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Preface 

 

Bridging the Gap was a co-operative effort by the five support agencies and Victorian 

corrections.  One of the most important achievements of the program was that it served as 

the focal point around which people who shared a common commitment to improving the 

way that prisoners return to the community could talk about issues and experiences.   The 

material that is presented in this report is the product of a great deal of effort by the Bridging 

the Gap co-ordinators and workers, and by the staff of the Office of the Correctional Services 

Commissioner.  It was our great good fortune as evaluators that we were able to take part in 

this shared enterprise.   In particular the evaluation team wish to acknowledge the 

contribution of the following individuals: David Rose, Robb Ritchens, Annie Trainor and Jo 

Chaplin from the Australian Community Support Organisation, Vaughan Winther and Peter 

Coghlan from the Brosnan Centre, Andrea Lott, Sue Jose and Joce Bignold from Melbourne 

City Mission, Sally Laurie from Moreland Hall, Phil Hines and Sarah Finlayson from South 

East Alcohol and Drug Services, Anne Rosewood and Judy Lazarus from the Victorian 

Association for the Care and Re-settlement of Offenders, and Kathya Martyres, Jenny 

Roberts and Mick Carroll from Corrections Victoria.  We would also like to give particular 

recognition to Pip Wisdom, whose efforts were vital in getting Bridging the Gap established. 

 

This research was carried out with funding from the Office of the Correctional Services 

Commissioner.  The primary author of this report was Dr. Stuart Ross, with assistance from 

Ms. Emma Ryan and Ms. Sara Spencer.  Dr. Mark Brown provided advice on the evaluation 

methodology and acted as an advisor to the project throughout.  Mr. Shane McKenzie 

designed the evaluation database, and Ms. Kate Gaffney provided research assistance. 

 

Persons wishing to find out more about this research should contract Dr. Stuart Ross at the 

Department of Criminology, University of Melbourne on 03-8344-9458 or by email on 

s.ross@muprivate.edu.au.     
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Chapter 1 Release from prison and the Bridging the Gap program 

 

1 1 Release, re-entry and the revolving door of prison.  

 

In the next year, approximately four thousand prisoners will be released from Victorian 

prisons after serving sentences that may have been as short as a few days or as long as 

twenty years (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002).  Within two years, a third of them will 

have returned to prison, and within five years nearly half of them will be back (Productivity 

Commission, 2003). For many prisoners, life consists of alternating episodes of 

imprisonment, release, re-offending and then further imprisonment.  

 

This continual cycling from prison to the community and back to prison is a complex 

problem with multiple causes.  Drug and alcohol dependence, mental disorder, aggression, 

greed, poverty, and sexual deviance are all contributing factors to the offending that leads to 

imprisonment.  However it is also clear that being imprisoned is itself a factor that leads to 

imprisonment, in large part because of the problems that released prisoners face in re-

establishing themselves in the community when they are released.  These problems include 

unstable and inappropriate accommodation, lack of vocational skills leading to high levels of 

unemployment and the absence of legitimate forms of income, rejection by their family and 

friends, and lack of access to mainstream health and social services. The ultimate 

consequences of failing to make the transition back into the mainstream community include 

injury or death, mainly from drugs, re-offending and further imprisonment.    

 

In recent years there has been growing recognition of the importance of managing the post-

release needs of prisoners as a means of improving their reintegration into the community 

and reducing subsequent recidivism and other health and social problems (Conly, 1998; 

NACRO, 1998; Petersilia, 2000).  The Bridging the Gap program was conceived as a way to 
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tackle these problems of the transition from prison to the community.  It was established in 

early 2001 and has now been running for over two years, during which time around 500 

prisoners have been engaged with the program in some way.  The Bridging the Gap program 

model is based on intensive involvement by community-based organisations in supporting 

the highest risk and highest need individuals who are released from Victoria’s prisons.   

 

This report presents the findings of the evaluation of Bridging the Gap over its first two years 

of operation.  Our goal in preparing this report was to present a detailed and balanced 

perspective on how Bridging the Gap developed over these first two years, the problems that 

were encountered and the solutions that were adopted to address them, and the effect that 

the program had on the lives of its participants.  We believe that Bridging the Gap represents 

an important step forward in the development of transitional support for prisoners, and the 

lessons learned from this program have potential application to corrections systems both in 

Australia and internationally.   

 

1 2 Description of Bridging the Gap program .

 

Bridging the Gap is an intensive post-release support program for high risk and high need 

offenders with drug or alcohol issues.  The program is intended to provide intensive 

transitional support to participants by addressing their needs through direct service provision 

and supporting access to drug and alcohol treatment, accommodation, education, health, 

legal assistance, training and employment, family reconciliation and child care and custody.  

It was established in 2001 by the Office of the Correctional Services Commissioner in 

Victoria as a 2-year pilot program.  It was subsequently re-funded for an additional six 

months to mid-2003, and at the time of writing has been re-funded for a further four years. 
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The goals of Bridging the Gap were defined as1: 

 

��to reduce the risk of re-offending and re-imprisonment 

��to reduce the risk of post-release overdose and death 

��more generally, to reduce harm associated with use of alcohol and other drugs. 

 

The program was administered by five community-based agencies, with each agency having 

a distinct target population (see Table 1.1) for its support services.  While all five agencies 

worked to a common Bridging the Gap program model, there were a number of significant 

differences in the issues facing each agency, the resources available and the nature and 

priorities of the support services offered.  For example, issues about child custody were 

more salient for the Melbourne City Mission program, while the problem of 

institutionalisation was more significant for the VACRO program.  

 

Agency Target groups 

Melbourne City Mission (MCM) Female prisoners 

Jesuit Social Services (Brosnan Centre) Prisoners under 25 years 

Victorian Association for the Care and 

Resettlement of Offenders (VACRO) 

Male prisoners aged 25+ serving long sentences (3+ 

years) 

Older male prisoners with family issues 

Australian Community Support 

Organisation (ACSO) 

Males prisoners aged 25+ and socially isolated 

Older prisoners with mental health issues 

South East Alcohol and Drug Services 

(SEADS) 

Indo-Chinese prisoners 

 

  Table 1.1: Bridging the Gap agencies and target groups 
 

                                                 
1 These goals are those set out in the policy framework for the program.  As will become clear in subsequent 

chapters, clients and workers may have also been striving to satisfy quite different goals. 
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The original brief for Bridging the Gap envisaged a program that was structured around six 

distinct stages (see Figure 1.1).  The first stage was that of recruitment and engagement in 

the program.  While the program was promoted to prisoners and prison staff, mainly 

through leaflets, workers from the support agencies did most of the recruitment on site in 

prisons.  The workers were supplied with lists of prisoners due for release as a guide for 

recruitment.  These lists included prisoners’ release dates, criminal histories, indicators of 

drug or alcohol issues and a “risk score” calculated from criminal history information (see 

Appendix 1).  Workers were required to screen potential participants for eligibility.  In order 

to be eligible for Bridging the Gap, a prisoner needed to be assessed as medium to high risk, 

with drug or alcohol abuse or dependence issues, and with significant post-release needs that 

were not likely to be met without some external support.   

 

 

Post-release engagement In prison 

Moderate 

phase 

Disengagement 

phase 
Intensive 

phase 

Preparation of

release plan 

Screening & 

recruitment 

 

Figure 1.1: Stages of the Bridging the Gap program 

 

Prisoners who accepted the offer of a place on Bridging the Gap were then asked to draw up a 

detailed release plan.  Ideally, participants were recruited to the program at least six weeks 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  9 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

before their release date in order that workers had time to establish a relationship with them, 

identify post-release issues and make preparations for their release.  Usually this meant that 

workers visited participants on two or three occasions over the six weeks. 

 

It was envisaged that the period of post-release engagement in Bridging the Gap would last six 

months, commencing with a period of intense involvement between worker and participant 

beginning on the day of release, and lasting a few weeks or months until the participant was 

settled.  This would be followed by a period of less intense involvement lasting between one 

and three months that would gradually tail off into a period of low intensity engagement 

leading to the participant exiting the program. In fact, patterns of post-release engagement 

were much more complex than this, and this graduated process of engagement and 

disengagement only applied at the aggregate level (see Chapter 3). 

 

While most of the operational work associated with Bridging the Gap took place in prison or 

through intensive outreach after release, there was also an important co-ordination element 

that involved the five agencies, the public and private prisons and the Community 

Corrections Service, the program’s sponsor (the Office of the Correctional Services 

Commissioner), and the evaluation team.  There were regular meetings between these to 

discuss program operational issues, review progress and develop solutions to problems.  

These co-ordination meetings were a key mechanism in the development of the program 

over the two years .  

  

 

1.3 Structure of this report 

 

The evaluation was based on a three-stage “Conceptual – Formative – Outcome” evaluation 

strategy (Rossi, Freeman & Lipsey, 1999), and this report is organised around these three 

elements.   
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Conceptual issues:  This phase of the evaluation was concerned with reviewing the 

theoretical basis of the program, and the way that program theory was translated into 

practice.  Chapter 2 reviews current knowledge about the problems that face prisoners on 

release, and the way that these transitional issues are incorporated into correctional theories 

about release and rehabilitation.  This chapter also considers how these practical and 

theoretical considerations were reflected in the design of Bridging the Gap and other 

transitional prisoner support programs in Victoria.  The policy basis for Bridging the Gap 

required that the program be directed to high risk and high need prisoners with drug or 

alcohol issues, and Chapter 3 describes the participant selection arrangements that were 

developed in order to meet this requirement.   

 

Formative issues:  This phase of the evaluation was concerned with how Bridging the Gap 

was implemented, and with feeding back information on the program’s operations so that 

the providers could fine-tune their assessment and service delivery processes.  Chapter 3 

describes the flows of prisoners through Bridging the Gap throughout the period March 2001 

to September 2002.  This chapter considers the outcomes of program assessments, the 

numbers and characteristics of those who entered the program in prison and their level of 

post-release engagement.  Program flows were generally lower than had been anticipated, 

and some of the issues that limited program flows are considered.   

 

The essential operational processes of Bridging the Gap were the identification of issues and 

problems in the release planning stage, and the work that went on with participants after 

their release.  Chapter 4 describes the problems that prisoners anticipated before their release 

and the way that these issues were dealt with in their release plans.  Chapter 5 considers the 

release process itself, and the barriers and problems encountered by prisoners immediately 

after release.  Chapter 6 desribes the process of working with prisoners, including how the 

intensive outreach model worked in practice, the relationships between workers and clients, 

and the interactions between the Bridging the Gap agencies and other social support agencies.  
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Outcome stage:  The outcome or summative phase of the evaluation was concerned 

with assessing the impact of the program on clients.  Chapter 7 considers the impact of 

Bridging the Gap on clients’ social integration, including their accommodation, employment, 

and family reintegration.  Chapter 8 examines the effect of the program on clients’ health 

and drug status and re-offending, and also looks at some examples of the way that clients 

engaged with the program, and the effect that this engagement had on their lives.  Chapter 9 

considers the lessons that have been learned from the evaluation of Bridging the Gap, and 

makes recommendations for the design and operation of future transitional support 

programs.  
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Chapter 2 The design of Bridging the Gap: theoretical and practical 

issues 

 

There were two features in the design process for Bridging the Gap that characterise the 

designs of many criminal justice programs.  The first feature was that the program was 

designed in order to respond to a problem, or rather a series of problems, without there 

being any detailed knowledge of the problems it was intended to address.  The problems that 

were the basis for Bridging the Gap were the lack of post-release support and the high rates of 

recidivism and post-release death among released prisoners.  However, fundamental aspects 

of the problem space, such as the number of individuals who required post-release support, 

the extent and specific nature of their post-release needs, the interaction between services 

provided under the Bridging the Gap program and those provided by families and mainstream 

community services, could only be guessed at.   

 

The second feature was that Bridging the Gap was designed without a clear theoretical or 

practice model that specified what form the problem response should take.  This was partly a 

consequence of the novel approach adopted by Bridging the Gap.  Existing post-release 

programs have typically been focussed on compliance monitoring as well as support, and 

have been delivered within a framework of statutory obligation.  In addition, while it appears 

that programs that provide post-release supervision of offenders can produce significant 

reductions in recidivism, it is not at all clear whether these results are due to supervision, 

support, treatment or deterrence (Sherman, Gottfredson, MacKenzie, Eck, Reuter & 

Bushway, 1997; Nutall, Goldblatt & Lewis, 1998).  The problem of post-release mortality is 

even less well understood.   

 

This chapter examines some of these program design issues.  It begins by reviewing what we 

do and don’t know about the problems prisoners face after release.  After a brief review of 
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some of the main themes in the research literature, it argues that the basis for a post-release 

support program like Bridging the Gap should be to facilitate the processes of desistence from 

drug dependency and crime.   

 

 

2.1 Post-release issues for Victorian prisoners 

 

Anyone who works closely with prisoners soon comes to appreciate that being in prison is 

just one of the life problems that prisoners face.  This “package” of life problems can also 

include drug and alcohol dependency, acute and chronic physical and mental health 

disorders, relationships with family that are chaotic, sporadic or marked by conflict, social 

dislocation and lack of access to social services, poor education, and unemployment.  It is 

also evident that imprisonment can be both a consequence and a cause of these other 

problems. However, while there is an abundance of anecdotal evidence about these life 

problems in prison populations, there are also some fundamental aspects of these problems 

about which we know very little.  In general, we know most about those life problems that 

bring prisoners into contact with service delivery agencies (for example, health, 

unemployment and re-offending), less about the problems that are confined to the social or 

familial environment  (e.g. family relationships and support), and almost nothing about the 

connections between different types of life problems.   

 

Re-offending 

Prison populations are comprised largely of people who have been in prison before. Over 

sixty percent of Victorian prisoners who were in custody on 30 June 2001 had previously 

been imprisoned (ABS, 2002).  Of those prisoners who were released during 1999/2000, 

33.4% had returned to prison and 42.9% had received either a prison term or a community 

corrections order within 2 years (Productivity Commission, 2003).  These re-offending rates 
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are fairly typical for prison populations.  Victoria’s rates are close to the national average for 

Australia.    International comparisons of reconviction rates are difficult because of 

differences in justice processes and counting rules.  New Zealand reports that 41% of prison 

releasees are re-convicted and 24% are re-imprisoned within one year (NZ Department of 

Corrections, 2002).  In the UK, 58% of releasees are re-convicted, and 36% re-imprisoned 

within two years (Social Exclusion Unit, 2002).  In the US, 47% of releasees were 

reconvicted, 25% re-sentenced to prison and 52% were returned to prison within three years 

of release (Langan & Levin, 2002).  It is clear that one of the characteristics that prisoners in 

different countries share is a high probability of being reconvicted and reimprisoned. 

 

Drug and alcohol dependence 

Offenders show substantially higher rates of illicit drug use and harmful drug taking activity 

than the general population, and these rates are higher still in incarcerated offenders.  A self-

report survey of Victorian prisoners carried out by the CORE The Public Correctional 

Enterprise in 1999 (McLachlan, 2000) estimated that 66% of respondents had engaged in 

illicit drug use in the year prior to incarceration, and that approximately 40% had engaged in 

either illicit drug or alcohol consumption while in prison.  These rates are similar to those 

reported from surveys conducted in New South Wales prisons that showed that in the 6 to 

12 months prior to entering prison, 30 to 40% of prisoners used heroin, 60 to 75% used 

cannabis and 30 to 40% used amphetamines (Dolan, Shearer, Hall, & Wodak, 1996; Kevin, 

1998; NSW Corrections Health Service, 1997).   

 

The prevalence of illicit drug use by offenders continues to be relatively high even while they 

are in prison, although the frequency of use is probably significantly lower.  Illicit drug users 

are likely to continue to use drugs after they are imprisoned.  A survey of Victorian prisoners 

conducted by the MacFarline Burnett Institute (Hellard, Crofts & Hocking, 2002) found that 

three-quarters of those who reported ever injecting drugs had continued to inject while in 

prison.  The New South Wales’ studies show that between 40 and 70% of prisoners report 
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using drugs while in prison.  Although cannabis is the most commonly used drug, a 

substantial proportion of prisoners (20 – 40%) reported using heroin while in prison.   

 

Estimating the prevalence of alcohol abuse in offender populations is more problematic, in 

part because it is necessary to distinguish between “normal” use and abuse.  Survey data 

collected through the Drug Use Monitoring in Australia (DUMA) program shows that 47% 

of arrested males and 44% of arrested females report high levels of recent alcohol use, and 

that there was considerable overlap between heavy drinking and testing positive to illicit 

drugs (Makkai & McGregor, 2001).   Comparable rates of high-risk alcohol consumption in 

the general community are below 10%. 

 

Physical health 

Compared with the general population, prisoners are more likely to experience acute and 

chronic health problems (NSW Corrections Health Service, 1999; Social Exclusion Unit, 

2002).  This is partly a consequence of their marginal economic and social status, and partly 

due to the risk-taking and substance abuse that is an integral part of most offenders’ lives.  

The link between drug abuse and general health has been extensively studied.  The health-

related impacts of illicit drug abuse for the general population include elevated rates of 

accidental injury (especially vehicle crashes or drowning), chronic health conditions (cancer, 

liver disease, pulmonary disease) and death from suicide or overdose (Weatherburn, Topp, 

Midford & Allsopp, 2000).  These forms of drug and alcohol-related disease and injury are 

over-represented in offenders and particularly in prisoners 

 

A particularly severe set of health problems for prisoners is associated with the prevalence of 

blood-borne diseases, and unsafe drug-using practices are a primary cause of these 

conditions.  Surveys of prisoners show that they report frequent sharing of syringes or other 

injecting materials, both while in custody as well as in the community (Dolan et al.,1996; 

Kevin, 1998; McLachlan, 2000).  As a result, well over half of all Victorian prisoners sampled 
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(57.5%) were antibody positive to the hepatitis C virus (HCV) (Hellard et al., 2002).   

Prisoners also show high levels of hepatitus B virus and HIV (Crofts, Thompson, Wale & 

Hernberger, 1996; McDonald, Ryan, Brown, Manners, Falconer, Kinnear et al, 1999).  A 

high proportion of prison entrants are already infected with blood-borne diseases acquired 

through injecting drug use or other behaviours (e.g. tattooing) prior to coming to prison.  

Nevertheless, epidemiological researchers recognize that prisons are important sites for the 

transmission of blood-borne diseases. 

 

Mental health 

Herrman, McGorry, Mills & Singh (1991) surveyed Victorian prisoners and found levels of 

severe psychotic disorders that were comparable with non-imprisoned populations but 

significantly higher levels of mood disorders, personality disorders and alcohol and drug 

dependence or abuse.  Approximately 3% of the sample assessed by Herrman et al received 

current diagnoses of psychotic disorders and 12% received diagnoses of current mood 

disorders, mainly depression.  In addition, around 70% were identified as having substance-

use disorders.  These rates of mental disorder appear to be essentially the same as the rate 

for UK prisoners (Gunn, Maden & Swinton, 1991), and somewhat lower than those found 

in US prisoner populations (Beck & Maruschak, 2001).  

 

Premature death 

Offenders on community orders, and especially parole orders, are at much greater risk of 

death from suicide, overdose and other causes than either prisoners in custody or the general 

population.  Death rates in prison are lower, but still exceed those for comparable non-

imprisoned populations.  Drugs and/or alcohol are the most common cause of death for 

both male and female offenders under community corrections supervision, and parolees 

released from prison have death rates that are up to 50% higher than offenders serving a 

court order (Biles, Harding & Walker, 1999).  A study of coronial files on unnatural deaths 
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found that Victorian prisoners had an unnatural death rate ten times that of the general 

community, and that over half of these deaths were heroin-related (Graham, 2003).  This 

study also suggested that the death rate for released prisoners has increased over the past 

decade.  Recently released prisoners have been identified by the Australian National Council 

on Drugs (ANCD) as a high-risk group for heroin overdoses (ANCD, 2001).  The ANCD 

recommended that effective and proven drug and alcohol programs should be available to all 

prisoners, and that there should be continuity of drug and alcohol care and treatment 

between prison and the community.   

 

Engagement in post-release programs 

Approximately one-quarter of those released from Victorian prisons are subject to post-

release conditions in the form of a parole or Combined Custody and Treatment Order 

(CCTO).  In addition, many of those released have participated in prison treatment or 

development programs where continued engagement would be beneficial.  Information 

about the transfer of these forms of engagement is very patchy.  Parole failure rates are high 

– up to a third of those on parole are the subjects of breach action for re-offending or failure 

to meet parole conditions.  Between 40% and 80% of all CCTO’s made in the Victorian 

higher courts are breached (Department of Justice, 2003).  Programs like Moreland Hall’s 

StepOut treatment assessment and referral service find that very few prisoners who seek an 

assessment prior to release actually take up a place in a treatment program after release.  

During 2000/2001 only 38 out of 217 prisoners (17.5%) who sought a StepOut assessment 

actually took up a place in a treatment program (Moreland Hall Annual Report 2000/2001).   

For women prisoners the conversion rate was substantially less, with only 2 out of 50 

assessments (4%) translating into treatment program engagements. 
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The missing bits of the puzzle 

It is clear from the material set out above that prisoners constitute a severely disadvantaged 

group in the community across a range of issues, and that these disadvantages continue to 

apply to them long after they have ceased to be prisoners.  The problems faced by Victorian 

prisoners are essentially no different from those faced by prisoners in comparable 

jurisdictions like the United Kingdom and the United States.   Morgan describes British 

prisoners as having “generally precarious toeholds on life outside prison”, with high levels of 

homelessness, family breakdown, unemployment, illiteracy and minimal education (Morgan, 

1997).   Irrespective of whether interventions directed at this pattern of disadvantage are able 

to achieve instrumental outcomes (for example, reduced re-offending), there is a strong 

social justice argument for providing prisoners with substantial in-prison and post-prison 

support.   

      

However, the strength of this “social justice” case for prisoner support should not blind us 

to the limited understanding that we have of these issues.  There are some aspects of 

prisoners’ lives about which we know little.  There is a great deal of anecdotal evidence that 

imprisonment has a dramatic impact on prisoners’ families, but we know little or nothing 

about how families cope when a parent or child goes to prison, how family relationships 

change during the course of a prison term, and what happens when the prisoner returns 

home.  We know that associating with other offenders is a significant risk factor for re-

offending, but we know virtually nothing about how the prison experience influences 

friendship formation, or how prisoners’ self-image bears on their willingness to engage with 

straight society.    

 

If we wish to intervene to address the problems faced by prisoners, it is not enough to know 

that a specific problem exists.  We need to know about the causes of the problem, its 

relationship to other problems, and how the problem is manifested across different groups 

in the population.  The relationships that exist between problems is a fundamental issue for 

Bridging the Gap, and there is little or no data that shows how these various needs relate to 
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one another and ultimately to offending and drug-related harm.  We particularly need to 

know about the relationship between drug and alcohol use, social integration and offending.   

Do the practical problems of finding or resuming a place in the community give rise to 

stresses that released prisoners resolve through drugs or alcohol?  Alternatively, does the 

resumption of a lifestyle involving regular drug or alcohol use mean that released prisoners 

are unable to effectively resolve the personal, financial and other problems that they face in 

re-establishing themselves.   

 

One issue that appears likely to be a critical variable for transitional support programs is the 

role of mandatory post-release supervision.  Most people leaving prison are released direct to 

freedom – in effect, they go from an environment of total institutional control on one day to 

an environment of total freedom the next.  A minority are released to parole or under a 

CCTO, and are subject to supervision and treatment or other program participation for a 

period of months or sometimes years.  Breaches of parole are common, and many breaches 

result in the return to custody of the offender.  However, parole programs can also result in 

improved rates of treatment program engagement and completion, and reduced rates of re-

offending (Sherman et al, 1997; Nutall et al., 1998).  It is not clear whether the effectiveness 

of post-release support of the kind offered through Bridging the Gap is enhanced by parole 

supervision, or whether the two programs are in competition with one another.     

 

 

2.2 Transitional support program models 

 

The Bridging the Gap program was developed at a time when the problem of prisoner re-entry 

had become the subject of a great deal of research, policy and program development in 

many countries.  While there can be little doubt that the social and other disadvantages 

experienced by prisoners are a serious problem both in themselves and because of their 

consequences in terms of re-offending and re-imprisonment, there appears to be no 
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common theoretical or policy framework to inform these research and development 

activities.    

 

Two main policy issues have shaped the focus and form of prisoner re-entry programs.  The 

first is the demonstrable failure of existing release practices, including parole programs, to 

deal effectively with prisoner re-entry.  Post-release re-offending rates are extremely high, 

and parole failure is one of the primary drivers of increasing imprisonment rates (Travis & 

Lawrence, 2002).  The second is that the burden of post-release failure ultimately falls on the 

community in the form of elevated rates of crime, drug abuse, family violence and demand 

for social services.  These burdens are not distributed evenly across communities, but tend 

to be concentrated in those areas where releasees return to live (Lynch & Sabol, 2001).    

 

 

Prisoner re-entry programs in the USA 

The US National Institute of Justice has identified the problem of prisoner re-entry as one of 

the priority issues for US corrections policy (Travis, 2000), and the general policy strategy 

adopted has been to attempt to re-invigorate the parole system (Travis & Lawrence, 2002).  

The Reentry Partnerships Initiative, established in eight jurisdictions by the Department of 

Justice, aims to achieve better risk management via enhanced surveillance, risk and needs 

assessment and re-entry planning (Petersilia, 2000; Taxman, Young, Byrne, Holsinger & 

Anspach, 2002).  A related program, Reentry Courts Initiative, places judges in a co-ordinating 

role as re-entry managers (Travis, 2000).   The key elements in the PRI model are: 

 

- A commitment to reducing harms to communities caused by released offenders 

- Collaborative involvement of corrections, other criminal justice, treatment and 

community agencies 

- Development of individual re-entry plans while in custody followed by a structured 

re-entry process 
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- Post-release program elements that include a combination of support, treatment, 

supervision and surveillance interventions. 

 

RPI programs have been established at eight sites, with substantial variation between sites in 

relation to the nature of the target group (especially whether participants should be released 

conditionally or unconditionally), the agencies involved and the nature of the interventions.  

Evaluation results to date have been concerned with formative issues, and only limited 

information is available on program outcomes. 

 

In the juvenile justice system, the Intensive Community Based Aftercare System (IAP) has been 

established by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.  The IAP model 

has a number of elements in common with Bridging the Gap, including a substantial pre-

release and planning component and long-term re-integrative activities with a focus on 

linking the participant to community services (Wiebush, McNulty & Le, 2000).  However, 

the IAP program also involves a mix of intensive surveillance and control, including a series 

of graduated sanctions for breaches of program requirements.   

 

Prisoner re-entry in the UK 

Program development on prisoner re-entry in the United Kingdom has taken place in a 

correctional environment that shares many of the same features as the USA: high rates of 

recidivism and return to prison, high rates of parole failure, and increasingly strident calls 

from the community to deal with the social and economic impacts of re-offending by 

released prisoners (Garland, 2001).  The general policy framework is set out in a report by 

the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU, 2002), based on consultations conducted with a wide range 

of practitioners and service users across the UK.   

 

A major theme in the SEU report is the need to ensure that releasees are supported by 

appropriate social services.  The report argues that social exclusion is a major factor in 
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offending and imprisonment, and that those in prison are frequently the product of “a 

lifetime of service failure” by mainstream service agencies (p.18).  Measures to rectify this 

social exclusion include ensuring that imprisoned offenders receive effective social service 

support (for example, ensuring that provision is made to retain accommodation while in 

prison), that released prisoners have adequate access to social services, and that there is 

effective co-ordination of services to released prisoners.    

 

The SEU report proposes a National Rehabilitation Strategy, involving the following key 

areas: 

 

- individualised Going Straight contracts, involving rewards for participation in a 

co-ordinated program of activities and support, and sanctions for non-

participation; 

- case management of prisoners from beginning to end of sentence, involving co-

operative engagement between the Prison and Probation Services, and statutory 

and non-statutory organisations; 

- measures to tackle financial and housing need among released prisoners 

- effective reception and resettlement procedures in all prisons, directed at 

improved outcomes on housing, health, benefits, employment, training, drug and 

alcohol treatment, and family contact.   

 

 

2.3 Transitional support and rehabilitation theory 

 

The transitional support program approaches adopted in the USA and the UK have in 

common a focus on ameliorating the social disadvantages experienced by released prisoners, 

and the program model adopted for Bridging the Gap is broadly consistent with these 

approaches.  The rationale for this approach is that the degree of social disadvantage 
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experienced by released prisoners is profound, and that the failure to deal with these issues 

of social disadvantage is frequently the immediate cause of further offending and ultimately 

return to custody. 

 

However, the obvious nature of these issues should not blind us to the possibility that there 

are other, equally important but less obvious factors that contribute to post-release failure.  

When releasees are asked about the problems they face it is evident that material social 

disadvantage is only one of a range of fundamental barriers to making a successful return to 

the community.  In focus groups held with offenders at several of the Reentry Partnerships 

Initiative sites, four main themes emerged:  

 

�� Offenders frequently experience high levels of stigmatization by the community; 

�� Acknowledging and dealing with the harm that they have done to family and the 

community can pose significant psychological and social problems; 

�� Offenders frequently have profound doubts about their capacity to become a self-

sufficient, self-supporting, and contributing member of society; and  

�� Offenders find it difficult to acknowledge the need for help, or to accept and 

effectively use support and community services to address physical, social, and 

psychological needs central to successful reintegration (Taxman et al., 2002). 

 

Another set of problems experienced by those who have spent long periods in custody are 

associated with “institutionalisation” and “prisonisation” – the destructive socialisation of 

prisoners to institutional (or more specifically prison) life that makes them unable to adapt to 

a law-abiding life outside (Clemmer, 1940; Cohen & Taylor, 1972).  It is noteworthy that 

most of these issues are primarily about psychological adjustment to life on the outside 

rather than the direct consequence of social disadvantage.  It could be argued that, unless 

released prisoner are willing and able to make the psychological adjustments necessary to live 

non-offending lives in the community, no amount of social support is likely to produce a 

significant change in re-integration success.  
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Ultimately, success in re-integrating into the community after spending time in prison is part 

of a more general process of changing from being an offender to being a non-offender.  This 

general process is referred to as desistence from crime.  Criminal career research has identified 

a number of processes that contribute to desistence (Bushway, Thornberry & Krohn, 2003; 

Laub & Sampson, 2001; Maruna, 2001).  They include: 

 

�� Ageing – as offenders get older they are more likely to cease offending; 

�� Forming social bonds – getting married and entering stable employment are among 

the best predictors of desistence; 

�� A change in psychological orientation – deciding to “go straight” and finding new 

ways to conceptualize one’s life as a non-offender. 

 

There are strong, relatively stable relationships between the level of criminal activity and age, 

with a marked reduction in the frequency of offending after the age of thirty.  However, 

from the perspective of transitional support programs, this relationship is not one that 

provides any significant mechanism for program success.  Ageing is obviously a factor that is 

not amenable to intervention, although the process of maturation may be significantly 

retarded by other factors such as drug use, failure to form social bonds and imprisonment 

(Blumstein & Cohen, 1987).  A particular problem for transitional support programs like  

Bridging the Gap is that long-term, high-rate offenders are less likely to desist from offending 

in their early adult years, and may continue to offend into their forties. 

 

The formation of social bonds and the “investment” that people make in social relationships 

can be powerful factors in desistence (Horney, Osgood & Marshall, 1995; Laub, Nagin & 

Sampson, 1998).  This appears to be the result of several distinct processes.  Social bonds 

change the “cost-benefit” dynamics of offending.  Entering into paid employment and 

establishing a stable marriage or defacto relationship mean that a potential offender has 

more to lose and less to gain from offending.  In addition, time and energy invested in social 
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bonds mean that less time and energy is available for offending.  Desistence from offending 

that is the result of social bond formation is likely to be gradual as the strength and 

complexity of social bonds tend to accumulate over time. 

 

The role of social bond formation in desistence suggests that transitional support programs 

can work in at least two ways.  The provision of social supports removes some of the direct 

incentives or triggers for offending (e.g. lack of legitimate income, forced associated with 

other offenders), and also provide the participant with the basis for creating or resuming 

social bonds.  However, there are some important issues about the process of social bond 

formation that need to be taken into account by transitional support programs.  The first is 

that providing material social supports does not lead directly to social bond formation.  

Released prisoners face enormous barriers to establishing social bonds (for example, drug 

and alcohol dependence or neuropsychological deficits) and the process of forming social 

bonds may take a very long time.  In addition, imprisonment itself acts to break down any 

social bonds that have formed, so while offending and imprisonment continues, it may be 

extremely difficult to bring about significant social bond formation.   

 

While ageing and social bond formation are external to the offender, the third factor in 

desistence is fundamentally one of human agency.  Offending is not just about behaving in 

particular ways, but is also fundamentally about how the offender thinks and feels about his 

or her behaviour.  Maruna (2001) argues that those who desist from offending are able to re-

conceive who they are in a way that supports desistence.    Maruna refers to this process as 

the construction of a “redemption script” that allows the offender to set aside his or her old 

offending identity and construct a new non-offending identity.  Key elements in this process 

are the need to deal with the personal shame and remorse associated with having been an 

offender, and the growth of self-respect in one’s new identity (Leibrich, 1996). 

 

The relationships between these internal changes in the way offenders think about 

themselves, and the external changes that we see in the form of maturation and social bond 
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formation are complex.  However, it seems clear that any successful transitional support 

program will need to deal with all these issues.  The provision of material support to people 

who do not want to change or understand how to change will be ineffective.  Encouraging 

change in people who are bowed down by the struggle to find food and shelter will be 

ineffective.  It is only by providing integrated, complementary programs that are delivered 

over long durations that we are likely to see significant change (Taxman et al., 2002). 
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Chapter 3  Recruitment and engagement issues  

 

 

This chapter considers the recruitment of participants into Bridging the Gap, and some of the 

factors that appear to be important in determining which prisoners accepted the offer of a 

place on Bridging the Gap.  Some of the policy and program design implications for the 

program are also discussed.  While the Bridging the Gap program was formally established in 

January 2001, the first few months were taken up with the recruitment of staff, arranging 

access to prisons and the development of program operational policy and documentation.  

The first participants did not enter the program until April 2001.  Bridging the Gap continues 

to take in new participants at the time of writing, but the analyses in this report cover only 

those prisoners who had entered the program by the end of September 2002.   

  

3.1 Prison release flows 

 

One of the fundamental questions that must be answered about any program is whether it 

reached its intended target group.  In the case of Bridging the Gap, the prisoners who were 

assessed for and participated in the program were drawn from a much larger number of 

prison releasees.  In order to understand how the Bridging the Gap screening and engagement 

process worked, it is necessary to understand the nature of this larger flow of prison 

releasees.  

 

In the 18-month period between April 2001 and September 2002 there were 6,034 sentenced 

prisoners received into Victorian prisons (ABS, 2003).  While no statistics on the number of 

discharges from prison are available, one can be confident that roughly the same number of 

prisoners was released over the same period.   Not all of these releasees were potential 

participants in Bridging the Gap.  A primary constraint was that a prisoner had to be serving a 
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sentence of at least nine weeks in order to appear on the PIMS lists that were the primary 

basis for screening and recruitment.  Prisoners serving short sentences account for only a 

small proportion of those in custody on any day, however they contribute disproportionately 

to the total flow through the system.  Another reason that prisoners did not appear on the 

PIMS lists was if they were released to parole with less than nine weeks notice of their 

release date.  However, some prisoners in this category were recruited by the Bridging the Gap 

agencies.  Prisoners convicted of sex offences were not eligible for assessment, nor were 

those who had completed their sentence but still had active remand warrants or other 

unresolved legal matters.  

  

In aggregate, the PIMS lists for the 18 months contained records for 3,607 prisoners, or 60% 

of all those who were discharged over this period.  Two further eligibility requirements 

applied to these prisoners.  The first was that a prisoner had to have drug or alcohol issues, 

and the second was that he or she had to be at least medium and preferably high risk.  Over 

80% of those on the PIMS lists had reported some level of drug or alcohol abuse, and of 

them, approximately 40% had a calculated risk score of 5 or more  (Table 3.1).  Thus, only 

around 20% of all those released from prison were ultimately eligible to be screened for 

participation in Bridging the Gap, and the numbers of prisoners screened and offered program 

places needs to be understood in the context of this eligible population.   

 

Group Number  % of all 
discharges 

All discharges 6,000 (est.) 100% 
Prisoners with a fixed discharge date, serving sentence 
greater than 9 weeks and not convicted of a sex offence  
(i.e. PIMS list eligible) 

 
3,607 

 
60% 

PIMS list eligible with drug or alcohol issues 2,975 50% 
PIMS list eligible with drug or alcohol issues and with a risk 
score of 5 or more 

1,228 21% 

 

Table 3.1 Prison releasees potentially eligible for Bridging the Gap: April 2001 to  
September 2002 
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In fact, some prisoners who were rated as low or medium risk were screened and offered 

places on Bridging the Gap.  This was most commonly the case where workers judged that the 

prisoner was genuinely at high risk of re-offending after release.  

 

3.2 Screening assessmen s t

In the 18 months from the commencement of Bridging the Gap to September 2002, the five 

agencies screened nearly 700 prisoners for eligibility (Table 3.2).  This total includes only 

those who went through the formal screening process, and represents over half of all 

releasees who were potentially eligible.   The number of screening assessments reports 

understates the true extent of screening, especially of those who were unsuitable or 

uninterested in Bridging the Gap.  All agencies reported that their recruitment processes 

involved informal as well as formal screening.  This was particularly true of the recruitment 

of Indo-Chinese prisoners by SEADS, where program recruitment was carried out at group 

meetings of prisoners.   

 

 Agency 

Period ACSO Brosnan MCM VACRO SEADS 
 

Total2 

Jan to Mar 2001  2 6   8 
Apr to Jun 2001 62 44 47 41 10 205 
Jul to Sep 2001 44 22 22 28 19 135 

Oct to Dec 2001 26 9 14 7 10 66 
Jan to Mar 2002 30 21 19 18 15 103 
Apr to Jun 2002 16 16 12 58 18 120 
Jul to Sep 2002 10 8 6 16 8 48 

Total 188 122 126 168 80 684 
 

Table 3.2 Number of prisoners screened by agency and period 
 

                                                 
2 There were a further six prisoners who were reported by agencies as having been assessed, but for whom no 

assessment record could be located. 
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The number of screening assessments was highest in the three months immediately after the 

program commenced (April to June 2001), when virtually all eligible releasees were screened.  

As program places were filled and workers began to spend more time in post-release support 

activities, the number of screening assessments that were conducted fell in the second half of 

2001, before stabilising at around 35 to 40 per month in the first half of 2002.  The low 

number of assessments conducted in the final quarter (July to September 2002) was partly 

the result of uncertainty about the continued funding of the program.   

 

In general, assessments were done mainly at those prisons that release substantial numbers 

of prisoners (Table 3.3).  The largest numbers of assessments were done at Fulham, Dame 

Phyllis Frost Centre, Barwon, Port Phillip, Loddon and Tarrengower prisons.   

 

Prison location Frequency Percent 
No location specified 40 5.8% 

Aradale Womens 1 .1% 
Ararat 11 1.6% 

Barwon 63 9.2% 
Beechworth 30 4.4% 

Bendigo 27 3.9% 
Dhurringile 36 5.3% 

Dame Phyllis Frost Centre 68 9.9% 
Fulham 191 27.9% 

Langi Kal Kal 5 0.7% 
Loddon 55 8.0% 

Melbourne Assessment 21 3.1% 
Port Phillip 57 8.3% 

Tarrengower 52 7.6% 
Won Wron 27 3.9% 

Total 684 100.0% 
 

Table 3.3  Screening assessments by prison locations: April 2001 to September 
2002 
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3.3 Ou comes of screening assessments t

 

Slightly less than half of all prisoners who were assessed (46.5%) were found to be suitable 

and accepted the offer of a place on the program (Table 3.4)3.  There was a trend for the “hit 

rate” on assessments to increase over time.  In the July to September 2001 period only 47 

prisoners were recruited out of 135 screened (that is, a hit rate of 35%), but in the same 

period in the following year two-thirds of all screening assessments (32 out of 48) resulted in 

a recruitment.  This was probably the result of program workers becoming more efficient in 

their informal screening, as well as the increasing acceptance of Bridging the Gap amongst 

potential participants.   

 

 

Assessment outcome Frequency Percent 
  

Suitable, offered a place & accepted 319 46.6% 
Suitable, awaiting release date or parole

decision
4 .6% 

Suitable, await prisoner decision 9 1.3% 
Refused 132 19.3% 

Unsuitable 169 24.7% 
Referred to another Bridging the Gap agency 16 2.3% 

Referred to another support agency 16 2.3% 
Other outcome 16 2.3% 

Total 684 100.0% 
 
Table 3.4 Outcomes of initial assessments: April 2001 to September 2002 
 

 

                                                 
3 A further 35 prisoners entered the program after screening.  They included some who were awaiting a parole 

decision, release or a final decision by the prisoner, as well as some prisoners who initially refused a place.  

However, as these additional participants were offset by 23 prisoners who left the program after screening and 

before release, they are not included in this analysis. 
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A further 20% of those screened were offered a place but refused it, usually because they did 

not believe that they needed post-release support, or did not wish to participate in the release 

preparation component of the program. Around one quarter (24.6%) of all prisoners 

assessed were found to be unsuitable for the program, most commonly because they already 

had arrangements for post-release support or because they intended to move to a country 

location where they could not be serviced by the Bridging the Gap agencies.  Other reasons for 

being found unsuitable for the program were that the prisoner did not have any significant 

drug or alcohol issues, or had other needs (usually psychiatric treatment or intellectual 

disability support needs) that could not effectively be met through the Bridging the Gap 

program. 

 

Finally, approximately 10% of those assessed had not yet made a final decision about 

participation in the program, were awaiting a parole decision, were referred to some other 

support agency, or had some other outcome.   
 

 

Recruitment period Agency 
 

 

ACSO Brosnan 
Centre 

Melbourne 
City Mission

VACRO SEADS Total

Jan to Mar 2001  1 4   5 
Apr to Jun 2001 28 22 17 18 9 94 
Jul to Sep 2001 15 9 2 13 8 47 

Oct to Dec 2001 12 4 7 5 9 37 
Jan to Mar 2002 12 4 10 8 12 46 
Apr to Jun 2002 8 16 5 11 18 58 
Jul to Sep 2002 4 8 5 9 6 32 

Agency total 79 64 50 64 62 319 
 

Table 3.5 Number of prisoners recruited by agency and period 
 

Recruitments showed much the same variation over time as did assessments, with a high rate 

of recruitment in the first three months of the program, declining towards the end of 2001, 

and with a minimum in the third quarter of 2002.  Some of the differences between agencies 
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in the rate of assessments conducted were not apparent in the rate recruitments.  In 

particular, the relatively low number of formal screening assessments conducted by SEADS 

translated into a recruitment rate that was comparable with most other agencies.   

 

3.4 Recruitment patterns across sex, age and risk groups 

The pattern of assessment outcomes for women prisoners was significantly different from 

those of male prisoners (Table 3.6).  Women were slightly less likely to be found suitable and 

to accept a Bridging the Gap place (42% of female assessment versus 48% of male 

assessments), were much less likely to refuse a place that was offered (13% vs. 21%), and 

were much more likely to be found unsuitable for the program (39% vs. 21%).  The most 

commonly given reason for finding women unsuitable for the program was that they already 

had adequate post-release support.  Women make up only about 6% of all prisoners and just 

less than 10% of releasees, but nearly 20% of all assessments were of women prisoners.  The 

relatively higher proportion of all women releasees who were assessed compared with men 

probably explains the differences in outcome patterns.    

 

Assessment outcome Sex 
Females Males Total 

Suitable, offered a place & accepted No. 56 263 319 
% 41.5% 47.9% 46.6% 

Suitable, awaiting release date or parole decision No. 1 3 4 
% .7% .5% .6% 

Suitable, offered a place, await prisoner decision No. 1 8 9 
% .7% 1.5% 1.3% 

Refused No. 18 114 132 
% 13.3% 20.8% 19.3% 

Unsuitable No. 53 116 169 
% 39.2% 21.1% 24.7% 

All other outcomes No. 6 42 48 
% 4.4% 7.6% 7.0% 

Total recruited No. 135 549 684 
% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 
Table 3.6 Outcomes of initial assessments by sex of prisoner: April 2001 to 

September 2002 
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Young prisoners who were assessed to be more likely to be offered a Bridging the Gap place 

than older prisoners (Table 3.7).  Over half of those the youngest age group (under 22 years) 

were found suitable and accepted a place compared with only about a third of those in the 

oldest age group (over 35 years).  Young prisoners were also more likely to refuse the offer 

of a place, but were much less likely to be found unsuitable. 

 

Assessment outcome  Age Group 
 

 

 Young 
(under 22) 

Intermed ati e
(23 to 35) 

Old 
(over 35 ) 

Total 

Suitable, offered a place & accepted No. 31 242 46 319 
% 52.5% 49.4% 34.1% 46.6% 

Suitable, awaiting release date or parole
decision

No. 1 2 1 4 

% 1.7% 0.4% 0.7% .6% 
Suitable, await prisoner decision No. 1 5 3 9 

% 1.7% 1.0% 2.2% 1.3% 
Refused No. 15 89 28 132 

% 25.4% 18.2% 20.7% 19.3% 
Unsuitable No. 9 115 45 169 

% 15.3% 23.5% 33.3% 24.7% 
All other outcomes No. 5 33 13 51 

% 8.5% 6.7% 9.6% 7.5% 
Total No. 59  490 135 684 

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
 

Table 3.7 Outcomes of initial assessments by age group of prisoner: April 2001 to 
September 2002 

 

 

There was also significant variation in recruitment patterns across different risk groups of 

prisoners.  Low risk prisoners (with a score of 0, 1 or 2) who were assessed were more likely 

to be found unsuitable for the program, while high risk prisoners (with a score of 5 or more) 

were much more likely to refuse the offer of a place (Table 3.8).  Within the unsuitable 

outcome group, low risk prisoners were mainly found to be unsuitable because they already 
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had post-release supports in place, while high risk prisoners were much more likely to be 

found unsuitable because they were moving to the country after release and would therefore 

not be accessible to the agencies.    

 

 

Assessment outcome  Risk Group 
 

Total 

 Low Medium High  
Suitable, offered a place & accepted No.  64  69 186 319 

% 50.4% 54.3% 43.3% 46.6% 
Suitable, awaiting release date or parole

decision
No.   1 3 4 

% .   0.8% 0.7% 0.6% 
Suitable, await prisoner decision No. 1 2 6 9 

% 0.8% 1.6% 1.4% 1.3% 
Refused No. 19 23 90 132 

% 15.0% 18.1% 20.9% 19.3% 
Unsuitable No. 37 25 107 169 

% 29.1% 19.7% 24.9% 24.7% 
 All other outcomes No. 6 7 38 51 

% 4.7%  5.5% 8.8% 7.5% 
Total No. 127 127 430 684 

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
 

Table 3.8 Outcomes of initial assessments by risk group of prisoner: April 2001  
to September 2002 
 

 

 

4.5 Bridging the Gap recruitment patterns and program flows 

 

This analysis of recruitment to Bridging the Gap shows that the process of assessment was 

successful in two key respects.  In the first place, the assessment process was selective in that 

only about half of those screened were ultimately offered a place in the program.  

Approximately a quarter of those screened were found to be unsuitable because they did not 
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fit the program’s eligibility requirements.  A further 20% of those assessed decided that they 

were not interested in the supports being offered, or were not prepared to commit to the 

pre-release planning and preparation that the program required.   The relatively high post-

release dropout rate (discussed in the next chapter) suggests that the screening process may 

not have always been effective in identifying those who were not really interested in the 

program.  However, it is also clear that many prisoners had real problems in understanding 

the nature of post-release support in the abstract (see Chapter 6), and that as a result 

screening was always likely to be an approximate process.  

 

The second key result of the screening process was that the program was able to selectively 

recruit high-risk prisoners.  About 60% of those recruited into Bridging the Gap were in the 

highest risk group.  This was achieved mainly because most screening was done with high-

risk prisoners.  In some respects, high-risk prisoners were harder to recruit.  They were more 

likely to refuse to consider the program, and more likely to intend to live in places where the 

program was not available to them. 

 

However, the effective targeting of program recruitment also meant that the flow of 

releasees through the Bridging the Gap program was lower than originally anticipated.  In the 

planning of the Bridging the Gap program, it was anticipated that full-year throughput would 

be around 500 prisoners per year.  However, in the first year of program operation the total 

number of prisoners recruited to the program was 224, and the recruitment rate slowed 

further in the second year.  Uncertainty about program continuity may have limited 

recruitment in the second half of 2002.  Nevertheless it seems clear that the recruitment rate 

across the five agencies was lower in the second year, and the annual recruitment rate almost 

certainly would not have exceeded 200 in the second year.   

 

There are two factors that limit the flow of releasees through Bridging the Gap.  The first is 

that eligible “high risk, high need” prisoners represent a relatively small segment of the total 

release stream.  In the analysis of prison releases, it was proposed that eligible prisoners 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  37 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

represented only about 20% of all prison releases.  Taking into account the results of the 

screening assessment process in relation to refusals and unsuitability, the real proportion of 

releasees who are both eligible and likely to accept the offer of a program place is probably 

no more than 10%.  Interviews with workers and co-ordinators confirm that the agencies 

experienced real difficulties in finding suitable participants.  At some stage, all agencies 

reported that they having problems in filling program places.  It is to their credit that all 

agencies maintained their focus on recruiting only those who were genuinely eligible for 

Bridging the Gap.     

 

Note that this does not mean that only 10% of prison releasees have a need for post-release 

support.  It is likely that there were people being released from prison with a genuine need 

for post-release support who were not eligible for Bridging the Gap because their sentence was 

too short, because they had outstanding legal matters, or because their level of risk was low, 

or because they were insufficiently motivated or otherwise unwilling to consider that they 

might need post-release support of the kind offered through Bridging the Gap.  Some of the 

issues about participants’ motivation and understanding of post-release support are 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 

 

The second factor limiting program recruitment was that, on average, participants spent 

longer on the program than the six months that was originally anticipated (see Chapter 5), 

and hence over time there was a tendency for programs to include a number of “long stay” 

clients.   This picture of lower than anticipated flows and longer than anticipated stays raises 

the question of whether the Bridging the Gap program policy should be reformulated to reflect 

this kind of program participation.  It is arguable that providing more intensive or longer 

duration services to a smaller group of program participants is an inherently better strategy 

than a high flow, short stay policy.   
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Chapter 4 Release from prison: plans, expectations and experiences 

 

 

The six to twelve week period between a prisoner agreeing to enter Bridging the Gap and their 

release from prison was used to think about the issues he or she was likely to face after 

release, and to develop strategies to deal with these issues.  Agency workers aimed to visit 

participants at least two or three times in this period to help them develop their release plan.  

This chapter discusses the process of planning for release, the issues that were identified by 

participants, and the experiences of participants prior to and immediately after release from 

prison.  

 

4.1 Previous release experience 

 

Very few prisoners who engaged with Bridging the Gap were going through the release process 

for the first time.  On average, participants had already served nearly four prison terms.  As a 

result, most of the participants approached the problem of release with some prior 

experience of the problems that they were likely to face.  The start of the release planning 

process was their understanding of, and willingness to recognize and deal with the things 

that had gone wrong in the past.  

 

Some prisoners were very conscious of the potential difficulties they would encounter after 

release.  A common perception by prisoners was that things were likely to go wrong almost 

from the moment of release.  One of the most frequently cited causes of post-release failure 

was their inability cope with their drug dependence.  Even though many had been relatively 

drug-free while in prison, they saw their problems with drug dependence as having been in 

abeyance rather than “cured”. 
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(Interviewer): What were the problems that you thought you might face when you were 

released? 

Just the craving for heroin and boredom as well, also having nothing to do. Seeing 

people on it and thinking that I wouldn’t mind one – seeing old mates and stuff…. 

every time I’ve been out, I’ve always used from day one and then I get locked up again. 

….. the first thing you wanna do when you get out is just use. (Brosnan client) 

 

Another perspective on the likelihood of post-release failure was that the problems they 

faced were deeply embedded in their lives in and out of prison.  Often, previous attempts to 

solve these problems had been unsuccessful, and they had few expectations that any new 

attempt would change this situation.     

 

I’ve got a lot of money issues. Past fines, I owe the Sheriff’s office, I’ve got children, so 

I’ve got child support…there’s a backlog of child support I’ve gotta catch up on. So 

my bills were unfortunately still building up while I was in prison. And it is so hard, 

only because it’s going on about 7 or 8 years, I’ve been trying to get off the merry-go-

round, and I’ve failed quite a few times, and I ended up back in custody…..  I also owe 

Centrelink money as well, so a lot of negotiating. I had to work out a pay-back 

agreement with them, as well as child support, as well as catching up on the arrears. So, 

it was very difficult financially. My financial situation was very hard to get out to from 

before I’d gone into custody. So unfortunately you go to jail, but you don’t pay for all 

your sins, you’ve gotta come out and pay for them as well. (ACSO client) 

 

 

Not all prisoners were as pessimistic (or realistic) about the problems they were likely to 

face.  One common response by prisoners to the offer of a place in Bridging the Gap was that 

they did not need to be involved in the program because “everything was going to be 

alright” or they would be able to solve any problems without assistance.  Bridging the Gap 

workers reported that some prisoners who were actually very anxious about the prospect of 
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release coped by simply avoiding thinking about it.  One of the barriers that prisoners face in 

thinking realistically with the problems of release is that there may not be anyone in prison 

who they can talk to about these issues.   

 

 

(Interviewer): Did you ask anyone or seek assistance from anyone about these issues 

while you were in prison? 

I could, but they don’t know what they’re talking about, cause its never happened to 

them. You do need to be very careful who you talk to and what you talk to them about 

in prison. (SEADS client) 

 

 

4.2 Planning for release 

 

Not all of those who agreed to take up a place in Bridging the Gap went on to develop a 

release plan.   Of the 319 prisoners who took up a program place between April 2001 and 

September 2002, 23 dropped out of the program before release.  However, there were also 

further 35 prisoners who joined the program before release (that is, who didn’t appear in the 

assessment outcomes reported in the previous chapter), so the total number who went 

through the release planning process was 331, comprising 58 women prisoners and 273 men.   

 

Release planning was about more than just identifying problems and finding solutions.  

Workers used this period to build rapport with clients, and to get clients to think realistically 

about how they will deal with release.    

 

It’s really important to give clients a realistic expectation of what is achievable.  They 

have to understand that you (the worker) can’t perform miracles, so you’ve got to be 

careful about what you offer and how you explain it…. I’m pretty blunt in the way I 
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work and I’ll tell a bloke, “stop your crap, that’s highly unrealistic”. One of them is 

wanting to be drug free for the rest of their lives.  I’ll say, you’ve done 10 prison 

sentences, now how many times have you been coming out thinking right, now I’m 

gonna be drug free? They’ll say. Oh every time and I’ll say right, so that goal was 

unrealistic. When do you normally use drugs after jail, and they’ll say on the first day, 

so I can say right, then lets make it our goal to be drug-free on the first day (VACRO 

worker). 

 

Each prisoner’s release plan was structured around a set of seven release goals (Table 4.1).  

There was frequently substantial overlap between different release goals.  If the participant’s 

accommodation goal was to return to live with family members, this might require some 

formal reconciliation, and family acceptance might in turn require that the participant 

undertook some form of drug or alcohol program.    

 

Release goal Sex 
Females Males Total 

Accommodation No. 54 227 281 
% 96.4% 91.2% 92.1% 

Family reconciliation or counseling No. 46 151 197 
% 82.1% 60.6% 64.6% 

Personal counseling No. 21 99 141 
% 37.5% 39.7% 46.2% 

Lifestyle skills No. 28 75 123 
% 50.0% 30.1% 40.3% 

Psychiatric or psychological treatment referral No. 12 30 78 
% 21.4% 12.1% 25.6% 

Employment or training No. 45 205 250 
% 80.4% 82.3% 82.0% 

Drug or alcohol program No. 51 218 269 
% 91.1% 87.6% 88.2% 

Table 4.1 Bridging the Gap participants’ release goals by sex of participant4 

 

                                                 
4 There were 26 prisoners whose release plan details were missing or incomplete.  These prisoners are not 

included in the analysis of release plan goals. 
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Release goals often had to be negotiated between the worker and client in stages.  A 

participant might begin with expectations that had to be amended as the release date 

approached.  For example, some participants expected that they would live with their family 

when they got out.  However, when the Bridging the Gap worker contacted the family, it 

became clear that this was not a real option.     

 

The most commonly nominated post-release goal was finding accommodation.  Over 90% 

of releasees identified this as a priority need, and it was frequently the first listed of the 

short-term post-release goals.  Living with family members was the most frequently cited 

post-release option (40% of cases), although the majority saw this as a temporary step before 

they found Office of Housing or private rental accommodation.  The next most commonly 

cited option was public housing, usually through a Transitional Housing Manager (about 

30% of participants).  Approximately one in five participants expected that they would move 

into temporary, emergency or crisis accommodation.   A small number of participants 

expected to go into a residential drug treatment program on release. 

 

The second most commonly cited set of release goals concerned drug and/or alcohol 

treatment.  Nearly 90% of participants had this goal as part of their release plan.  In around 

half of all plans a treatment or treatment brokerage agency was nominated, although a 

substantial proportion of release plans simply nominated abstinence or staying away from 

drugs as a post-release goal.  For those being released to parole, their goals in relation to 

drug or alcohol treatment were frequently linked to their need to comply with their parole 

conditions.  Workers often tried to get participants to focus on short-term goals – attending 

first appointments rather than complete abstinence. 

 

The third most commonly nominated goal was employment and training, although the 

majority of plans only stated a general intention to “find work”.  Around one quarter of 

release plans included registering with an employment agency, usually Centrelink.  About 

10% of plans included a specific intention to undertake some form of vocational training, 
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and a further 10% referred to a defined job, often the one the participant had done prior to 

going to gaol.   

 

Similar proportions of male and female participants nominated accommodation, drug or 

alcohol treatment and employment as post-release goals.  In contrast, female participants 

were more likely than males to identify family reconciliation and lifestyle skills support as 

post-release goals, and more than twice as likely to identify psychiatric or psychological 

treatment as a post-release goal.  In general, male releasees framed their post-release plans 

around the resolution of practical problems, while women were much more likely to see 

their post-release issues as including the resolution of personal matters.    

 

Women participants’ release plans frequently included regaining custody of, or access to, 

their children.  Eighty percent of women on Bridging the Gap had family reconciliation or 

counselling as one of their goals, and nearly half of these made reference to child custody or 

access issues.  Both men and women who included personal counselling as one of their 

release goals often framed this goal in terms of a need to deal with issues of grief, sexual or 

physical abuse, or (in the case of Indo-Chinese participants) their experiences as refugees.   

For both sexes, lifestyle goals were mainly concerned with acquiring financial and budgeting 

skills.  Where psychiatric referral was identified as a post-release goal, in half of these cases 

the need to arrange post-release medication was identified.   
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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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expired.   
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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 

 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  52 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

 

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 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  54 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

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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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. 
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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. 
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….    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. 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  69 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

 

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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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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Chapter 8 Health, harm and re-offending outcomes 

 

 

8.1 Introduct on i

 

The ultimate aims of Bridging the Gap were to improve releasees’ post-release health status 

and reduce the likelihood of their re-offending.  This chapter examines the information 

collected on participants’ post-release health status, the risky or harmful behaviour that they 

engaged in, and their patterns of re-offending compared with those who did not take part in 

Bridging the Gap.  The picture of health and post-release outcomes that emerges from this 

analysis is complex and has many gaps.  The information that was collected on releasees’ 

behaviour and experiences after release shows that this is a group who are exposed to many 

risks and forms of harm.  It is clear that they suffer much higher levels of harm than do 

people in the general community.  The key issue for this evaluation was how those who went 

through the program compared with those who were released without this form of support.  

Unfortunately, little is known about the status of those who were released without post-

release support through the program, and in the absence of this information it is difficult to 

draw firm conclusions about the impact of the Bridging the Gap program.   

 

Where re-offending is concerned, the outcomes of those who went through Bridging the Gap 

can be compared with those who did not.  These results show that the likelihood of re-

offending is strongly influenced by a large number of personal, criminal history and need 

variables.  The main difficulty with understanding the difference in re-offending patterns is 

knowing what kind of comparisons can be validly made taking into account the known and 

unknown covariates of re-offending.  Prisoners were selected for Bridging the Gap on the basis 

of that they were more disadvantaged than other prisoners in the level of support available 

to them in the community.  In the absence of a systematic and rigorous assessment of the 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  86 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

release risks and needs of all prisoners, any comparisons of re-offending rates are fraught 

with difficulty.   

 

8.2 Reduction of drug-related and other harm 

 

At the end of a releasee’s involvement with Bridging the Gap, or after 6 months on the 

program, workers completed a report on the participant’s experiences and behaviour in 

relation to a range of risks and harms.  There were 174 participants who had a completion or 

6-month status report completed, and Table 8.1 shows the proportions who were identified 

by workers as having experienced risks or harms.   

 

Type of risk/harm Number of 

participants 

% of completion or 

6 month reports 

Unsafe injecting practices 14 8% 

Poly-drug use 55 32% 

Overdose or drug-related medical intervention 17 10% 

Injuries from accidents or other causes 29 17% 

Self-injurious behaviour 15 9% 

Family violence 14 8% 

Table 8.1 Exposure to risk and harm in program participants 
 

The most common drug-related risk or harm was poly-drug use, with workers reporting the 

use of multiple drug types (usually heroin and other drugs) in 55 cases.  Workers were asked 

to say whether they were aware of any unsafe injecting practices by participants.  In 14 cases 

they reported that they were aware that the participant was engaged in unsafe practices that 

included sharing needles, injecting alone and injecting Temazepam.  In 17 reports, the 

worker also reported that they were aware that the participant had overdosed, with between 

one and four overdoses during the participant’s time on the program.  In interviews many 
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workers acknowledged that clients were reluctant to divulge this kind of information and the 

rates reported here are likely to under-estimate true rates of harmful drug-related behaviour.   

 

Participants in Bridging the Gap were also frequently involved in other incidents involving 

injury or harm to themselves.  Twenty-nine participants suffered some kind of injury from 

an external cause, most commonly as a result of a vehicle crash or an assault.  Family 

violence was also a common source of harm, with 14 participants reported has being either 

victims or perpertrators (or both).  There were fifteen reports where the worker was aware 

that the participant had injured themselves, including four cases of attempted or threatened 

suicide.   

 

It is evident that the prisoners taking part in Bridging the Gap experienced high levels of harm 

from a range of sources.  Exposure to these sources of harm is an integral part of the drug 

dependence, risk-taking and involvement in conflict that characterises the lives of serious 

offenders (Morgan, 1997) and these findings only confirm the marginality and uncertainty of 

the lives of most released prisoners.  However, the issue of most direct concern to this 

evaluation is whether involvement in Bridging the Gap had a beneficial impact on exposure to 

these harms. 

 

Attempting to prevent harm, or mitigating the effects of harm was an important part of the 

role of Bridging the Gap workers.  The support activities delivered by the agencies included 

counselling participants on safe drug-using practices, mediating in family disputes, referring 

them to medical assistance or in some cases driving them to hospital.  Many of the referrals 

made by support agencies were intended to assist participants to avoid harm (e.g. by 

undertaking anger management programs) or deal with the consequences of these events 

(e.g. medical appointments to treat violence or accidental injury).  However, in the absence 

of baseline data on the prevalence of these harm-related events in the prisoner population 

generally, it is impossible to say whether participation in the Bridging the Gap program had any 

impact on the frequency or severity of these incidents.   
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The most serious form of drug-related harm is death from a drug overdose.  Death rates for 

released prisoners are very high.  There appears to be substantial variation between different 

jurisdictions and over time.  Two estimates for released Victorian prisoners are Fleming, 

McDonald & Biles (1992) calculated rate of 7.5 deaths per 1,000 parolees per year for 

parolees released in 1987 and 1988, and Graham’s (2003) calculation of 5.42 deaths per 1,000 

released prisoners per year.   Sattar reports death rates for prisoners released in the UK of 

between 3.3 and 4.1 per 1,000 (Sattar, 2001), while Singleton, Pendry, Taylor Farrell and 

Marsden (2003) report post-release death rates of 9 per 1,000 per year.   

 

In order to say whether Bridging the Gap was effective at preventing post-release deaths, it is 

necessary to estimate the number of deaths that would be expected in the population of 

releasees.   In the period from April 2001 to September 2002 there were 354 prisoners who 

passed through the program.  A simple calculation suggests that if Graham’s average rate of 

5.4 deaths per 1,000 releasees per year were to apply to the Bridging the Gap population, 

then around 2 deaths would be expected.   

 

However, there are two factors that may have shifted this projected death rate up of down.  

One the one hand, eligibility for Bridging the Gap was contingent on risk factors that are 

known to be associated with higher rates of post-release mortality, such as drug dependence 

and social isolation (Singleton, Pendry, Taylor Farrell and Marsden, 2003).  Thus, the 

projected mortality rate for participants may have been much higher – perhaps as many as 5 

or 6 deaths.   A second factor may have acted to push the expected mortality rate down.  

From mid-2001 onwards there was a heroin “drought” in Australia associated with the 

disruption of the heroin production and supply chain.  The immediate consequence of the 

drought was that heroin purity levels declined and overdoses and death rates generally fell.  

While it appears from interview data that releasees were able to obtain heroin despite the 

drought, it may nevertheless be that two deaths during the course of the program might have 

constituted a relatively high death rate. 
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At the time of writing this report, the Bridging the Gap support agencies were aware of three 

deaths of individuals who had participated in program.  All these deaths were the result of a 

drug overdoses, and in two cases the individuals involved had ceased any contact with their 

support agency weeks or months before their death.  Given the relatively small number of 

persons participating in the Bridging the Gap program and the limited follow-up period, it is 

impossible to make any reliable judgment about the effectiveness of the program in 

preventing post-release deaths.   

 

It must be stressed that these conclusions are mainly limited by absence of evidence, and are 

not evidence of absence.  Even though rates of post-release death are extremely high, the 

number of expected deaths in any group is very low.  One of two incidents makes the 

difference between success and failure, and these incidents are the result of many complex, 

interacting factors.   

 

 The evidence for the impact of Bridging the Gap on drug-related and other harm is thus 

mixed.  There are a number of indicators that the program had a positive impact on 

participants’ health and harm status.  A substantial number of program participants did take 

up places in treatment programs after release, and workers’ assessments indicate that the 

prevalence of drug dependency in program participants was reduced relative to pre-prison 

levels (see Chapter 8).  Much of the direct support provided by program workers was 

directed at the mitigation or prevention of harm.  Interviews with some participants 

demonstrate that some derived real benefits in terms of insight into their harm-related 

activity and an understanding of how to manage and reduce its impact on their lives.  

However, it is also clear that many Bridging the Gap participants continued to experience 

levels of harm from drug dependence, violence and accidents that are far greater than those 

experienced by the general population.  Moreover, there is no unequivocal evidence that the 

program was able to reduce rates of post-release death.   
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8.3 Re-offending outcomes 

                                                

 

Around one-third of those released from Victorian prisons are re-convicted and returned to 

prison within two years.  The probability of being returned to prison is known to be 

influenced by a wide range of factors including the sex, age and ethnicity of the prisoner, the 

length and intensity of his or her criminal career, and the presence of mental disorder, drug 

dependence and alcohol abuse (Maltz, 1984).  The key indicator of whether a program like 

Bridging the Gap is successful is whether it is able to reduce rates of re-offending in those who 

took part in the program relative to those who did not.  The following analysis examines re-

offending rates in Victorian released prisoners, the impact of some of the factors that 

influence re-offending rates, and the specific impact of the program.  

 

 

Survival analysis and Cox regression 

 

Estimating the probability of re-offending is difficult because unless the follow-up period is 

very long we cannot reliably know whether any individual will definitely re-offend.  Some 

individuals do re-offend during the observation period, but those who do not may re-offend 

at some future time.  All we can say is that these censored cases have not re-offended yet.  The 

statistical methods used here are known as survival analysis6.  This analysis is based on 

estimating the probability of future offending using a follow-up life table that subdivides the 

period of observation into small time intervals. For each interval, all those who have been 

observed at least that long are used to calculate the probability of a terminal event (re-

offending) occurring in that interval. The probabilities estimated from each of the intervals 

are then used to estimate the overall probability of the event occurring at different time 

points. 

 
6 The survival analysis and Cox Regression procedures applied here used the SPSS for Windows version 9.0.1 
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Cox Regression is a method for modelling time-to-event data in the presence of censored 

cases. However, Cox Regression allows the inclusion of predictor variables (covariates) in 

survival models. Cox Regression provides estimated coefficients for each of the covariates, 

allowing assessment of the impact of multiple covariates in the same model. 

 

The data source used for this analysis was an extract taken from the PIMS information 

system giving details of any prison or CCS episodes that occurred after the prisoner’s 

original release.  Re-offending records were collected on a total of 3,569 prisoners released 

between May 2001 and December 2002.  This extract was taken in June 2003 and represents 

about a follow-up period of between six months and two years.  No data was available on 

any re-offending that did not result in a corrections sentence.  A total of up to three re-

offending episodes was included in this extract, although for the purposes of the following 

analysis only the time elapsed to the first episode has been used.   

 

Re-offending rates in the release population 

 

Around 60% of those released had no further episode of re-offending that had resulted in a 

corrections sentence during the follow-up period (Table 8.2).  The majority of those who 

had a further corrections episode had been imprisoned under sentence – 29% of the release 

population.  About 8% had received a Community Correction order of some type, and about 

4% had been remanded in custody but not sentenced.  These forms of re-offending are 

hierarchical – any prison sentence is counted first, then any CCS order and remand 

imprisonment is counted only if no corrections sentence record was present.  
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Re-offending outcome Frequency Percent 

None 2148 60.2 

Prison sentence 1023 28.7 

CCS order only 274 7.7 

Remanded only 124 3.5 

Total 3569 100.0 

Table 8.2 Re-offending in prisoners released between May 2001 and December 
2002 

 

Figure 8.1 shows the inverse survival function (i.e. the proportion who do re-offend) for 

these data, with the x-axis showing days after release, and the y-axis the proportion of those 

released who had re-offended.  This analysis uses the survival rates for those with long 

follow-up periods to project re-offending rates for the whole release sample, so the total 

projected re-offending for the population is around 50% at the end of the follow period (770 

days).  Re-offending rates were highest in the period immediately after release, and then 

gradually slowed throughout the follow-up period.   The typical re-offending curve of this 

type eventually levels out – long-term follow-up studies of Australian prisoners show re-

offending curves that eventually stabilised (i.e. a negligible number of new re-offending 

episodes occurred) after about seven or eight years (Broadhurst & Maller, 1990; Ross & 

Guanieri, 1996). Clearly, re-offending rates for this population are likely to continue to rise 

for some time.  
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Figure 8.1 Post-release re-offending in prisoners released between May 2001 and 
December 2002 (Life table curve): Males and females 

 

Figure 8.1 also shows that male and female releasees have slightly different post-release re-

offending survival rates.  Up to 600 days after release a greater proportion of males than 

females re-offend, but this gap is closed in the final 150 or so days.  The relatively small 

difference observed in Figure 8.1 obscures a more significant difference in the consequences 

of male and female post-release re-offending.  Males are relatively more likely than females 

to receive a further prison sentence (29% compared with 23%), while females are marginally 

more likely than males to receive a CCS order or be remanded in custody (Table 8.3).  This 

relationship indicates that any comparison of post-release re-offending should focus on 

particular re-offending outcomes, and all subsequent analyses presented here are based on 

re-imprisonment outcomes only.   

 

 

 

 

Melbourne Criminology Research and Evaluation Unit  94 

 



Evaluation of Bridging the Gap: Final Report   August 2003 

 

 

 

Type of

reoffence  

  Sex 

 

 

    Male Female Total 

None N 1949 199 2148 

  % 59.8% 63.8% 60.2% 

Prison sentence N 952 71 1023 

  % 29.2% 22.8% 28.7% 

CCS order only N 245 29 274 

  % 7.5% 9.3% 7.7% 

Remanded only N 111 13 124 

  % 3.4% 4.2% 3.5% 

 Total N 3257 312 3569 

  % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Table 8.3  Re-offending in prisoners released between May 2001 and December 
2002 by sex of releasee 

 

The relatively small observed difference in male and female re-offending rates seems to 

contradict the almost universal research finding that males show higher rates offending rates 

at all ages and across all measures than females (Farrington, 1996).  An earlier study of 

released Victorian prisoners also found that females releasees were only marginally less likely 

to be re-imprisoned than male releasees (Ross & Guarnieri, 1996), although studies of West 

Australian releasees shows substantially lower re-imprisonment rates for females than males 

(Broadhurst & Maller, 1990).    What seems to be at work here is a selection effect.  The 

differences between male and female offending patterns are aggregate differences across 

populations – on average, males are more likely to offend than females.  However, these 

aggregate patterns are comprised of offending by individuals, and within the total population 

there are women who offend and re-offend with the same frequency as men.  The releasee 

population who were eligible for Bridging the Gap were highly selected.  To start with, the low 

Victorian imprisonment rate means that those who are imprisoned are highly “selected” on 
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the severity of the their offending, the length of their criminal career, their failure to comply 

with community orders and parole orders, and a range of other factors associated with the 

probability of re-offending.  Thus, men and women in Victorian prisons are more alike in 

these ways than men and women offenders who do not go to prison.  To be eligible for 

Bridging the Gap, this population was selected again, mainly on sentence length.  This may be 

particularly important for women, as in general women prisoners serve shorter sentences 

than men.  So the eligibility process meant that women were being selected so that they were 

more like men.  These selection effects are not nearly as strong in Western Australia where 

the imprisonment rate in 1990 was nearly four times the Victorian rate.   

 

This digression on the difference between male and female re-offending is important 

because it shows how selection effects can exert a powerful influence on re-offending rates.  

The primary problem for understanding how participation in Bridging the Gap is separating 

out the impact of program participation from all the other individual and selection effects 

that influence the probability of re-offending.   

 

8.4 Risk correlates of re-offending 

 

There are a number of personal and criminal history factors that influence the probability of 

post-release re-offending.  These include: 

 

�� Age:  older releasees are much less likely to re-offend than young ones 

�� Age of first offence: offenders who commence their criminal careers when young are 

more likely to re-offend than those who start later in life 

�� The number of terms of imprisonment served 

�� The rate at which the offender commits offences  

�� A history of breaching court orders 
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�� The offender’s most recent offence – burglars and sex offenders are more likely to 

re-offend. 

��  

Actuarially-based or “static” factors risk assessment systems such as the Offender Group 

Reconviction Scale (OGRS) use these factors to predict the probability of future offending 

(Copas & Marshall, 1998; Taylor, 1999).  The PIMS risk score that was used to identify 

releasees as potentially suitable for Bridging the Gap was also constructed around these 

criminal history variables (number of prior terms of imprisonment, CCS orders, parole 

breaches and order breaches, and whether in Youth Training Centre custody).  This 

relatively crude index of risk was able to discriminate between high, medium and low risk of 

post-release re-offending (Figure 8.2, Table 8.4).   Survival analysis estimates that 17% in the 

low risk group will be re-sentenced to imprisonment by the end of the observation period 

(770 days), compared with 41% in the medium risk group and 59% in the high risk group.  

The selection of participants was strongly influenced by the PIMS risk score (see Chapter 4), 

and any analysis of re-offending needs to take into account their predicted risk.   
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Figure 8.2 Post-release re-offending in prisoners released between May 2001 and 
December 2002 (Life table curve): High, medium and low risk groups 

 
 
 
Risk 

group  

Type of re-offence   Total

  None Prison 
sentence

CCS order
only

Remanded 
only

Low N 894 131 75 29 1129
 % 79.2% 11.6% 6.6% 2.6% 100.0%

Medium N 635 302 100 34 1071
 % 59.3% 28.2% 9.3% 3.2% 100.0%

High N 618 590 99 61 1368
 % 45.2% 43.1% 7.2% 4.5% 100.0%
 N 2147 1023 274 124 3568

% 60.2% 28.7% 7.7% 3.5% 100.0%
Table 8.4  Re-offending in prisoners released between May 2001 and December 

2002 by type of re-offence and risk group 
 
 
 

8.4 Intermediate program outcomes and re-offending 

 

The probability of re-offending is also influenced by a variety of life-style, family and social 

factors.  May (1999) used data on re-convictions of 7,000 UK probation offenders to 

estimate the effect of a range of personal and social variables on subsequent offending.  He 

found that drug use, employment, accommodation problems, peer group pressure, 

relationship problems and being a past victim of violence were significantly related to the 

likelihood of re-conviction.  Reconviction also had a weak relationship with alcohol use and 

financial problems.  The impact of these social problems was cumulative: offenders with 

multiple problems were more likely to be reconvicted than those with only one or two 

problems.  Similarly, Bonta, La Prairie and Wallace-Capretta (1997) found that employment, 

peer relationships, the number of address changes, financial problems, family & marital 
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problems and alcohol and drug problems were predictors of re-offending by Canadian 

offenders.  While there is substantial variation in the strength of these relationships across 

these and other studies, it is clear that the probability of re-offending is significantly 

influenced by the strength of an individual’s social and family ties and the extent of their 

drug dependence. 

 

A key issue for the success of the Bridging the Gap post-release model was whether there was 

a relationship between the intermediate outcomes for the program (better social integration, 

engagement in drug treatment and ultimately lower rates of drug dependence) and post-

release offending.  While there was no comparative data available on releasees who did and 

did not participate in Bridging the Gap, it was possible to compare the relative rates of post-

release offending for those who showed higher or lower degrees of success in relation to 

these intermediate goals.   

 

Drug dependence 
status  

Any re-offending 
episode 

Any re- 
imprisonment Total 

   no yes no yes  
Unknown  N 10 16 15 11 26 

  % 38.5% 61.5% 57.7% 42.3% 100.0%
Dependence N 7 24 13 18 31 

  % 22.6% 77.4% 41.9% 58.1% 100.0%
Abuse N 3 32 13 22 35 

  % 8.6% 91.4% 37.1% 62.9% 100.0%
Use N 17 21 24 14 38 

  % 44.7% 55.3% 63.2% 36.8% 100.0%
Not current N 33 20 40 13 53 

  % 62.3% 37.7% 75.5% 24.5% 100.0%

Total  
N 70 113 105 78 183 

  % 38.3% 61.7% 57.4% 42.6% 100.0%
Table 8.5 Drug dependence status by post-release offending (End-of-program 

reports) 
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The most striking finding was the very strong relationship between workers’ end-of-program 

judgements about participants’ drug dependence status and their post-release offending 

(Table 8.5).  Over 80% of those who were judged to be dependent or abusing drugs (the 

most severe levels of dependence) were much more likely to re-offend or to be re-

imprisoned than those who were judged to be using drugs, and this group was in turn much 

more likely to re-offend or be re-imprisoned than those who were judged not to have any 

current drug use.  This relationship was highly statistically significant (drug status by re-

offending, L.R.=32.7, df=4, p<0.001; drug status by re-imprisonment, L.R.=16.9, df=4, 

p<0.01).  

 

The strong relationship between drug dependence status and re-offending was supported by 

a significant relationship between undertaking and completing a drug treatment program and 

re-imprisonment (Table 8.6).  Those who had completed a treatment program by the end of 

their program involvement were much less likely to re-offend or be re-imprisoned than 

those who had commenced but not completed a treatment program, and this group in turn 

were less likely to re-offend or be re-imprisoned than those who had not engaged with a 

drug treatment program at all.  Even though treatment program involvement shows a 

negative relationship with re-offending and re-imprisonment, only the re-imprisonment 

relationship was statistically significant (L.R.=8.8, df=3, p<0.05).   
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Treatment program 
status  

Any re-offending 
episode 

Any re- 
imprisonment Total 

   no yes no yes  
Unknown  4 12 7 9 16 

  % 25.0% 75.0% 43.8% 56.3% 100.0%
No program involvement N 30 58 43 45 88 

  % 34.1% 65.9% 48.9% 51.1% 100.0%
Incomplete program N 22 30 36 16 27 

  % 42.3% 57.7% 69.2% 30.8% 100.0%
Completed program N 14 13 19 8 52 

  % 51.9% 48.1% 70.4% 29.6% 100.0%

Total  
N 70 113 105 78 183 

  % 38.3% 61.7% 57.4% 42.6% 100.0%

N 

Table 8.6 Drug treatment program engagement status by post-release offending 

(End-of-program reports) 

 

Stability of accommodation was also related to positive post-release offending outcomes.  

Program participants who were reported to be in stable accommodation were more likely to 

not re-offend and not be re-imprisoned than those who were not in stable accommodation 

(Table 8.7).    

 

Stable 
accommodation?  

Any re-offending 
episode 

Any re- 
imprisonment Total 

   no yes no yes  
No  N 23 78 43 58 16 

  % 22.8% 77.2% 42.6% 57.4% 100.0%
Yes N 47 35 62 20 88 

  % 57.3% 42.7% 75.6% 24.4% 100.0%

Total  
N 70 113 105 78 183 

  % 38.3% 61.7% 57.4% 42.6% 100.0%
Table 8.7 Accommodation stability by post-release offending (End-of-program 

reports) 
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8.6 The impact of program involvement on pos -release offending t

 

These relationships between social integration and drug use factors and the probability of re-

offending pose a real problem for evaluating the impact of the Bridging the Gap program.  The 

selection of releasees for participation in the program was based on their capacity to 

demonstrate that they had problems with drug dependence and that they were disadvantaged 

relative to other prisoners in social and family support they were likely to receive.  Thus, we 

would expect that, all other things being equal, those selected for the program will have a 

higher probability of re-offending than releasees who were eligible for the program.  This 

relationship can be tested by examining the re-offending rates of those who were assessed 

for Bridging the Gap but rejected the offer of a place, and those who were never assessed. 
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Figure 8.3 Post-release re-offending in prisoners released betwe

December 2002 (Life table curve): Not assessed ver
refused 
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It is evident from Figure 8.3 that those who were selected for assessment by the support 

agencies were substantially more likely to re-offend than those who were not assessed.  At 

700 days after release7 an estimated 35% of those in the Not Assessed group will have been 

re-imprisoned under sentence, compared with an estimated 51% of those in the Refused 

group.    

 

One basis for comparison is between those who participated in Bridging the Gap and those 

were offered and accepted a place but did not make any post-release contact.  This 

comparison ignores any potential effects of the pre-release component alone, but should 

indicate whether post-release involvement with a support agency had an impact.   

 

                                                 
7 The substantial step increase in the survival function after 710 days is an artefact produced by a single 

terminal event in the Refused group when the number of survivors in the group was very small.  Similar 

artefacts are evident in the survival distributions of other sub-groups.  In order to avoid the distortions 

produced by these “late failures”, this and all subsequent estimates of the total proportion returning to prison 

are based on the proportion failing at 700 days.     
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Figure 8.4 Post-release re-offending in prisoners released between May 2001 and 
December 2002 (Life table curve): Engaged more than one month after release 
versus Dropped out, and Not assessed 
 
Figure 8.4 shows the post-release re-offending curves for those who were engaged with the 

program more than one month after release and those who had accepted the offer of a place 

but made no post-release contact.8 The Not Assessed curve is included to serve as a 

comparison.  The actual data points for selected periods after release are shown in Table 8.5. 

 
 

                                                 
8 Releasees who made contact in the first month after release but not after this are excluded from this analysis.  

In order to estimate the effect of post-release program engagement there needs to have been a significant level 

of post-release contact between the releasees and his or her support agency. 
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Days after 

release 

Proportion of releasees surviving 

 Engaged with BtG 

(N=157) 

Dropped out (N=66) Refused a place 

(N=128) 

Not assessed 

(N=2518) 

60 94.3 90.9 89.1 95.3 

90 90.4 84.9 85.1 92.3 

120 84.1 77.3 78.1 89.8 

150 79.0 74.2 76.5 87.1 

200 72.0 69.7 71.0 82.9 

300 59.0 61.9 63.5 76.4 

500 47.4 55.69 51.0 68.9 

700 43.7 55.6 49.3 65.0 

Table 8.5 Proportion of releasees surviving by period after release and nature of 

program engagement 

 

 

Initially, participation in Bridging the Gap seems to have had a strong “protective” effect.  For 

the first 120 days after release, Bridging the Gap participants had a lower rate of return to 

prison than those who dropped out after release, or those who were offered a place but 

refused.  At this stage, 16% of participants had returned to prison, compared with 23% of 

drop-outs and 22% of refusers.  However, this protective effect appears to dissipate over 

time.  One hundred a fifty days after release, participants have essentially the same 

probability of being returned to prison as refusers, and by 300 days after release they are on a 

par with drop-outs.  From 300 days after release onwards, the participants do worse than any 

of the other groups. 

 

                                                 
9 There were only three terminal events after 250 days post-release in the survival distribution of the “dropped 

out” group.  The survival estimates for this group at 500 and 700 days may not be reliable. 
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These results have important implications for post-release programs.  They show that 

participation in Bridging the Gap has direct benefits for participants while they remain in 

contact with the support agencies.   The assistance and support that they receive is 

instrumental in reducing their offending rate and slowing their return to prison.  However, 

these direct benefits do not seem to translate into long-term changes.  It appears that in the 

medium and long-term the life problems that characterise this group eventually re-assert 

themselves, they re-offend and end up back in prison.  There is a larger issue embedded in 

this finding.  The material problems relating to housing, income, employment and health are 

symptoms of more fundamental issues about prisoners.  Dealing with these symptoms helps 

in an immediate sense but this kind of support cannot influence the basic mechanisms that 

lie behind offending.   
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8.7 Individual patterns of post-release success and failure 

 

These results show some of the factors that influence aggregate patterns of post-release 

success and failure.  What this kind of analysis cannot do is to show why some individuals 

were able to change and others were not.  In our interviews with participants and workers it 

was apparent that different factors were important for different individuals. 

 

A strong theme from the interviews was the importance of dealing with drug dependency.  

Participants and workers frequently said that failure to deal with drug dependency was the 

direct cause of post-release offending.   

 

(Interviewer) How did being released this time compare with being released before?   

(SEADS client) This time I managed to stay off the drugs longer. And I managed to 

stay out of jail longer. … which is good. I usually only lasted one month.  

 

(Interviewer) Were there things that you learned that helped you this time? 

(MCM client) Yeh… this time I decided I’d like to change as well.  

I’ve wanted to change, but the problem is just getting over the hurdle of the drugs.  

 

For some offenders, the critical element in the transitional process is the decision to deal 

with their drug dependence.  If they can control their dependence, all of the other post-

release goals are achievable.  If they remain dependent, any material or other supports are of 

little value.  One participant said simply, “it all falls apart, when I’m on the pills” (SEADS 

client).  Many workers saw a willingness to tackle drug dependence as a measure of the 

participant’s commitment:  

  

I said to him that given the problems that we’d had with him last time –we had 

problems with him coming into the office off his face and out of control – you’ve 
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really only got one chance here, and this isn’t about punishment, this is about you 

being ready. So if there’s another incident in prison or another dirty urine, it’s a sign to 

us that you’re actually not ready so we’ll leave it alone until you are. And he remained 

drug free for the two months. He used once while he was out but still, that’s drug free 

for him and he’s just absolutely astounded that he could achieve that. (VACRO 

worker) 

 

Dealing successfully with drug dependency was in turn partly a matter of stage of life.  Some 

participants referred to the sense of their “life passing by”, the fear that they will die from an 

overdose, or their concern that they were getting “too old for gaol”.   

 

I know that if I keep using and thieving, the only answer is I’ll end up in jail for the 

rest of my life or end up od’ing or end up being 40 or 50 with nothing except arms 

that are worth millions of dollars and basically there’s nothing to show for it is there?  I 

want to have a normal life and have things to show for it. I want a family. (Brosnan 

client) 

 

The program workers were conscious of the importance of releasees being “ready” to tackle 

the process of changing their lives.  This was partly about maturation, although being older 

was no guarantee of post-release success.  In a sense, workers were trying to identify those 

who were at the right stage in their life. 

 

(Interviewer):  What do you think makes someone likely to re-offend after release? 

(MCM worker): I hate to say this, but young. If I have to think of the few that have 

gone off the rails they have been young, under 23 …I think maturity has something to 

do with it. Motivation, commitment. A wild streak, the party girl thing is often a bit of 

a key. Impulse control, a key factor in the support, are things that come with age. 
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The guys that seem to be the most successful on the program are the ones that we’ve 

caught at the right time in their life. You work with some blokes and you know that 

they’ve got a bit more time left in them.  (VACRO worker) 

 

Sometimes post-release success was attributed to some special set of circumstances that gave 

the participant the motivation or an opportunity to change.   

 

My girlfriend of 4 years broke up with me in jail the last time and this got me thinking. 

I’d lost a lot because of drugs – all my stuff, houses, jobs – she was all I had left, the 

only constant. So when I lost her everything was gone, I was pretty dirty on her for 

breaking up with me so I sorta used that for motivation. I started doing well as a sort 

of revenge on her. I knew she took off with another friend who was a junkie.... It was 

to piss her off and to get her back in a way, but once I started doing really well I 

realized I didn’t need her back, I don’t want her back. (Brosnan client) 

 

 

But the fact that I’ve got some help with tools, a car, it’s given me hope. I would’ve 

gone back to crime if I didn’t have the avenue to get the tools.  (ACSO client) 
   

These accounts by workers and participants do not constitute an explanation as to the 

circumstances or events that resulted in success or failure.  However, they do show that 

there are important elements of personal agency in the way that releasees go about the 

process of changing their lives.  A program like Bridging the Gap may be able to solve 

problems that would otherwise be beyond the resources or capacities of the releasee.  But 

the process of change is not a mechanical or automatic one where external support is all that 

is required.  Ultimately, the process of transition from prison to the community is a process 

in which prisoners and their families are centrally involved in seeking to reshape their own 

lives, and all we can do is to offer assistance and encouragement. 
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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 
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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: 

 

 

 

M

 

 

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.   

 

 

 

M

 

 

 

 

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).    
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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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