
Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 Drug and alcohol treatment and social integration outcomes 

 

In the impact model for Bridging the Gap, the ultimate goals of improving health outcomes 

and reducing re-offending by released prisoners are achieved by way of intermediate goals of 

enhanced engagement in drug or alcohol treatment, and better social integration.   This 

chapter examines the impact of Bridging the Gap on these intermediate goals. 

 

A major barrier to assessing the success of Bridging the Gap in relation to these intermediate 

goals is the lack of accurate “baseline” data about engagement in drug treatment programs 

and the nature and extent of problems experienced by prisoners after release.   While it is 

clear that released prisoners experience significant problems of social integration and low 

rates of engagement with treatment programs, it is difficult to say precisely how the 

experiences of Bridging the Gap participants vary from these baseline rates.  The evidence 

from workers’ progress reports shows that many participants continued to experience 

serious problems with social integration throughout their time on the program, and that any 

improvements in their situation were often incremental and subject to sudden reversion to 

their former state.  However, it is also clear from interviews with program workers and with 

participants that many participants did make real progress towards greater social integration.   

 

 

7.1 Engagement in drug or alcohol treatment   

 

Drug dependence (and to a lesser extent alcohol dependence) was a central feature of the 

lives of Bridging the Gap participants.  Virtually all those who were engaged in the program 

had experienced some degree of drug or alcohol dependence, and many had long histories of 

severe dependence.  Many participants understood that managing their dependence was a 

critical element in making a successful return to the community.  They saw failure to deal 
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with their drug dependence as leading inevitably to rejection by family and straight society, 

more crime and more imprisonment.  A key intermediate goal for the Bridging the Gap 

program was to encourage participants to engage with drug and alcohol treatment programs, 

and in the pre-release phase most participants said that this was what they wanted too.  Drug 

or alcohol treatment was the second most commonly identified post-release goal for 

participants, nominated in nearly 90% of release plans. 

 

At each of the post-release reporting periods around half of all active participants were 

engaged in, or had completed a drug or alcohol treatment program (Table 7.1), and in total 

189 of the 286 (66%) who had some post release engagement with Bridging the Gap also had 

some drug or alcohol treatment activity recorded.  Post-release patterns of treatment 

involvement were complex.  Some participants went through several episodes of treatment, 

relapse, and further treatment.  Some did not engage in treatment immediately after release, 

so those who were recorded as engaged in treatment at three months post-release were not 

necessarily a sub-set of those recorded at one month after release.   

 

 

Treatment status 1 month post 

release 

3 months post 

release 

6 months post 

release 

Undertaking or completed 

drug or alcohol treatment 

153 (53.4%) 110 (48.9%) 84 (48.5%) 

No treatment involvement 105 (36.7%) 68 (30.2%) 80 (46.2%) 

Unknown treatment status 28 (9.9%) 47 (20.9%) 9 (5.2%) 

Total releasees 286 (100%) 225 (100%) 173 (100%) 

 

Table 7.1 Drug or alcohol treatment status at 1, 3 and 6 months after release 
 

Initially, many of those who engaged in treatment did so because their parole order required 

that they do so.  Progress reports one month after release identified around one-third of 
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those engaged in treatment as having a treatment condition on their parole or Combined 

Custody and Treatment Order (CCTO).  In addition, some participants were required to 

undertake treatment as a condition of their supported accommodation.  At three months 

after release, progress reports identified one-quarter of those engaged in treatment as having 

a parole or CCTO requirement, and at six months one-third of those reported as engaged 

with, or having completed a treatment program had some mandatory requirement.  Workers 

were not required to identify whether treatment was mandated, and these estimates probably 

understate the role of mandatory treatment.  Nevertheless, workers’ progress reports also 

identified some participants who were originally subject to mandatory reporting who 

continued to engage in treatment on a voluntary basis after this requirement had lapsed.   

 

Participants engaged with a wide variety of treatment programs, including: 

�� buprenorphine withdrawal treatments both at clinics and at home 

�� individual and group counselling-based programs (e.g. Anglicare, Moreland Hall, 

Turning Point, Buoyancy) 

�� detoxification programs (e.g. Windana, Wellington House) 

�� residential programs (Odyssey House) 

�� methadone programs. 

 

Many Bridging the Gap participants were reluctant to enter into formal drug or alcohol 

treatment programs.  Some wanted programs that offered limited forms of treatment such as 

risk minimization or controlled use, and were reluctant to commit to programs that were 

structured around goals of abstinence.  Some wanted individual counselling or home-based 

detoxification.  Even when participants did want to access mainstream community treatment 

programs, it was often difficult to the support agencies to find a program place.  Apart from 

the practical difficulties of finding programs that were appropriate for prison releasees needs, 

the Bridging the Gap workers reported that participants’ lack of trust or sense of any 

connection with programs was an important barrier to treatment program engagement.  
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Participants didn’t feel that they “fitted in” to group-based programs because their 

experiences were so different to those of other members of treatment groups.   

 

The Bridging the Gap agencies responded to this by providing participants with direct 

assistance with drug or alcohol issues.  Workers reported that they frequently provided 

advice and counselling about drug abuse and harm minimization, and that this kind of direct 

assistance was often a necessary bridge to more formal treatment.   Workers attempted to 

get releasees to think about managing their drug dependency as part of the more general 

process of re-integration.   

 

We know as drug and alcohol workers, when a person’s feeling really vulnerable and 

not coping socially and they don’t think they’ve got a place in the community it makes 

it really difficult for them not to turn to the one thing that brings them solace. (MCM 

worker) 

 

Young prison releasees were particularly reluctant to engage with formal treatment 

programs, and the Brosnan Centre introduced a part-time drug counsellor who worked with 

Bridging the Gap participants.  Indo-Chinese releasees were also difficult to place in 

community-based treatment programs, and preferred instead to receive counselling from 

their support worker or to engage in home-based treatment. 

 

It was evident in interviews with participants that working to deal with their drug 

dependence was not simply a matter of finding a treatment program place.  For many, 

engagement in treatment was something that only happened when they had dealt with basic 

issues of life support.   

   

most other times when I’ve got out of jail, and before I’ve realised what’s happening 

I’ve got a heroin addiction happening again. ….getting out of jail and not having any 

support, being pretty much on my own, and feeling lonely and bored, not having any 
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money or somewhere decent to live, just getting pretty crapped off with life in general, 

and choosing to use drugs as a way of coping. (ACSO client) 

 

The evidence for change in participants’ drug abuse status during their involvement with 

Bridging the Gap is problematic in that there were no reliable measures of participants’ drug 

abuse prior to program entry, and post-program assessments were subjective judgments 

based on workers’ knowledge of the participants rather than clinical assessments.  Self-

reported rates of drug use when participants were received into prison indicate that fewer 

than 5% of participants had no significant drug issues.  In the end of program reports, 

submitted when the participant left the program or six months after release, workers 

assessed 33% of Bridging the Gap participants as having no drug use, with a further 24% using 

drugs in a manner that did not constitute dependence or abuse (Table 7.2).  Even given the 

uncertainty inherent in these measures, there appears to be evidence for a real reduction in 

drug use for Bridging the Gap participants.  

 
 

Drug status at 6 months/ end of

program 

Frequency Percent 

Unknown 23 13.3% 

Abuse 26 15.0% 

Dependence 25 14.5% 

Use 42 24.3% 

Not current 57 32.9% 

Total 173 100.0% 

 
          Table 7.2 Drug use status at 6 months/end of program 
 

 

The process of engaging the Bridging the Gap participants in drug and alcohol treatment 

programs was complex and not always successful.  The rate of engagement with drug 
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treatment programs by participants was substantially higher than rates of post-release 

treatment observed for unmandated releasees, and the reported rates of post-release drug 

abuse and dependence were significantly lower than pre-imprisonment rates.  On the other 

hand, about one-third of participants failed to engage in any treatment, while others relapsed 

or failed to complete treatment programs.      

 

 

7.2 F nding accommodation i

 

The process of finding stable accommodation is a good example of the barriers that a 

released prisoner has to overcome.  Released prisoners typically have no savings and no 

prospect of a legitimate income, and must therefore look to public housing or rooming 

houses where they can meet requirements for references, bonds, and advance rent.  There is 

a very limited amount of this kind of housing available, and Bridging the Gap agencies seeking 

to place clients face competition from other agencies seeking to house their clients.  Released 

prisoners frequently have a history of non-payment of rent, damage to property and 

sometimes threatening or violent behaviour that means that they are likely to be viewed by 

housing agencies as highly undesirable tenants.   

 

Releasees may reject the housing on offer.  There were several instances of participants 

refusing to be placed in rooming houses because they saw them as places where they would 

inevitably come back into contact with criminal associates and drugs.   

 

I always end up at the same sort of places –boarding houses, Catholic homes, Flagstaff. 

Not a very positive environment for people with a D+A history, because they are filled 

with people who are using, and you are pretty vulnerable, being thrown from a 

structured way of life, with a lot of stability. (ACSO client) 
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Finally, when placed in accommodation, many released prisoners lack even the most basic of 

living skills.  If drug and alcohol abuse is also present then the cycle of non-payment of rent, 

neglect or damage to the property and ultimately pressure to leave resumes.  It is hardly 

surprising that accommodation-related activity was the main form of support provided by 

the Bridging the Gap agencies at all stages of the program.   

 

Six months after release (or at the conclusion of the participant’s engagement) agency 

workers were asked to say whether the participant was in stable accommodation and how 

many times the participant had changed accommodation while engaged with the program.  A 

total of 173 6-month or end of program reports were submitted, and in about half of these 

reports the participant was reported as being in stable accommodation (Table 7.3).   

  

In stable accommodation? No. % 

Yes 89 51.4%

No 69 39.9%

Unknown 15 8.7% 

Total 173 100.0 

 
Table 7.3 Stability of accommodation 6 months after release 
 

In the year prior to their imprisonment, participants had changed their accommodation an 

average of 2.3 times (equivalent to an address change every five months), and one in ten had 

changed their accommodation five or more times in that year.  In the six months after 

release, the Bridging the Gap participants had an average of two address changes, and about 

one in eight moved five or more times (Table 7.4).  This high rate of accommodation change 

represents the process of moving from emergency housing immediately after release to more 

stable forms of housing as these options became available.  Only about 30% of participants 

were able to retain the same accommodation for the duration of their Bridging the Gap 

engagement, and a high proportion of these participants had gone back to live with their 

family.  However, there was also a high rate of accommodation “churn” as a result of 
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inability on the part of many participants to retain housing because of conflict with family 

members or co-residents, failure to pay rent, and the other problems described earlier.  

 

 

Number of accommodation 

changes 

No. % 

0 51 29.5%

1 23 13.3%

2 31 17.9%

3 - 5 42 24.4%

6 - 10 13 7.5% 

>10 2 1.2% 

Unknown 15 8.7% 

Total 173 100.0%

   

Table 7.4 Number of accommodation changes in 6 months after release 
 

 

These results graphically demonstrate the marginal nature of accommodation for released 

prisoners.  One of the achievements of Bridging the Gap was that very few participants 

became homeless for any significant period while engaged with the program.  This 

represents a very real achievement, albeit at the cost of a great deal of worker effort in 

finding and maintaining accommodation.  However, most releasees want to establish 

themselves in mainstream housing, but they face long waiting times before these 

opportunities become available.  Private rental is a “closed door” for prison releasees, and in 

most areas there is a two-year wait for public housing even for those listed on the priority 

Segment One waiting list.   Lack of access to suitable housing is likely to remain an 

important problem for many releasees. 
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7.3 Employment and train ng i

 

When participants went through the pre-release planning process, finding employment was 

the third most commonly nominated post-release goal (after finding accommodation and 

drug or alcohol treatment).   In the event, very few releasees had found work by the time 

they ceased their engagement with the program.  Of the 198 participants who had their 

employment status recorded at 6 months or program completion, only 21 (11%) were 

known to be in full-time work, and a further 18 (9%) had found casual work (Table 7.5).  

Nearly two thirds of releasees were unemployed, split more or less equally into those who 

were seeking work (29%) and those not seeking work (43%).  These results represent little 

change from participants’ employment status before they started their prison sentence.  At 

reception, 60% said that they were unemployed, 20% were in casual employment and 11% in 

full-time employment.  

 

The participants who found work were typically employed in unskilled jobs such as factory 

or farm labouring, or casual work in shops.  The few releasees who were able to find full-

time employment were usually returning to jobs that they had held before being imprisoned.  

In general, women releasees had much more difficulty in finding work than men.  Only two 

out of 34 women (6%) were recorded as having found work, compared with 37 out of 164 

men.  Older releasees were more likely to find work than younger ones.   Thirty percent of 

those in the oldest age group (over 35 years) found work, compared with 20% of those aged 

22 to 34 and only 5% of those aged less than 22 (Table 7.6).    
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Employment status Male 

No. 

 

% 

Female

No. 

 

% 

Total 

No. 

 

% 

Casual 17 10.4% 1 2.9% 18 9.1% 

Full-time 20 12.2% 1 2.9% 21 10.6%

Pensioner/student 14 8.5% 3 8.8% 17 8.6% 

Unemployed & not seeking work 65 39.6% 20 58.8% 85 42.9%

Unemployed & seeking work 48 29.3% 9 26.5% 57 28.8%

Total 164 100% 34 100% 198 100%

 

Table 7.5 Employment status 6 months after release or at end of program by sex 
of releasee 

 

 

Employment status Young

No. 

 

% 

Interm

No.

 

% 

Old 

No.

 

% 

Total 

No. 

 

% 

Casual 1   4.8% 12 8.2% 5 16.7% 18 9.1%

Full-time  -       - 17 11.6% 4 13.3% 21 10.6%

Pensioner/student  -     - 15 10.2% 2 6.7% 17 8.6%

Unemployed & not seeking 

work 

13    

61.9%

59 40.1% 13 43.3% 85 42.9%

Unemployed & seeking 

work 

 7 33.3% 44 29.9% 6 20% 57 28.8%

Total  21 100% 147 100% 30 100% 198 100%

 
Table 7.6 Employment status 6 months after release or at end of program by age 

group of releasee 
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It was evident from early on in Bridging the Gap that prisoners’ ambitions about finding work 

were frequently unrealistic.  Specialist assessment and counselling was made available 

through the Community Support Program (part of Centrelink).  Advice from the 

Community Support Program psychologist responsible for these assessments was that most 

participants lacked the skills and experience required to give them a chance of finding work.  

The priority given by releasees to finding work in their release plans may be mainly a 

reflection of the value they placed on work as a socially valid role or a means of generating 

income.   

 

Some are realistic, some aren’t. Like some will go “ I want to get out and get a job” 

and so you say “ok, well what’s your employment history, what kind of experience 

have you had?” and they go “nothing”…do you know what I mean? More in the 

employment sector of things than anything else, where women think “ok, now that 

I’ve decided I want a job, I’m now going to have one.” I don’t think they understand 

the hurdles that even qualified experienced people might have. I have had a woman get 

a job so that’s not to say that it can’t be done, but I think you lose a little bit of 

perspective when you’re in prison about what barriers are out there as opposed to 

when you actually get out.  (MCM worker) 

 

 

Current training status? No. % 

Unknown 20 10.3% 

Full-time education or training 2 1.0% 

Part-time education or training 9 4.7% 

None 162 83.9% 

Total 193 100% 

 

Table 7.7 Education or training status at 6 months or end of program  
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Another employment barrier facing Bridging the Gap participants on a parole order is that they 

were required to undertake three or more days of community work in their intensive parole 

period.  The demands that this makes on their time means that there is no time to re-

connect or undertake any learning or development.   

 

For most releasees in the Bridging the Gap target group, finding work should probably be 

regarded as a medium to long-term aim.  The most appropriate short-term employment 

goals are about gaining the vocational skills that might ultimately lead to work.  However, 

engagement in education or training was even less common than finding work.  Fewer than 

5% of all Bridging the Gap participants were engaged in any full-time or part-time education or 

training at the end of their time on the program (Table 7.7).   A larger number of 

participants did commence some form of education or training, but in virtually all cases their 

involvement was very short-term.      

 

 

7.4 Re-integration with fam ly and friendsi  

 

Assessing the extent to which releasees were able to reconnect with their families is even 

more problematic than assessing accommodation, employment and training issues because 

we know almost nothing about the status of offenders’ family relationships prior to 

imprisonment.  It is clear that releasees regard reconnecting with their families, and especially 

their children, as a high priority goal.  It is also clear that families can provide critical 

emotional and practical support for releasees.    

 

However, the experience of many Bridging the Gap participants was that the process of family 

re-integration was fraught with difficulty.  A common pattern reported by agency workers 

was that releasees moved back in with their family immediately after release, but within 
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weeks had to move out.  This could be as a result of conflict within the family, rejection of 

the releasee because his or her behaviour was not acceptable to the family, or the inability of 

the releasee to readjust to the structures and responsibilities of family living.  Actual family 

violence was not reported in very many cases – only 9 progress reports noted incidents of 

family violence, although it must be acknowledged that family violence incidents have a very 

low reporting rate. 

 

While some releasees’ families were a source of strong support, there were also cases where 

the family was part of the problem.  Some releasees returned to relationships or families 

where offending or drug abuse was part of daily life.  In some cases, the “help” offered by 

the family took the form of criticism, suspicion or restrictive control over the releasee’s 

behaviour that workers saw as contributing to the releasee’s difficulties.   

 

Cause most of the guys we work with, their families don’t want a bar of them - so 

much damage has been done. They say they’re being supportive but they’re actually 

doing a lot more damage, not through any fault of their own because they’ve been 

ripped off for years. (VACRO worker) 

 

Reconnecting with children was often a difficult and protracted process.  Releasees 

frequently wanted to regain custody of their children as soon as possible, but were faced 

with the need to establish themselves in stable accommodation, to demonstrate that they 

were drug-free or to go through a custody application process.  In many cases, if custody 

was granted, the releasee was required to go through a process of staged re-contact over a 

period of weeks or months.   

 

Releasees also had to establish social connections beyond their immediate family.  Many of 

those interviewed saw that establishing new friendships and leaving behind their old 

offending or drug-based friendships was an important part of the process of re-integration.  

However, this could also be a difficult process. 
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Prejudice, particularly in a social circumstance, can be a problem. I’ve had quite a few 

clients that have said look I’d really like to meet new people that are straight, that aren’t 

in the same kind of game that all my old friends, or my drug friends or my ‘co-eys’ use 

to be, but I’m having real trouble meeting people. People ask, what do you do, where 

have you been the last couple of years of your life? So my clients’ dilemma is, when I 

tell the truth they don’t want to know me. (MCM worker) 

 

 

7.5 Social integration: summary of program outcomes 

 

Most of the time and effort put in by Bridging the Gap workers involved providing releasees 

with the services and structures required to live in the community.  Their progress reports 

show that these efforts were largely successful in dealing with most of the material problems 

facing releasees.  Provided that they remained engaged with the program, participants: 

 

�� were maintained some form of housing 

�� were assisted in re-establishing and maintaining family connections  

�� registered with Centrelink, the Office of Housing and other support agencies, and 

�� were assisted with attending job interviews and other appointments. 

�� established identity documentation and began the process of resolving citizenship 

status 

 

Many of the Bridging the Gap participants have backgrounds of extreme social marginality, 

and lack of any external support was a primary selection criterion for participation in the 

program.  Under these circumstances, the improvements in social integration that were made 

represent real achievements.  However, while there were improvements in the level of social 

integration for participants, the medium and long-term outcomes of this intensive social 
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support are less promising.  Rates of accommodation change remained high throughout 

many participants engagement in the program and six months after release many were still 

waiting to move from temporary housing into something more stable.  Few participants 

were able to establish themselves in work, and even fewer in education or training.  Many 

faced a long period of rebuilding trust with their family, or demonstrating that they were 

ready and able to look after their children.  For most participants, the support available 

through Bridging the Gap was only the first step on the road to a real place in society.   
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