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About Switchback 
 

1. Switchback is an award-winning charity supporting young Londoners to find a way out of the 
justice system and build stable, rewarding lives after prison. Switchback’s model is centred 
on a meaningful 1-to-1 relationship between a Switchback Mentor and Switchback Trainee, 
beginning in prison and lasting as long as it takes after release. Through skilled, therapeutic 
support alongside real-work training and new experiences, Switchback Trainees can take 
control and make real, lasting change.  
 

2. Switchback’s pioneering approach works: in stark contrast to the national average – which 
sees nearly half of prison leavers back inside within a year – only 9% of Switchback Trainees 
reoffend, while over 50% move into long-term employment. Find out more about 
Switchback at switchback.org.uk. 
 

Switchback’s response to the Independent Sentencing Review 
 

3. We welcome the move to set up an independent sentencing review as we believe that the 
time is right to assess our approach to sentencing. Fundamentally, we support the principle 
that we should radically reduce the use of prison and consider alternative approaches to 
addressing crime. We have focused our response on prison release and resettlement, the 
areas where we can contribute the most relevant evidence and expertise. We are therefore 
responding directly to Theme 6 “Progression of Custodial Sentences” and the associated 
question “How should we reform the way offenders progress through their custodial 
sentences to ensure we are delivering justice and improving outcomes for offenders, victims, 
and communities?”. 
 

4. Specifically, we have focused our response on the recall system. We have highlighted five 
key themes in our assessment of what is going wrong with the current system of recall; 
 

• Theme 1: Gaps in resettlement support can increase risk and the (mis)perception of 
risk 

• Theme 2: Probation capacity is stretched – leading to an over-reliance on recall 

• Theme 3: Pressure on individual probation officers leads to overuse of recall 

• Theme 4: Communication is poor and there is an overall gap between policy intent 
and practice 

• Theme 5: Overuse of recall negatively impacts rehabilitation and mental health 

 
 We have made three overarching recommendations to address these issues: 
 
1) Reform the recall system: 

a. Introduce external approval of non-emergency recall decisions. 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
https://switchback.org.uk/
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b. Introduce a consistent decision-making framework and review existing 
policy/guidance to bring greater consistency to recall practice. 

c. Improve communication for people on probation, taking into account diverse 
speech and language needs. 

d. Improve quality of data relating to reasons for recall. 
 

2) Address gaps in resettlement support through a well-resourced National Resettlement 
Plan that utilises local strengths and partnerships. 
 

3) Refocus the probation system on rehabilitation. 
 

Switchback’s evidence 

 
4) As a delivery-focused organisation, our evidence is rooted in our day-to-day work. We 

hold monthly meetings with our Experts by Experience, a group of current and former 
Switchback Trainees, who wish to use their individual experiences of the criminal justice 
system, including resettlement after leaving prison, to influence positive change to the 
justice system. We work closely with our highly skilled professional caseworkers, 
Switchback Mentors, who have a strong and broad understanding of the challenges and 
issues affecting people leaving prison. Our evidence is driven by the insight and factual 
experience of those who are on the frontline.  

 
5) Working with our Experts by Experience, we develop in-depth qualitative evidence on 

specific issues relevant to resettlement post-release. We are currently running an 
innovative participatory action research project on the subject of recall. We are working 
in partnership with Toynbee Hall, our local third sector partner. Toynbee Hall have 
pioneered this methodology with residents of East London to address key issues 
affecting local communities including energy poverty and housing insecurity. This 
methodology partners professional researchers with people with direct experience of an 
issue, and together they develop high quality evidence to inform the development of 
effective policy. We have presented emergent themes from this evidence in our 
response to this review and we plan to publish the full report early this year. We look 
forward to sharing the full report with the Committee later in the new year as you 
continue to consider the question of progression through custodial sentences. We 
would be delighted to give further evidence to the Committee in person if the 
opportunity arises.  

 
Context – A sharp rise in the use of recall 
 

6) The statistics on recall indicate that there has been a significant rise in the rate of recall 
that requires further investigation:  
 

a. In 1992 fewer than 100 people were in prison as a result of recall, compared to 
over 9000 people in 2020.1 
 

 
1 Written evidence submitted by Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, Justice Select Committee Inquiry Future 
Prison Population and Estate Capacity https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/126385/pdf/ Centre 
for Crime and Justice Studies 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/126385/pdf/
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b. In 2023 nearly 1 in 3 people on probation after release from prison were 

recalled.2 
 

c. There were 31,379 Licence Recalls in the last twelve months for which data is 
available (Q3 2023-Q2 2024)3 
 

d. Use of licence recall rose by 78% between 2010 and 2023. There were 12,000 
more licence recall 2023 than in 2010, at a time when the numbers on probation 
caseload roughly stayed the same.4  
 

e. Use of licence recall continues to grow sharply. In Q2 2024 (the most recent 
quarter for which data is available), there were 9782 licence recalls, a 44% 
increase on the same quarter in 2023, showing that the use of recall is growing 
at an ever increasing rate.5 
 

f. 72% of recalls do not relate to a new or suspected offence.6  

 
Key Issues with Recall System  
 

7) Through our work as a delivery organisation, we have seen first-hand the increasing use 
of recall. We have heard numerous cases of recall being used in scenarios where it could 
– and arguably should - have been avoided, and we have included some of these in this 
submission. Through our research project, we have begun to establish some key issues 
which are contributing to the high rates of recall.  

 
Theme 1: Gaps in resettlement support can increase risk and the perception of risk 

 
8) Long-term weaknesses in resettlement planning have been evident for years. Her 

Majesty’s Inspectorate for Probation (HMIP) recently concluded that the Government’s 
model for pre-release resettlement planning was ‘not working’7 and the National Audit 
Office and Public Accounts Committee’s reports on resettlement support for prison 
leavers came to similar conclusions. Both concluded that there had “been a decline in 
the quality of resettlement services in recent years” and that, “HMPPS are not 
consistently preparing people leaving prison for release.“8  
 

9) Unfortunately, this assessment also reflects our experience of working closely with 
young men who are trying to change their lives. The impact is that the crucial practical 
and emotional support to reintegrate is not provided. Without the proper support, and 

 
2 Joint Thematic Inspection, Offender Management in Custody – Post Release, March 2023, HM Inspectorate of 
Probation   
3 DATASET Prison recalls: April to June 2024 (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-
management-statistics-quarterly-april-to-june-2024) 
4 Offender Management statistics quarterly: October to December 2023 and annual 2023, Ministry of Justice, 
2024   
5 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-april-to-june-
2024/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-april-to-june-2024 
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-
2023/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023-and-annual-2023#licence-recalls  
 
7 A thematic inspection of Offender Management in Custody – post release, HMIP, 2023 
8 Improving resettlement support for prison leavers to reduce reoffending, NAO 2023  

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2023/03/A-thematic-inspection-of-Offender-Management-in-Custody-%E2%80%93-post-release-v1.01.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023-and-annual-2023
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023-and-annual-2023#licence-recalls
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-october-to-december-2023-and-annual-2023#licence-recalls
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/inspections/omic-thematic-pt2/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/improving-resettlement-support-for-prison-leavers-to-reduce-reoffending-Summary.pdf
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facing significant barriers to reintegration, many prison leavers feel they have no real 
chance to change. 
 

10) The weeks leading up to release are a time of high anxiety. Many of the men we work 
with tell us that they come up to release wanting to change, and stay out of prison for 
good, but feel overwhelmed and anxious about how to build a new life. In theory prison 
leavers should be supported by various professionals in the run-up to release, but in 
reality many people leave prison without having a single conversation about their 
future. Our Trainees (the men who take part in the Switchback programme) and 
Mentors report inconsistent relationships with probation officers. They describe a 
relationship where probation officers only have the capacity to perform a basic check in 
and are unable to play a substantial role in supporting rehabilitation.  

 
11) Unfortunately, capacity pressure across the system, from pre-release probation teams 

to local authority housing teams, often leads to actions being taken at the last minute. 
An overall lack of housing supply leads to a high proportion of men leaving prison being 
released homeless. In 2024 60% of Switchback Trainees were released with significant 
housing need, often homeless. Our Mentors report that issues with housing have 
become worse in recent years. Without stable housing it is incredibly difficult for prison 
leavers to sustain progress in their journey of rehabilitation. Troublingly, housing 
insecurity can directly lead to recall. “Residing at a fixed address” is often a licence 
condition and, when individuals cannot be securely housed, they can be recalled to 
prison through no fault of their own.   

 
12) Wider gaps in resettlement support, such as targeted support into employment for 

those further away from the job market, gaps in the provision of Photo ID and bank 
accounts, the long wait to access benefits on release, and lack of physical and mental 
health care on release all create further barriers to progress for people being released 
from prison. Cumulatively, the lack of support during this crucial window can make it 
very difficult for people leaving prison to successfully change their lives. Faced with 
significant barriers, many people may begin to engage in risky behaviours, simply to 
secure somewhere to sleep and access food and other essentials, which ultimately can 
lead to recall 

 
Theme 2: Probation capacity is stretched – leading to an over-reliance on recall  
 

Experts by Experience Insight 
 
“I told them I was having issues where I live and they didn’t want to deal with me. They don’t 
want to have to house me. I live in Southwark* but I was placed with Sutton Probation. I 
didn’t understand why. When I came out, I got switched back to Southwark. They did a home 
visit saw that I was having problems living with my mum. I asked them for help to find my own 
place to live and said I was struggling. Next appointment they told me, ‘You’ll be going back to 
Sutton. We can’t help you.’  
 
They just sent me back to Sutton. Sutton can’t house me ‘cause I’m not from there (no local 
connection). Everyone’s just passing the buck. Now I’m struggling, but when it came to 
recalling me then they all said ‘Oh it was out of our hands’. 
  
*Boroughs have been changed to protect anonymity 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
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13) Best practice in probation means taking a relational, person-centred and strengths-
based approach. This is clear in academic evidence on best practice, as well as the target 
operating model for probation set by Her Majesty Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) 
in 2021.9 Unfortunately, the probation service is not able to realise this ambition at 
present.  

 
14) As described above, this best practice approach is not the reality for the majority of men 

we work with. Relationships can often be limited to simple five-minute check-ins. Our 
Trainees describe taking a ‘script’ to these meetings, viewing them as a check-box 
exercise for probation officers, rather than any meaningful form of support for effective 
rehabilitation. As well as creating an absence of support in managing the difficult 
transition in life after prison, this creates an over-reliance on recall as a means to 
manage actual and perceived risk. 

 
 

 

 

9 Target Operating Model for Probation, HMPPS, 2021 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1061048
/MOJ7350_HMPPS_Probation_Reform_Programme_TOM_Accessible_English.pdf 

 

Experts by Experience Insight 

 
“The relationship with probation is massive factor in recall." 
 
“I go in and have five minute meetings. Just ‘hi, are you alright? No contact with police?’  
They don't even ask are you feeling ok? I'm like what? I just came out of prison you're 
supposed to be supporting me.” 
 
“All they've got is just pages full of notes about an 'offender' a person you've never met. 
How can you make those decisions." 
 
"At that point where's there's a point where there's a potential recall. It's at that point you 
should be sitting that individual down and really mentoring them. It's where you need to 
be addressing why someone is on that path, instead of just recalling them. If you just put 
him back in Jail he's going to be back around other criminals and it's just a vicious cycle 
 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1061048/MOJ7350_HMPPS_Probation_Reform_Programme_TOM_Accessible_English.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1061048/MOJ7350_HMPPS_Probation_Reform_Programme_TOM_Accessible_English.pdf
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15) In an ideal relationship between a probation officer and a person on licence, there is 
capacity for the probation officer to manage lower-level non-compliance with licence 
conditions relationally. This means addressing poor or concerning behaviour with the 
individual, explaining why such behaviour is unacceptable, along with the appropriate 
consequences. With capacity overstretched, these opportunities are missed. In the 
absence of a relationship, probation officers are defaulting to recall as the only way to 
manage risk and non-compliance.  

 

Theme 3: Pressure on individual probation officers 

16) Overstretched probation officers can feel under significant pressure to recall individuals 
in order to avoid the risk of serious further harm. The last major HMIP thematic on recall 
noted that decision making could be inconsistent and appeared to be highly sensitive to 
perceptions of national policy ‘mood music’ to be more or less punitive. Inspectors also 
observed that major national incidents, for example the re-offences of Joseph McCann 
and the subsequent serious case reviews, could lead to an increased risk averse culture 
in relation to recall decisions. Inspectors noted, 

 

Bakar’s story: Bakar has been out of prison for two years and has overcome many challenges to 
build a fulfilling life for himself, with stable employment and housing. During a period of annual 
leave for his normal probation officer, Bakar was sent a letter with details of a probation officer. 
The caretaker in his building signed for the letter but it was not passed on to Bakar.   
  
Bakar missed the meeting as a result of not knowing the time. A recall was immediately issued 
despite the fact this was the first time he had missed an appointment. He was asked to come into 
the probation office and immediately attended and explained the situation. Despite this his duty 
probation officer decided to proceed with the recall decision. A warrant for issued for Bakar’s 
arrest. 
  
It took the intervention of his normal probation officer, with whom he had built a relationship, to 
override the decision to recall. This demonstrates the importance of relationships to avoiding 
recall – if Bakar had been recalled it would have disrupted his journey of change and could have 
led to him becoming involved in the cycle of crime again. Today he is successfully continuing to 
live a life away from crime.  
 

Jamie’s story: Jamie was released from prison in 2021 and was staying at an approved premises 
on licence. One evening he went out with some family for his brother’s birthday. Jamie’s curfew 
was 7PM and although he returned to his hostel before this time, he didn’t return to his room. He 
sat on the steps of the hostel building smoking and spending more time with his family. Jamie 
thought this would be ok, as he regularly came out of his room to smoke after his curfew.  
 
This behaviour was reported to Jamie’s probation officer. His probation officer did not discuss this 
breach with him. Instead on Monday morning, Jamie awoke to Police Officers in his bedroom, 
informing him he had breached his licence and was being returned to prison. Jamie was instantly 
recalled with no opportunity to discuss the breach. Jamie regrets that he did not have a 
relationship with his probation officer, as his officer had changed multiple times during his licence. 
  
Jamie was recalled to prison to serve the remaining fourteen months of his sentence in prison. His 
case did not proceed to an oral hearing until nearly twelve months later.   

 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
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“Recall culture and practice are directly influenced by national policy and high-profile serious 
case reviews.”10 
 
17) This thematic further highlighted the fear that probation officers feel about failing to 

recall an individual who may then go on to commit a serious incident.  
 
“More recently there have been fears that responsible officers will be unfairly held 
responsible for any adverse consequences resulting from a failure to instigate recall. Both 
perceptions undermine professional decision-making” 
 
“During our review, responsible officers repeatedly spoke of their ‘fear’ of failing to recall 
individuals immediately, if and when concerns about compliance and behaviour arose. They 
feared being held individually responsible for any serious further offences committed.” 
 
“You don’t feel certain you will be always supported. You feel responsible but recalls should 
always be shared decisions. There is always concern that you will be held responsible if you 
do not make the right decision”. 
 
“Fear is an issue in the decision. You are always concerned that something serious could 
happen. Often the police want recall so they don’t have to rush their investigation. This does 
put pressure on and probation staff often feel they cannot take any risks”. 
 

Probation officers’ fears are understandable, particularly given the serious risk of further harm that 
could be committed by people on licence. However, fear should not be a driving force in recall 
decisions. Rather, a balanced approach that recognises both the risks and opportunity costs of 
recalling or not recalling an individual is required. 

 
Theme 4: Communication is poor and there is an overall gap between policy intent and practice 
 

18) HMPPS policy sets out clear expectations about communication of recall decisions. Best 
practice guidance highlights that clear information and communication, with simple and 
transparent explanations, are crucial to effective use of recall. Switchback Trainees have 
reported that they often did not understand why recall decisions were made or what 
action they could take to avoid being recalled.  

 
10 Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Probation, A Thematic Review of Probation Recall Culture and Practice, 
November 2020 https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-
content/uploads/sites/5/2020/11/Recall-thematic.pdf 

Experts by Experience Insight  
  
“Probation officers need a list of tools at their disposal that they should use before recall. Extend the 
license, put them on tag, sign ins, curfews. Recall should be the last resort. If you try those things and 
someone doesn’t respond, then at that point, yeah you should go back to prison.” 
 
  

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
http://www.twitter.com/switchback_ldn
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2020/11/Recall-thematic.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2020/11/Recall-thematic.pdf
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19) It is important to explore and establish the drivers behind this gap between people’s 

experiences and the policy intention. One explanation is that people are not being told 
their statutory rights and are not being provided with documentation in the way that 
they should. It is also possible that, even if information is being communicated, it is not 
retained or fully comprehended. Up to half of the prison population are neurodiverse11 
and many individuals may have specific speech and language needs that are often not 
taken into account by the prison and probation system. Furthermore, information is 
often communicated to people when they are in a highly distressed mental state which 
make it very challenging to retain information.  

 
20) Poor communication is clearly preventing people on licence from fully understanding 

the steps they can take to prevent recall. It also creates a sense of injustice and 
frustration about the process of recall. Poor communication makes this worse. 
 

21) HMPPS’ Policy Framework Recall, Review and re-release of recalled prisoners and Recall 
Best practice guide set out a number of key expectations. Key expectations include:  

 
a. Frequent communication and interaction between the recalled prisoner and 

staff involved.  
b. Recalled prisoners being active participants in the process of recall.  
c. Loss and emotional distress should be recognised. 
d. A recall dossier should be provided to people on licence within one working day 

of receiving it from PPCS. 
e. A three-way meeting between POM, COM and person who has been recalled. 
f. Ongoing relationship with probation officer while in prison.  
g. An ongoing process of working towards re-release, including regular reviews. 
h. A statutory right to an appeal through the Parole Board. 1213 

 

 
11 Government Press Release, Greater Support for neurodivergent offenders in bid to cut crime 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/greater-support-for-neurodivergent-offenders-in-bid-to-cut-
crime#:~:text=The%20Joint%20Inspectorate%20Evidence%20Review,adult%20prison%20population%20is%20
neurodivergent. 
12Recall, Review and Re-release of Recalled Prisoners Policy Framework,  
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66bdd5ae3effd5b79ba49117/recall-pf.pdf 
13 Recall best practice guide: working with recalled prisoners 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60339c818fa8f54330a8e219/recall-pf-annex-a-best-practice-
guide.pdf 

Experts by Experience Insight  
 
"You know (what situations lead to recall) from word of mouth. You know you don't even step 
into a police station because if anything happens you will get recalled."  
 
"You don't really know! You only know from what other people say to you." 
 
"Where are these kinds of rules - I knew about it from the people around me. The stories, the 
this happened to me, that's how I knew." 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
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22) In contrast to these expectations, the general picture of recall that we have observed for 

Switchback Trainees, both from Mentor experience and the observations of EBE 

Lance’s story: Lance is a black man. He was arrested, as Police believed that he matched the 
description for a string of robbery offences that had been committed in the area. Lance 
maintained his innocence as he had not been involved in these offences. He reported the 
situation to his probation office the next day and they informed him that they were already 
speaking to the police about it.  
 
Two weeks later, without discussion with his probation officer, Police arrived at Lance’s home 
address and told him that he was being recalled to jail. He was not charged with any crime. Lance 
was originally told that he would be in jail for 28 days and was then told he would be released for 
Christmas. He was kept in jail into the new year. He did not receive any charge, communication 
about the case or details about an appeals process. He had to wait in prison with no information. 
Five months later the Police concluded that No Further Action needed to be taken in relation to 
the case and Lance was released without any resettlement support or planning 
 

Franklin’s story: Franklin has been out of prison for nine months. During that time, he has 
overcome many barriers to establish a good relationship with his children, find stable housing 
and get himself into stable employment. Franklin had problems attending appointments as his 
probation office was located far from where he lived. He had made attempts to address this but 
his probation office were not responsive to this. Franklin’s engagement with probation was 
getting worse and he began to miss appointments.  
 
His probation officer decided to issue a fixed term recall for him, with the intention of 
rebalancing him, although she had not formally warned him or followed any process of 
escalation. Franklin was on an extended determinate sentence and his Switchback Mentor 
contacted the probation office to highlight that people serving EDS were not eligible for fixed 
term recall. The probation officer then took the decision to rescind the recall as she did not 
believe that a full recall was justified. Franklin’s Switchback Mentor had a clear conversation 
with Franklin to explain why his previous poor engagement with probation was not acceptable. 
Following this incident Franklin has continued to work and maintain a good relationship with his 
children, and improved his engagement with probation. 
 
This example demonstrates that probation officers can look to recall as a means to address non-
compliance and behavioural issues, without fully appreciating the impact of a recall. Even a 28 
day recall would have led to Franklin losing his job, his housing and the progress he had made.  
Probation officers appear to have a lack of options to address issues, without using recall.  

 

John’s story: John was released from prison into an AP. His probation officer was on leave 
when he was released. When John arrived at the AP he discovered that several people who 
were a risk to his safety were staying at the same accommodation as him. He contacted the duty 
probation officer who advised that he could sofa surf until his probation officer returned from 
leave, as a safeguarding precaution. Days later John had to hand himself into the police after a 
warrant was issued for his arrest for failure to reside in the correct accommodation. John was 
not contacted by probation before an issue for his arrest for issued. John has spent six additional 
months in prison because of this situation. No oral hearing has taken place to review the 
reasons for this recall. 

http://www.switchback.org.uk/
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Members, is that individuals are recalled with very little process. Once a recall decision is 
made, individuals appeal hearings are often delayed for such a long time that the 
eventual hearing date is scheduled for after or very near to their release date. The 
process of working towards re-release is inconsistent and many men who have been 
recalled are unaware that they have any prospect of re-release. In the worst cases, we 
have seen individuals being recalled because of a police arrest relating to mistaken 
identity, serving an entire custodial sentence with no appeal and no work toward re-
release. This is clearly a waste of resources in a system that is under significant pressure, 
while also damaging rehabilitation prospects.  

 
Theme 5: Overuse of recall negatively impacts rehabilitation and mental health  
 

23) Alongside the obvious impact of increased prison population and pressure on prison 
system, the systemic issues with the way recall is being used is having a wider negative 
impact on rehabilitation. 
 

24) People leaving prison must overcome significant barriers in order to change their lives. 
Building a new life away from crime takes time, determination and tenacity. The process 
can be a long one, with numerous setbacks on the road to change. When recall is used 
prematurely as a means of addressing lower-level non-compliance, it can completely 
reverse any progress that an individual has made. Psychologically, when people lose that 
progress in circumstances that feel unfair or unjustified, it can discourage them from 
trying to restart that journey. Our EBE members tell us that experiences like this can 
inadvertently teach people who are in prison that there is no point in trying to change or 

Experts by Experience Insights  
  

“A Probation officer could turn your life upside down. You could get someone who likes you 
or you could get someone who is out to get you. I'm not trying to seek out help cause I already 
know I’m at a disadvantage being there. “ 
 
"Whatever progress they've made in the community, that recall will destroy their progress. 
They have to start all over again and you're sending them back to a university of criminality." 
  
"They're gonna sit there and stew and think I'm in here for no reason. When I get out I'm gonna 
do what I have to do you know, there's no point.” 
  
“If I was recalled for that? Imagine after going through my CSCS my qualification. I’d come 
home just so demotivated. I’m flat on my face. I tried my best, but it’s not even worth it. It’s 
so easy to turn on a phone (get back involved with crime) I love the life I live right now, I’ve got 
a structure, I eat and I pray, I can sleep. For the first time in years I' can actually rest. It feels 
amazing. If someone would snatch that from me – I would feel violated.” 
  
“They should have a plan in place, from the minute they give you a recall and tell you, this is 
why you’re being recalled. This is your plan. When you address this you can come home – not 
just you can go sit in a cell and we’ll send you a parole date in 9 months. For a man’s mental 
health that is the unhealthiest thing. You’re not in control of your own life.” 
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live life differently, as they will be punished anyway and fail. Recall may appear to be the 
’safest’ way to manage risk, but when it is poorly implemented it can set back an 
individual’s progress by years, incurring significant cost to society and the state.  
 

25) The impact of a recall system that is not functioning properly goes beyond disrupting 
progress. EBE members have highlighted that recall is often used by probation officers 
as a threat to manage behaviour. When recall decisions are made inconsistently, with 
poor communication and a distinct lack of procedural justice, it can begin to feel like an 
arbitrary process. This can create high levels of stress and anxiety, that regardless of 
what decisions you make you may be at risk of being recalled if you’re in the wrong 
place at the wrong time. This can lead to feelings of loss of control, anxiety and 
paranoia. These emotions are likely to put individuals into a threat mindset, that is 
associated with offending and is not conducive to rehabilitation.   

 

Recommendations  
 

26) Overall, the rise in the level of recall is driven by a combination of long-term, systemic 
issues such as the capacity crisis in the probation service and wider social issues 
including the housing crisis, alongside detailed process issues with the way recall is being 
implemented in the current system. The impact of overusing recall is wide ranging, 
beyond simply increasing the prison population it can reverse progress, cause high levels 
of stress and anxiety and ultimately prevent rehabilitation. To address these factors, we 
would make three overarching recommendations:  
 

1) Reform the recall system. 
 

2) Address gaps in resettlement support through a well-resourced National Resettlement Plan 
that utilises local strengths and partnerships. 
 

3) Refocus the probation system on rehabilitation. 

 
Recommendation 1: Reform the recall system 

Experts by Experience Insights  
 

"It causes anxiety. Every time an appointment comes up I think, if I accidentally miss this I could 

potentially go back to jail. I could have police at my door, they could do anything without even 

telling you.” 

 

"With my GPS Tag I have to charge it up every day, I think about the tag charger over my keys, it 

comes before food and drink. I have to make sure it’s charged, otherwise you get recalled. Every 

day, it’s exhausting, whatever you’re doing, no matter what happens. Imagine if it dies. I was just 

always thinking that." 

  

"At the end of the day these people can just take my freedom away. So even when you haven’t 

done anything it worries you. They could just put you in jail today. They can frame you. That’s why 

I just feel paranoid all the time." 
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Recommendation 1A: Introduce external approval of non-emergency recall decisions. 

27) Capacity and staffing issues in the probation system have created an environment where 
probation officers are defaulting to recall for managing risk. The current workforce is 
less experienced than pre-2013 and are also dealing with unmanageably high caseloads. 
Recall decisions are in turn creating a pressure which is damaging the rehabilitative 
relationship that probation officers should have with people on licence and creating high 
levels of pressure and anxiety for officers. 
 

28) To bring greater consistency and fairness to decision making and reduce the over-use of 
recall, non-emergency recall decisions should be approved by an external organisation 
against a consistent framework (see Recommendation 1B). As well as strengthening the 
decision-making process around recall, this would take some pressure away from 
individual probation officers by introducing an external decision maker who would take 
the final decision on non-emergency recall decisions. This would support probation 
officers through giving them greater capacity to focus on their role in creating a 
rehabilitative pathway for people leaving prison. 
 

29) It is important to stress that some recall decisions will always need to be made with 
urgency. Emergency recall decisions are already defined in guidance. Where probation 
officers have immediate concern about risk of reoffending or further harm, they should 
retain the power to take an immediate decision to recall.  
 

30) There are several parts of the justice system that could play the role of an external 
decision maker, such as the Parole Board or the Magistrates court. We have not 
recommended where this responsibility should sit as we have not had the capacity to 
assess the relative merits of which organisation could play this role.  
 

Recommendation 1B: Introduce a consistent decision-making framework and review 

existing policy/guidance to bring greater consistency to recall practice. 

31) HMPPS Policy and Guidance on recall sets out strong principles for the way that the 
recall system should be implemented. If steps could be taken to support probation 
officers to be able to carry out the guidance more effectively, this could significantly 
improve the procedural justice elements of recall. It would also mean that people had a 
meaningful opportunity to work towards re-release which could significantly change the 
experience of recall for people on licence.  
 

32) However, there are gaps in the policy framework for recall. There is a lack of a clear 
decision-making framework or process for deciding whether to recall an individual. 
HMIP recommended the development of a clear decision-making framework in its 2021 
thematic on this subject but this does not appear to have been implemented. Alongside 
a decision-making framework, clarity over the escalation that probation officers should 
follow, and the options they must support or sanction people on licence before deciding 
to recall an individual, would greatly improve consistency.  
 

33) A full outcomes-based review of policy and guidance, that involves all key stakeholders, 
including people with lived experience of being on probation and probation officers 
themselves, would be highly beneficial.  
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Recommendation 1C: Improve communication for people on probation, taking into 

account diverse speech, language and cognitive processing needs.  

34) We have emerging qualitative evidence that people on licence do not always clearly 
understand their licence conditions, their rights or their responsibilities as it relates to 
recall. This is creating high levels of stress and anxiety and leading to avoidable breaches 
and recalls from licence. Many people on probation have diagnosed or undiagnosed 
speech, language or cognitive processing needs that do not appear to be taken into 
account in the way that communication is delivered. Positive progress has been made in 
prisons, with the use of recordings during the induction process that people in prison 
can listen at their own pace. Work should be undertaken in partnership with people on 
probation to develop communication tools around that support people to fully engage 
with key information relating to their licence conditions. 
 

35) HMPPS should consider producing guidance in a suitable format, on individuals' rights 
and responsibilities in relation to recall. The Howard League for Penal Reform have 
noticed a high volume of legal enquiries relating to recall and produced an excellent 
animation for people on probation to better understand their rights. The Howard League 
| Know your rights: An animation on licence and recall 
 

Recommendation 1D: Improve quality of data relating to reasons for recall 
 

36) Existing data on the reasons for recall decision is flawed, as it does not enable a true 
analysis of the drivers and causes of recall decisions. We currently have a list of reasons 
cited by the probation officer, but we have no sense of the main cause of recall or of the 
underlying causes that may have driven recall (Housing, Mental Health etc).  The data 
collected should be reformed to include the main cause of recall, and to allow probation 
officers to cite underlying causes that have contributed to the recall. This improved data 
would enable HMPPS to better track the causes of recall decisions and thus enable 
better analysis of the measures needed to reduce the need for and use of recall.  
 

Recommendation 2: Address gaps in the resettlement system  
 
The Government should introduce a National Resettlement Framework for people leaving prison  
 

37) We need a cross-government resettlement framework coordinated by central 
government and bringing key departments, local authorities and the voluntary sector to 
work together locally. Intensive 1-to-1 support for every prison-leaver should be at the 
heart of the national resettlement framework. Crucially, a national framework should be 
the gateway to the more local, multi-agency approach sorely needed. 
 

38) Central Government should set ambitious standards of support for every prison leaver 
and work collaboratively to give local delivery bodies and agencies the resources they 
need to deliver those standards. Local delivery partnerships should bring key statutory, 
charity and private sector organisations together so that support can be coordinated 
and delivered in a way that is responsive to the needs of the person leaving prison.  

 
a. National Resettlement Framework: key features 
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Based on Switchback’s evidence and our engagement with young prison-leavers and partners, to 
give everyone leaving prison a real chance to change and to achieve its aims of reducing reoffending, 
a cross-departmental National Resettlement Framework should include the following:14   
 

• Skilled 1-to-1 support, including a named single point of contact, for every prison-leaver 
 

• Minimum standards of support for every prison leaver 
 

• A localised approach, whereby delivery partners are incentivised to work collaboratively 
around the needs and goals of the person leaving prison and the local environment to which 
they are returning 
 

• A ‘basic essentials’ commitment to offer a phone, photo ID and a bank account to every 
prison leaver who needs one  
 

• A plan to be able to pay benefits from Day 1 on leaving prison  
 

• A commitment to ensure every prison-leaver has a pathway to long-term housing, building 
on recent transitional accommodation initiatives 
 

• A plan to support prison-leavers to thrive at work with a focus on employability and stability 
to sustain work long-term 

 

• A plan to ensure consistent mental health support is available through-the-gate 
 

• A plan to improve the involvement of voluntary sector providers in service delivery, 
including expansion of grant-funding, building on the new Probation Grants model 
 

Recommendation 3: Reform probation to make it support rehabilitation and 
reduce risk of offending 

 
39) In the long-term, systemic and structural reform of the probation service will be crucial 

to ending the overreliance on recall. Switchback Trainees tell us that the relationship 
with probation is the most crucial factors in preventing potential recalls. The probation 
service is currently struggling to perform its role in creating a pathway to rehabilitation. 

 
40) There is a growing consensus about what works to help people to stop reoffending on 

prison release. Dr. Matt Cracknell, a senior lecturer in criminology and sociology at 
Brunel University, has recently summarised what “Effective Practice in Resettlement” 
should look like in a briefing for the Probation Inspectorate.15 His report highlights the 
importance of starting work in prison, co-producing plans, strength-based approaches 
and the importance of the relational aspect of supervision. Similarly, Dr. Neil Hazel, Chair 
of Criminology and Criminal Justice at the University of Salford, has carried out decades 
of research into the principles of effective resettlement in a youth justice context. Dr 

 
14 Please note this is an indicative list constructed through consultation with Switchback Mentors and Trainees – a final national 
resettlement framework should be co-created with a wider range of voluntary sector organisations, local agencies and people with lived 
experience. 
15 https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2023/01/DESIGNED-Academic-Insights-Cracknell-

Jan-23.pdf 
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Hazel’s work on constructive resettlement sets out five key principles for effective 
practice. (Constructive, Co-created, Customised, Consistent, Coordinated)16 

 
41) These principles are closely aligned to the model practiced in successful rehabilitation 

charities such as Switchback. Our work is relational, with high quality professional 
mentoring to support people to realise their own goals and aspirations. We emphasise 
the importance of Trainees leading their own journey and supporting people to access 
opportunities in the community. Our approach is closely aligned with the evidence 
published by academics such as Dr. Cracknell and Dr. Hazel.  

 
42) There are also emergent examples from within the Probation Service, pilots such as 

Grand Avenues in Cardiff and the Transition to Adulthood Hub in Newham, which are 
successfully reimagining the role of probation. These services co-locate staff and give 
probation officers the opportunity to focus on genuinely supporting people with their 
rehabilitation. Both pilots have achieved impressive initial results. These pilots should be 
upscaled, with careful attention paid to their success factors, to enable the Probation 
Service to begin to fulfil its potential in supporting rehabilitation.  

 
43) Our EBE members consistently highlight training and recruitment of probation officers 

as a crucial part of this process. HMPPS should work with people with lived experience 
to fully understand the skills and qualities in probation officers that made a difference 
for individuals and look to embed that in their approach to recruitment and the way 
they train probation officers. The service should consider a greater role for people with 
lived experience in the training and recruitment process.  
 
 

 
  

 
16 https://constructive-resettlement.co.uk 
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