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Building Bridges 

Exit workers and probation officers both work with terrorist and violent 

extremist offenders, but are too often still working separately. Although in 

some Member States the two do work together (1), cooperation is not well 

organised and in some cases non-existent. This may easily lead to 

prejudices and a low level of trust and thus to an inhibition when it comes 

to working together. The RAN Prison and Probation (P&P) and RAN EXIT 

Multi-Agency Meeting on the rehabilitation of released terrorist and violent 

extremist offenders focused on exploring the differences and similarities 

between the two fields. The aim was to overcome these differences and 

find a common ground to work together. 

Participants at the meeting were cautiously optimistic. They discovered 

more similarities in working methods than expected and gained valuable 

insight into each other’s approaches. This, in turn, led to increased 

understanding. This paper focuses on the outcomes of the meeting, 

mapping the similarities and differences. It will explore ways to bridge 

these differences, creating a shared vision and working towards a common 

goal.

 

1 For example, in the Dutch TER team or the Belgian Justice Houses, where exit and probation work are even fully integrated. 

https://ec.europa.eu/ran
https://twitter.com/RANEurope
https://www.facebook.com/RadicalisationAwarenessNetwork
https://www.linkedin.com/company/radicalisation-awareness-network---ran
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCD6U5qdKiA3ObOKGEVwTQKw
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Different starting points 

It is mainly differences in approach that lead to inhibitions in working together; exit workers and 

probation officers have a different professional proximity to the client. What are these differences and 

where do they stem from? 

Probation – legally rooted 

The tasks and responsibilities of each Member State’s probation service are legally defined. As such, 

probation officers (POs) work based on conditions imposed by a judge. This provides them with 

‘leverage’ over the client who is legally bound by these conditions. Failure to adhere to these rules 

carries consequences, and could even lead to reincarceration. However, this can stand in the way of 

building a trusting relationship with the client. In the eyes of the client, a PO represents ‘the system’, 

regardless of whether he or she is actually a civil servant. 

Probation officers have different roles and responsibilities, which at times can be hard to reconcile. On 

the one hand, they are responsible for supporting their clients in adhering to the probation conditions. 

On the other hand, they are responsible for checking whether the client adheres to the conditions set. 

If this is not the case, the PO is required to report it. Technically, they are case managers (2), overseeing 

the client’s responsibilities and restrictions and ensuring the client receives the help and support they 

need, without necessarily providing this support themselves. As such, it is paramount for probation 

officers to strike the right balance between these supervisory and supportive roles. 

Time is also a factor in this regard. Juggling multiple roles and a large caseload makes it impossible for 

probation officers to spend a lot of time on one client and offer them extensive interventions themselves. 

In several Member States, however, POs can request additional contact hours when dealing with 

challenging clients. 

 

“I think that you think that all of society is radical and not you. I want to try and 

get you to a point where you no longer feel this way.” 

 

 

Exit – facilitating change 

Exit workers are not usually bound by judicial conditions; participation in exit work is – and should 

remain – on a voluntary basis. Exit workers often approach the client in a more personal fashion, from 

one human to another, and on a basis of equality. This does not necessarily mean they form a friendship. 

Instead, it is a working method which allows for the building of a trusting relationship. This is often 

easier to achieve because they usually work for a civil society organisation and thus do not represent 

the government. The fact that exit work is voluntary does leave the exit worker with little leverage over 

the client. If the client’s motivation diminishes and the client decides to stop cooperating, this does not 

always carry legal consequences. However, there are consequences if an exit programme is part of the 

client’s conditions for early release. Also, if a client poses a risk of harm to themselves or others, exit 

workers are required to report this. 

Although exit workers also function as case managers, who can call in the help of other professionals 

such as job coaches or traumatologists, they usually have a smaller caseload than probation officers 

and a more limited set of roles and responsibilities. Therefore, they have more time to focus on 

interventions and can spend more time on an individual client. This limited caseload also makes it 

possible for exit workers to be available 24/7 for their clients and to offer them a greater amount of 

personal attention. This is also reflected in the fact that exit workers are more outreaching towards their 

 

2 Marije Meines et al, RAN Manual ‘Responses to returnees: Foreign terrorist fighters and their families’ (2017): p. 48 
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clients. For instance, appointments do not necessarily take place at the exit worker’s office, but can also 

take place at the client’s home or in a public place. This creates a more informal setting. 

For exit workers, it is recommendable to work from the client’s perspective and narrative. As one 

participant explained: ‘I think that you think that all of society is radical and not you. I want to try and 

get you to a point where you no longer feel this way.’ 

Similarities – techniques and interventions 

The main commonality between exit and probation work is their goals: rehabilitating and reintegrating 

radicalised and terrorist offenders (3). Although their general approach differs, there are some 

similarities. For instance, both may have a similar educational background in fields like social work or 

the humanities, as opposed to prison employees whose education often is more related to security, law 

enforcement or intelligence. There are also similarities in interventions and techniques. A technique 

used in both fields is that of Motivational Interviewing, which is ‘a directive, client-centred counselling 

style for eliciting behaviour change by helping clients to explore and resolve ambivalence’ (4). 

Motivational interviewing is mostly defined by its traits and less by a certain technique, which differs 

per case. Some key elements are the advised lack of persuasion or coercion on the part of the 

practitioner; change should come from within and it is the client’s task to formulate the ambivalence he 

or she encounters and how this should or can be resolved. The relationship between the practitioner 

and the client is more like a partnership and the practitioner respects the client’s freedom of choice – 

although these choices are obviously not without consequences (5). 

 

Healthy Identity Intervention 

     An intervention developed by the National Offender Management Service (NOMS), which is part 

of Her Majesty’s Ministry of Justice (UK), is the Healthy Identity Intervention (HII). This 

intervention has been developed specifically to prevent extremist offending, to be applied on 

convicted radicalised or terrorist offenders, and offenders vulnerable to radicalisation (6). The 

intervention, now being used on TACT (Terrorist Act) offenders, focuses on the construct of 

identity: who is the client, who do they want to be? It ‘seeks to address both the reasons why 

people are motivated to engage and offend and also those attitudes, beliefs and perceptions that 

enable them to offend’ (7). The HII is based on several models and approaches: 

• Assessment of the client’s state of mind by using the ERG22+ tool. 

• Risk-Need-Responsivity Model – the intervention should be tailored to match the client’s level 

of risk and need, and should be responsive to their individual circumstances. 

• Facilitating those circumstances that will make the client desist. Trying to understand why 

the client would decide to no longer want to be involved in extremist activity and supporting 

this process. 

• Good Lives Model – based on the idea that (extremist) offenders do not have abnormal 

desires, they just choose to fulfil these desires in a way that harms others. The key to this 

intervention is to assist the client fulfil these desires in a healthy and legal way (8). 

 

3 Both fields of work have additional goals, but this paper focuses on this goal only. 
4 Stephen Rollnick, William R. Miller, “What is Motivational Interviewing?”, Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy, 23 no. 4 
(1995): p. 326 
5 Stephen Rollnick, William R. Miller, “What is Motivational Interviewing?”, pp. 326-327 
6 Chris Dean, “The healthy identity intervention: the UK’s development of a psychologically informed intervention to address 
extremist offending” in Prisons, Terrorism and Extremism - Critical Issues in Management, Radicalisation and Reform, ed. 
Andrew Silke (Routledge, 2014), p. 90 
7 Chris Dean, “The healthy identity intervention”, p. 97 
8 Chris Dean, “The healthy identity intervention”, pp. 91-95 
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Both exit workers and probation officers work based on the second chance principle under which 

everybody deserves a chance to redeem themselves. But change is only possible if there is (not 

necessarily literal) ‘suffering’ involved. For instance, if a client is happy in their current situation, there 

is no reason for them to change. In such cases, exit workers and probation officers can try to follow the 

‘pain’ or dissatisfaction in order to meet the client at the point where it hurts and where change can 

take place. From there, it becomes possible for the client to change to a new perspective. 

What a realistic perspective is, differs per client. In some cases, harm reduction is the best you can do. 

Becoming a ‘perfect citizen’ sometimes simply is not a realistic goal. Tore Bjørgo has identified five 

dimensions of change that can be used to assess change in extremist careers and exit processes. : 

1. Level of radicalisation 

2. Engagement/participation in extremist activities 

3. Participation in crime 

4. Social marginalisation 

5. Mental health issues 

Trajectories for deradicalisation differ, based on which of these five aspects are most relevant. Even if 

all five aspects are worrying, deradicalisation can also take place on just one level or spread across 

several levels. This can also be considered as progress. The dimensions are loosely interlinked, as 

improvement on one level can also influence the other levels. 

Addressing ideology 

Opinions differ as to whether or not ideology should be involved in a rehabilitation or exit programme. 

Nevertheless, there are possibilities to address ideology in a probation or exit setting. Both in the UK 

and Lower Saxony (Germany), imams can be invited to participate in interventions during probation. 

Lower Saxony also has a dedicated point of contact for religiously inspired extremism. This person is 

specifically trained on this subject and supports colleagues who encounter this in their work. 

Whether or not everyone working with radicalised and extremist offenders should have knowledge of 

the client’s ideology (whether religiously inspired or political), is a point of dispute. One pertinent 

question is whether it is sufficient to have several specially educated people per organisation or should 

everyone receive additional training in this regard. For probation officers, it is at least recommendable 

to have only the most experienced practitioners work with terrorist and violent extremist offenders, 

regardless of their ideology. 

However, ideology should not be the main focus of an exit or rehabilitation programme. Also, 

practitioners working with terrorist and violent extremist offenders should steer away from getting into 

a ‘wrestling match’ over ideology.  

‘It’s not about convincing someone, you’ll never win the match. Focus on their primary needs and what 

drives them. They got in emotionally, they should also get out emotionally. But when it comes to 

dogmatic arguments, you will probably never win them over.’ 

 

“They got in emotionally, they should also get out emotionally.” 

 

Building new bridges 

How can probation officers and exit workers release their inhibitions and overcome the challenges they 

may encounter when working together? How can they strengthen cooperation between their respective 

organisations, between themselves as caregivers and the client, and by doing so ultimately between 

the client and society?  
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Successful cooperation is established on three pillars; transparency, accountability and knowing 

your partner. The working methods between exit work and probation may differ, but this does not 

make them incompatible. Moreover, the two can complement each other. As terrorist and violent 

extremist offenders most likely will encounter both probation officers and exit workers during their 

reintegration and rehabilitation phase, cooperation between exit and probation is almost inevitable. As 

such, not working together could even prove counterproductive. 

A first step towards streamlining cooperation would be to learn about each other’s working processes. 

For instance, exit workers and probation officers can join their counterparts for a short ‘internship’. Not 

only will this give them insight into how the other works, it will also increase awareness about why they 

do what they do. Ultimately, this can lead to deeper understanding. Even though this type of ‘internship’ 

may not be feasible in all cases, it is at least recommendable to elevate cooperation from simply 

exchanging reports to actually talking face-to-face. Good cooperation requires all parties to sit around 

the same table. 

One challenge that may arise when exit workers and probation officers work together is if the client 

tries to manipulate both sides and play one off against the other. What is more, the client may feel 

insecure if it is not clear that everyone involved is working together towards a shared goal. This may 

even result in the client rejecting the support altogether, especially in case the client feels the involved 

exit worker and PO are saying something different. This can be prevented by being transparent; towards 

the client, so they know who plays which role, but also towards each other, so both parties know what 

to expect from one another.  

If exit workers and probation officers make clear arrangements about who is responsible for what, and 

who can be held accountable for which part of the process (based on the core competences of the two 

fields), there will be no ‘playing the blame game’ if something goes wrong. If everyone involved is clear 

about their role, this will also improve their credibility towards the client. 

Due to the more personal manner in which exit workers approach their clients, they often have easier 

access to the client’s social network, including their family. This is something that can also benefit 

probation officers. As rehabilitation is ‘not a unilateral process’ (9) in which the client’s change in 

behaviour is the only factor, involving the family can be of great value in rehabilitating the client10. 

Probation, on the other hand, has more leverage over the client because of the possible legal 

implications of a client’s lack of cooperation. In turn, exit workers can benefit from this leverage by 

having arrangements regarding exit work included in the probation conditions. This is a delicate matter, 

as voluntary participation is an important precondition for a successful exit intervention and this could 

also damage the trusting relationship between exit worker and client. However, if this is done properly 

and in conference with the client, it can provide more gravity to the exit process. 

Lastly, exit work can provide more continuity in the rehabilitation process. Ideally, it should start before 

the end of a prison sentence. Providing the Member State’s prison and probation system allows for this, 

exit workers can approach terrorist and violent extremist offenders when they are still in prison, even 

before probation is involved, and can continue working with the client after the probation period is 

completed. Working with a familiar face throughout the whole process will increase the client’s chances 

of success. 

Building new bridges of cooperation does not mean exit workers and probation officers need to start 

working in a similar fashion. Just as all roads lead to Rome, there are many paths that can be taken. 

What is more, the fact that exit workers and probation officers do not work in the same way can make 

cooperation successful. 

 

9 Tinka M. Veldhuis, “Designing Rehabilitation and Reintegration Programmes for Violent Extremist Offenders: A Realist 
Approach”, ICCT Research Paper (2012): p. 13 
10 Ibid., p. 14 
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Information sharing 

Within any organisation, it is usually clear who has access to which information. When working with 

another organisation, however, the sharing of information can become tricky. Which information can or 

should be shared? Directive (EU) 2016/680 — protecting individuals with regard to the processing of 

their personal data by police and criminal justice authorities, and on the free movement of such data11 

should serve as a guide. The aim of this directive is twofold: 

• protect individuals’ personal data when their data is being processed by police and criminal 

justice authorities; 

• improve cooperation in the fight against terrorism and cross-border crime in the EU by enabling 

police and criminal justice authorities in EU countries to exchange information necessary for 

investigations more efficiently and effectively.(12) 

Although the directive’s focus appears to be more on the first aim, it does provide enough freedom for 

multi-agency cooperation and the sharing of information between involved stakeholders, more than is 

widely assumed. One key element is proportionality. For instance, data may be collected and shared as 

long as the level to which this is done is in proportion with regard to the goal. For practitioners working 

in a multi-agency structure, it is paramount to understand the implications of this directive. It benefits 

to be aware of the possibilities it provides as well as the constraints. If exit workers and probation 

officers know what information they can and cannot share and are transparent about this – both towards 

each other and towards their clients – this will allow for constructive cooperation between all sides. 

Conclusion 

By and large, exit workers and probation officers share a common goal. It is to rehabilitate (terrorist 

and violent extremist) offenders into society and to do so in a secure way, without endangering the 

environment the offender is returning to. Despite this, they do not yet consider each other as inevitable 

partners when working with the terrorist and violent extremist target group. This mainly stems from the 

different approaches applied and to misunderstandings that may arise from these differences.  

The rehabilitation of terrorist and violent extremist offenders can be a daunting task. There is a lot of 

media attention on this target group and the risk acceptance is rather low. Additionally, the potential 

repercussions that result from misjudging a client are significant. Nobody wants to be the one who 

missed a critical aspect with a client who later goes on to commit (another) terrorist crime.  

If both parties are open to learning about each other’s working methods and try to gain insight into 

how they can become mutually complementary, a fruitful cooperation can ensue. By making use of each 

other’s competencies, exit workers and probation officers may share the burden of rehabilitating terrorist 

and violent extremist offenders. 

 

11 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32016L0680 
12 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/LSU/?uri=celex:32016L0680 


