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Threshold Dialogue to Change a System

Jane Ball

How do I live a better life and how do I do a better job? Threshold Dialogue, a structured dialogue 
programme designed to bring together people involved in the criminal justice system in the 
UK – high-repeat o!enders, police o"cers, prison sta!, local government o"cers and poli-
ticians, housing and employment sta! and many others – provided a forum specifically to 
consider these questions. The common goal of all these participants was to improve resettle-
ment of o!enders and thereby reduce recidivism. This was achieved in Threshold Dialogue 
because everyone who was involved changed – not only the o!enders but also practitioners 
– and, with it, the services and the way agencies worked together as a system changed. We 
focused on preparing for and making transitions, marked by crossing the threshold from one 
physical environment to another, especially from prison to the community. The experience 
was enriching for everyone involved. Over a five-year period we considered real and current 
issues; people in the Dialogues sought to understand themselves and each other, and thought 
together about the choices and decisions each of us had to make. 

This paper describes the generative development of Threshold Dialogue, through which 
change embedded itself in the system and had wide-ranging impact. Changes were made in 
ways we did not imagine when we began. The generative process worked like water finding 
its way through the land, creating rivers and streams where there were only channels and 
furrows. It was very di!erent from a project with a five-year implementation plan, like 
building a motorway to a predetermined destination. 

I led the process with Peter Garrett, working with colleagues in Prison Dialogue 

 at di!erent stages, and many people from Bournemouth and Dorset who took part and 
a!ected the emerging work. The quotes, taken from the many records and reports in the 
Prison Dialogue, and bringing in their words, are featured below in italics. 

Our Program Origins

Threshold Dialogue was originated by Prison Dialogue to support the successful resettle-
ment of high-repeat o!enders stuck in a revolving door between prison and the community. 
Typically, these men and women have chronically unstable lives, are addicted to drugs or 
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alcohol, su!er poor health, and have no home. They commit minor crimes, spend perhaps 
six months in prison, and reo!end soon after they are released. This is a human tragedy for 
the individuals and a collective crisis for the criminal justice system. In 2006, 61,000 adults 
in England and Wales were sentenced to terms of imprisonment of less than 12 months 
(meaning 6 months served in prison), and around 60 per cent of those were convicted of at 
least one o!ence in the year after release. Not much has changed: in 2018, 63% sentenced to 
less than a year reo!ended within 12 months.

The criminal justice system is complex and the agencies that a!ect each other often act as 
if they are independent. In addition, individuals, groups and organisations within the wider 
community – local government, shop owners, private accommodation landlords, neighbours 
– who a!ect and are a!ected by this situation are completely excluded from any conversation 
about resettlement service and policy development. 

Over a five-year period, we achieved:

•  Recognition of Dialogue as a mode of engagement that made a di!erence to the way 
people were thinking, and specifically to o!enders’ behaviour, based on the experience 
of hundreds of Threshold Dialogue sessions. 

•  An established network of Threshold Dialogues in six di!erent prison and community 
locations along the o!enders’ journey, to support their transition across a range of 
‘thresholds’.

•  Development of theory and language about the o!ender journey, providing di!erent 
ways to think about how to intervene in the crises that accompany the cycles of reof-
fending: Crisis of Release, Crisis of Entry and Re-entry, and Line of Sight, each 
described below.

•  Progress in sta! practices, and everyday on-the-ground partnership between di!erent 
professions and agencies.

•  Service improvements and innovations based on what was learnt from Threshold Dia-
logue.

•  Integrated local multiagency ownership at a strategic and operational level, and day-to-
day in a local Threshold Dialogue facilitation team.

What is a Threshold Dialogue and How Does it Work?

Picture a room, perhaps the multifaith room in a prison. There is a circle of chairs in which 
25 people are seated: a police o"cer and a prison o"cer identifiable by their uniform; a few 
people in civilian clothes, including a probation o"cer and a housing support worker; a 
woman in a suit who is a magistrate; and a larger number of men in the T-shirts and sweat-
pants of prison clothing. 
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The session begins with a check-in – a pertinent question is posed by the facilitator and each 
person takes a turn to answer. As they do, the group becomes more attentive and focused. 
Some of the participants are there most weeks – the o!enders, our core group of police or 
prison o"cers, or housing workers – but there may be guests too, invited along because 
there is something of importance the group has asked to consider. If the question is employ-
ment-related, such as, “How do I get a job with a criminal record?” we might be joined by 
sta! from the employment advice centre or training college, or a local employer. The 
check-in question might be “What was your first job?” or “Describe your first day at work”. 
We discover that some of the o!enders have never had a job, or their first job was given to 
them by one of the o"cers in the room, who made them the wing cleaner, or that the prison 
o"cer started out at 16 in the army. Given their experience, or lack of experience, how do 
the prisoners get a job when they are released? Where do they start? How do they think 
about what they would like to do, or what they could do? The Dialogue develops and, in a 
flow, moves from formal information about the system and what di!erent services have to 
o!er, to frustrations (perhaps masking a feeling of hopelessness) about the reality of the sit-
uation and what ‘should’ be provided; from ideas about the steps people could take, to per-
sonal stories, dreams and desires: “If only John had joined the army at 16 his life might have 
turned out di!erently”, and “Why don’t they let ex-o!enders join the army, where they 
could contribute and benefit from the institutionalised life and structured, disciplined 
work?” 

The next week the guest might be a someone from the family courts, and we may be 
thinking about relationships and how o!enders can stay in touch with their children. In 
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another session we might be talking about the impact of crime on the lives of so many 
people, or what goes through someone’s mind when, after nine missed calls from their 
mentor or probation o"cer, the phone is ringing again and they choose to press busy – trig-
gering a series of events they know too well.

If anyone starts to complain about a service that is not represented, the facilitator encour-
ages them to take responsibility for their own actions – even if they did that, what could you 
have done di!erently? For example, a comment that probation o"cers never stay in touch 
with o!enders when they are in prison, and what a di!erence it would make if they did, 
almost triggers a whole-group barrage of complaints – politely called whinging – about pro-
bation, with people egging each other on. Then someone asks, “Did you stay in touch with 
your probation o"cer? Have you thought about writing to them?” And the discourse 
changes to a focus on me rather than them. Soon afterward a probation o"cer is invited to a 
session to talk about their work, and the group explores what a partnership between a pro-
bation o"cer and their client might be like and what impact the partnership would have on 
successful resettlement – they learn to work with each other rather than trying to do things 
to or for others. 

I think it is an opportunity for agencies to better understand what o!enders are saying about  
the system and where they think changes could be made. But it’s also about o!enders and ex- 
o!enders understanding what agencies are there to do and dispel some of those myths that build up, 
particularly in prisons, around what people can and can’t do, or why certain decisions are made.  

 – Local government manager

In the Dialogue all participants learn how to be authentic, to listen to each other and stand 
in each other’s shoes. No teaching is required. As well as benefitting from practical informa-
tion, people develop impersonal relationships, close but not familiar and based on respect for 
each other’s situation. They support and challenge one another and begin to change their 
thinking and attitude. This might be sta! reassessing how they do their work or an o!ender 
reflecting about their behaviour and attitude. The Dialogue provides a forum to think about 
both everyday decisions and profound, life-changing decisions. O!enders begin to generate 
and sustain their own motivation, sense of self-worth and willpower to change as they 
assume responsibility for their own emotions, actions, choices and direction in life.

I’ve tried it before! Get a nice flat – not enough. Decent income, a good relationship and kids – not 
enough. You think those are going to be what keeps you clean, but it’s still not enough. I’m hearing 
you talk about demons and I’m the same as you. Maybe it’s time to realise that the real issues lie 
with me, not with all the other things. 

– O!ender 
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It helps me in my job. When you look at defendants now you read their files from probation and you 
think, ‘yeah, I understand that now’. And that’s great, because I can help my other colleagues on 
the bench and give them more understanding of people’s background, people’s lives.

– Magistrate

It Started with a Single Dialogue in a Prison

Her Majesty’s Prison (HMP) Dorchester in the south of England was a local prison 

 (like a jail in the US system), serving the courts by keeping in-custody o!enders on remand 
or recently sentenced, along with some who were serving short sentences. With my col-
leagues in Prison Dialogue, I had supported the remarkable performance improvement at 
this prison over a three-year period – a story in itself. This saw the prison rise in ranking 
from 135th of 136 to 35th in the Weighted Scorecard League Table of prisons in England 
and Wales. Everything from the security audit to tests measuring the quality of prison life 
improved, and the prison was recognised nationally as achieving an extraordinary shift in the 
prisoners’ custodial experience. Sta! satisfaction scores were also high – so high, in fact, that 
the Governor-in-charge was contacted by the survey team to find out on behalf of the Pris-
ons Board what had been happening at HMP Dorchester. 

Despite their outstanding operational improvements, HMP Dorchester still had a recon-
viction rate of 74.7%, the worst in England and Wales. This was in part a consequence of the 
nature of their prisoner population. However, rather than accepting the situation as inevita-
ble, the leadership was ready to engage with the community and improve their impact on 
reducing reo!ending. 

Sta! at HMP Dorchester were used to seeing the same men come through their doors 
time and time again, and di!erent generations of the same local families. These were per-
sistent and prolific o!enders, but their crimes were not serious – few ever served a long 
enough sentence to benefit from meaningful intervention, and the local prisons were not 
funded or expected to provide treatment or o!ending-behaviour programmes. Many of the 
men experienced problems with drugs and alcohol, mental health or homelessness; they had 
little experience of regular work and were trapped in this revolving door. 

National policy provided an opportunity to address this local need. Local Criminal Justice 
Boards were established at executive o"cer level under a national government directive to 
improve ‘joined-up’ work in the criminal justice system. They were tasked with addressing 
harm caused by Prolific and other Priority O!enders (known as PPOs) and other High- 
Repeat O!enders (HROs). PPOs were generally defined as those who had been sanctioned 
for 16 or more o!ences. The national policy requirement was an incentive for the other 
agencies within Dorset Criminal Justice Board (DCJB) to follow the lead of the prison, and 
the influential statutory partners of police, probation and local government were enlisted. 
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DCJB decided to focus the initiative on o!enders from Bournemouth, where most of the 
area’s PPOs came from. Bournemouth is a seaside town on the south coast of England. Like 
many seaside resorts in the UK, the rise in foreign travel in the 1970s and 80s had decimated 
the holiday industry. Hotels were replaced with drug rehabilitation centres – ideally suited 
to the multi-occupancy buildings and communal spaces. Along with the community of res-
idential drug rehab centres came a significant chaotic, drug-addicted PPO population. 

Under the name Bournemouth Threshold Dialogue, colleagues and I designed, convened and 
facilitated a one-year programme of weekly Dialogue sessions for PPOs. O!enders and the 
agencies involved in resettlement and crime reduction came together in these Dialogues to 
talk and think about their resettlement. The Dialogues developed along the lines I have 
described above. Having run Dialogues in prison for many years, we were not surprised by 
the positive impact on participants. 

The structure of the Threshold Dialogue system was innovative, and it was key to making 
a sustained di!erence to PPOs. A Dialogue was held every Tuesday afternoon in HMP 
Dorchester and every Tuesday evening in Bournemouth town centre – you could attend a 
Dialogue in prison one week, in the community the next, and in prison again the next! This 
started to create a sense of routine within people’s chaotic lives, and the benefits of the Dia-
logue experienced in prison did not have to stop when they were released – which was often 
when things got really di"cult. 

The same sta! came to all of the sessions in prison and in the community, maintaining 
continuity and building relationships across the threshold. Before Threshold Dialogue, you 
would never see a police o"cer in HMP Dorchester except for a formal interview – and if 
they were seen, prisoners would shout and kick the doors to their cells. The first time two 
police o"cers came into Dorchester with me the prison sta! were so concerned they 
escorted us to the meeting room through the back corridors to avoid being seen.

In the other direction, prison o"cers attended Dialogues in the community, and some 
prisoners were granted temporary release to attend (escorted there and back by an o"cer). In 
the community Dialogue they could establish relationships with probation and agency sta! 
who would be supervising and supporting them and the police who would be ‘keeping their 
eye on them’.

The Prison Gate Was Becoming More Transparent

Talking at length and in depth with o!enders about their experiences stuck in the ‘revolving 
door’, swinging in and out of prison, we realised some generic features of their journey that, 
if the journey was to be successful, they had to think about. A Crisis of Release – an emo-
tional, mental and physical crisis – occurs for prisoners as their release date approaches and 
when they leave the prison. We observed and heard about the detrimental e!ect of incarcer-
ation on their independence. Prisoners lose the freedom to make decisions about many 
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things, including when to eat, when to shower, what to wear, how to behave. They follow 
a day of core activities and their behaviour is controlled by schemes of punishment (losing 
privileges such as visits or TV) and reward. This custodial regime becomes a ‘comfort zone’ 
for many, and they are used to putting aside thoughts of the future in favour of day-to-day 
issues, immediate need and satisfaction. On release, as soon as they step across the threshold 
of the prison gate, o!enders have to think for themselves and manage their own lives – even 
with supervision and strict licence conditions. We talked often about the challenges of nego-
tiating sudden freedom, lack of structure and containment.

There is also a Crisis of Entry/Re-entry su!ered as people anticipate going to prison – how-
ever many times they have made that journey before. Some of the experiences were easy to 
understand, such as feeling the stress of leaving loved ones. PPOs also had what one described as 
a ‘f ***-it button’ – if they knew they were going back to prison anyway, they would commit 
another o!ence, or wreck their accommodation, or fight a police o"cer. Of course this only 
made things worse. More vulnerable people might panic, behave erratically, overdose or self-
harm. Once in prison there is a lot to digest as the regrets hit home, detox from drugs or alcohol 
begins and people worry about their belongings that have been lost or held by the police.

The Dialogues on each side of the prison gate provided space and time for the men to talk and 
think about these crises, to recover and learn from what had happened, or prepare to manage, 
rather than su!er, the crisis. As a result, they could cross the ‘threshold’ more successfully. 

Building on the subject of preparation, we developed a concept we called the Line of 
Sight and used this to help o!enders and sta! to think realistically and generatively about 
the present and the future. The idea likened the o!ender’s journey to driving on a motorway 
– if you know where you are and have a clear line of sight, you can see the road and sign-
posts ahead, you can travel well and safely to your destination. If the signposts are obscured, 
there is a lorry in your way, or an accident in your path, you may miss a turn, or even come 
o! the road. We proposed o!enders needed some vision of where they wanted to get to in 
life and a clear line of sight of the path to get there. This meant seeing and understanding 
well ahead what they needed to do, and the choices, compromises and challenges they might 
face – why they had to stay in a hostel rather than with their girlfriend, how and when 
would that chang . . . and do you have to get clean of substance abuse before you can hold 
down a job, or do you get a job to keep you busy and motivated to help you get clean? 

To reinforce the foundation for Threshold Dialogue, we maintained extensive records 
about the impact of the work, commissioned an external qualitative evaluation by Coventry 
University, and reported to the Criminal Justice Board. We were also Team Award Winners 
in the category ‘Partnership of the Year’ in the Dorset Justice Awards. 

This has been about broadening my understanding of the work I do. My job satisfaction has 
increased and I’ve seen it benefit previously sceptical and resistant colleagues. Our work can’t and 
shouldn’t end at the prison gates. We can be so much more than just turnkeys.

 – Prison o"cer
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When I first came out of prison it seemed like I was bouncing between di!erent agencies. It didn’t 
seem like they were talking to each other and it was frustrating because I didn’t understand how the 
process worked.

– Ex-o!ender

Extending a Community-Led Partnership

Our reflections on the first year of Threshold Dialogue, the enthusiasm from local agencies 
based on successful outcomes, and awareness of the extent of needs led to a series of produc-
tive developments, as I will outline next. 

A Threshold Dialogue Network: By following the journey of the Threshold Dialogue 
participants, we found even short-sentenced PPOs and HROs were moved regularly to 
nearby HMP Guys Marsh, a prison set up for sentenced prisoners to engage in purposeful 
work, training, education and programmes. As our aim was to provide continuous engage-
ment through the o!ender’s journey, Threshold Dialogue was introduced at HMP Guys 
Marsh and later at Her Majesty’s Young O!enders Institution Portland to engage with youth 
from Bournemouth. Over time Dialogue sessions in the community were placed at three 
di!erent sites: Dorset Lodge, a supported Housing Unit that o!ered accommodation to pris-
oners on release; St Paul’s Hostel, a direct-access night shelter and day centre for people 
whose lives were more chaotic; and in a community centre in the middle of a more stable 
residential area in Poole. Each location supported a di!erent transition across a di!erent 
threshold, and each transition brought its own crisis – the move from a supported hostel to 
independent accommodation was as great a challenge to many as leaving prison. The reality 
of increased responsibility is balanced against the hope of a di!erent way of life in housing, 
employment and relationships. 

For a couple of years I left my house at 5:30 am every Tuesday to travel to HMP  
Guys Marsh for the morning Dialogue, on to HMP Dorchester for the afternoon, on to 
Bournemouth in the evening and home around 11pm! 

More people were drawn to be involved, supporting di!erent phases of the journey at 
di!erent locations. Police, probation, and prisons were joined by local government-elected 
representatives and sta!, drug and alcohol services, accommodation providers, magistrates 
and court o"cials, landlords, employers, sta! from social security, employment advice, and 
training centres. 

The people who are coming in are often amazed by the rapport they get going with some of the ser-
vice users. People obviously have their stereotypes, and when the barriers are dropped and people are 
genuinely engaging on the level that everyone’s comfortable at, I think the flow of information is a 
lot better; it’s heard and it’s received. That information’s been there previously but they’ve not been 
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able to get hold of it, so obviously the environment the dialogue creates is conducive to getting infor-
mation.

– Housing prison liaison worker 

Establishing community ownership: Based on our experience of running Dialogue 
groups and interventions from Prison Dialogue since 1993, we knew that Threshold Dia-
logue would need to be owned by local agencies and embedded in the normal work routines 
of their sta! in order to be sustained. Without that, Prison Dialogue would be looking for 
commissioners and funding, and running the programme from the outside, indefinitely. 

We began to think di!erently. We had been working from the perspective of the prison, 
which was where we began, and found it was more productive to look from the perspective 
of the community. Communities forget about their residents when they are in prison – they 
might even be hoping that they won’t come back. However, based on their experience in 
Threshold Dialogue, the police were getting more interested in engaging with o!enders and 
building the relationships required for e!ective community policing while the prisoners 
were literally a captive audience. We decided Threshold Dialogue would be led by commu-
nity agencies and began to recruit other partners with that in mind. This also made sense, 
given the extending network. We were able to engage local government sta! and politicians 
more strongly. The combination of a clear logic of the value of Threshold Dialogue 
(o!ender and sta! development, cost e!ectiveness, service improvements as described in this 
chapter) and a profound experience when people attended the Dialogue, was compelling.

The public perception is the key thing in Bournemouth. It’s no good just sitting back and hoping 
they’ll go away. But they’re not going to go away. They are part of our community and they have 
got their problems, and I’m sure 90% of them don’t particularly want their problems. So I think the 
rest of society does have a duty to try and help wherever possible to try and get these people back on 
the straight and narrow.

– Elected councillor, Bournemouth

If they’re going to move on they need to feel that they’ve got some relationship with that community 
that doesn’t involve criminality.

– Local government manager, Safer and Stronger Communities team 

Three-tier structure for sustainable partnership: Sustainability would require more than 
the spirit of local ownership; an integrated governance structure was necessary to provide 
leadership, strategic direction, and operational management of Threshold Dialogue across 
this open, multiagency system. Working with executive o"cers from each agency, we cre-
ated a Governance Board for statutory partners (police, prisons, probation and local govern-
ment), chaired by a high-ranking local police o"cer. At this level Threshold Dialogue 
extended beyond Bournemouth to include the county of Dorset. The Governance Board’s 
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agreed role was reducing recidivism and increasing the successful resettlement through devel-
oping and maintaining a Dorset Threshold Dialogue network. 

An Operations group was also established for all partner agencies, including relevant char-
itable and private-sector organisations, for operational decision-making and resource alloca-
tion to support Threshold Dialogue and improve integrated services. The third tier was a 
multiagency facilitation team.

Through this structure, the integration of di!erent agencies, sta! at di!erent levels of 
seniority, and o!enders was possible, creating a widespread common understanding and the 
opportunity for change in the system. Threshold Dialogue was able to adapt as new needs 
and opportunities were identified. When the national government required every police 
force to set up a multiagency Integrated O!ender Management Unit to work with per-
sistent o!enders ‘through-the-gate’, the Dorset team worked with Threshold Dialogue. An 
innovative Line of Sight Project, providing private rented housing with employment advice 
and support to prisoners immediately on release, was initiated by group of employment and 
housing agencies from Threshold Dialogue. 

We are one of a dozen or so partners (from the community) who came together on the back of the 
phrase ‘line of sight’ to look at a way of reaching people ‘on the other side of the wall’ . . . we had 
one important principle that underpinned it: we didn’t have a single extra penny to spend. This 
particular project wouldn’t have happened but for dialogue.

– Housing manager, Bournemouth Borough Council

Developing a local facilitation team: This was probably the most challenging part of the 
new structure. On the one hand, facilitation was far beyond the skills and confidence of 
many of the agency sta!. On the other, some of my colleagues thought you needed years of 
development and practice to become a Dialogue facilitator. I did not agree. I believed that, 
with the right pattern and basic training, anyone could facilitate and achieve a ‘more dialogic’ 
outcome, and with reflection and support they would learn by doing. 

We identified the first cohort of facilitators from local agencies – police o"cers, prison 
o"cers, drug counsellors, housing support workers, probation o"cers. They were all very 
experienced and recommended by their supervisors. One was also recommended by the 
o!enders. “You need to get that Robocop in here!” they had said. I found that Robocop had 
been o"cially commended for several years as the police o"cer with the highest rate of 
arrest in the county. He was a straight-talking policeman with years of experience. He saw 
the people he arrested go through court, into prison and out some months later only to reof-
fend again. “We’re just not getting anywhere”, he said when he joined the team. He soon 
became one of the most popular facilitators and a big advocate for Threshold Dialogues

The facilitators were to work in pairs from di!erent agencies, and they would not facilitate the 
session in their workplace. This meant, for example, a police o"cer and drug counsellor would 
facilitate in the prison. We designed a pattern of activity – what had to happen before, during and 
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after the Dialogue, including how to work as a facilitation team and report on the session. Peter 
and I ran a facilitation training programme, introducing this pattern, along with Dialogue Practice 
Skills that would enable them to get all of the participants engaged and into Dialogue. 

The session report was crucial to their skill development. To write the report the facilitator 
had to notice what was happening – they had to listen to be able to quote what was said, 
understand and reflect to know what people were learning, and see the common meaning 
emerging to name an overall theme (as you can see in the image below). Early on, one police 
o"cer remarked he had tried so hard to remember what he thought was a good quote that 
he missed what was said for the next 10 minutes and in the end had to give up! I suggested 
he concentrate on listening and see what he could remember at the end. He took my advice 
and of course found he could recall many significant comments. As facilitators learnt how to 
complete the session reports, they developed skills and understood more about what was 
happening and what they were aiming to achieve. As the team began to lead sessions, I was 
alongside to coach them through pre-session briefings and a post-session debrief, and to help 
out as they gained confidence. 

Over two years an e!ective multiagency team of Threshold Dialogue Facilitators was estab-
lished to take on facilitation at the six Threshold Dialogue sites. We trained 55 facilitators, 
including three ex-o!enders. 
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The multiagency partnership provided strength through diversity of experience, skills, 
reputation and relationship. The common experience and purpose and the process of Dia-
logue that does not require consensus or agreement allowed the team to operate e!ectively 
together, while subject to their own agency policies, procedures, and line-management 
supervision. 

Performance measures to ‘do your day job better’: To embed Threshold Dialogue in the 
normal work routines of agency sta! we made the case that it would help them to ‘do their day 
job better’. Meta-analysis has been used to show the impact of o!ending-behaviour pro-
grammes on reo!ending, but we were operating far from the scale required to prove such out-
comes. I thought it was more realistic to provide output measures. With the help of the Oper-
ations group we identified ‘hours of engagement with o!enders’ as an output measure that was 
relevant to every agency. The police recognise that engagement with local o!enders is an 
e!ective way to improve community policing, providing relationship building and intelligence. 
A police o"cer could achieve over 20 hours of high-quality engagement with local o!enders 
in a 90-minute Dialogue with 15 prisoners. The same principle applied to every agency. 

In my day-to-day work on the beat . . . [Dialogue] has proved invaluable in opening doors that 
would otherwise have been firmly shut, breaking down barriers with o!enders and their families in 
the community where I work.

 – Police o"cer

Of the guys in the session in the prison, five of them were clients of mine, from families I’m working 
with; people who I need to engage with and are hard to reach within the community.

– Family intervention worker

His response to police was very, very di!erent. Whereas [before] he would kick o! big-time, the last 
time I had to personally arrest him for breaching his recall and he just sat patiently waiting for the 
car to arrive. There was no fighting, no one had to take time o! because they were injured.

 – Police o"cer

We wrote “Threshold Dialogue: A Proposal” to describe the potential of this approach to 
resettlement and reducing reo!ending.

Our Exit Strategy 

Everything was in place for Dorset Threshold Dialogue to continue without Prison Dia-
logue, apart from ongoing facilitator development. When we needed to take the final step 
away, our exit strategy took two parts. 
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First, we conducted interviews with major partners – members of the Governance Board and 
Operations group, facilitators, and other participants. I video recorded their descriptions of 
the impact Threshold Dialogue had had on them and their work. Not only did this gather 
evaluation stories for our records but also, as they spoke, they realised for themselves what 
had been achieved and how they had changed.

Fig. 2 represented by around 50 people. The graphic above shows who was there and how they were connected to the 
whole system (Fig 2). 

Secondly, we initiated, convened and facilitated a Line of Sight Workshop for the Threshold 
Dialogue Governance Board in partnership with the Dorset Reducing Reo!ending Strategy 
Board. All the major partners, including some ex-o!enders and current prisoners (escorted 
out of the prison for the day) took part. The Threshold Dialogue system was in the room, 

The event included a review of the previous five years, an opportunity to recognise what 
had been achieved, and we acknowledged the leadership and contribution of many people. 
This was followed by a consideration of the current situation – where much had improved, 
but also where were there still gaps. 

We explored this from the perspective of the ex-o!enders, who had first-hand experience 
of where the system succeeded and failed. Peter and I facilitated an O!ender Resettlement 
process, in which we heard directly from some of the ex-o!enders. 

The agencies were spatialised, seated around the room according to their position along 
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the line of sight from prison to independence (Fig. 3), represented by the Threshold Dia-
logue that had been meeting regularly in a residential area of the town of Poole. 

The ex-o!enders who shared their stories were heard by everyone as they talked to me or 
Peter, and we walked together along the line of sight: into prison, over the prison gate on 
release (more than once), tracking their experiences chronologically. As each person relived 
their experiences, we could all see and hear the practical reality of their life, the emotional 
roller coaster and the thinking that trapped them and released them. This was a reminder of 
the impact of talking directly to o!enders, which was experienced every week in Threshold 
Dialogue. A final process gathered impressions and ideas from everyone in the room, to be 
integrated in the Reducing Reo!ending strategy for the county. So much understanding was 
shared through the day. 

The event was also a ceremonial handover. It was the first time every level had been  
present in the room together – Criminal Justice Board and the newly formed Reducing Re- 
o!ending Strategy Board, Governance Board, Operations group, facilitators, other agency 
participants from across the six locations, prisoners and ex-o!enders – and for such a pro-
found experience. 

Peter and I spoke explicitly of our departure and handed over the baton to the Assistant 
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Chief Constable of Dorset Police, who announced that the Governance Board would be 
integrated into the statutory Dorset Reducing Reo!ending Strategy Board. 

5HÀHFWLRQV

Threshold Dialogue was a success and made a great di!erence to the lives of many people, 
both the o!enders and sta! who came together week after week in Dialogue. The closure 
marked the end of an eight-year chapter in my life working first with HMP Dorchester, 
then with the prison and community. Language and images that carry ideas are important 
for this work. When I began working with HMP Dorchester the failing prison, we helped 
the leadership articulate a simple strategy and vision in four words Comply – Perform – Serve 
– Shine. To Shine was to be a beacon, seen from afar and influencing those beyond the prison 
gates. We certainly achieved that. 

My development was learning to work in an open system. The transformation at HMP 
Dorchester, and other successful work I had been a part of, was achieved in a closed system, 
partnering with one leader for whom everyone ultimately worked. When that leader said 
people had to attend the Dialogue, they did – which happened in the early days at Dorches-
ter, to the surprise of sta! who found themselves sitting in a circle with 20 prisoners! 
Threshold Dialogue was an open-system partnership. Each partner agency had a di!erent 
reporting line, a di!erent leader, a di!erent role in the community, di!erent policies and 
procedures. Yet they worked together to bring about change. 

To achieve this we had to identify and establish a partnership with someone who was 
willing to stand up as a leader among their peers (first the prison Governor-in-charge, then 
the police superintendent), with vision, enthusiasm and energy to attract others. We had to 
help people find their connection to the common purpose, engaging their hearts and minds, 
finding the desire to make a di!erence to the lives of o!enders, to better themselves and 
improve the system in which they worked. We also had to enable each agency and individual 
to meet their own interests, and better those interests – fulfilling a new national requirement, 
meeting targets, finding more e!ective and safer ways to work and improving services with-
out more resources. 

The potential of a generative process was also important to discover. In the richness of 
common understanding we could recognise needs and opportunities as they emerged and 
integrate them into the process, creating results I would never have thought possible. 
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Conference Session Extracts
From a conversation with participants considering the paper with Jane Ball

Speaker: Jane, I read your paper last night. I actually worked in the prison system as an 
HIV test counsellor many years ago. One of the issues about recidivism at that 
time is why they keep going back. In your paper it was revealing that it’s the 
structure that they don’t have outside of the system, that kind of draws them 
back. As I think about working with families who are trying to reunite with 
their relatives who are in prison, I was curious to know how, or have you 
thought about using a Threshold Dialogue in a family context, as they re-enter 
back into the community? Because many families have really gotten burned out 
with recidivism as they keep going back and forth. I think that your paper really 
gave a clear understanding about why that is. So I’m just curious to hear more 
about that, and helping them in their families with the re-entry as a part of the 
process to help them come back into the community. 

Speaker: In our small group, where the consensus was that we can participate, we can be 
active as a dialogic organisation, not just getting buy-in from community stake-
holders but by being able to pull us all together as di!erent agencies – because a 
lot of times we’re talking, but we’re talking di!erent languages. So what came 
up was the idea that there is somebody or some group to pull all of this together 
under one umbrella.

Speaker: One of the things that I found really valuable in this conversation was the idea 
that in order to buy in sponsorship, you really need to make sure that this work 
was not seen as extra work, but really aligned with helping everyone do their 
day job better. Another aspect was this moment where the dialogue just clicked 
for them and they felt like, Oh, this is something new. This is something really 
valuable that enables me to do my job better. I’m curious to hear what the mech-
anisms are for that, and if we would be able to articulate better, we could prob-
ably more e"ciently create buy-in.

Speaker: One of the things that I’m just wondering . . . The Virginia Department of Cor-
rections are doing a great job, I think with dialogue. There’s always room for 
improvement, things change, so you need to go back and review and revise and 
edit, you know. Maybe some of these things have been done. My concern more 
is with the community partners and getting them to buy in. I’m just wondering 
if there is some type of word matrix or some type of time study that could be 
created to have on hand when we try to get our community partners to become 
more involved in dialogue.
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Speaker: In our group we asked a similar question about how you get the stakeholders, 
such as our local jails, our judges and district attorneys more involved, especially 
when dealing with female o!enders, as well as with mental health o!enders and 
sex o!enders. That’s one of the problems the department faces on a daily basis. 
And I think if they had the opportunity to see what we see during the O!ender 
Resettlement Journeys, that people would be more inclined to be involved and 
to know that it has an impact on our communities once o!enders are released.

Speaker: One of the things that I’ve found in the community is we tend to talk. We used 
to talk at people rather than with people. Even before I became a Dialogue Prac-
titioner, but I’d had my basic training, I began to use basic dialogue principles in 
our family reunification seminars that we do in the community. We have had 40 
or more people in the dialogue circle, and we remain in the circle during the 
whole event. Instead of talking about things that would make the family mem-
bers feel like that they are on probation when their loved one gets released, we 
wanted to hear their concerns. Their concerns are not as surprising as what you 
might think. They have a lot of feelings that need to be shared. They have a lot 
of fear, especially with family members of people that have severe addictions. 
They’re scared. What do I do if nothing changes when the loved one comes 
home? The loved one is still incarcerated when we hold these seminars, but there 
are returning citizens or probationers or parolees in the circle. I invite people 
from a di!erent ongoing support group that I run to be a part of that circle. So 
we also have treatment providers, we have resource providers and I’ve tried to 
get law enforcement involved. They’re always invited, as are people from insti-
tutions.

 The point I would want to make with this is that when someone comes from the 
prison to sit in this circle in the community, we started that threshold process. 
We’ve got a long ways to go to be as excellent as you, Jane, with all the work 
you’ve done, but we’ve got a start and I’m going to keep moving in that direc-
tion. Things are even more important than we were doing before the Covid, and 
we just might need to find a way to do them in a di!erent way. Thank you so 
much – I really enjoyed reading your paper. 

Speaker: One of the things we’re doing in the division of administration in the Depart-
ment of Corrections is, we partnered internally with the division of programs, 
education, and re-entry to talk about how to train o!enders while they’re incar-
cerated. I’ll use one of my units as an example. One of the units that I supervise 
is infrastructure and environmental management, and we train o!enders to run 
wastewater treatment plants. And on the outside, they’re very high paying jobs. 
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We talked about we make sure those people leave with the exact certifications 
reflected on their records so they can take those out to job interviews. That grew 
into including small diversity businesses that we invited into our circle. They’re 
helping with this population to make sure they understand and get trained at 
how to register as small businesses. Minority business owners are eligible to bid 
on contracts and to engage in business here in Virginia. So, we started out inter-
nally and, like you were saying, it just naturally grew to include an outside 
group.
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Postscript
The author’s reflections, written some months after the conference

I was encouraged by the response to my paper and the work I had done in 
Threshold Dialogue. Writing about a five-year programme that had so 
many strands felt complex and at times di"cult to articulate. I was 
delighted to hear how inspired people were, and their practical questions 
and ideas about what they could do. I was surprised to hear the many ways in which they 
were applying Dialogue and bringing people together around common practical issues. 
Based on what was said and comments in the online chat, they started to see how they could 
take another step and grow an initiative, including more perspectives and adapting to needs. 
It started to sound simple. 

There were lots of questions about how to engage stakeholders. People were noticing 
Professional Dialogue is not only about how you talk with others, but with whom you talk. 
Many of the participants worked in corrections and were unsure about how to engage com-
munity agencies and how to keep them involved. 

I had named the principle of working with people, rather than doing things to or for them. 
I realise that working with tends to be used in relation how people who have more power 
work with people who have less power. However, it is a principle across the board. The chal-
lenge for many is, How do I work with someone who has more power than me? How do I 
work with a judge, or sheri!, so the work makes sense to them and is of benefit to all? Engag-
ing with everyone as a peer in a sustained way is necessary for convening, just as it is for 
facilitation (a subject I address in my second conference paper, Live Facilitation to Awaken the 
O!ender Resettlement Journey). As a Dialogic Organisation, Virginia Department of Correc-
tions has addressed this internally; however, the communication constraints of status and 
hierarchy still exist in places outside of the agency and I realise this is a new challenge for 
them.

Finally, I was left thinking about a thought-provoking question placed in the chat that we 
did not have time to explore in the session. Chukwu-Emeka Chikezie from Sierra Leone 
asked, “With the adaptive, generative model you used, did you start with a grand vision and 
roadmap or was it radically responsive and demand-driven and opportunistic?” I believe 
reducing crime is a necessity rather than a vision, and I am learning that is where I often 
begin. 
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