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Imagine you are sitting in your prison cell, facing the 
prospect of homelessness on release in the near 
future. You have received little help within the prison 
and have no access to information in order to make 
housing applications yourself. You have no idea where 
you will go or who you will turn to when the prison 
gate closes behind you… 

Imagine you committed a one-off criminal damage 
offence as a wayward teenager 10 years ago and 
have just been turned down from yet another carer’s 
job on the basis that you could be a risk to vulnerable 
adults because of the conviction… 

Imagine you are serving your fifth short-term prison 
sentence and are desperate to break the cycle of drug 
abuse, crime and prison. You have no work history, no 
skills or qualifications, and you cannot get advice and 
support from inside the prison to help you on release. 
The only thing you know is to return to old habits…

 Who would you turn to? These people, and many 
others like them, turn to Nacro’s Resettlement Plus 
Helpline for the advice, information and support 
they so desperately need, but have been unable to 
find elsewhere. 

As well as describing the work the helpline carries 
out, this report provides a unique insight into the 
nature of the problems many ex-prisoners and ex-
offenders face on resettling in the community and 
putting their past offending behaviour behind 
them. 
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Nacro’s Resettlement Plus Helpline
The Resettlement Plus Helpline was set up in 2000, and 
in its first year answered 7,000 enquiries. Eight years 
on, the helpline service has grown beyond all 
expectation and in 2007/08 dealt with just over 30,000 
enquiries. As well as dealing with these enquiries, it 
also provides advocacy, training and information 
services drawing on the team’s expertise in 
resettlement issues. Demand for the service has grown 
year on year, particularly since the Criminal Records 
Bureau (CRB) introduced disclosure checks in 2003. As 
well as giving a great deal of help and advice to those 
going through disclosure checks, the helpline has 
remained committed to the core meaning of 
resettlement – helping those most at risk of 
reoffending or social exclusion to sort themselves out 
after a period of offending behaviour or imprisonment.

The helpline provides advice and information to 
prisoners, ex-offenders and their family and friends; 
this year, almost 80% of people with enquiries fell 
into these categories. The service also advises those 
who work with prisoners and ex-offenders, such as 
prison and probation staff, employers and advice 
workers. 

The team answers queries on a wide range of topics. 
In 2007/08, CRB checks and criminal records proved 
the most common topic, representing just over three 
quarters of total enquiries, followed by housing 
issues which accounted for one in fourteen enquiries. 
General employment matters made up seven per cent 
of the total, and the service also answered queries 
about money matters, prison and welfare issues, 
travelling abroad, sex offender notification and 
probation licence conditions.

With its extensive understanding of the diverse but 
often interconnected problems faced by ex-offenders, 
the helpline is able to offer a truly holistic service, 
providing integrated advice by phone, email and 
letter. Alongside this, it offers an in-depth service for 
responding to letters from prisoners – the group of 
people who often have the most complex problems. 
Clients also benefit from access to Nacro’s service 
provider database which holds details of 14,000 
services that are directly relevant to the helpline’s 
client group – from housing providers to training 
organisations and advice services. 

The helpline team also produces its own advice guides 
for prisoners, ex-offenders and resettlement 
practitioners. These cover all resettlement issues, 
from what to do just after imprisonment to housing, 
employment and money matters. These advice guides 
can be found in the majority of prisons in England and 
Wales, providing basic information and helping to 
promote access to the helpline.

As well as responding to one-off enquiries, the 
helpline team, through its advocacy service, also 
takes up certain individual cases, working intensively 
with those who have been discriminated against 
because of their criminal record. In 2007/08 this 
service helped 43 individuals, with a successful 
outcome in 52% of the cases – whether getting 
someone’s job back, helping them to access a 
university course or stopping an employer from 
carrying out illegal CRB checks.

The helpline team’s expertise is also used to train 
others who work with ex-offenders and prisoners. The 

What makes the 
service so valuable is 
its ability to provide 
realistic and 
encouraging advice 
and to equip people 
with the information 
they need to move 
forward and help 
themselves.
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team runs training sessions on housing and 
other resettlement issues and employment 
matters, including the Rehabilitation of 
Offenders Act 1974, assessing risk and 
disclosure checks. Through these sessions, the 
helpline is able to equip advisers with the 
knowledge they need to provide a better 
service for their clients, and give employers the 
confidence to make fair and sensible 
assessments when recruiting ex-offenders. In 
2007/08 the helpline team ran training 
sessions for many clients, including Halton 
Borough Council, Milton Keynes College and 
Hertfordshire Probation Service. The helpline 
team also regularly attends prison events 
across the country to give advice directly to 
prisoners on housing and employment matters.

The huge demand for the helpline’s services 
underlines just how vital this service is, both 
for individuals and for organisations. What 
makes the service so valuable is its ability to 
provide realistic and encouraging advice and to 
equip people with the information they need to 
move forward and help themselves. If the 
current situation of an ever-growing prison 
population, staff shortages and reduced prison 
resettlement services continues unabated, the 
need for the helpline’s services can only 
continue to grow.
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Today’s housing situation is bleak for those prisoners 
who will have no home to return to on release. Often at 
best they face ‘sofa surfing’ with friends and relatives; 
at worst, they can end up living on the streets 
contemplating a return to crime just to get a roof over 
their head. There is a severe shortage of social housing 
across the country, and it can be difficult for prisoners 
to get information about what is available in order to 
make housing applications. Housing providers may not 
respond to letters from prisoners and they usually 
have long waiting lists. A prisoner with less than six 
months until release will struggle to find somewhere to 
live without dedicated help, and this help is often not 
available.

Official figures from 2007/08 state that 85% of 
sentenced prisoners were released to settled 
accommodation. However, as well as those returning to 
a permanent home, this figure includes those who will 
stay in a night shelter, direct access hostel or with 
friends as a short-term guest after release; none of 
which provides a long-term solution to a prisoner’s 
housing problem. In-depth studies from 2002 by the 
Social Exclusion Unit and HMP Inspectorate of Prisons 
and Probation indicate that when taking remand 
prisoners into consideration as well, around a third of 
prisoners are released with no fixed abode to go to. It 
is these people who are most at risk of reoffending, of 
returning to addictions or other problems and of 
returning to prison, only to start the whole cycle again.

In 2007/08 the helpline provided advice and 
information to 2,169 enquirers about housing issues – 
a 50% rise on the previous year. The majority of 
housing enquiries come from those still in prison who 
are worried about their housing situation and are 
getting little help from inside the prison. Prison 
resettlement services are patchy and, while some 
prisoners receive dedicated and intensive housing 

support, the majority do not. If a prison provides 
little or no resettlement advice, who can a prisoner 
turn to when faced with the prospect of homelessness 
on release and with no knowledge of local services or 
accommodation options? In this context, it is 
unsurprising that the Resettlement Plus Helpline is 
receiving more calls about housing than ever. 

However, it is not only prisoners who contact Nacro’s 
helpline about housing. The helpline hears also from 
those whose housing situation has been affected by 
the imprisonment of a family member or friend, as 
well as from those who are concerned about a family 
member’s situation on release. In addition, the team 
speaks to many professionals about housing issues – 
prison staff, the probation service and advice workers 
all trust the helpline to give comprehensive advice 
and up-to-date information on services.

The housing information and advice the Resettlement 
Plus Helpline provides is specifically tailored to those 
who have come through the criminal justice system. 
The helpline team understands the realities and 
obstacles which prisoners face on release. Armed with 
this knowledge, the service prides itself on giving 
realistic and practical advice, so that prisoners 
understand their problems and the barriers they face, 
but also understand what action they can take to 
improve things. For example, a prisoner being released 
in a month’s time needs to understand that it is 
unrealistic to expect to walk straight into stable 
accommodation on the day of release. However, the 
helpline can advise on what steps to take and provide 
information about hostels and advice services in the 
area where the prisoner will be after being released. 
Prisoners who have more time until their release can 
be given information about housing options and 
details of housing providers so that they can start 
making applications from prison.

Housing

‘I am aged 21 and 
a prisoner at HMP 
Bronzefield. When 
I am released I will 
be homeless again. 
Please, I ask, if 
there’s anything 
you can do to help 
me, as I cannot face 
being in the same 
situation.’
A typical query from a prisoner to  
the helpline.
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Housing queries range from the relatively 
straightforward to those which are incredibly 
complex, eg, involving debt, children and a 
desire to move away from either people or an 
area linked to their previous offending. The 
helpline is well-equipped to deal with the 
extensive range of enquiries, whether offering 
useful help and support, or signposting people 
to other relevant organisations.

The helpline is currently providing its services 
against the backdrop of a crisis in the provision 
of housing advice in the prison and probation 
service. As the prison population grows, 
existing resettlement teams and services are 
suffering as staff are moved to other duties or 
money redeployed to meet other needs. Those 
serving short sentences receive next to no help, 
while those serving longer sentences are 
usually seen so close to their release that it is 
too late to sort out stable accommodation. In 
the community, ex-offenders receive pitifully 
little help from the probation service since the 
latter’s resources are predominantly focused on 
monitoring offenders. Prisoners need dedicated 
support in order to access information about 
housing providers, make applications, attend 
interviews and ultimately secure housing. 

In the last year, one of England’s prisons has 
closed all its housing advice services, replacing 
it with a solitary poster displaying the 
Resettlement Plus Helpline number. While the 
helpline service does a great deal of work to fill 
gaps in provision, if reoffending rates are to be 
reduced, far more needs to be done in prison to 
take on more of the individual casework so 
vital to helping prisoners find accommodation.

Case study: Paul
Paul wrote to the helpline in 2007 for housing advice knowing that he faced 
homelessness on release in four months’ time. Paul’s situation was made worse 
by severe mental and physical health matters: he had been diagnosed with 
schizophrenia, was shortly to begin treatment for hepatitis C, and he had a 
history of drug use. This was Paul’s sixth long-term prison sentence for 
burglary and theft offences, and he had spent the equivalent of almost 20 years 
in prison. He was determined that this time things would be different and that 
he would not end up back in prison again.

A member of the helpline team corresponded with Paul over the next few 
months. First of all, Paul was sent information about his housing options, 
including the details of the local council’s housing register and other housing 
providers. He was also given the details of various support agencies in his area 
that could help with benefits, mental health and drugs problems.

Paul acted on the housing information and started making applications to 
housing providers. As he was also concerned about his financial situation, the 
helpline gave him details of some charitable trusts able to help with grants. As 
a result of this, Paul was given a grant of £150 to put towards much-needed 
clothing and bedding.

Just two weeks before release, Paul wrote to the helpline again explaining that 
the council had turned down his application for priority need because of his 
‘unacceptable behaviour’, ie, his burglary offences. The helpline got involved 
and wrote to the council explaining all the work that Paul had done to sort 
himself out in preparation for his release, and how stable housing was essential 
in helping Paul to achieve a crime-free life. The letter also emphasised the 
council’s duty to house Paul in light of his mental and physical vulnerabilities. 

Paul’s case was re-assessed and fortunately the council reversed their decision, 
with Paul being granted permanent housing. The last time he got in touch with 
the helpline, he reported he was doing well in his new home and getting 
valuable support from the various agencies he was in contact with.

All Paul needed was a helping hand. Yet he had been unable to get advice within 
the prison on how to access information about housing and other support. He 
recognises himself how vital the helpline’s service was in helping him achieve 
his new start: ‘I can’t tell you how much you’ve helped me with the information 
you have found for me. Being in prison one is pretty much cut off and finding 
various addresses is hard work, so once again thank you very much.’
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Employment, education and training

‘I just wanted to 
thank you for your 
help. I had an 
interview for a job as 
a Teaching Assistant 
today and was 
offered the job!  
I was very nervous 
but your support 
really gave me 
confidence.’
A satisfied helpline client who received 
help getting a job.

If an ex-offender has a stable job, their chances of 
reoffending are reduced by between one third and a 
half, which underlines what an essential and integral 
part of a person’s resettlement programme 
employment is. Yet the scant availability of 
employment advice in prisons mirrors the extent of 
the crisis in the provision of housing advice. Prison 
can present the ideal opportunity to break the cycle 
of crime by offering education courses, employment 
advice and work experience, and good prison 
projects can also develop relationships with external 
employers and match prisoners with job vacancies 
for when they are released. However, for the 
majority of prisoners, access to such opportunities 
is slim, leaving them vulnerable to reoffending on 
release.

The Resettlement Plus Helpline deals with a 
significant number of enquiries about employment. 
In 2007/08, just over half of the enquiries were 
about employment matters or CRB disclosure 
checks, while a further third were about criminal 
records in general, which are usually related in some 
way to employment. The service also responded to 
319 enquiries about accessing education services, 
and many of its disclosure queries relate to people 
getting a place on an education course. In addition 
to helping ex-offenders, the helpline also provides 
advice and information to employers. A human 
resources manager who contacted the helpline had 
the following to say about the quality of the service: 
‘Just a note to say thank you for the information you 
provided by phone and email. I have spoken to 
solicitors, helplines etc and no one has been able to 
provide the knowledge and expertise you have.’

The helpline is contacted by many prisoners and ex-
offenders who lack basic skills, qualifications or a 
work history. These people may have an extensive 
criminal record, or have been in and out of prison for 
many years. They turn to the helpline for advice and 
information on how they can sort themselves out and 
thus achieve a more stable life. The helpline can give 
them advice on their options and how best to 
approach a new start, whether through basic skills 
courses, vocational training, education or voluntary 
work. It also signposts individuals to local services 
and gives advice on how to access funding for 
training or education so that they can start to 
translate their ideas and aspirations into reality. 

Most callers to the helpline will need some help with 
how to disclose their convictions to prospective 
employers or education providers. This can be just as 
hard for someone with a one-off conviction for 
shoplifting as for a person who has served a prison 
sentence or has a lengthy criminal record. The 
helpline team has extensive knowledge and 
experience of disclosing convictions and can provide 
advice on when to disclose, how to do it and how to 
provide reassurance to employers that the employee 
poses no risk.

Ex-offenders are often ashamed of their record and 
fearful of the employer’s reaction, and one of the 
most useful things the helpline can do is to give a 
person the confidence to disclose a record. This 
service really makes a difference to people’s lives as 
evidenced by the following testimony from a helpline 
client: ‘Just wanted to let you know that after quite a 
difficult meeting this morning, in which I had to 
explain my criminal record and substance misuse 
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problem, I’ve just had a call to confirm that I 
can start my new job on Monday! Thank you so 
much for all your help, support and 
suggestions.’

While many individuals with criminal records 
are able to gain stable employment after 
disclosing their convictions, there are also 
many who get rejected job after job. This leads 
to low self-esteem, desperation and, potentially, 
a return to crime. The government could 
improve this situation significantly by 
implementing the recommendations of Breaking 
the Circle, the Home Office 2002 review of the 
Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974. This would 
allow minor convictions to become ‘spent’ 
sooner and include longer prison sentences in 
the act, allowing more ex-offenders to move on 
from their offending behaviour and make a 
better life for themselves.

As with housing, the helpline’s work on 
employment and education often involves 
filling in the gaps where prison resettlement 
services are failing. While it provides 
information to prisoners and ex-offenders so 
that they are able to take steps to help 
themselves and can also give detailed advice on 
how a person can access education, training or 
employment, often the most effective results 
are achieved by a combination of information, 
intensive face-to-face support and practical 
work experience. It is therefore crucial that 
service provision starts in prison and continues 
once an individual is released into the 
community.

Case study: Sam
Sam first contacted the Resettlement Plus Helpline while he was still 
in prison, around three months before his release. He wanted 
information and advice about employment and training. Sam had one 
of the most lengthy and serious criminal records the helpline team 
has encountered – 60 convictions on record, half of which were for 
violent offences, and a number of prison sentences. Because of the 
frequent offending and periods of imprisonment, Sam had very little 
work history or qualifications, although he did have decent basic 
skills.

The helpline advised Sam on the best steps to take to get into stable 
employment. Because of his lack of work history, they knew that he 
was unlikely to walk straight into employment and that an alternative 
route, such as training or volunteering, was more likely to be 
successful. They talked through the options with him, and also spent 
some time advising on when and how to disclose his criminal record 
to employers. This was obviously a more complex matter than for 
many of the helpline’s callers because of the extreme length and 
nature of his record. 

Sam was sent some information about training providers and 
employment advice services in the area where he would be released. 
He was particularly interested in training for a forklift truck licence 
so the helpline searched for agencies who offered this training.

Sometime after his release, the helpline heard from Sam again when 
he phoned to say that he was on a forklift truck training course. He 
also phoned again after his course had finished, this time 
unfortunately because he had housing issues after a relationship 
breakdown and needed some more advice. Nonetheless, he had been 
successful in getting a job using his forklift licence and the helpline 
provided advice on getting housing in the area so that he could keep 
his job. 

The helpline’s integrated approach meant that Sam’s problems were 
dealt with in a holistic way, and his case shows that even a person 
with a lengthy and serious criminal record can be helped into stable 
employment if they are equipped with useful information and advice. 
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Criminal Records Bureau 
disclosure checks
One of the helpline’s greatest strengths is the 
work it carries out with ex-offenders who are 
undergoing criminal record checks. The number 
of checks being done by employers has increased 
year on year, and is set to increase yet further 
when the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 
2006 is implemented in October 2009. The 
helpline’s advice and information on CRB 
disclosures ranges from advising on if a 
conviction is spent or not, to explaining what will 
show up on a disclosure, to intervening on an 
individual’s behalf when disclosures go wrong. 

The helpline is regarded as an authority on CRB 
checks; staff from the CRB refer all but the 
simplest of enquiries to Nacro for clear, accurate 
and empathetic information and advice. By 
providing this service, the helpline team has 
been able to help thousands of ex-offenders to 
gain jobs they may have considered beyond their 
reach. This expertise is appreciated as much by 
the helpline’s clients as by the CRB staff. One 
said: ‘Never did I expect to find anyone or 
anything remotely related to a CRB form that 
could provide me with such friendly, accessible 
and sound advice. Thank you for the wonderful 
service you are providing.’

Sadly, the service also deals with a great many 
individuals who are excluded from work and 
society because of the increased number of CRB 

checks being carried out. Many individuals are 
turned down from jobs on the basis of old and 
irrelevant criminal records. A quarter of the 
working population has some kind of criminal 
record, and the majority of these people would 
be no risk to children or vulnerable adults. Yet, 
many are deterred even from applying for jobs 
by the prospect of having a criminal record 
check and the very real chance that they may be 
turned down or discriminated against because of 
their record – however old or irrelevant. The 
helpline knows all too well that they are right to 
be worried. This is why the helpline works with 
employers to give them the knowledge and 
confidence they need to employ ex-offenders, 
advising them on policies and procedures that 
safeguard vulnerable groups while being fair to 
ex-offenders. 

There are two major problems with CRB checks. 
The first is the number of ex-offenders being 
turned down from jobs or dismissed because of 
old and irrelevant criminal records; this was a 
factor in just over half of the cases that have 
been taken up by the helpline’s advocacy service. 
In many cases, the person’s record is very old 
and would have been eligible to be deleted under 
the old ACPO General Rules for Criminal Record 
Weeding on Police Systems. However, the police 
stopped deleting criminal records in March 2006, 
leaving many individuals vulnerable to 
discrimination when their old criminal record 
shows up. This discrimination occurs on a 

regular basis despite each employer being legally 
bound by the CRB’s Code of Practice which states 
that employers must follow guidance on risk 
assessment and must not discriminate.

The second problem is that of illegal CRB checks, 
a practice that is being carried out by employers 
across the country, which affects countless 
numbers of individuals. The helpline frequently 
hears of cases of illegal checks and of the 
damage it does to individuals: some are simply 
deterred from applying for a job, while others 
lose their jobs and livelihoods. It is unacceptable 
that employers are able to get away with taking 
action against employees on the basis of an 
illegal CRB check. There is very often no recourse 
to employment law for the individual, and the 
CRB will not take action against an employer 
except in the most extreme circumstances. 

Over the last few years, the helpline team has 
advised many individuals who have been 
affected by illegal CRB checks, and in a lot of 
cases the team has got involved in order to stop 
an employer from doing illegal checks. In one 
such instance, an employee wrote to the helpline 
to say: ‘I am glad I got in touch with you because 
if it hadn’t been for your knowledge and 
expertise they would have carried on with the 
checks and none of us in the department would 
have known they were illegal.’ The helpline has 
had a great deal of success in stopping illegal 
checks, but there needs to be more support from 
the law and the CRB.
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Case study: Derek
Derek contacted Nacro’s helpline after he had been dismissed from his job. He had 
applied for the position of gardener at a complex of retirement homes. Because the 
job fell within the scope of the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974, he had quite 
rightly not disclosed his spent convictions on the application form. After being 
successful at interview and beginning his new job, the employer carried out a 
disclosure check. When they found out about his spent convictions, he was dismissed 
on the grounds of ‘gross misconduct’ for not declaring them on his application form.

Derek had been a victim of injustice and unfair treatment on the part of his 
employer. Because the job is not exempt from the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act, it 
was illegal for the employer to run a CRB check or to know about his spent 
convictions. However, in a case such as this, the law is not on the side of the 
individual. There is no legal redress under the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act, and 
because Derek had not worked for the company for 12 months, he could not claim 
unfair dismissal under employment law.

Derek has suffered greatly as a result of being dismissed. He had to take out a loan 
of thousands of pounds to pay his mortgage and living costs. This was because his 
insurance company refused to pay out after being told by the employer that Derek 
was dismissed through his own fault. He is still struggling to pay this loan off now. 
The financial costs are matched only by Derek’s frustration and anger at the way he 
has been treated.

The helpline team has been heavily involved in Derek’s case. There has been lengthy 
correspondence with the employer to explain that their actions were illegal and to try 
and persuade them to make amends for the harm they have caused. The helpline has 
liaised with the CRB, as well as Derek’s MP, who has also been campaigning on 
Derek’s behalf. However, the employer knows full well that no action can be taken 
against them for what they have done; they cannot be prosecuted through 
employment law, and the CRB will not sanction them for carrying out an illegal check. 

The helpline is still involved in Derek’s case 18 months on. By explaining to the 
Information Commissioner what happened, the team has been able to obtain a ruling 
that the employer has breached the Data Protection Act by carrying out an illegal 
disclosure check. The helpline is now supporting Derek to pursue a case through the 
small claims court.

Derek’s case is a sad example of just how poorly existing laws and practices protect 
the rights of ex-offenders. His situation could have been satisfactorily resolved long 
ago if employment law allowed him to make a claim for unfair dismissal, regardless 
of length of service. 

Case study: Cathy
Cathy needed the helpline’s support when she had a university course 
offer withdrawn on the basis of her old and irrelevant criminal record. 
She had applied for a foundation degree course in Paramedic Science, and 
had disclosed her criminal record to the university. She was told that, 
after consulting with the local NHS Ambulance Service, the university was 
withdrawing the course offer because the NHS Ambulance Service had 
advised they would not employ someone with Cathy’s record. 

Cathy’s criminal record consists of a caution for shoplifting in 1996, a 
conviction for criminal damage in 1997 and a conviction for shoplifting 
in 1999. All of these offences occurred when Cathy was a young person 
and before she had had a daughter or gone to college. Cathy was told by 
the university that her repeat offence of shoplifting made it more likely 
that she might steal from people’s homes while working as a paramedic.

Cathy was devastated when the offer was withdrawn and contacted the 
helpline. On looking into the policies and procedures of the university, 
the helpline discovered that that the correct procedures had not been 
followed as they had not had a panel meeting with Cathy to discuss her 
criminal record before making their decision. The helpline wrote to the 
university to explain this, and also to explain that they felt a proper risk 
assessment had not been carried out as it was clear Cathy posed no risk 
to anyone.

On the basis of the helpline’s letter, the university admitted they had 
breached procedure and arranged a panel meeting. A member of the 
helpline team went to the panel meeting to support Cathy’s case, 
particularly in relation to whether her offences made her a risk in a 
paramedic’s role.

Fortunately for Cathy, the university reinstated her offer. They decided 
that Cathy’s criminal record had been presented in a very negative light 
to the NHS Ambulance Service by the course tutor, and they realised that 
her criminal record should not preclude her from this type of work. 
Without the helpline’s intervention, Cathy would not have been reinstated 
on the course since, at the point she contacted Nacro, the offer had been 
withdrawn with no opportunity for further discussion and her application 
with UCAS had been cancelled. Because of the helpline’s expertise and 
persistence, Cathy is now working towards a career she is passionate 
about, as well as towards a more stable future for her daughter.
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Money matters

‘Do you have 
information on who 
I should contact or 
who I should write to 
to ask my creditors to 
write off my debts or 
come to some sort of 
financial arrangement/
settlement? As you 
can imagine, I have no 
assets or savings and 
upon release would like 
to be in a position to 
get employment, with 
my debts either sorted 
out or reduced without 
adding to the stress 
of getting back on my 
feet!’ 
A typical query from a prisoner.

The financial problems for somebody being released 
from prison can be acute. Statistics have shown that 
48% of those in prison have a history of debt, and for 
a third of prisoners, existing debt problems worsen 
while they are in prison. The majority of prisoners 
will be reliant on welfare benefits on release, and may 
struggle on the limited funds they are entitled to.

The Resettlement Plus Helpline deals with many 
enquiries from prisoners, ex-offenders and their 
families about money and welfare issues. The most 
pressing issue is how to just survive financially in the 
first weeks and months on release. For many 
individuals, this is made almost impossible by 
delayed access to welfare benefits. When the system 
works, a prisoner is given a ‘Freshstart’ interview 
before release to start their benefit claim – this should 
mean that their benefit payments start as soon as 
they are released. However, when the system doesn’t 
work, a released prisoner can wait weeks or even 
months until their benefit payments start and face 
endless battles with bureaucracy and confusing rules 
and regulations. Their £46 discharge grant will have 
been spent long ago.

When the helpline is contacted about these issues, 
there is a limited amount that can be done until the 
benefit payments start coming through. However, 
there are some ways that the service can help: by 
ensuring the enquirer has explored all possible 
options of emergency financial assistance (such as 
crisis loans or community care grants); advising on 
the benefits that the individual is entitled to; and 
searching for any charitable trusts who may be able 
to help with grants for general hardship needs.

If the reoffending rate is to be reduced and ex-
offenders are to be given the chance to improve 
their lives and contribute to society, all prisoners 
must have access in prison to advice on money, 
benefits and debts in order to help them prepare for 
release and to sort out any debt problems they had 
on coming into prison. This could be achieved by 
giving comprehensive training to prison officers, 
who are best placed to assist prisoners. The helpline 
has already piloted similar training.

One financial issue which has the potential to cause 
great problems for ex-offenders and their families is 
getting insurance. The insurance industry is 
notoriously discriminatory towards those with 
unspent convictions and most mainstream 
insurance providers will refuse to insure anybody 
with an unspent conviction, regardless of how 
serious the offence was or whether the nature of the 
offence is relevant to the type of insurance. As far as 
the helpline is aware, there is no actuarial evidence 
to support this position. Refusing entitlement to 
mainstream services which are available to others 
only serves to emphasise the perception that ex-
offenders are not valued or accepted members of 
society. The helpline receives a number of calls each 
year from ex-offenders who have been refused 
insurance or had a policy cancelled when trying to 
make a claim, and helps them by providing details 
of insurance companies who are more open to 
insuring ex-offenders. There are a small group of 
insurers who can help those with unspent 
convictions, but as a result of providing ‘specialist’ 
insurance, their premiums are likely to be higher.
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Case study: Ahmed
Ahmed contacted the Resettlement Plus Helpline two months after his release from 
prison. He had severe financial problems and was struggling to cope on the limited 
money he had.

The only income Ahmed had received was a crisis loan which gave him around £88 
every fortnight, and would ultimately have to be paid back through his benefits. He 
was finding it impossible to cope on these limited payments, and was still waiting for 
his benefit payments to start. At various times, he had been given misleading and 
incorrect information about his claim for benefits and had struggled to find anyone 
who could give him clear and correct information about it.

Most pressingly, Ahmed was in need of some new clothing and was very worried 
about getting into rent arrears. He was a trained carpenter but, having lost his tools 
after going into prison, he also needed assistance to buy new tools so that he could 
get back to work and support himself. 

First of all, the helpline was able to talk through with Ahmed the benefits he should be 
entitled to and how to make his claim. They also gave advice about how to approach 
the Jobcentre to enquire about the status of his claim. For more specialist benefits 
advice, they advised Ahmed to visit his local Citizens Advice Bureau, and also found 
another local organisation which provides support and advocacy on these issues. 

Secondly, the helpline used their extensive information resources to search out 
charitable trusts who are sometimes able to help with a grant for clothing, general 
living costs or work tools. The helpline found a few which were either local or relevant 
to a released prisoner, or which provided assistance to those in the carpentry trade.

Because the nature of the helpline’s business is to provide help in times of crisis or 
advise people about how to help themselves, the team often does not hear back from 
people once they have moved beyond a problem. The hope is that Ahmed was able to 
get support in receiving his benefit payments and some financial assistance to get 
back on his feet with work and living costs. Ahmed’s case illustrates the extreme 
difficulties experienced by those prisoners who wait weeks to receive benefit 
payments; Ahmed’s sole preoccupation was how to survive on limited resources, 
which was making it impossible for him to focus his energy on adjusting to life 
outside prison. However, given that many released prisoners do not even receive a 
crisis loan, Ahmed, paradoxically, can be counted as being among the lucky ones. 
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In 2007/08, the 
helpline responded 
to 30,371 enquiries 
from 29,471 people. 
A breakdown of 
these figures is 
shown in the tables. 
Where gender was 
known, 47% of 
enquirers were male 
and 53% were 
female.

The helpline in 2007/08

Enquiry Number %

Disclosures 13,664 45

Criminal records 9,699 32

Employment 2,004 7

Education 319 1

Housing 2,169 7

Benefits 143 *

Insurance 195 1

Prison welfare 178 1

Travel abroad 442 1

Other welfare 514 2

About Nacro 436 1

Volunteering 62 *

Publications 162 1

Crime and justice 164 1

Non-welfare 220 1

Total 30,371 100

* Less than 0.5%

Enquiries Enquirers

Enquiry Number %

Prisoner 1,284 4

Ex-offender 18,303 62

Family and friends 3,671 12

Prison staff 420 1

Probation staff** 375 1

YOT staff 111 *

Other criminal justice system staff 64 *

Lawyer 120 *

Employer 1,266 4

Employment staff 270 1

Advice worker 1,495 5

Support staff 308 1

Nacro staff 128 *

Students/academics 59 *

Other (plus unknown) 1,597 5

Total 29,471 100

*     Less than 0.5%

**   Excludes probation staff working in prison who are listed as prison 
staff.



In the years to come, demand for Nacro’s Resettlement Plus 
Helpline will doubtless continue to grow. Its ability to expand 
and to adapt to changes in legislation and the criminal justice 
system leave it particularly well-placed to deliver useful advice 
and information to a wide range of enquirers with a broad range 
of (often interconnected) needs, as well as to provide expertise 
to others working with prisoners and ex-offenders.

The helpline does a great deal of work to advance Nacro’s 
primary aims of reducing reoffending, reducing the social 
exclusion of ex-offenders and making communities safer. 
However, the impact of its work and the outcomes for many ex-
offenders would be greatly enhanced if the following measures 
were implemented:

n Increase the amount of housing and employment advice 
workers in prisons and ensure prisoners have easy and 
timely access to these services. 

n Develop integrated resettlement services which can adapt to 
prisoners’ interconnected needs and provide tailored 
support both in prison and through the gate into the 
community.

n Implement the recommendations made in Breaking the 
Circle: A review of the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974.

n Amend employment law so that individuals who have been 
dismissed because of spent convictions in a non-exempt role 
or because of an illegal CRB check are automatically entitled 
to claim unfair dismissal.

n Ensure that all prisoners have access to a Freshstart 
interview before release if they will be dependent on welfare 
benefits.

n Provide training for all prison resettlement officers on the 
subject of money, benefits and debt advice.

Nacro’s Resettlement Plus 

Helpline provides an 

information and advice 

service for prisoners,  

ex-offenders, their family 

and friends and others 

who need help with 

housing, jobs, education, 

training and other matters 

affecting people with a 

criminal record.

The freephone helpline

0800 0181 259  
is open between 9am and 

5pm, Monday to Friday. 

Nacro Resettlement Plus Helpline 
159 Clapham Road 
London SW9 0PU 
Telephone 020 7840 6464 
Fax 020 7840 6420 
Email helpline@nacro.org.uk

www.nacro.org.uk

Looking to the future
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Dealing with the realities of resettlement 
The work of Nacro’s helpline

£5.00

This report provides a unique insight into the realities of 
resettlement for ex-prisoners and offenders through its 
account of the work of Nacro’s Resettlement Plus Helpline.


