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Building the future of 
resettlement around 
relationships

Sam Boyd, Head of Policy, Impact and 
Communications at Switchback, makes the 
case for the role of small charities in future 
partnerships.



As a small charity working through-the-gate 
with young men leaving prison in London, we 
see examples every day of the commitment and 
skill of probation staff supporting successful 
resettlement. Yet very often, from our perspective 
working ‘outside’ the system but closely 
alongside probation, we see the system failing to 
allow professionals to do this effectively.

Switchback was established in 2008 on the 
premise that while many services do excellent 
work in their specialist area, many young prison-
leavers lack the confidence, knowledge and 
continuity of support to realise their options. 
Switchback Trainees receive intensive 1-to-1 
support from a dedicated Switchback Mentor 
beginning in prison three months before 
release and lasting for as long as it takes after 
prison. This runs alongside real work training 
in the community and support into sustainable 
employment. Around 40 men aged 18-30 
each year become Switchback Trainees in the 
community, while we support another 250 each 
year in their preparations for release. 

Switchback Mentors aren’t volunteers; they are 
highly-skilled practitioners each working with a 

small caseload of young men who make a huge 
commitment to live life differently. They must be 
willing to become the most important person in a 
Trainee’s life whilst also working towards that no 
longer being the case. 

In recent years, it has become harder for 
Switchback’s intensive through-the-gate model 
to work hand-in-hand with an increasingly 
fragmented and underfunded system of statutory 
support for prison-leavers. The reunification of 
offender management into the National Probation 
Service provides an opportunity to revive 
through-the-gate support, improve partnership 
working and give prison-leavers a real chance 
to leave crime behind and live life differently. 
For the new system to succeed where TR did 
not, adequate resource will be crucial. However, 
a shift in culture and in collaboration will also 
ensure that probation and local services can work 
together and enable prison-leavers to build a 
stable life for the long-term.

Shifting culture

When it comes to supporting prison-leavers to 
make real, lasting change in their lives, a culture 
based on supportive, trusting relationships 
is what works. This idea is at the heart of 
Switchback’s model – indeed it is something 
probation professionals will know better than 
anyone, and which many put into practice every 
day. When Switchback Trainees have a good 
relationship with their probation officer, they 
tell us it is because they show understanding, 
flexibility and care. It is when they put the 
interests, needs and aspirations of the person at 
the centre of their work.

Yet often we see pockets of this good practice 
happening in spite of the system, rather than 
because of it. By putting skilled, motivational 
relationships at the centre of the new system, 
backed up by proper training and support, 
professionals will have a real chance to play to 
their strengths.
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Secondly, the system needs to be far more 
realistic with prison-leavers about the realities of 
release. Switchback Mentors find that managing 
expectations and being honest about the 
challenges of change after prison – that it will be 
a tough, slow process – is usually welcomed by 
people used to mixed messages and false dawns. 
Being authentic and clear about what we can 
and cannot do, and delivering realistic messages 
about the difficulties that await on the outside, 
is central to building trust and preparation for 
making a lasting change after release. 

Thirdly, we find that the best way to coach 
reliability in prison-leavers is to demonstrate it 
in practice. Switchback has one rule: do what 
you say you are going to do. Too often people in 
the system are promised support in prison, be it 
housing or employment, only to be left high and 
dry upon release. 42% of Switchback Trainees are 
released homeless and many leave with no ID, 
no bank account and no Jobcentre appointment. 
If prison-leavers breach their licence conditions 
the result is a recall. Yet when the system doesn’t 
follow through on its promise, there’s often no 
explanation, much less any recourse. We need to 
focus on building trust and motivation rather than 
resentment and suspicion. 

Finally, by focussing on building stability across 
all areas of life and recognising how each area 
interconnects, rather than focussing on one area 
like employment in isolation, Switchback’s model 
ensures that prison-leavers can make a change 
that lasts long-term. And by measuring success in 
terms of stability over time, we find that stopping 
crime and sustaining work and housing become 
the natural by-products. 

Embracing collaboration

As well as shifting culture towards honest, 
supportive relationships, collaboration needs to 
permeate the new system on every level. We 
see this happening well in some areas, but often 
against the odds. Where probation staff see 

the value of local charities like Switchback, and 
make efforts to share information and coordinate 
support around the person, prison-leavers have 
a real platform for meaningful change. But often 
it feels like there isn’t the time, resource or 
incentives to do this. As a result, prison-leavers 
fall through the cracks of a fragmented system 
of overstretched support services. Not having a 
single point of contact makes the situation worse 
– a position probation officers would appear well 
placed to fill, given the opportunity and resource.

New, more localised commissioning models 
are also needed to involve smaller specialist 
local charities. The only way this can work is 
to offer multi-year grant funding, targeted at 
organisations that are relationship-centred, 
locally embedded and effective at what they 
do. Switchback, and others like us, have never 
been part of statutory contracts before because 
they’ve never been designed in that way before. 



There also needs to be the flexibility for 
voluntary sector organisations to be involved 
outside of formal contracts, and the freedom 
for professionals, who know the needs of their 
caseload best, to engage with local partners 
appropriate for the individual. When probation 
officers know and trust Switchback there is a 
much easier flow of information and coordination 
around the person, and far better outcomes as a 
result.

Joining the dots

When all of this works well together, radically 
different outcomes are possible. Only 9% of 
Switchback Trainees reoffend and 81% of 
programme finishers move into work. This is 
because we embrace a relationship-centred 
approach and form strong partnerships with local 
prisons, probation, employers and other agencies.

As the new probation system is rolled out, 
good training, support and development for 
professionals will also be vital, as well as the 
time and space to build meaningful relationships. 
Our full time Switchback Mentors receive regular 
training and clinical supervision, and work with 
a caseload of no more than four or five young 
men at a time. This may not be achievable or 
appropriate within probation, but key lessons 
can still be applied in other ways: connecting 
custodial and community support more closely, 
taking a relational approach, building bridges 
between local services, and engaging local 
voluntary organisations to provide intensive 
support where needed. 
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We now have a real opportunity to reshape 
resettlement around relationships, with probation 
playing a central role. We know the appetite is 
there and we’ve seen a growing number of prison 
and probation services approach Switchback for 
training in our methods. By making a real shift 
in culture and collaboration, we can give prison-
leavers a real chance to build a stable, rewarding 
life as part of society.

Switchback is an award-winning charity enabling 
young Londoners to find a way out of the justice 
system and build stable, rewarding lives. They 
provide intensive 1-to-1 support through-the-gate 
alongside real work training after release. 

Find out more at www.switchback.org.uk and 
follow on Twitter @switchback_ldn and 
@samboyd1.

Sam Boyd
Head of Policy, Impact and 

Communications for Switchback
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