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Despite waves of reform, reoffending rates in England 
and Wales have remained persistently high for the last 15 
years. Tens of thousands of people cycle in and out of the 
criminal justice system (CJS) each year, despite evidence 
that the vast majority want to move away from crime. We 
argue that the objective of rehabilitation services should 
not only be to support people to live free from crime, but 
also to fulfil their potential. This shift in purpose needs 
to be met with a step change in support on two levels: 

This is what we call Good Help, and there are many 
people and organisations in prisons and communities – 
across all sectors – who are already doing it. However, 
we have not yet been able to mainstream this good 
practice. A number of longstanding and more recent 
problems are inhibiting this:

•	 A system that does not always harness people’s inner 
motivation to change 

•	 A lack of clarity about who is accountable for 
providing practical support to people leaving prison

•	 Greater fragmentation within the CJS and 
fragmentation of health, housing and welfare support 

•	 A focus on risk, constraining prison and probation 
services in the kind of support they can offer.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

helping people caught in the 
CJS build confidence, identify 
purpose and realise their goals.

1
providing practical support 
for people leaving prison 
– finance, a place to live, 
access to employment.

2
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But there are also many strengths in the existing system.  
The reasons why people re-offend and what it takes to 
support people to build a life away from crime are well 
understood and reflected in policy aims. There is great 
potential to fully embed a Good Help approach. To do 
this, we outline six recommendations:

Good Help want to support any member of the CJS to 
improve the help that they offer. In particular we would 
value conversations with:

•	 prison governors; and

•	 those seeking to bid for and run probation services

to explore what they are already offering and how their 
current arrangements could be enhanced.

If any of this has inspired you at all and you would like  
to explore how this could be taken forward in your work,  
please do get in touch.

Solve the finance and contact gap when people leave prison by 
increasing discharge grants, addressing the benefits time gap, 
and establishing a system for access to basic necessities (ID, 
bank account, smart phone).

Introduce a national coaching skills development programme 
for staff in prisons and probation.

Put coaches and mentors at the centre of support to enable 
people leaving prison to take steps towards change.

Engage more people with lived experience to undertake 
meaningful, paid roles across the CJS.

Establish a national job scheme for people aged 16-25 leaving 
prison, with support for businesses who employ this age group.

Recognise that Good Help is essential, not optional, if people 
are to effectively start new lives upon leaving prison.  

1
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THEY SHOW ME THE OTHER SIDE OF THE RIVER, 
BUT THEY WON’T GIVE ME A BOAT ... AND THE 

RIVER’S FULL OF ALLIGATORS!
Carl Cattermole1

Despite waves of reform2, reoffending rates in England 
and Wales have remained persistently high for the last 
15 years3. Tens of thousands of people cycle in and out 
of the system each year. Yet evidence indicates that the 
vast majority of people in the criminal justice system 
(CJS) want to move away from crime4. We know that 
great people and brilliant projects in prisons and in 
communities have changed lives (many included in this 
paper) but we have not yet been able to mainstream this 
good practice.

This paper is about the rehabilitation support currently 
offered to the majority of people in the CJS, and what it 
might look like if we were to really offer effective support 
– what we call Good Help – at scale. Good Help means 
recognising that we all need confidence in our capability 
(known as self-efficacy) and a sense of purpose (intrinsic 
motivation) in order to take action and improve our 
lives.5 When services are not designed to build these 
things, they are likely to fail.

INTRODUCTION

I N T R O D U C T I O N0 1
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We argue that rehabilitation services need a 
fundamental shift in purpose: away from the simple 
removal of the negative (stopping someone from 
reoffending) to something more visionary. The objective 
of the system should not only be to support people to 
live free from crime, but also to fulfil their potential. 
Rehabilitation should be designed both to protect 
communities and stop re-offending, and to help people 
in the CJS build confidence and purpose so they can 
lead positive lives and make their contribution. This 
aspiration is not wishful thinking; it is rooted in the 
evidence of what works. People need more than the 
absence of a negative to inspire change.6

This shift in purpose needs to be met with a step  
change in support on two levels:

There are many people and organisations in  
prisons and communities that are already doing this. 
However, work to support people’s confidence and 
purpose is often ‘bolted on’ to mainstream rehabilitation 
support. Too often, the intensive practical support that 
people need as they leave the prison gate – for example, 
access to finance and a safe, stable place to live – has 
been missing.  

Helping people caught in the 
CJS build self-efficacy, identify 
purpose and realise their goals.

1
Practical support to change 
people’s life circumstances 
– finance, a place to live, 
access to employment.

2
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THE AIMS OF THIS PAPER

This paper describes some practical ways to change 
this, and ensure people get the help that supports them 
to improve their lives. To do this, we focus on one point 
of the CJS where things can still too often go wrong, and 
where, despite decades of trying to fix the problem, the 
help offered can fail to support people’s confidence and 
sense of purpose. This point is an individual’s release 
from prison into the community. We define this as the 
final 6 months in prison preparing for release, the point 
of leaving prison and the time needed afterwards to 
build to a stable, fulfilling new life, away from the CJS. 

This paper gives recommendations for embedding an 
effective approach to support that gives people the best 
chance of achieving their goals and living a life free 
from crime.

I N T R O D U C T I O N0 3
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COVID-19

In many ways, COVID-19 has both exposed and 
heightened the existing flaws in the CJS. Where  
there were ‘cracks’ in the system, we now have  
chasms. As people exit prison during the pandemic,  
the impact of not having a mobile phone with credit on 
it becomes more stark. If a library is the only place you 
access a computer, and they are all closed, you face a 
greater challenge. 

There is recognition that current arrangements are  
not sufficient. The Ministry of Justice has acknowledged, 
for example, that people released early from prison 
cannot survive on the discharge grant of only £46 and 
have increased this to £80 – but at the time of writing  
this is only for people on the early release scheme  
(a tiny fraction of those leaving each month). Others  
are expected to continue leaving prison with the  
same amount. 

The crisis offers an opportunity to rethink the system. 
As many other areas of civic life take the opportunity 
to ‘build back better’, what could this look like for 
rehabilitation towards the end of time in prison and 
through the gate into the community? Could we find new 
ways to build on existing system strengths and unleash 
agency, hope and practical support across the system? 

I N T R O D U C T I O N0 4
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LONGSTANDING

•	 A CJS that does not fully harness people’s inner 
motivation to change, nor consistently provide the 
practical support necessary to embed newfound 
self-efficacy and personal responsibility once the 
rehabilitative journey has begun.

•	 A CJS that can undermine the self-efficacy and 
agency of people in prisons, frequently, for 
example, identifying people as ‘offenders’ or ‘ex-
offenders’, making it hard to leave labels behind. 
Voluntary organisations working in the CJS tend 
not to use these terms as know they can undermine 
rehabilitation and dehumanise people.

•	 A ‘deficit model’ of rehabilitation that focuses on 
stopping people reoffending, but should also be 
ambitious for genuine and lasting change that 
benefits both the individual and their community. 
Reduction of offending behaviour is a necessary 
but insufficient measure, and opportunities to help 
people lead fulfilling lives, repair the harm caused 
where possible, and make a positive contribution 
to their communities are frequently missed. The 
evidence is clear that successful rehabilitative 
journeys involve developing a new, positive 
alternative: ‘not only … about giving up one way of 
life, but also about adopting another.’7 

W H A T ’ S  T H E  P R O B L E M ?0 5

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?
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W H A T ’ S  T H E  P R O B L E M ?0 6

•	 Reoffending rates that have remained stubbornly 
high over the last 15 years. Short-term decision-
making driven by political incentives rather than 
evidence-based policy have led to intermittent  
and incomplete programmes of reform that have 
been insufficiently evaluated, or not evaluated at  
all.  

•	 In an attempt to mitigate punitive public attitudes 
toward prisoners, campaigning organisations and 
grass-roots groups that focus overwhelmingly on the 
vulnerabilities of people in prisons, promoting ‘pity 
stories’. This can be self-defeating, undermine self-
efficacy, and rob people in prisons of their agency. 

•	 Similarly, the two dominant frames for providing 
help to people in prisons are ‘unmet need’, 
particularly in the voluntary sector, and ‘risk 
management’, particularly in the public sector. 
While pockets of innovation exist, both frames fail  
to make use of the strengths and potential a more 
asset-based approach could deliver.

•	 Systemic inequalities regarding economic and  
social opportunity, as well as discrimination and 
racial bias, that have led to a situation where half  
of young people in prison are from a Black, Asian  
or minority ethnic background.8 And there is 
evidence that levels of racial bias, disproportionately 
faced by young people in the CJS, are worsening.  
In 2019, 28% of people in youth custody were Black – 
more than double the percentage in the year ending 
March 2006 (12.5%).9
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MORE RECENT

•	 Key independent observers report that prison 
conditions and outcomes continue to decline. As 
the former Chief Inspector of Prisons summarises: 
‘The recent history of many prisons in England and 
Wales has been deeply troubling. We saw once more 
in 2018-19 – the fourth year on which I have reported 
– that far too many of our jails have been plagued by 
drugs, violence, appalling living conditions and a 
lack of access to meaningful rehabilitative activity.’10 

•	 The most ambitious criminal justice reform 
programme of recent years – Transforming 
Rehabilitation: A Strategy for Reform – has 
exacerbated the challenges facing probation services 
and failed to reduce reoffending or deliver significant 
efficiencies. While the stated policy aims included 
objectives compatible with Good Help, theory  
failed to translate into practices, with a marked  
lack of innovation.

•	 It is clear that the Payment by Results (PbR) model 
failed to facilitate Good Help; poorly aligned 
incentives and the inherent challenges of applying 
PbR to a domain as complex as ‘rehabilitation’ 
stymied significant improvement and did not 
unleash innovation.11 

•	 The absence of a holistic and integrated approach 
to providing help to people in, and recently released 
from, prisons reflects increasing fragmentation 
within the CJS, as well as fragmentation of health, 
housing and welfare support. Positive work 
undertaken by one part of the system is frequently 
undermined later on in people’s journeys. For 
example, people can be supported with drug 
treatment in prison, but not properly transferred into  
ongoing treatment immediately on release.12

W H A T ’ S  T H E  P R O B L E M ?0 7
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POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE CYCLES OF ACTION

In order for any of us to take action and improve our 
lives, we need a foundation of confidence and purpose; 
confidence that we are able to act and succeed (self-
efficacy) and a sense of purpose that provides motivation 
as we pursue goals. Recognising this and taking 
deliberate steps to build people’s confidence and  
purpose is the core of Good Help.

F IGURE 1: THE GOOD HELP CYCLE OF ACT ION

G O O D  H E L P  I N  T H R O U G H  T H E  G A T E  R E H A B I L I T A T I O N0 8

GOOD HELP IN THROUGH 
THE GATE REHABILITATION
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When we have a driving sense of purpose and  
confidence to act, we are able to take practical 
steps towards our goals, which improves our life 
circumstances and in turn, boosts our confidence and 
sense of purpose. Good Help may begin at any segment 
of the cycle: for some people, it may be necessary to 
address disabling elements of their life circumstances 
before or alongside supporting confidence and purpose. 
In a prison setting, this is very likely the case, as 
people leaving prison require basic necessities such as 
accommodation before it is possible to progress towards 
their goals. The cycles below show how good and bad 
help operate in these settings:

G O O D  H E L P  I N  T H R O U G H  T H E  G A T E  R E H A B I L I T A T I O N0 9

Increased opportunities on 
release from prison

Greater aspiration for a 
new life, stronger hope and 

commitment

Proactive search for work and 
sticking to new routines

F IGURE 2 : THROUGH THE GATE CYCLE OF ACT ION 
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G O O D  H E L P  I N  T H R O U G H  T H E  G A T E  R E H A B I L I T A T I O N1 0

Worsened opportunities leaving 
prison than before going in e.g. 
knocked back by employers

Limited beliefs about change: 
loss of confidence and sense of 

hopelessness

Fewer and less ambitious 
attempts to move away from 
crime e.g. applying for jobs

F IGURE 3 : THROUGH THE GATE CYCLE OF INACT ION
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The COVID-19 pandemic gives momentum to this 
negative cycle. People are not only returning to a 
dramatically different society, but to one marked 
by instability and uncertainty. At time of writing, 
unemployment is set to rise rapidly,13 meaning there is 
an even greater chance that people leaving prison will 
face worsened opportunities compared to before they 
entered, leading to loss of confidence and hope.

The following table describes this in detail:

G O O D  H E L P  I N  T H R O U G H  T H E  G A T E  R E H A B I L I T A T I O N1 1
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GOOD HELP IN 
REHABILITATION

BAD HELP IN 
REHABILITATION

CONFIDENCE 
AND SENSE OF 
PURPOSE

Focuses on people fulfilling their 
potential

Focuses only on reducing 
reoffending; removing the 
negative

Sees contribution, purpose and 
role e.g. peer mentor, parent, 
employee, friend, citizen.

Sees only risks and/or 
‘vulnerability’ even with best 
intentions

Gives power and promotes own 
decision making

Takes power, makes decisions, 
ignores people’s inherent 
motivation

Helps create or reinforce positive 
identities

Tries to ‘save’ someone

Fosters people’s own motivation 
to change

Labels people, reinforcing a 
negative identity

ACROSS 
BOTH LIFE 
CIRCUMSTANCES 
AND CONFIDENCE 
/PURPOSE 

Prioritises relationships – both 
confidence and purpose, and 
then scaffolding support

Relationships in support services

Wider relationships, family visits 
etc.

Undervalues importance of 
relationships.

Focuses on outputs and targets 
and forgets the person. 

Little or no collaboration across 
services.

Culturally competent; addresses 
experiences of systemic racism

Unaware or unable

LIFE 
CIRCUMSTANCES 

Money to ‘bridge’, safe place to 
live, initial stability

Insufficient ‘bridging’ i.e. 
discharge grant, people released 
homeless etc.

Intensive support as needed, 
with use of enabling 
conversations

Limited contact, transactional 
conversations

Bolsters positive networks, 
social groups

Drives reoffending by putting 
people in hostels or blocking 
opportunity

Employment and education 
opportunities created, especially 
for people with criminal records

Denied access to employment, 
insurance, education

Challenges systemic issues Systemic issues stagnate

TABLE 1: GOOD AND BAD HELP IN REHABIL ITAT ION
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PRISON

PRE-RELEASE
•	 Dealing with the issues: 

mental and physical health, 
substance use, trauma, 
domestic violence etc.

•	 Supporting hope and identity

•	 Coaching: purpose, passion, 
plans

•	 Training, education

•	 Family and children contact

6 MONTHS PRE-RELEASE
•	 Release plan led by person, 

scaffolding in place

•	 Set up accommodation and 
identifying family/support 
networks

•	 Applying for benefits and 
preparing finances

RELEASE
•	 Met at the gate

•	 Clothes, food, furniture

•	 Bank account and money for 
immediate needs

•	 Safe place to live

•	 GP, medical care

•	 Alcohol and drugs treatment

•	 Photo ID

•	 Travel card

•	 Access to phone and credit

•	 Access to mental health support

•	 Family, friends

•	 Community links, faith groups, 
peer support

6 MONTHS POST-RELEASE
•	 Stable job

•	 Fragile new identity forming

•	 Increased home stability

•	 Dealing with what happened (emotions around 
prison experience) – more therapeutic, less 
surveillance

•	 Positive influence from new friends/colleagues

12 MONTHS POST-RELEASE
•	 Regular income to live 

•	 Progression in career/life

•	 Identity more solid

•	 Contributing to society

3 WEEKS POST-RELEASE
•	 More settled place to live

•	 Job/education/volunteering

•	 Access to everyday services 
(gym, library etc.)

6 WEEKS POST-RELEASE
•	 Financial management support: 

insurance, debt, credit rating etc.

•	 Regular income

•	 Keeping busy and active

•	 Peer support ramped up while new 
habits forming

•	 Purpose: chance to help others, 
show talents and skills

COMMUNITY MOVING ON & FUFILLING LIFE

A GOOD HELP JOURNEY 
THROUGH THE GATE

G O O D  H E L P  I N  P R I S O N  R E H A B I L I T A T I O N
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On release the focus for many is 
on starting to build a foundation 
– for some this may even be a case 
of sheer survival. Being met by 
someone at the gate, having clean 
clothes to wear, having money to 
buy food, ID and somewhere safe 
to sleep that night are all essential, 
as are healthcare provisions; being 
registered to a GP and having 
continued access to alcohol and 
drugs treatment and mental health 
support. Another vital provision 
at this time are supportive 
relationships: connections with peer 
mentors, community links and faith 
groups, as well as family and friends.

At around 3-6 weeks post-release, 
people should have a more settled 
place to live, access to everyday 
services (library, gym etc.) and be 
engaging in work, volunteering or 
education and training, giving them 
the opportunity to help others and 
show their talents and skills. 

After the first 6 weeks, people should 
have a regular income – giving 
them the ability to plan – along 
with financial management support 
(insurance, debt management, credit 
rating etc.). Keeping busy and active 
is key at this stage. It is at this point 
where often support tails off, and 
people are left to navigate on their 
own. Instead, support should ramp 
up and help embed the new habits 
that are starting to form.

After 6 months there should be a 
significant increase in stability, with 
a stable job and home and increased 
positive influences from new friends 
and colleagues. A fragile new identity 
is now forming that still requires 
support to strengthen. There should 
be a decrease in surveillance and 
increase in therapeutic support to 
help people process what happened 
and their emotions about their 
prison experience. 

As the journey shows, work in 
prisons needs to identify and address 
the underlying issues for people’s 
offending, including trauma, 
homelessness, drug or alcohol use, 
domestic violence, mental ill-health 
and other reasons.  

Failing to recognise and 
address these personal and life 
circumstances means people can’t 
move on. But work in prisons should 
also include future-orientated work, 
helping people build agency, identity, 
set goals and plan.

PRISON

COMMUNITY
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After the first 12 months, with the 
foundations in place, people can 
think about progressing further 
towards the things they want in life. 
But they may still need time  

to stabilise and potentially to protect 
their new sense of self. This is an 
individual process and journey and 
the system needs to allow people the 
time to succeed.

FULFILLING LIFE

EXISTING GOOD PRACTICE

Many organisations are already working in this way. 
Spark Inside14 is an organisation that delivers life 
coaching programmes in prisons. Their focus is on 
human potential and the belief that people have the 
‘answers’ inside themselves; they are not problems to 
fix but potential waiting to unfold.15 Coaching is a model 
that aligns with Good Help. It is based on the assumption 
that people are the experts in their own lives and that 
when people devise solutions themselves, these will 
‘stick’ and provide long-term motivation for change. 

Switchback16 combine intensive one-to-one support – 
frank, non-judgmental relationships – with real work 
training. The support starts in prison and continues for 
as long as it takes. 

Another example, P3’s Link Worker Scheme,17 works 
with people who have been through the CJS, helping 
them build skills and support networks and addresses 
multiple disadvantages. Their work has resulted in 
significantly fewer re-offences over a sustained period.18

User Voice19 works to amplify the voices of those in the 
CJS, and reduce offending by bridging the ‘Them versus 
Us’ culture that currently exists. They empower people 
and improve prison and probation services through their 
councils, consultations and peer-support. User Voice 
exemplify rehabilitation and second chances – 85% of 
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their workforce, from CEO through to delivery, having 
been in prison or on probation themselves.

The Zahid Mubarek Trust scrutinises the work of prisons 
and holds powers to account on racial inequality. They 
challenge racial injustice and advocate for people in the 
criminal justice system.

There are also a growing number of employment 
services – such as Bounceback, Clean Sheet and  
Working Chance, successfully getting people into real 
jobs. A challenge in the CJS is that people in contact 
with the law are seen to have broken the social contract, 
and therefore face high levels of discrimination and 
stigma, being actively excluded by parts of the job 
market, higher education and insurance providers. 
There has, however, been a recent increase in charities 
supporting people with convictions into employment. 
The government’s New Futures Network20 shows 
more employers are willing to do this as part of their 
Corporate Social Responsibility activities. 

One of the most exciting developments in the CJS over 
the last 10 years is the burgeoning ‘lived experience’ 
movement.21 It has increasing influence on mainstream 
practice – for example, the peer support that is a part of 
Liaison and Diversion Services22 and St Giles Trust’s Peer 
to the Future project23 – creating more opportunities for 
people with lived experience to be part of rehabilitation. 

Another positive movement is Housing First, a national 
campaign for England’s public services to recognise 
housing as a fundamental right, and as a precondition 
for other issues to be addressed, rather than a secondary 
need or reward.24

G O O D  H E L P  I N  T H R O U G H  T H E  G A T E  R E H A B I L I T A T I O N
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Christopher first engaged in crime at age eight by shoplifting.  
He eventually began selling drugs at school, and at age 16,  
served jail time for possession of class A substances.  
10 months post-release, he returned on related charges. 

Three months before his second release, Christopher began 
attending Spark Inside’s life coaching workshops. Rather than 
outlining what they expected of Christopher, the workshops 
helped Christopher to identify what he wanted in life, and how  
he could achieve these goals. 

Christopher now feels hopeful about the future and confident 
that he won’t reoffend.

“I learnt things about myself I didn’t know like my values 
and discovered strengths I didn’t realise I had. The 
Spark Inside coaches really helped me to see that there 
is more to life than jail and that if I continue to reoffend 
then what I want out of life may not happen. They helped 
me to see that I can rewrite my future and that I am the 
author of my own future. I’m aware it may not be easy, 
but it is possible.”

CASE STUDY:
SPARK INSIDE AND 
CHRISTOPHER’S STORY 25
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EXISTING STRENGTHS IN THE SYSTEM

The below outlines some examples of existing  
strengths within the CJS. It is not exhaustive,  
but illustrates the great potential for fully  
embedding a Good Help approach.

Desistance theory

There is a good body of evidence, known 
as desistance theory, on how people 
successfully transition to lead crime free 
lives. This evidence has been gathered 
by focussing on people who have 
successfully made this change, rather 
than those who have not. Desistance 
theory, like Good Help, acknowledges 
that the process of change is connected 
both to people’s life circumstances 
(specifying age, employment, sobriety 
and relationships) and to internal or 
psychological factors (specifying hope, 
confidence, empathy and identity).26  
It is well understood in the CJS,  
but as yet insufficiently shaped by it.

Good Lives Model

Alongside increasing evidence on the 
influence of internal and external factors 
on rehabilitation, there is good evidence 
on what works in practice to support this 
process of change. 

The Good Lives Model is a strengths-
based approach to rehabilitation 
built on the idea that we need to build 
capabilities and strengths in people in 
order to reduce their risk of reoffending. 

This model directs practitioners to help 
people in the CJS to achieve that are 
personally meaningful to them. It also 
focuses on the practical support needed 
to enable people to satisfy their life 
values in ways that don’t harm others.27  

Policy Aims

There is a good understanding of this 
theory at the policy level. In 2013, 
the Ministry of Justice published 
Transforming Rehabilitation: A Strategy 
for Reform which outlined plans for 
‘transforming the way in which offenders 
are managed in the community in order 
to bring down reoffending rates.’28  
The collated evidence for effective 
interventions includes peer mentoring 
– an approach used by many Good 
Help practitioners29 – and reference 
to the importance of positive social 
influences among peers – an aspect 
of life circumstances. There is also 
acknowledgement of desistance theory. 

Though the strategy was not successful 
in significantly reducing rates of 
reoffending, there is a strong foundation 
of understanding about what works in 
theory. Good Help is a way of taking that 
theory and embedding it in practice.
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Further, the Enhanced Through the 
Gate service, launched in 2019 with 
additional investment was a recognition 
that the service had not been working 
as effectively as it should to date, but 
that with attention and investment, this 
could be improved. While we await the 
evaluation of the enhanced programme, 
the focus on stronger personal support 
for people and greater clarity regarding 
responsibilities, including ,for example, 
the need to register everyone with a GP 
prior to release, is welcome.

EXISTING BARRIERS

There is a good understanding of the theory and 
evidence regarding supporting people effectively 
through the gate; enabling their ability to build a  
life away from crime. So why hasn’t this practice been 
embedded at scale? There are several barriers that 
inhibit this process:

•	 Fragmented system: There is a lack of 
clarity about who is accountable for 
providing practical support to people 
released from prison. There are still 
too many people leaving prison and 
becoming immediately homeless, 
without finance, and with no ID. 

•	 Focus on risk: We have a prison and 
probation service that does seek to 
provide rehabilitation and wants to 
offer Good Help but is constrained by 
the need to mitigate risk for public 
protection. This ultimately does more 
public harm than good as reoffending 
remains high. 

•	 Targets and workload: Many staff 
are acutely aware of the need for 
this kind of practice but lack the 
time to, for example, have enabling 
conversations with prisoners.

•	 Systemically supported criminal 
identity: Supporting someone to 
build a new identity as a contributing 
citizen is difficult when they are 
branded by their criminal record, 
causing lasting stigma and limiting 
opportunities to find employment.
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HOW TO MAINSTREAM  
GOOD HELP IN CJS PRACTICE
It is time for the CJS to embed Good Help at scale.  
A more holistic approach is fundamental to unlocking 
the often extraordinary ability of self-efficacy and 
purpose to deliver transformative change. Skipping  
one critical building block is, at best, a false economy.

Clearly, each individuals’ journey is different, and the 
CJS should support and enable people to make their own 
way forward. Moreover, it should go without saying that 
Good Help involves ensuring that certain fundamentals 
are in place. People need somewhere safe to live, 
family support, and opportunities for employment, for 
example. Unpacking and building on those important 
foundations, here we offer key areas where attention  
and resources could quickly enable greater Good Help  
at scale.

1 — Solving the finance and contact gap

People still leave prison without enough money to 
see them through until a steady source of income is 
established. This undermines work done in prison,  
sets people up to fail, and can drive them to desperate 
or unlawful action. Solving this is an immediate priority 
and could be done through enabling more rapid access 
to benefits, or by increasing the discharge grant.  
The Government has committed to putting a job coach 
in every prison, with the intention of supporting people 
to access benefits prior to release, but in practice, people 
often leave prison without support from the state. While 
no system is perfect, the current one often proves one 
hurdle too many for people already facing a raft of 
practical barriers to rehabilitation. 
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Access to finance should be accompanied by a system 
for photographic ID where necessary, support to open 
bank accounts where they do not exist, and ensuring 
people released from prison have access to the internet. 
The small costs involved in these provisions are dwarfed 
by the social and economic productivity that can be 
unleashed by supporting self-efficacy and purpose.

The delivery of mobile phones to prison leavers by 
probation services during the COVID-19 pandemic 
demonstrated that providing phones is possible and 
not prohibitively expensive. This could present a smart 
solution to ensure relationships are maintained and 
employment secured during a critical transitional phase. 

2 — �Enabling staff in prisons and probation to 
have coaching conversations 

Prison and probation officers can be catalysts for long-
lasting, transformative change in the lives of people 
who have come into contact with the CJS. And yet, 
poor systems design and fragmented services mean 
those working in the CJS are often left frustrated at the 
barriers inhibiting them from delivering Good Help. 
Both capacity and capability are often lacking, despite 
the desire of justice professionals to do more in this area.

We should explore ways of embedding coaching  
skills in the core training of prison officers, and  
create ways of making prisons more enabling 
environments by introducing coaching programmes 
that bring together people who live and work in prisons. 
In-prison ‘key workers’ could be trained to work within 
a Good Help framework and supported to develop 
and refresh those skills as part of their continuing 
professional development.
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3 — Putting scaffolding support at the centre

We know that strong, trusting relationships are critical 
to successfully negotiating the challenging period 
immediately following release from prison. Coaches  
or mentors are needed for everyone in or leaving prison 
to provide the support – known as ‘scaffolding’ – that 
enables them to take steps towards change. The focus 
on targets and payments has meant trusted, quality 
relationships have not been prioritised to date. 

4 — �Equipping more people with lived 
experience to undertake meaningful,  
paid roles across the CJS 

People who have lived experience of the CJS are well 
placed to provide effective mentoring and peer support 
to people in contact with the justice system, as well as 
to take on paid roles – including in leadership – shaping 
services and systems.

Excellent examples of initiatives supporting the voices  
of those with lived experience to shape the system 
include the Samaritans Listener scheme, Toe by 
Toe reading coaches, peer coaches and peer mentor 
schemes, to name a few. 

We need to encourage further innovation in the 
commissioning of services foregrounding lived 
experience, as well as providing a more stable 
funding environment for services once they have 
been commissioned. On the other side of the prison 
gate, probation services should make greater use of 
the invaluable skills and perspectives of those with 
experience of the rehabilitative journey. This could 
mean using the convening power of the probation 
service to connect people at different points on the 
rehabilitative journey, creating hope and optimism  
for all involved. 
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5 — �A national job scheme for young people 
leaving prison

The short to medium term outlook for the job market 
in England and Wales is poor. This is particularly 
true for young people who have been prevented from 
pursuing education and employability training in 
prisons as a result of COVID-19 constraints, and who 
are unfortunately more likely to be employed in sectors 
vulnerable to shutdowns and impacts of a recession. 

The New Futures Network is an employment broker 
within HMPPS that connects prisons with local 
employers. It seeks to build trust with employers and 
facilitate the employment of serving prisoners, and 
those on Release on Temporary Licence (ROTL). 

Alongside the Government’s efforts to cultivate demand 
among employers for prison leavers, we need to go 
further and actively incentivise companies to employ 
young people leaving prison.

This would promote inclusion and opportunity; in  
effect securing a new social contract with people as  
they continue their rehabilitative journey. Any short-
term costs of a job scheme would be more than offset  
by the long-term savings delivered by sustained  
crime-free lives.

6 — �Recognising that Good Help is essential, not 
optional

It needs to be formally recognised by all organisations 
involved in through the gate support that it is unrealistic 
to expect people leaving prison to start what are 
effectively new lives, free from offending, without Good 
Help. This may seem obvious, but in fact the current 
arrangements can often ask the impossible of those 
leaving prison.  
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COVID-19 RELATED INNOVATION

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to change in the 
operation of prison and probation services at speed 
and scale. For example, it has kick-started the use of 
video calls in prisons. While availability is still patchy, 
progress has been made in an area that can do much 
to enable Good Help; digital connectivity.30 Elsewhere, 
more in-cell phones are now being installed. 

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons and Probation 
have noted that ‘clear and imaginative’ communication 
between prison staff and people in prison was a feature 
of early prison lockdown.31 This unique moment offers 
a golden opportunity to innovate at scale in a system 
that is both large and complex. As the restrictions on 
prisons necessitated by COVID-19 infection control are 
removed, it is incumbent on prisons, probation services, 
government and the voluntary sector to work together 
to be ambitious and capitalise on recent innovation, 
enabling Good Help for those in and leaving prisons 
when it is urgently needed.

NEXT STEPS

Good Help want to support any member of the CJS to 
improve the help that they offer. In particular we would 
value conversations with:

•	 prison governors; and

•	 those seeking to bid for and run probation services

to explore what they are already offering and how their 
current arrangements could be enhanced.

If any of this has inspired you at all and you would like 
to explore how this could be taken forward in your work, 
please do get in touch.

https://goodhelp.org.uk/join-the-movement/#contact
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SUMMARY
Despite waves of reform, reoffending rates in England and Wales 
have remained persistently high for the last 15 years. Yet evidence 
indicates that the vast majority of people in the criminal justice system 
(CJS) want to move away from crime. We argue that the objective of 
rehabilitation services should not only be to support people to live 
free from crime, but also to fulfil their potential. This shift in purpose 
needs to be met with a step change in support on two levels: helping 
people caught in the CJS build confidence, identify purpose and realise 
their goals; and providing practical support for people leaving prison – 
finance, a place to live, access to employment.

There are many people and organisations in prisons and communities 
that are already doing these things, but we have not yet been able to 
mainstream this good practice. A number of longstanding and more 
recent problems are inhibiting this: a system that does not address 
people’s inner motivation to change; a focus on risk that constrains 
prisons and probation services in the kind of support they can offer; a 
lack of clarity about who is accountable for providing practical support 
to people leaving prison.

But there are also many strengths in the existing system. The reasons 
why people re-offend and what it takes to support people to build a 
life away from crime are well understood on a theoretical level and 
reflected in policy aims. There is great potential to fully embed a 
Good Help approach. To do this, we outline several recommendations, 
including increasing the discharge grant; training prison and 
probation staff in coaching skills; putting coaches and mentors at the 
centre of support; having more people with lived experience taking on 
roles across the CJS; and establishing a national job scheme for young 
prison leavers.
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