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Chapter 6  Working with released prisoners 

 

The essence of Bridging the Gap was the support work that took place after prisoners were 

released from custody.  The full value of the planning and relationship-building that went on 

before release was only realised if there was substantial contact between clients and workers 

in the weeks and months after release.  The Bridging the Gap program was established on an 

“intensive outreach” support model, and it was up to each agency to establish an appropriate 

form of this model that suited the needs of their clients, and the capacities and resources of 

that agency.  All of the agencies involved in Bridging the Gap had had substantial experience in 

working with prisoners and offenders, but neither they nor the Office of the Correctional 

Services Commissioner were able to foresee all of the issues that arose during the course of 

the program.  This chapter examines some of the key problems and outcomes about 

working with released prisoners that emerged from the post-release component of Bridging 

the Gap.  These problems and outcomes are: 

 

�� The nature of the intensive outreach model and its impact on relationships between 

clients and workers; 

�� Understanding the nature of support, and its impact on relationships between clients 

and workers; 

�� The impact of the Bridging the Gap eligibility model on relationships between clients 

and workers; 

�� The interactions between the Bridging the Gap agencies and other support agencies. 

 

In a substantial number of cases, the pre-release planning process did not develop into a 

post-release support relationship, because prisoners who had engaged with Bridging the Gap  

disappeared immediately after release.  The experiences of those releasees who did stay on 
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and develop a post-release support relationship with a Bridging the Gap agency offer some 

clues as to why other prisoners dropped out of the program at the point of release. 

 

6.1 Intensive outreach and relationships between workers and clients 

  

The importance of establishing strong relationships between clients and workers is implied 

in the intensive outreach model for the program, and each client’s experience of the program 

was substantially shaped by the nature and strength of this relationship.  In the end, 

relationships emerge out of a willingness by both parties to engage with one another and 

they are sustained by the material and emotional rewards that emerge out of the relationship. 

 

One thing I try and work on a fair bit is making sure that the client feels like they have 

a good rapport with me and that they feel like they can trust me and that they’ve got 

someone they can talk to. I’d like to think that I know a fair bit about them, you know 

we’ve had a good few conversations, good few chats, even a few laughs. (MCM 

worker) 

 

Workers saw their relationship with the client as the central factor in the provision of 

effective support, and put a great deal of time and energy into establishing rapport with 

clients and their families.  This typically meant spending time out on the streets, in clients’ 

homes, driving them from place to place and accompanying them to appointments.  If 

possible, workers would meet the client on the day they were discharged, sometimes at the 

prison gate.  In effect, “support” was embedded in everyday activities rather than a separate 

activity that took place in an office.  A common experience reported by workers was that 

they did some of their best work while driving around.   
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Having the cars attached to the outreach component means that the support can be 

really diverse. Sometimes we do fantastic support and go through case management 

issues while driving you know.  (MCM worker)   

 

The kind of hands-on involvement that characterised the Bridging the Gap outreach model is 

particularly important for releasees who have few other people in the community they can 

turn to for practical assistance.  For many releasees, avoiding old acquaintances and places is 

a critical part of the re-integration process.  Many of them recognised how important it was 

to avoid their past connections, and the workers played a key role as a source of assistance 

and personal contact that was isolated from these dangers. 

  

Also my worker knew that I had no clean friends – so it was full on for the first few 

months, seeing her once or twice a week. Anytime I had to go somewhere like on a 

train or something where I might run into old friends and temptations –she would 

drive me no matter what. Like she’d drive out to Ringwood if she had to just to take 

me ten minutes away from my house if that had to be done. So it was pretty full on at 

first, but I needed heaps of support there cause I had nothing else. (Brosnan client) 

 

When I don’t know where to turn, I usually run to my dealer mates and score straight 

away, that’s how I deal with stress normally.  Bridging the Gap gave me someone else to 

call. (SEADS client) 

 

Dealing with the problems posed by anti-social peers was seen as being particularly 

significant for young releasees.  The Brosnan workers reported that one of their priorities 

was to manage the client’s relationships with other young people, and that a critical indicator 

of success was whether the young person was able to establish relationships with a positive 

peer group. 

 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  59 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

The relationship between the support agency and clients’ families could be just as important 

as the relationship with the client.  Even when prisoners have maintained a strong 

relationship with their family, the period immediately after release can throw enormous 

strains on both parties.  An important part of the workers’ role was to act as a link between 

the client and his or her family, providing counselling and reassurance, helping to resolve 

problems of adjustment and generally attempting to ensure that clients’ families were able to 

provide a stable base for the process of reintegration.   

 

(Worker) came and I met him in the City on the day I got out and dropped me off. He 

spoke to Mum and Dad and so I think his presence gave them a little bit of hope that I 

was on the right track.….. And he helped the family as well –Mum and Dad. They 

haven’t got the whole burden of me, if I want someone to talk to. (ACSO client) 

 

While assisting with family reconciliation was important for all Bridging the Gap agencies, it 

was a particularly significant role in supporting Indo-Chinese releasees.  Indo-Chinese 

offenders come from a community where the family is central to a person’s sense of self, 

and the rejection by family that frequently follows from conviction and imprisonment can 

lead to the offender feeling that their life has no purpose or meaning.  The South-East 

Alcohol and Drug Services workers were acutely aware of the need to involve families in the 

planning and post-release support processes, and saw effective engagement between the 

client and his or her family as a key requirement for successful transition back to the 

community. 

 

The value that workers placed on rapport with clients was frequently reciprocated by the 

clients.  They often reported that their relationship with the worker was something that they 

valued over and above any material supports that they received. 

 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  60 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

….    here they really seem to care. They always chase you up and keep ringing, once 

(worker) came looking for me a few weeks ago in Footscray, cause she knew I was 

running off the rails a bit and that (Brosnan client). 

 

Workers’ relationships with clients were not always mutually satisfying interactions, and 

workers were conscious of the need to maintain a balance between supporting clients while 

at the same time setting appropriate limits on behaviour and encouraging them to deal with 

offending-related issues.   
 

Some young people – especially the ones who have had long histories as state wards – 

can have some pretty nasty anti-social traits.  They’re able to use violence or threats of 

violence as a way to deal with frustration or to get control of a situation, and the 

workers need to be prepared to draw a line and say that they’re not prepared to 

continue to work with someone under those circumstances (Agency co-ordinator). 

 

I had one client who was overly sensitive when challenged on his drug usage.  He 

would throw a childish tantrum if challenged or things did not go his way.  When 

(client) was driven around he would not talk, he’d just stare out the window or fall 

asleep. (Client) eventually chose to withdraw from the program. (VACRO worker) 

The nature of intensive support 

Little things make you realize that it’s worked for a particular client.  One client of mine

who was doing really well, but is back in now for nine months had a birthday two

weeks before he went in. So I rang him for his birthday. When I went in to see him

inside not long after he went back in he told me that I was the only person who had

rung him for his birthday. Now that made a big impact on him, because I knew that he

was using drugs, I knew that things were falling apart for him, I knew all that stuff, but

I didn’t write off his birthday as being insignificant because of it, whereas everybody

else in his life did. That sort of stuff can leave a lasting impression. (VACRO worker) 
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6.2 Understanding what support means 

 

A key element in how a program is delivered is the way that people think about it and their 

expectations about it.  In the case of Bridging the Gap, how released prisoners understood the 

nature of support and their role in relation to the support agency was a critical determinant 

of clients’ success in achieving their post-release goals. There were several issues that bear on 

the problem of how clients understand the nature of support, including: 

 

�� Understanding the distinction between mandated and voluntary support; 

�� Accepting broad-based support versus wanting resource-based services, and  

�� Preparedness to enter into an open and honest relationship with support workers. 

 

Despite all the efforts of agencies and workers to demonstrate to prisoners that program 

involvement was voluntary, it is clear that there were elements of implicit and explicit 

coercion behind participation in Bridging the Gap.  These problems are an inevitable 

consequence of delivering a program in a custodial environment to a population that 

typically has a long-term history of institutional involvement.   Some prisoners had difficulty 

in distinguishing between Bridging the Gap and mandated post-release programs.  These 

prisoners saw participation in Bridging the Gap as a form of post-release supervision, with the 

possibility of rewards for participation or problems if they refused.  For some prisoners, any 

approach they receive in prison is interpreted as having official sanction and their response is 

governed by a generalised view that refusal to participate may have negative consequences.  

This general reaction needs to be understood in the context of prisoners’ past experiences 

with social support workers.  Many have had frequent contact with a diverse range of 

agencies, possibly since childhood, and many of these relationships have had an explicit 

coercive element.  Workers reported that “some see you as just another prison social 

worker” (MCM worker).   
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At the same time, some prisoners wanted to enter Bridging the Gap in order to satisfy 

mandated requirements.  Even though the Bridging the Gap agencies and the Adult Parole 

Board were careful to maintain a clear separation between the program and post-release 

parole requirements, it is clear that some prisoners saw involvement in Bridging the Gap as a 

means of furthering their likelihood of being granted parole.    

 

A lot of people will use the program that don’t really intend on going on the straight 

and narrow. They’re really just wanting to look good for parole. (ACSO worker) 
 

Some prisoners clearly thought that they “had” to be involved in the program, whether they 

really wanted to or not.   Around one in five who engaged in the program simply 

disappeared as soon as they were released.  It is difficult to avoid concluding that some 

(possibly most) of these prisoners were not in the program as the result of a free decision. 

As with any program that involves participants who are subject to criminal justice sanctions, 

coercion is everywhere, and these difficulties in distinguishing Bridging the Gap from other 

mandated interventions are likely to continue to pose a problem for transitional programs in 

general.     
 

A related issue was the problem of prisoners who saw Bridging the Gap as a means of 

satisfying some specific need (usually housing) but who were not prepared to enter into a 

broad-based support and development relationship.  Agencies were reluctant to take on 

clients who only wanted to receive services without committing to work on a range of 

personal issues, and some prisoners were equally unwilling to enter into a relationship that 

required any commitment on their part.  
 

It’s still very common for blokes to say, can you get me a house? (No) Can you get me 

a job (No) Well then, what good are ya? (VACRO worker) 
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Part of the problem for the Bridging the Gap agencies was that prisoners’ experience of social 

support services is that it is frequently provided on the basis of minimal expectations that the 

releasee will do anything in return.  As a result, both prisoners and prison staff frequently 

view support as the provision of services only. 
 

There’s a lot of officers within the prison system who will refer someone who’s made 

it clear that they only want housing but because we have housing as a component of 

the support.  We get a lot of referrals saying “no, no, I don’t want support, I don’t 

want a worker, I just want a house”. (MCM worker) 
 

Workers saw support as a involving a reciprocal relationship between worker and client that 

required tolerance and sensitivity to clients’ needs on the part of the worker, and trust and a 

willingness to be honest about failure on the part of clients.     
 

A successful client is someone who understands what support is. They can pick up a 

telephone and ask for help when they’re in trouble. It comes down to honesty and 

trust. A lot of them won’t own up when they’re in trouble….. If they use drugs and 

they’re too embarrassed or ashamed or frightened to ask for help there’s nothing 

anyone can do for them….  The unsuccessful clients are the ‘avoiders’ – always 

wanting to avoid everything, always hiding from stuff. (VACRO worker) 

 

I can’t tell you how many clients drop out of contact because they’re embarrassed 

about having failed, however many times you reassure them that you won’t be 

judgmental. (VACRO worker) 
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Understanding what support means. 

 

I go to a client and say, do you have supports? And they’ll say “oh, yeah, yeah.” I say OK,

so your mum and dad still support you and they’ll go “oh yeah, they’re really great”. So I

say, ok, so if you’re out and things are going bad and you realize you’re probably going to

start again (heroin use) – you could sit down with mum and have a good vent or a cry or

whatever. And they say, well, no way, I pretty much keep my problems away from mum! So

I say, well, that’s pretty much what support is – its having someone that you can tell the

bad stuff, as well the good stuff and still feel accepted – at the same time knowing that

you’ll still have to deal with the consequences of whatever you might have done, but you

can still feel supported and loved – that’s support. If you don’t have that, you don’t have

support and they go “Woah!”.  (VACRO worker) 

 

6.3 Impact of the Bridging the Gap eligibility model 

 

In order to be eligible for engagement on Bridging the Gap, a prisoner had to be high risk and 

high need, and agencies were encouraged to use information from prisoners PIMS records 

and a systematic screening process to ensure that prisoners who were offered a place on the 

program met these criteria.   These eligibility requirements were intended to maximize the 

cost-effectiveness of the program, but they also meant that workers were not always able to 

respond to anyone who sought their assistance.  This was a significant issue for the five 

agencies, especially at the beginning of the program.   

 

Prior to Bridging the Gap, the agencies had typically operated on a responsive basis.  If a 

prisoner approached an agency worker seeking some form of support, the agency would try 

to respond to that request.  This was a practical way of working, since one of the main ways 
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to identify prospective clients was by self-referral.  However, it was also a matter of 

professional ethics – as social services agencies, they saw themselves as having a 

responsibility to respond to people in need.  The drawback behind this approach was that, if 

demand for services or support was high, the limited resources available would need to be 

spread very thinly across clients.  The Bridging the Gap program greatly increased the level of 

resources available, but at the same time required that these resources were not delivered to 

prisoners who did not satisfy the programs’ eligibility criteria.   

 

Another consequence was that workers were frequently required to provide support to 

clients who were difficult to support because they had multiple, interacting issues, and hence 

had only a limited chance of achieving “success”.   Workers (like anyone) are motivated by 

achieving success, but with Bridging the Gap many of them found it necessary to see success in 

terms of relative improvement rather than dramatic changes in lifestyle. 

 

There’s absolutely no doubt that the guys identified do need the support, absolutely no 

doubt, but some of them are so far gone you just think are you better off working with 

the ones who’ve been in only two or three times, who are just starting on that path, 

who actually have a bit more responsivity, who still haven’t caused too much damage 

in their family and in their social networks so that the families can really be worked 

with as well. ….  Sometimes you do think maybe the middle range would be better, but 

I mean these guys we’re working with certainly do need the help, and appreciate the 

help even if it does fall through. (VACRO worker) 

 

Sometimes workers found themselves dealing with clients who were so disadvantaged that 

they felt unable to respond effectively to them within the framework of the Bridging the Gap 

program.  This was most evident when workers were dealing with clients who had issues 

with mental disorder or lifetime experiences of institutionalisation.  
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The level of need for some is so high that it can’t effectively be met by outreach 

workers.  What is required is some form of semi-institutional care, but the clients are 

not going to accept any kind of voluntary engagement of this kind. (ACSO worker). 

 

6.4 Interactions with other support agencies 

 

The Bridging the Gap agencies did not operate in isolation, but frequently found themselves 

working with clients alongside other social support agencies.  Most of the time, these 

relationships were co-operative and meant that the Bridging the Gap agencies could focus 

more of their attention on issues that were specifically concerned with the problems of the 

transition from custody to the community.  However, there were also situations where the 

Bridging the Gap agencies found that they were in competition with other correctional and 

non-correctional agencies or programs for access to services and resources. 

 

This was most evident in relation to the problem of finding accommodation for released 

prisoners.  The general shortage of rental accommodation meant that Bridging the Gap 

agencies frequently found themselves competing with other social support agencies who 

were seeking to place their clients in scarce emergency or transitional housing. The Bridging 

the Gap agencies dealt with this by directing more of their resources (mainly workers’ time) 

into housing referral, and some created specialised housing referral positions.  The agencies 

reported that their workers spent more time on finding and maintaining participants in 

accommodation than on any other form of post-release support.   However, these solutions 

are also those adopted by most other social support agencies.  In effect, agencies find 

themselves in a “housing race” that involves putting more resources into greater expertise in 

housing referral without being able to change the problem of limited stock. 

 

Housing, housing, housing, housing! No problem as far as providing drug and alcohol 

services for people, plenty of counsellors. Housing is the backbone of all the problems. 
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There would probably be one house for everyone 200 clients needing one.  When you 

find a house, it’s the saddest, most needy and desperate and pathetic referral gets the 

house so its really quite competitive between agencies, and you even, to even put in a 

referral you need to have what’s called nomination rights and they’re not giving them 

out anymore cos too many people are trying to nominate for one property. (MCM 

worker) 

 

There was also competition between programs offered within the criminal justice system.  In 

2002 additional housing was made available to released prisoners under the Housing 

Pathways Program.  The strategy for the Pathways Program was to direct the program to 

prisoners who were not already covered by a support agency, especially those who were 

likely to be homeless after release.  Housing Pathways offered had available 61 dedicated 

transitional housing properties for ex-prisoners.  The problem was that, since access to 

housing is the most important issue for most releasees, some releasees who needed support 

over a wide range of issues choose to participate in the Pathways Program because it offers 

them a better chance of housing.  This problem was recognised fairly early on, and steps 

were taken to ensure that there was some co-ordination between Bridging the Gap and 

Housing Pathways.  Housing Pathways was managed at a local (prison) level, and the extent 

of co-ordination tended to vary from location to location. 

 

A key element in the role of the Bridging the Gap agencies was to act as service brokers for their 

clients.  Released prisoners tend to lack the skills, motivation and knowledge to access 

mainstream social services, and may have to deal with past problems in their relationships 

with these mainstream agencies, such as debts or records of aggressive behaviour.  Workers 

reported that they often had to “shepherd” their clients through processes such as 

registering for Centrelink or applying for transitional housing support.  This shepherding 

role could include prompting the client to make an appointment, getting them to the 

appointment, ensuring that the client had the required documentation, resolving problems 
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associated with the client’s previous interactions with the agency, and explaining the 

outcomes of the process.   

 

These issues about the interactions between Bridging the Gap and other agencies highlight the 

problems that released prisoners have as users of mainstream services.  Contemporary 

systems of social support are complex and precisely targeted.  They rely on the capacity of 

applicants to make correct choices as to the most appropriate means of satisfying their 

needs, and to negotiate their way through administrative processes.  The target group for 

Bridging the Gap is typically people who cannot meet these requirements.  They lack the 

knowledge and motivation to make the correct choices, and the skills to successfully 

negotiate the processes.  Thus, a primary requirement for transitional support programs is 

that they need to be delivered as part of an integrated package of services designed around 

the needs and capacities of released prisoners.    

 

6.5 Working for change 

 

In our interviews with the program workers, it was evident that they saw Bridging the Gap as 

much more than a means of dealing with the practical problems that follow from release 

from prison.  Their primary focus was on working to help clients change their lives.  They 

were realistic about this, clearly appreciating that any progress was likely to be in small 

increments, and that failures were frequent.  What workers sought, above all else, was a 

commitment by the client to a reciprocal relationship based around working towards a better 

life.  If the client was prepared to commit to this kind of goal, the workers were prepared to 

persist with clients who were erratic, foolish, demanding or unreliable, who failed through 

re-offending or relapse into drug use, as long as they were willing to try to do better next 

time.  Clients who just wanted material support and were not prepared to give anything in 

return were neither valued nor viewed as likely prospects for success. 
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The other side of this relationship was the value that the clients placed on their relationships 

with the workers.  Obviously, we were only able to interview those who did stay engaged 

with Bridging the Gap.  However, it was striking how enthusiastic they all were about the 

program workers.  Not every client was strongly supportive of the program – some saw it as 

a minor adjunct to their own efforts to re-establish themselves.  But every one saw their 

worker as an esteemed and respected link with the community. 

 

Working for success 

 

I don’t feel like I’m doing Bridging the Gap, I don’t even realize I’m on a program, I just

have this great worker. But if it’s a program I’m on then it’s a good one. Its worked for

me that’s for sure though I can’t say that it would work for the next guy. There’s heaps of

bullshit programs in jail and that but this one is just worth its weight in gold – because of

the workers I’ve got, that’s why its working. Cause I trust them, that’s why its

working….. These workers really know their job, and they genuinely care. Also, they’ll get

in there and battle for you. They show you how to go about getting things.  (Brosnan

lient) c
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