
  

Escape From Fortress I – A Personal Development 
Programme  

Overview 
Between July and November this year, Tree House Liverpool, with support from 
Lifeline and HMP Walton, delivered a pilot programme to a cohort of prisoners drawn 
from the J2R programme. What was different is that in running this pilot we assumed 
that offenders knew that their behaviour and choices were destructive to themselves 
and the people they love.  That their continued offending arises because they believe 
they have no other choices.  We sought to help them help themselves to break this 
cycle.  We worked with those who showed a commitment to change to better 
understand themselves, what drives them and what influences their behaviours.  We 
believe that the evidence of impact on attitude and behaviour resulting from the 
programme are significant and sustainable.  We think that this evidence merits a 
discussion, involving those in the prison and beyond, to consider how the learning 
from this pilot might best be sustained and built upon.   

Origins and underpinning philosophy  

This programme was developed as a result of conversations, observations and analysis 
of the support currently offered to prisoners 
within HMP Walton who are motivated not to 
repeat destructive patterns of behaviour on 
release.   It was developed as one of the many 
on-going responses to high rates of recidivism 
from the prison.  It specifically aimed to reduce 
the impact of patterns of repeat offending and 
drug/alcohol addiction experienced in our 
community (Tuebrook).  Through it, we sought to 

provide a more in-depth and challenging engagement with offenders so that changes 
in their thinking, attitudes and behaviour could be sustained by them post 
programme.  We also sought to provide participants with resources which enabled 
them to learn whilst in prison, build their resilience and improve and sustain 
relationships with homes and families. These are all factors with a proven relationship 
to a reduction in the risk of reoffending.   

The programme is based on a theoretical assumption that, in all of us, there is a wise 
person who, given the time and safety to speak and the opportunity to influence our 
thinking and actions, can lead us to more positive and productive lives.  It is an 

  1

“There is worth in helping 
others.  This restored my 

faith in myself and 



approach to personal transformation which has worked in a wide range of other 
settings.  Our aspiration was to bring this approach into the Prison, and, supported by 
resettlement Governor Sean Prins (HMP Walton), Paula Atherton (Sefton CVS) and 

Clare Illingworth (Life Line), develop a programme 
which put offenders in touch with their wisest 
selves and empower them to take greater 
responsibility for their own thinking and 
behaviours in a sustainable way.   

The programme acknowledges that, to hear our 
own voice and be guided by it, we need to be able 
to become fully in touch with all our feelings and 

thoughts, especially the uncomfortable ones.  However, if our experiences have 
meant that our feelings are often too painful to bear, we can’t do this because we 
fear being overwhelmed by them.   Understandably, we seek to avoid being in that 
feeling state and try to build a fortress behind which walls we feel safe.  This is true 
of all of us, but particularly true of those engaged in cycles of destructive behaviour.  
It is in this state, which is often mistaken for strength, that we lose connection with 
ourselves and the harm we are doing to us and those around us, thus feeding the 
cycle.   

Yet it is the attainment of this emotionally 
dislocated stance which is often regarded as 
necessary to do ‘easy time’.  The methods of 
avoiding (and there are many) may work for a 
while but, as time goes on, they become 
destructive.  We can begin to feel, more and 
more, that we have to hide ourselves because of 
the behaviour we engage in when we are numb.  
We have become ashamed of who we are.  We 
can, therefore, no longer take the risk of investing in the things that matter to us the 
most because they make us feel vulnerable and begin to feel fearful of love and hope.  
We find that, by trying to avoid the feelings that hurt us, we are also avoiding the 
feelings which make life worth living - love, compassion, hope, joy and connection.  
As a result, we can be left in a place of despair and hopelessness.  The programme 
both recognised this dynamic and offered its participants a way out, an opportunity to 
lower their defences and to find their “Response-Able” self that enabled then to 
create their own paths to greater wellbeing.    

The main programme comprised 16 sessions and ran from June through August 2014.  
Out of 13 prisoners who began the programme, 9 completed it.  Post-programme co-
production sessions have also been held with participants through October to learn as 
much as possible about the programme’s impact and how that might be best learnt 
from and built upon. This report provides a summary of those findings. This process 
has been delivered and facilitated by Christina Ashworth and Lucy Holbrook from Tree 
House Liverpool with support from Clare Illingworth and Rebecca Austin in a 
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“I noticed I put myself down; now 
I know you can’t beat yourself 

I do take time to observe 
things and have stopped 
and thought about things 
before making rash 



management capacity and Gary Benson and Sharon Langton in a delivery capacity 
from Lifeline.  The programme was delivered by Tree House Liverpool acting as 
volunteers.  Sharon and Gary provided additional support for the participants as well 
as running sessions on J2R which reinforced and strengthened learning gained from 

the programme.  The follow up evaluation and co-
production work has been supported through the 
Big Lottery’s Awards for all grant.  

What Difference Did The Programme 
Make? 

The impact of the programme was assessed in a 
number of ways.  Participants provided evaluation 

of the programme at the end of each session and phase.  They completed an 
evaluation at the end of the programme in the form of a self-assessment 
questionnaire based on the New Economics Foundation’s Five Ways to Wellbeing.  
They provided feedback six weeks after the 
programme about what they have remembered and 
integrated into their everyday lives and provided 
evidence to support those claims.   The progress of 
participants on the programme was also evaluated 
and assessed by staff from Lifeline.   

Participants’ feedback during the 
programme  

This indicated that the participants valued the programme highly and regarded it as 
distinct from any other learning experiences they have had in prison.  The way that 
they were recruited made a significant impact on their attitude to the programme.  
They had to voluntarily commit to being on the programme rather than being required 
to attend.  This challenge to choose means that they brought a different attitude to 
the experience. They were also struck by the refusal  to ‘dumb down’ in response to 
early challenges about language and content.  Other detailed feedback indicated 
aspects of the programme which participants found particularly impactful and this is 
largely reflected in the end of programme evaluations detailed below.   

Self assessment questionnaire based on 
the New Economic Foundations Five Ways 
to Wellbeing 
Tree House Liverpool has developed a distance 
travelled self-valuation tool based on the practices 
identified by the NEF as those likely to help people 
develop good mental health.   This provided 
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“Not dumbing down; an intelligent, 
well thought out, and purposeful 

“I was very distant with people and I would 
never trust people.   I feel now that I need to be 

close to people and trust people in order for 
me to be happy.  I am a lot happier as a person 

“In over 30 years working in the 
prison I have never been part of a 

programme which has made so 



evidence of dramatic shifts it attitudes and behaviour amongst the cohort.  The Five 
Ways identified by the NEF are Connect, Be Active, Take Notice, Keep Learning and 
Give.  In evaluating how connected they felt, for example, the cohort moved up an 
average of 3.2 points on a 7 point scale in evaluating the statement “I have strong and 
positive relationships with my family and/or friends”.    

Similar shifts can be seen for the statement “I notice how I am feeling and make an 
effort to understand what makes me happy and how to cultivate those feelings”.   For 

some individuals, the self-reported change is 
very dramatic, such as a 6 point move for the 
statement “I have people who I can rely on to 
talk to if I need to share something or get some 
support to help me achieve my plans and 
goals”.  This provides strong evidence that the 
programme significantly improved the 
wellbeing of those involved as well as 
increasing their resilience, making them less 
likely to succumb to negative behaviours in 
response to negative events.   As the table 
below shows, every participant benefitted from 

the programme, some very significantly.    

Summary Table showing distance travelled as a result of attending the programme  

The distance travelled for each participant over all five indicators added together.  
Each indicator has 5 statements which participants scored themselves between 1 and 
7.  

The boxes coloured           are the BEFORE scores     

 The boxes coloured          are the AFTER scores 

Participant 
1

Participant 
2

Participant 
3

Participant 
4

Participant 
5

Participant 
6

Participant 
7

Participant 
8

TOTAL for 
each person 
across the 
FIVE -  max 
score is 175

75 145 76 157 99 161 111 120 82 142 19 57 55 112 51 153

Distance 
travelled  
for each 
person

70 81 62 9 60 38 57 102
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“Before Fortress I, I found it hard to connect 
with anything because there was too much going 
on in my life.  After Fortress I my thinking have 
changed a lot and I look at the bigger picture 
and I am connecting with a lot of things that 

never before would have i.e. gym, designing my 
own drugs awareness group, and being involved 



The boxes coloured           show the distance travelled for each person in relation to 
all 25 statements. 

What Difference Did The Programme Make? 

In any real sense and in relation to our ultimate aim of reducing recidivism, it is too 
early to say.  Success can only be measured in a longitudinal study which 
demonstrates that, on release, the participants were significantly less likely to 
reoffend than a similar group of people who had not attended such a programme.  In 
the shorter term, the most robust way of measuring impact was to ask what the 
participants remember, six weeks after the programme, and what evidence they have 
that what they learnt had changed what they thought, felt and how they choose to 
behave.  Below are some of their responses: 
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“I learnt how to be honest to 
myself and to others and 

take my own thoughts and 
feelings and others into 

account.” 

“I learnt 
what makes 

me feel 
happy or 

sad.” 

“I leant when I was at my 
happiest, my proudest moments, 
qualities I admire about myself 

and others.” 

“I learnt I have 
to trust 
people.” 

“How to 
set 

goals.” 

“How to plan for 
things.” 

“I learnt why I do things when I 
am in certain situations 

because it worked when I was 
young and I will always make 
the same mistakes if I think 

the same way.” 

“Why I seek to be 
loved.” 

“I learnt about myself - 
I found why I just 

switch off and put walls 

“I learnt about excitory, 
inhibitory, hyper and hypo 

arousal.” 

“I learnt how to ask for 
help and what will 

hinder me.” 

“I learnt about 
my body.” 

“The things that mostly stuck with me was the body 
work, such as patting ourselves down, and breathing 

exercises; and what I’ve remembered form the 
programme is seeing with and through new eyes to 
be able to look at things differently, certainly helps 

me think a lot better.” 

“I learnt I like 
learning and I am a 
good person but I 

followed what other 
people wanted me 

to be.” 

“Learnt I like 
philosophy.” 



When asked “What was different in their behaviours” these are some 
of the things participants said: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

” 

 

 

.” 
 

 

Next Steps  
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“Relationship with wife/
kids – more honest, not 

caught up in the moment;   
Sitting in feelings before 

making decision or acting.”

“I am more aware of 
the consequences of 

my actions.”

“I am controlling my anger 
a better way.”

“For me to just be 
me.”

“I have now become more 
aware of how I feel and 

react to situations because 
of the way I felt before the 

incident.   
Risking for a Purpose.” 

“What has become more normative 
behaviour for me is I am looking at 

the bigger picture in all aspects of my 
life now whereas before I wasn’t 

thinking things through, so them in 
my head everything was all jumbled 

up in a big mess which made my 
decision making a lot to be desired 

for.  Whereas now my decision 
making, my thinking are of a positive 

kind, in turn my life runs more 
smoothly within the things I do.” 

“I am learning not to 
react but to 
respond.”

“I think a lot 
more.” 

“My Behaviour and Thinking 
have by far become more 
positive.  I look for the 

positive outcome in situations 
no matter how small.  I now 
also realise when I’m being 
negative and change my way 

of thinking.” 

“I am feeling more at 
one with myself and 
learned to recognise 
the feelings my body 

gives me.” 

“It has made me be true to 
myself and happier with 

myself.”

“I now feel more confident knowing I can 
look forward to the future and not 

dwelling on the past.” 

“The impact that the self-expression 
(Bear Cards) has had on me is that it was 
always good to express our feelings and 
emotions within the group because then 
everyone within that group knew how 
everyone was feeling before we began 
our class, and we could also relate and 

listen to what people were saying, and in 
my thinking this kind of brought the 

group to let’s say at ease with 
themselves as well as the other group 

members.”



As a result of this pilot programme, participants have reported significant and 
sustainable changes in attitudes and behaviour which, if sustained, would make a 
considerable impact in reducing their risk of reoffending.  We, therefore, propose 
that consideration is given by a group of people, drawn from within and without HMP 
Walton, to consider how the learning from this pilot might be supported, developed 
and sustained.  We propose that this discussion is designed, hosted and facilitated by 
those participants who have benefited from the programme, supported by Tree House 
Liverpool and Lifeline team.  

Tree House Liverpool 
November 2014  
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