In addition to dealing with the way that the outside world has changed while they have been 

inside, releasees also have to deal with how their relationships with family and friends have 

changed.  Family routines and relationships continue to develop in the absence of the 

prisoner, partners take on roles and responsibilities that were formerly the prisoner’s, and 

children mature and form new social bonds.  Even when a prisoner has received regular 

prison visits, these changes may be invisible until he or she is released.  The releasees may 

have changed as well.  Prisoners can become used to the high level of structure and 

dependency that is present in prisons, and find it difficult to adjust to the unstructured 

nature of family life, or the myriad of decisions about everyday matters.  Some releasees are 

determined to make a “new start”, but are faced with friends and family who think about 

them as they were before they went away.   

 

I’ve changed, I’ve gotten older, and I’ve spent a lot of time in prison.  But I think they 

expect the old me to come out. That bond, the relationship is hard for them to 

understand you’ve changed and you’re a different person. (ACSO client) 
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5.2 Post-release engagement 

 

Most Bridging the Gap workers tried to arrange to meet their clients on the day of release, 

either at the prison or as soon as they arrived back in Melbourne.  However, a significant 

number of those who had engaged with the program in prison simply disappeared after 

release.  Of the 331 participants who prepared a release plan, 45 (14%) made no contact with 

their support agency at any time after release (see Figure 5.1).  One can only speculate why 

this was so.  It is possible that some of them had misunderstood the voluntary nature of the 

program, or had agreed to take part only to boost their chances of being paroled.  Some 

participants did not immediately make contact with their support agency, but went through a  

period of  “partying” to celebrate their release, and it may be that some of those who 

disappeared simply got so caught up in their old lifestyles that they never made it back to the 

program.   

 

 first month 2 to 3 months 4 to 6 months Period of 
engagement 

Mean contacts  
per month5 

7.4 3.5 1.8 20.1 
(total contacts) 

 

Table 5.1: Post-release contact between releasees and Bridging the Gap agencies 
 

 

Program attrition after release was relatively modest.  Of the 286 clients who made at least 

one contact in the month after release, 225 were still in contact with their support agency 

three months after release, and of these 169 were still in contact six months after release.  

This represents program drop-out rates of 14% in the first month, 21% in the next two 

months, and 25% in the final three months.  In all, just over half of the prisoners who 

prepared a release plan were still in some kind of contact with their support agency six 

months after release.    

                                                 
5 The frequency distribution of reported contacts was truncated at a maximum value of 25 per reporting period.  
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The reporting system for the evaluation concluded at six months, but it is clear that a 

substantial proportion of participants continued to be in contact with their agency long after 

the six months notional term of Bridging the Gap had expired.   

 

Post-release contacts include those initiated by the Bridging the Gap workers and those 

initiated by the releasees, and could take the form of in-person visits or telephone contact.  .  

Contact was highest in the first month after release (Table 5.1).  On average, the releasees 

who were in contact with an agency after release had 7.4 contacts in the first month, or 

around two a week.  Over the next two months the average frequency of contacts halved to 

about one per week, and in the final three months the average number of contacts was about 

one per fortnight.  The average number of contacts per participant over the whole period 

after release was 20.1. 

 

There was a great deal of variation around the average rates of contact.  Some releasees 

made only one post-release contact, while others were in contact several times a week for 

months after their release.  Some worker-client relationships were based mainly on telephone 

contact, while others involved clients and workers spending extended periods together. 

 

Bridging the Gap was intended to provide post-release support to high-risk releasees.  In order 

to do this, the program had to recruit and then retain those prisoners who fell into this 

category.  We have seen that the five program agencies were able to target their recruitment 

activity mainly at high-risk prisoners (see Chapter 3).  However, given that long-term 

retention of some participants was one of the features of program engagement, it is useful to 

consider whether program attrition was biased towards high-risk releasees.  Table 5.2 shows 

the distribution of risk levels for participants at successive stages of program engagement.  

High-risk releasees comprised 58% of those who accepted a Bridging the Gap place (see Table 

3.8).   There was relatively little variation in the proportion of high-risk “drop outs” at 

subsequent program stages – they were less likely to engage and then not complete a release 

plan (“Engagement only”), and slightly more likely to fail to make contact after release 
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(“Release plan only”).   However, six months after release, the proportion of high-risk 

participants was still 62%, indicating that the program was successful in retaining their target 

group in the medium and long-term.   

  

 

Program status  Risk group Total 
   Low Medium High  
No involvement N 1091 967 845 2903 
  % 37.6% 33.3% 29.1% 100.0% 
Assessed only N 62 55 225 342 
  % 18.1% 16.1% 65.8% 100.0% 
Engaged only N 7 8 10 25 
  % 28.0% 32.0% 40.0% 100.0% 
Release plan only N 7 9 29 45 
  % 15.6% 20.0% 64.4% 100.0% 
1 month contact only N 15 11 37 63 
  % 23.8% 17.5% 58.7% 100.0% 
3 month contact only N 10 14 34 58 
  % 17.2% 24.1% 58.6% 100.0% 
6 month contact N 32 33 106 171 
  % 18.7% 19.3% 62.0% 100.0% 

 

Table 5.2 Stage of program engagement by risk level of releasee 
 

 

5.3 Post-release supports 

 

Another perspective on the nature of participants’ post-release engagement with Bridging the 

Gap is provided by the referrals made by the support agencies to other community services 

or agencies.  Table 5.3 shows the number of referrals made in the three reporting periods by 

the type of service or support involved.  The most intense period of referral activity was the 

first month after release.   The pattern of these first referrals reflects the very basic needs 

facing many released prisoners.  Nearly a third of all referrals made were for housing, and of 

these, one-third involved applications for emergency accommodation.  There were 38 
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referrals for food, clothing, furniture or other material needs.  Virtually all of the 

employment-related referrals were to Centrelink (including the Community Support 

Program) in order to make the participant eligible for income support.  In parallel with this, 

there were 15 referrals to establish basic documentation – mainly birth certificates and bank 

accounts.  Referrals to drug or alcohol treatment agencies accounted for about one in five 

referrals, and referrals for legal, medical or psychological issues made up another 7%. 

 

 

Referral reason Number of 

referrals 

1 month 

Number of 

referrals 

2 to 3 months 

Number of 

referrals 

4 to 6 months 

Emergency or short-term 

accommodation 

45 (11%) 15 (7%) 9 (5%) 

Public housing, long-term housing 84 (21%) 50 (24%) 44 (25%) 

Drug or alcohol 

treatment/counselling 

74 (18%) 50 (24%) 45 (25%) 

Employment – Centrelink related 56 (14%) 19 (9%) 4 (2%) 

Employment – job training or 

applications 

3 (1%) 10 (5%) 7 (4%) 

Material support 38 (9%) 8 (4%) 5 (3%) 

Psych issues 17 (4%) 11 (5%) 3 (2%) 

Documentation 15 (4%) 3  (1%) - 

Health 13 (3%) 12 (6%) 7 (4%) 

Legal 10 (2%) 4 (2%) 9 (5%) 

Other 61 (15%) 30 (14%) 42 (24%) 

Total referrals 416 (100%) 212 (100%) 175 (100%) 

 

Table 5.3 Referrals to community services and agencies by period and type of 
referral 
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In the second and third reporting periods – two to three months after release, and four to six 

months after release – the total level of referral activity declined, and there were changes in 

the kind of referrals that were made.  The need for material support declined sharply, as did 

the need for documentation.  Accommodation referrals continued to comprise the largest 

category of referral activity, although the focus shifted progressively away from emergency 

or short-term accommodation to long-term housing.  Employment-related referral activity 

was more about finding jobs and undertaking employment-related training, although this 

never became an important area of referral activity.       

 

 

5.4 Models of post-release program engagement 

 

When the Bridging the Gap program was originally developed, it was envisaged that post-

release support would involve up to six months of engagement with participants.  

Immediately after release, the releasee would receive intensive support on an outreach model 

until he or she was settled in accommodation, had some form of income support, had re-

established relationships with family and children, and had commenced any treatment or 

development programs.  This intensive period would be followed by a period of 

progressively reduced levels of support, leading to program completion six months after 

release.   

 

The data presented here on the level and nature of contact shows that, on average, program 

involvement did follow this model.  Average rates of contact and referral did decline over 

the course of participants’ involvement, and by the end of six months most participants were 

either no longer in contact with their support agency, or were only in contact on an 

occasional basis.  However, this is the average profile of post-release engagement, and there 
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were at least three groups of participants whose involvement with Bridging the Gap did not fit 

this model.   

 

The first was the group who went through the pre-release planning process, but who made 

no post-release contact.  While this group was relatively small, they nevertheless represent 

the investment of substantial effort on the part of workers and agencies that ultimately did 

not result in any post-release engagement.  Because these participants did drop out of the 

program so abruptly, it is difficult to know much about their reasons for doing so (see 

above).   

 

Another group that did not fit the intended program model was those who were still in 

contact more than six months after release.  While the average level of contact for 

participants who were still engaged with their support agency during this phase was only 

once a fortnight, there were over 50 participants who were in contact at least weekly.   

Anecdotal evidence from the support agencies indicates that some participants continued to 

be in regular contact twelve months or more after their release. In addition to these 

“continuing” participants, there was also a growing group of participants who had been 

recruited to Bridging the Gap, had re-offended or breached parole, and then had re-engaged 

with the program at the end of this sentence.  By the end of 2002 there were at least 25 

participants in this group.   

 

While this group of continuing participants was fairly diverse, there do appear to be three 

types of releasee who were more likely to require continuing support.  They were: 

 

�� Releasees in transitional housing 

 

Delay in finding long-term public housing for some participants meant that they were still in 

transitional housing six months after release.  Agreements with Transitional Housing 
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Managers may require that the participant continue to receive support in order to retain this 

kind of accommodation. 

 

�� Highly institutionalised releasees 

 

While many in this group are older releasees with long custodial histories, there are also 

substantial numbers of younger releasees who have long institutional histories.  These 

individuals experience significant problems with exercising judgment and responsibility, 

forming meaningful relationships, and carrying out basic domestic tasks.  Workers reported 

that participants in this group require long-term support in the community before they are 

able to live independently. 

 

You’ll get others who are institutionalised and fair dinkum do want to make it out.  

And they’re the ones that have real difficulty –no budgeting skills, no communication 

skills, all your time locked in a little room where they deal with things with force and 

manipulation, and you get out and you don’t realise that behaviour doesn’t fit outside, 

or a lot of people don’t. …..so they’re failures and going back to prison before they 

realise they have to change.  (ACSO worker)  

   

�� Releasees who have significant mental or physical health issues 

 

The Bridging the Gap program was designed to target socially marginal individuals and has 

been successful in reaching this group.  However, the social, mental and in some cases 

physical deficits experienced by some individuals are profound and mean that they may 

never be able to live independently in the community.  One issue that emerged during the 

course of the program was the prevalence of Acquired Brain Injury  (ABI) in the releasee 

population.  Three support agencies (ACSO, Melbourne City Mission and the Brosnan 

Centre) identified undiagnosed ABI as a significant issue for some participants in their 
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programs.   

 

A third group who did not fit the “progressive disengagement” program model was those 

who used Bridging the Gap support on an episodic basis.  These releasees did not want or 

require continuous support but rather sought assistance when some crisis (usually legal or 

financial) arose.  Often these individuals ceased regular contact with their support agency 

after the initial period of intensive support immediately after release.  They might then live 

more or less independently for weeks or months, but re-contact in order to obtain assistance 

in a crisis.   
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