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Chapter 9 The future of post-release support: Policy and program 

implications of Bridging the Gap 

 

9.1 Introduct on i

 

Bridging the Gap is the largest and longest-running formal post-release support program in 

Australia.  At the time of writing (August 2003), this program had been available to Victorian 

prisoners for a little over two years, and a total of over 500 prisoners had received pre- and 

post-release support under this program model.  From mid-2002 onwards, Corrections 

Victoria offered Bridging the Gap in parallel with the Housing Pathways accommodation 

support program, and an employment development program, both delivered by community-

based agencies.  An increasing proportion of participants are prisoners who have previously 

been engaged with the program, returned to custody, and then re-engaged during their next 

episode.  Some individuals have continued to have contact with their support agency for well 

in excess of a year.  

 

Bridging the Gap has shown that it can be the vehicle for helping released prisoners to make a 

more successful transition to the community.  Program participants have better outcomes in 

relation to their drug dependence, participation in treatment programs, and accommodation 

status.  These outcomes are associated in turn with reduced post-release offending.  The 

participants in Bridging the Gap were selected on the basis that they were at high risk of post-

release offending, but while they were in contact with their support agency, participants had 

better outcomes in relation to post-release offending and consequent return to corrections 

than comparable non-participants.  

 

The experiences and lessons learned from Bridging the Gap are crucial in understanding how 

post-release support programs should be designed and delivered, and knowing what needs to 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  110 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

be done to ensure that they produce the best results for all those involved in them.  This 

final chapter considers the implications of this evaluation in relation to correctional and 

social support policy, and post-release program design and management.  It also considers 

what is still not known about post-release processes and outcomes, and how these issues can 

be better understood in the future.  

 

This evaluation considered a diverse range of issues across all stages of program design, 

recruitment, delivery and outcomes.  Within the mass of individual findings in the 

evaluation, there were a number of key themes that emerged.  These included: 

 

�� The severity of the problems and disadvantages facing released prisoners and 

the need for long-term support 

�� The centrality of drug dependence in post-release failure and re-offending  

�� The role of community-based agencies and the need for a co-ordinated 

approach in the delivery of post-release services 

�� The nature of post-release success and failure and the importance of personal 

agency in lifestyle change 

 

9.2 The severity of prisoner disadvantage. 

 

The disadvantages that released prisoners face are profound.  The primary goal of release 

support programs is sometimes described in terms of “re-integrating” prisoners back into 

the community.  However, it is evident that many of the individuals going through Bridging 

the Gap have never really been integrated into any community.  In all the major domains of 

ordinary life – family, friends, education, employment, health, and social services – they are 

people who live on society’s margins.  Going to prison may serve to further erode their 

connection with the community, but in most cases prison is just the final step on a pathway 

of disadvantage.   
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One consequence of this is that it is extremely unlikely that any short-term intervention with 

the highest risk and highest need individuals in prison will bring about fundamental change 

in their lives.  It was apparent in the first year of Bridging the Gap that the three-phase model 

of intensive engagement leading to disengagement over a six-month period was not 

appropriate for all releasees.  Two years after the commencement of the program it is 

evident that some releasees want and need long-term involvement with support agencies.  

This is a vindication of the transitional support model in that it shows that there is a genuine 

desire on the part of some releasees to work over an extended period at the task of 

establishing themselves in the community.  However, it also poses some challenges for the 

future of the program.   

 

The first challenge is that support agencies have limited resources, and if program places are 

filled up by releasees who require long-term support, those who may require short or 

medium term support will miss out.  Clearly there needs to be a balance between these two 

groups.  The second challenge is that there must come a point where it is no longer 

appropriate for someone who has been out of prison for an extended period to continue to 

receive support from what is ultimately a correctional program.  Long-term engagement of 

this nature must inevitably reinforce the person’s sense of themselves as an ex-prisoner, 

rather than as a member of the wider community.  Ultimately, effective engagement with 

mainstream community services must be one of the goals of a post-release support program. 
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Recommendation 1:  The program specification for Bridging the Gap should

make provision for both short-term, medium-term and long-term engagement with the

program.  Support agencies should aim to have no more than 20% of their workload

directed to long-term (more than 6 months) clients.  In addition, support agencies’

program models should include provision for the progressive transition of long-term

clients to mainstream social services. 

 

 

 

9.3 Drug dependence and post-release success and failure 

 

A major element in the establishment of Bridging the Gap was the problem of getting released 

prisoners to engage in drug treatment programs.  This evaluation reinforces the importance 

of dealing with drug dependence as a necessary condition for post-release success.  

Participation in the program did result in higher rates of engagement in both formal and 

informal drug treatment programs, and those participants who were able to reduce their 

dependence had markedly better post-release outcomes than those who did not.  Interviews 

with workers and participants showed that those who were unable to reduce their drug 

dependence were unlikely to find and keep stable accommodation, establish some degree of 

financial security or re-establish strong supportive links with their family.   
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One of the key issues for the further development of Bridging the Gap is how this process of 

engaging releasees in drug treatment programs can be made to work most effectively.  Some 

aspects of the program that should be considered are: 

 

Recommendation 2:   The personal relationships established between

participants and workers were an important element in persuading releasees to engage

in treatment.  Different agencies adopted different strategies for supporting workers in

this part of their support work, including specialist in-house drug treatment workers

and links with external treatment services.  There needs to be consideration of the

potential benefits of these strategies in relation to the treatment needs of different

groups of participants. 

 

Recommendation 3:   There is strong evidence that failure to deal with drug

dependence leads to re-offending and re-imprisonment.  Involvement with Bridging the

Gap should be linked to a willingness on the part of participants’ to work on problems

of dependence.  Relapse and incremental progress are integral parts of this process and

must be accepted as outcomes.  However, there seems little point in continuing to

provide material post-release support to someone who has significant drug dependency

but refuses to engage in treatment. 

 

Recommendation 4:   Continuity of treatment is one of the most important

factors in dealing with drug dependence.  At present there are no clear links between

participation in in-prison treatment programs and post-prison programs.  Bridging the

Gap should include specific provision for the recruitment of participants who have

completed intensive prison-based drug treatment programs and who wish to continue

this process after release 
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9.4 Co-ordinated delivery of post-release services 

 

The problem of supporting prison releasees is not fundamentally one of lack of services.  

Rather it is that prison releasees face a series of barriers to accessing services.  A key element 

in the Bridging the Gap program was the brokerage role played by the community-based 

support agencies in negotiating access to these services.  The problem of co-ordinating 

prisoners’ access to bridging support services is complex and needs to take into account case 

planning during sentence (including access and eligibility to in-prison programs), and the co-

ordination of post-release housing, employment, drug and alcohol treatment and personal 

support services.   

 

This is partly about the co-ordination of corrections service delivery programs (Bridging the 

Gap, Housing Pathways and the Employment Pilot) and partly about co-ordination between 

community-based agencies and prison and community corrections services.  While there was 

substantial effort put into these co-ordination activities, much of this effort was ad hoc and 

there were inconsistencies from one prison location to another.  All these programs need to 

be brought together in an integrated transitional support process.   
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Recommendation 5:  Bridging the Gap needs to be established under a co-

ordinated transitional support service model such as that proposed in the report

“Integrating Bridging Support Services for Victorian Prisoners: Issues and Strategies”

(Ward, 2002).    

 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

 

9.5 The impor ance of personal agency  t

 

One of the most important lessons from Bridging the Gap was that post-release success 

depends fundamentally on the commitment and perseverance of the person being released.  

Taking part in Bridging the Gap was no guarantee of success, and being released without 

external support was no guarantee of failure.  It is clear that most of those who took part in 

the program saw the responsibility of succeeding as primarily their responsibility.   

 

However, we still do not understand how these processes of personal agency work in 

relation to desistence from offending.  The interview data from this evaluation provides 

some clues about some of the maturational and motivational processes that are at work.  If 

we want to be able to work effectively with offenders who have made the decision to try to 

stop offending, we need to understand how these processes of personal change work, and 

what we can do to initiate and support them.   

 

Understanding desistence from offending is one of the most significant problems in modern 

penology.  We know about those who re-offend because they return to correctional 

supervision and are available as objects of study.  However, those who are successful in their 

efforts to cease offending effectively disappear from our view.  In a sense, the data available 

to us tell us a great deal about failure but little about success. 

 

 

Recommendation 6:  There needs to be a systematic study of the processes of

personal change involved in desistence from offending, and the role played both by

formal programs like Bridging the Gap, and the informal support processes provided by

family, friends, work and the community in initiating and supporting these processes of

change. 
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