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Open Gate is a small charity that provides ‘Through the Gate’ mentoring, advocacy and practical 
support to women leaving HMP & YOI Low Newton in County Durham. They began in 2005, from 
an idea of the then prison chaplain, Elizabeth McGurk, who was awarded an MBE for her work 
developing the charity. She saw women who kept coming back to prison, despite them saying 
that they would not offend again and who said they were determined to stay out of prison. The 
current project manager said: “She was seeing the same faces … the revolving door prisoners 
that we all know so well. She asked them, why do you keep coming back? And they said, 
there’s nothing for us on the out.” The organisation was created to address this need. This is 
a summary of an independent evaluation that examined the impact of their services in 2015. 

Introduction 
For many women, leaving prison is a very difficult 
time and without support, the risk of reoffending 
is high. The risk is higher for women who are 
vulnerable as a result of historical substance 
misuse, mental health problems or those whose 
families and friends have left them and they have 
no-one. For women, there are often two contrasting 
experiences of prison, depending on where they are 
in the sentence. The first is during their sentence; 
women will often say that this is the last time they 
will be in prison and that they cannot wait to be 
released. This then changes as the release date 
becomes nearer and when release is imminent 
the overriding experience and feeling of women 
is one of fear. Women become worried and fearful 
of many things and the expected complexity and 
chaos of release is contrasted with the structure 
and certainty of life in prison. One female prisoner 
illustrated this by saying: “in prison, everything 
is done for you, you are told what to do,  when to 
sleep, your meals are cooked for you ... it’s simple.” 

When faced with the release, the complexities of 
women’s lives become clear: finding somewhere to 
live; reuniting with their children; sorting out benefits 
or looking for a job; arranging for medication; dealing 
with debts. These issues either individually or as a 
whole often seen insurmountable and therefore, the 
time of release is one characterised by worry and 
fear, particularly for women with low self esteem 
and poor mental health. The time of the immediate 

release carries a high risk of reoffending for some, 
particularly those with historical alcohol or drug 
abuse problems. As all prisoners are released with 
a £47 discharge grant, there is a high risk for some 
of immediately buying alcohol or drugs. When a 
project worker from Open Gate meets a prisoner 
at the gate, they immediately offset this risk. Many 
women have reported: “if you hadn’t met me at the 
gate and put me on the train, I’d have gone straight 
back inside.” Women also report that this support 
stops them contacting peer groups or family that 
were linked to their offending. As the project manager 
said: “Sometimes family and friends are a negative 
influence on the women and can be detrimental to 
women attempting to change their lives.” 



The approach
Open Gate provides mentoring support delivered 
both by paid staff and volunteers. Mentoring 
requires a complex set of social-professional skills 
to provide practical, social and emotional support 
whilst ensuring professional boundaries. Women 
self refer into the project: the project workers 
wear bright pink hoodies around prison, where 
they are key holders, and women can approach 
the workers directly. Offender Supervisors from 
the prison will also refer into the service and 
there are posters and leaflets on the wings.

Women are seen on the prisons wings, during 
activities, or at visits. Inside the prison, women 
can be visited regularly during their sentence 

and provided with emotional support or they are 
seen towards the end of their sentence when they 
are preparing for release. It is during the visits 
that trust and a relationship develops between a 
staff member or volunteer and a prisoner, which 
provides the foundation for work on the outside.

Women are met at the gates of the prison and 
they are taken where they want to go. This can 
be to the train station, the bail hostel or to any 
immediate appointments, such as the medical 
centre, probation, housing and the benefit office. 
Women who want support are then visited regularly 
by either project workers or volunteers. This 
happens more frequently just after release and 
becomes less regular as time goes on. Therefore 
the time spent with the women can vary, being 
as much as four to five hours a week, to a two 
hourly visit a fortnight or less as the women build 
up their own social networks, until it eventually 
ends. The support is not time limited and they can 
provide it for up to two years after release.  The 
intention is to achieve a high level of input just 
when women are at their lowest immediately post 
release, which reduces to disengagement after 
women have built up resilience and social support. 

Outcomes
The work of Open Gate was found to result in 
a number of important outcomes for women, 
volunteers and the community, including positive 
impacts on mental and physical health, improving 
resettlement and communicating with the 
general public about prison and resettlement.

Improving mental health
The positive impact on women’s mental health 
is firstly achieved through the reassurance 
provided to the women about leaving prison by 
the project workers and volunteers, reducing fear 
and apprehension. This starts before the women 
leave prison through the project workers visiting 
the prisoners on the wings and volunteers seeing 
them at routine visits. Improvements in mental 
health are then achieved through the support and 
contact provided by project workers and volunteers 
in the community. Women, especially those 

“You are so fragile, you feel you deserve nothing, you have no dignity 
no self-esteem …  that’s how you feel when you leave prison.” 
Client



without friends or family or who have become 
estranged, become very isolated after they have 
left prison. This is compounded by feelings of 
depression and anxiety, common in women who 
have just been released from prison, causing 
women to self-isolate. The fragile mental 
state of women just released from prison is 
incompatible with their immediate needs and 
responsibilities. The support from Open Gate 
at this juncture was found to be highly valued 
and one that stopped women from being ‘tipped 
over the edge’ into serious mental ill-health.

Improving physical health
Prisoners and ex-prisoners are well known for 
experiencing significantly worse health than other
sections of society. Open Gate and their mentoring
approach was reported by women to improve
their feelings of physical health on a number
of levels, including:

 • Improving access to food: this is done 
by staff or volunteers taking women 
shopping, showing them the best places 
to shop in the local area; helping women 
access food banks to get emergency food. • Providing physical resources for cooking 
and warmth: Open Gate donate items 
such as bedding, toasters, kettles 
and other essential household items. • Taking women to medical appointments: staff 
and volunteers ensure that women keep 
appointments at the hospital, register with 
a GP or attend substance misuse clinics.

In many ways, Open Gate fulfils for the women 
the most important of Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs, catering for their basic needs. The service 
then fulfils needs further up the triangle and it 
is these that keep women away from prison.

Improving resettlement 
Evidence from the prison and from the women 
indicate that this core objective of the organisation 
is being achieved in a number of ways. Firstly, 
through improving mental health of women which 
enables them to function in a social setting; 
secondly, helping women with essential resources, 
such as food and drink, clothing and bedding; and 
thirdly, by giving women a focus and something 
to look forward to at a time when they are most 
vulnerable to risks of offending. Open Gate enables 
women to make the transition from a highly 
structured and disempowering environment into a 

complex life in the community which requires high 
levels of self sufficiency and self-determination. 

Positive impacts for volunteers 
The volunteers at Open Gate receive positive 
impacts from the work on their feelings of self 
esteem and wellbeing. As an illustration of 
this impact, volunteers have said: “It makes 
you value your own life so much more, 
seeing how bad they have had it, it makes 
you appreciate and love your life”; and “It’s a 
pleasure to make other people’s lives better.”

Communicating with the community about 
prison
The role of the volunteer is very important to the 
work of Open Gate and the support it provides to 
the women. However, volunteering also achieves 
another important outcome for a wider social 
objective; opening up communication channels 
between the prison and local communities. It 

Case study: Mary*
 Mary had lost everything when she had 
come into prison, her family, house and finances. 
She said she felt completely alone and had lost all 
of her confidence. As her release date got nearer, 
she became increasingly scared about what would 
happen; she did not know where to go or what to 
do and she did not know anybody.
 On the day of release, Open Gate met her 
at the gate and took her to the bail hostel. She said 
“I was so scared, I didn’t know what to do, I had 
nothing at all, I was petrified to go out.”
 The next day Open Gate met her and bought 
her lunch. They took around Durham, showed her 
where the bus stop was, the job centre, the shops 
and took her to her probation appointment. She had 
no clothes other than what she had been wearing 
in prison, so they took her to Open Gate where she 
could choose new clothes, some toiletries and also 
pick up some things for her flat. 
 Mary said “They made me feel better, they 
came and saw me twice a week and had coffee and  
took me places. I’m here now because of Open 
Gate. I can’t tell you how bad it was, I was so low, 
to be honest I just wanted to kill myself some days 
but it was Open Gate that kept me going, gave me 
something to hang on to. Every day was uphill, 
a nightmare, but Alison [project worker] got me 
through it … and now I am in a good place, and it is 
because of the support of Open Gate, 100 percent.”
* Not her real name  



has long been an objective of the prison estate to 
engage local communities in discussions about 
crime, punishment and resettlement. Although 
it is not an explicit objective, the volunteers play 
a role in bridging the prison with the community.

High standards and a commitment to 
excellence
There was considerable evidence to indicate that 
Open Gate strives for high standards of delivery 
and are committed to achieving and demonstrating 
their quality. In 2015, they gained an ISO standard 
9001 which is the world’s most widely recognised 
quality management standard. They also gained 
the Mentoring and Befriending Association quality 
mark in 2014, which demonstrates good practice 
in their professional thematic area. Their staff 
are also qualified in their specialist area, having 
gained an NVQ Level II in Mentoring. They also 
have demonstrated a commitment to continually 
monitoring their outcomes, through the use of 
Outcome Stars and using an Impact Measurement 
System, provided by New Philanthropy Capital.

Conclusion
Open Gate’s uniqueness lies in the quality of their 
interactions and the strength of the relationships 
they have with women leaving prison. This is 
made possible because of their organisational 
values, the quality and dedication of their 
volunteers and the cumulative experience of their 
staff in the prison and the community. They are 
held in high regard by the prison, probation and 
voluntary sector organisations alike for the work 
they do and their approach as an organisation. 
They are a small and excellent organisation. 

The evaluation has identified development potential 
for the work of Open Gate in several areas. The first 
of these is mental and physical health provision. 
Interventions would consist of a more explicit 
focus on health and would include gathering and 
reporting on health outcomes. The second is in 
developing their volunteer programme, including 
strengthening the connections and dialogue 
between prison and communities. The third is 
expanding their involvement in Remand and/or 
Release On Temporary Licence. It is unclear which 
other organisations will fulfill these roles and the 
support needs for women is high. A fourth option is 
expanding their involvement in providing structured 
activities in the community. There were a number of 
factors which combined to make filling time difficult, 
including a lack of financial resources, poor mental 
health and isolation. Women identified that boredom 
and a lack of things to do were risks to an offence 
free lifestyle. Lastly, we would recommend further 
research to investigate longer term outcomes, 
particularly those related to health and reducing 
reoffending and also the differences between 
impacts of Open Gate and commissioned providers.

For more information on Open Gate or to see a 
copy of the full evaluation, contact:

Fiona Neasham, Project Manager
Open Gate, 38 Finchale Avenue, Brasside, 
Durham
DH1 5SD
Telephone:  0191 374 1500
Email:  opengate@btconnect.com
www.opengate-ne.org.uk 
Charity number: 1113431
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“They function like a best friend … very few women have had that 
… their families have gone, their friends have gone … Open Gate are non-
judgmental and the women go to them because of that.”
Prison resettlement

Certificate number 
12463


