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Breaking the Cycle is a £1M programme funded by The Robertson Trust and Serco. Targeted at 
offenders who receive short term sentences and consequently are not eligible to receive statutory 
throughcare support, the programme funds and evaluates different approaches to supporting these 
offenders to make the transition between custody and the community.  
 

Launched in 2008, Breaking the Cycle has supported the development of five projects across 
Scotland. These are Barnardo’s ‘Plan B’ project, Access to Industry’s ‘Passport’ project, Kilmarnock 
College’s ‘Inside Out’ project, Station House Media Unit’s ‘ADJUST’ project and Centrestage’s 
‘Catalyst’ project. This briefing identifies the emerging findings from the 5 projects to date and aims 
to inform the Scottish Government’s current review of throughcare services.  

Background 

 

Through the Trust’s funding of criminal justice 
projects, it identified a significant gap in the 
support available for prisoners serving short 
term sentences. Offenders receiving prison 
sentences of four years or less in Scotland are 
currently not entitled to statutory throughcare 
support and as a result of this, many offenders 
struggle to reintegrate back into the community 
after leaving prison and reoffend in the future. 
The Breaking the Cycle programme was 
established in 2008 in response to the need to 
provide better support to these offenders. The 
programme has four aims: 
 

(i) To reduce reoffending 
 

(ii) To improve the transition of offenders 
between prison and the community 

 

(iii) To assess the value of partnership working 
 

(iv) To transfer good practice to mainstream 
delivery of service.  

 

As part of Phase 2 of the Reducing Reoffending 
Programme, the Scottish Government is currently 
conducting a review of the throughcare services 
and interventions available for offenders serving 
short-term sentences with the aim of providing 
more effective rehabilitation and reintegration 
for this group. This learning from the Breaking 
the Cycle programme therefore comes at an 
important time and is designed to feed into 
current discussions around what throughcare 
services should look like going forward. 
Additionally, this briefing aims to identify the key 
success criteria that commissioners should look 
for when designing and funding throughcare 
services in the future.  
 

Outwith the scope of this briefing is information 
on the outcomes achieved by each of the 
individual projects which will be available at a 
later date.  
 

 

Emerging Findings from the Programme:  
 

 The third sector plays a significant role in 
delivering throughcare services for short term 
prisoners. Key to the third sector’s effectiveness 
in this area is its flexibility, responsiveness, 
commitment and ability to form strong 
relationships. 

 

 High quality throughcare services which engage 
with offenders at the point of custody and 
continue to work with them after their release 
from prison are most likely to be effective.  

 

 Services should match an offender with a  
designated worker who can build a relationship 
of trust with the offender and act as a consistent 
point of contact through their time in prison 
and on release. 

 

 It takes time to embed new services in prisons 
and to build relationships with prison staff and 
other agencies. To maximise the likelihood of 
offenders engaging with these services, all 
partners involved with the service should have 
a shared understanding of its aims and 
objectives and an agreed process for how it will 
be delivered.  

 

 Multi-agency planning and in particular 
involvement of universal services such as 
housing and health make a difference to the 
well-being of an individual on release.  

 Offenders will choose to engage with 
throughcare services if they value them. 
Engagement with these services is driven by the 
quality of services, rather than whether they are 
voluntary or mandatory.  

 

 There are gaps in the services currently 
available to short term offenders across 
Scotland. Services that help offenders to access 
housing, register with GPs, gain  employment 
and engage with universal support services 
prior to their release from prison, can help 
offenders reintegrate back into the community. 
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Emerging Findings about ‘What Works’ in 
Supporting Offenders Serving Short-Term 
Sentences  
 

The provision of effective voluntary throughcare 
can play a key role in helping offenders to receive 
support with the range of issues in their lives that 
studies show if unaddressed, will increase their 
likelihood of reoffending in the future. Third 
sector organisations play a valuable role in 
reducing reoffending by building relationships 
with offenders to address their support needs 
and helping them to reintegrate back into the 
community after their release from prison.  
 
(i) Identifying and Addressing Offenders’ 

Support Needs 
 

The learning from the Breaking the Cycle projects 
highlight that to be effective, services should 
place each offender’s individual needs and goals 
at the centre of the support they receive. While 
the Core Screen provides valuable information 
about an offender’s support needs, additional 
needs may be identified as an offender begins to 
engage with and confide in their support worker.  
 
The following case study provides an example of 
a project that works in partnership with 
offenders to create individual action plans that 
respond to their needs. 
 
Case Study: Plan B 
 

Operating in YOI and HMP Cornton Vale and HM 
YOI Polmont since March 2011, Plan B brings 
together a range of public and third sector 
agencies working within the framework of the 
Whole Systems Approach.  Delivered by 
Barnardo’s, the project aims to provide a co-
ordinated and structured programme of support 
for young offenders both while they are in prison 
and after their release back into the community 
throughout the whole of Scotland. This was 
ambitious and meant that Plan B has had a 
challenging journey designing an appropriate 
service model whilst also engaging with a wide 
range of partners across the country.  
 

A key feature of the project is that all young 
people have an action plan that identifies their 
individual support needs and sets goals for the 
future.  

On arrival at the prison, each young person is 
assigned a Plan B key worker who is responsible 
for coordinating the programme of support that 
the young person receives within prison that 
responds to their individual needs and goals. 
Prior to liberation, a community-based key 
worker is identified from a partner agency, or in 
absence of this Barnardo’s themselves, who 
meets with the offender to ensure issues are 
identified and addressed in advance of their 
release and to arrange appointments with 
universal services. Following release from prison, 
the Plan B worker will remain in touch with the 
community-based key worker to monitor their 
progress. 
 

The Scottish Prison Service has been positive 
about the throughcare planning and community 
support provided by Plan B and its partners 
including Criminal Justice Social Work staff, with 
prison staff noting that this is not a role that they 
would have had the capacity or expertise to 
undertake themselves. The project is due to end 
in May 2014 and plans are currently being 
developed with SPS to ensure that the learning 
from the work is embedded into mainstream 
practice within the prisons whilst also 
considering the future of community-based 
support. 
 

(ii) Taking a Joined-Up and Collaborative 
Approach to Supporting Offenders 

 

One of the objectives in developing the Breaking 
the Cycle programme was to improve partnership 
working amongst the range of agencies that 
provide support for offenders.  
 

The learning from the projects to date highlights 
that for throughcare services to be effective, there 
needs to be a strong partnership between the 
prison, public sector agencies and the delivery 
organisation. This relationship is essential for 
ensuring that all partners are committed to the 
project and are able to work together to provide a 
seamless journey of support for the offender. A 
key part of this is ensuring that each partner 
recognises the role, skills and expertise of the 
other organisations involved in the partnership. 
The following case study highlights the 
advantages of the third sector, the prison and 
other partners working together to provide high 
quality throughcare services for offenders. 
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Case Study:  ADJUST 
 
Launched in July 2011, ADJUST is a partnership 
project bringing together Station House Media 
Unit, HMP Aberdeen, Aberdeen City Council, and 
other partners. Targeted at adult male offenders 
in prison, the programme aims to improve the 
systems of support available for offenders 
returning to Aberdeen City before and after their 
release from prison. All offenders who engage 
with ADJUST, begin by undertaking an 
assessment, which primarily focuses on 
identifying the offender’s strengths, goals, pre 
and post-liberation needs.   ADJUST then 
supports offenders to access services while they 
are in prison and after their release that enable 
these issues to be addressed. To help improve 
their transition back into the community, 
offenders are met at the gate by identified key 
workers on their release from prison. 
 
After a slow start and staff recruitment 
difficulties, ADJUST is now operating well with 
strong buy-in from all the key partners. The 
project has benefitted from an SPS staff member 
being seconded to the project which has 
improved partnership working between the 
prison and the project. The partners identify the 
development of a more joined-up approach to 
planning and the provision of more integrated 
support for offender as one of the key strengths 
of the ADJUST  programme. For example, using a 
case conference approach, ADJUST brings 
together all of the relevant organisations involved 
in an offender’s individual case so that the 
offender only has to ‘tell their story’ once and all 
partners can address issues together instead of in 
isolation. Homelessness Officers are also invited 
to attend an offender’s case conference to ensure 
that appropriate housing is available for them 
upon release.   
 
The new HMP & YOI Grampian prison is due to 
open in Spring 2014 and plans are currently 
underway to ensure that the ADJUST project will 
be embedded into the new prison.  
 

 
Learning from the Breaking the Cycle projects 
highlight that for a service to be successful, there 
also needs to be strong partnership working at a 
community level.  

One of the key strengths that third sector 
organisations bring to this area of work is the 
strong roots they have in local communities 
through which they are able to help offenders to 
reintegrate back into the community after they 
are released from prison. The following case 
study provides an example of a project that 
works in partnership with a range of agencies in 
the community to enable offenders to receive 
joined-up support for their multiple needs.  
 

Case Study: Glasgow Passport Project 
 

Access to Industry’s Passport programme 
operates in HM YOI Polmont and provides 
‘through the gate’ support for young offenders 
returning to Glasgow. Launched in March 2010, 
the project engages with offenders 4 to 6 months 
before they are released from prison and aims to 
give them the support they need to move into 
employment or education.  
 

Service users are assigned a dedicated Passport 
Caseworker who works with them on a 1 to 1 
basis while they are in prison to support them to 
gain core skills and qualifications and continues 
to engage with them in the community after their 
release. Access to Industry work in partnership 
with a variety of agencies both in prison and the 
community to ensure the service users are able to 
access the tailored support they need. For 
example, the project has developed strong 
relationships with a range of partners in Glasgow, 
including local regeneration agencies, colleges 
and employers through which they are able to 
offer service users a menu of training and work 
placement opportunities. In addition to 
improving the employability skills of the people 
who engage with the project, these local 
partnerships also help to aid their reintegration 
back into the community.   
 

Originally due to end in March 2014, Access to 
Industry has secured funding from the Big 
Lottery to extend this service to March 2015.  
 

(iii) Engaging with clients as early as possible 
in the sentence 

Learning from the Breaking the Cycle projects 
also highlights that the timing of throughcare 
support is important. Specifically, to be most 
effective programmes should seek to engage with 
offenders as soon as possible after they enter 
custody and continue to work with them after 
their release from prison.  
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The following case study highlights the 
challenges that services can face in engaging 
offenders over a short time period. 
 

Case Study: Inside Out/ Catalyst 
 

Inside Out was a partnership project between 
Kilmarnock College and HMP Kilmarnock. 
Launched in June 2011, the project aimed to 
establish a structured pathway from custody to 
community for offenders serving short-term 
sentences, building on the existing work that was 
being undertaken by the Link Centre and utilising 
the resources of the College in the community. 
 

The project was comprised of two short courses: 
one course within the prison that offenders could 
access on a weekly basis in the lead up to their 
release from prison and a second course in the 
community, which offenders could access after 
their release. Drop-in support was also available 
in the community on an on-going basis. While the 
project was highly valued by those offenders who 
accessed it, it struggled to engage with offenders 
both in the prison and in the community. The 
prison-based components of the programme 
generally took place the week before the 
offender’s release and feedback indicated that 
this was challenging for many offenders as they 
had other priorities during this period and it was 
too close to their release to allow them to address 
some of the issues identified. Feedback also 
indicated that the project had a very low profile 
in the prison, with prison staff being unaware of 
its existence let alone being able to encourage 
offenders to engage with it and offer feedback on 
what they could gain from doing so. 
 

In an attempt to engage more offenders, the 
programme underwent a number of changes 
between 2011 and 2013 before a mutual decision 
was made to discontinue it in March 2013. 
However, building on the learning from Inside 
Out, the Catalyst project has since been 
established in HMP Kilmarnock. Led by 
Centrestage and partnered by Faith in 
Throughcare and Positive Prison, Positive 
Futures the throughcare project has a strong 
employability focus. It also supports prisoners to 
develop skills in leadership, education and 
enterprise.  
 

Catalyst has secured funding until March 2015 
and will be evaluated over the next 2 years. 
 

 

Additional Challenges Experienced 
  

Through delivering throughcare services over the 
life of the Breaking the Cycle programme, many 
of the projects have also identified challenges. 
These include: 
 

 The difficulties offenders have in accessing 
support with housing, arranging benefits 
and registering with GPs prior to their 
release from prison. 
Many prisoners identify housing as their most 
pressing concern when they leave prison and 
one that until addressed, limits their ability to 
access support for any of their other needs.  

 

 Challenges in identifying community 
support providers across all areas of 
Scotland. 
Projects working in national prisons, highlight 
that it can prove difficult to identify appropriate 
community support providers that offenders 
returning to areas outside of the Central Belt 
can engage with. While still at an early stage, the 
two national Public Social Partnerships 
developed through the Reducing Reoffending 
Change Fund should improve this situation. 

 

 Challenges for third sector organisations 
delivering services in prison 
The secure environment of a prison by 
necessity raises challenges for service delivery 
by all outside agencies. These include training 
requirements for staff, movement restrictions, 
access to clients and a short working day. The 
Model Framework has been developed to help 
conversations take place at an early stage to 
address some of these issues and a link to this is  
available here: 
http://www.sps.gov.uk/AboutUs/Partnership
Working.aspx 
 
 

 The need to recognise that young offenders 
and women offenders have different needs 
and assets to the general prison population, 
and may require tailored throughcare 
support.  

 

 
The Breaking the Cycle projects are currently 

being evaluated by Reid Howie Associates Ltd. 

A full report will be available in Autumn 2014. 
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