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Executive Summary 
 

 

Toward the goal of reducing prison demand, the Queensland Department of Premier 

and Cabinet’s Criminal Justice System Reform Framework has been tasked with 

exploring options for the expansion of electronic monitoring beyond the cohorts to 

which it is currently applied. The Department of Premier and Cabinet has contracted 

Deloitte to execute this work. As part of their project approach, Deloitte has partnered 

with the Griffith Criminology Institute to describe the available research evidence 

related to electronic monitoring. This report describes the results of that literature scan.  

 

 

Structure of the Report 
 

Following this executive summary, the report includes five sections.  

 

The first section of the report provides introductory information. A brief description of 

the project is provided, followed by a short account of the operational context in 

which the project is more largely embedded. Following the discussion of this 

foundational information, the project methodology is detailed.  

 

The second section of the report provides an overview of electronic monitoring. First, 

the theories that are expected to guide electronic monitoring are described. This 

information is helpful in determining whether and why particular programs do or do 

not work. Next, the available results from systematic and meta-analytic reviews are 

presented. These findings help to provide a global snapshot of the electronic 

monitoring literature, which can serve as a helpful guide to navigating the individual 

study findings presented in the proceeding section of the report. 

 

The third section of the report describes the published evaluations of the impact of 

electronic monitoring on reoffending and associated behaviours. Brief descriptions of 

each study are provided, in addition to synthesised overviews. Overall, 40 studies were 

located that report on an evaluation(s) of electronic monitoring. The studies were 

published in years 1987 – 2019, stem from programs in 11 countries, and use a variety 

of research methodologies.  We categorise the studies according to the form of the 

electronic monitoring program being evaluated: pretrial electronic monitoring (n = 5), 

front-end electronic monitoring (n = 8), back-end electronic monitoring (n = 8), back-

end electronic monitoring of high-risk sex offenders (n = 7), electronically monitored 

home curfew (n = 7), and electronically monitored home detention (n = 7).  The 

evaluations were varied in their use of outcome measures, and included case/order 

completion (n = 15), failure to appear (n = 1), technical violations (n = 14), absconding 

(n = 4), arrest (n = 9), new offences or charges (11), conviction (n = 11), and return to 

custody (n = 10).  
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The fourth section of the report discusses two additional streams of research related 

to electronic monitoring that do not pertain to reoffending outcomes.  First, we 

provide a brief snapshot of the literature reporting on cost-benefit analyses of 

electronic monitoring programs. Second, we describe some of the qualitative 

evidence related to perceptions of and experiences with electronic monitoring, from 

the perspectives of offenders, families, victims, criminal justice practitioners, and the 

public. 

 

In the fifth section of the report, the findings of the literature scan are summarised. 

Reflecting on these summaries, we discuss the implications of (1) what the findings 

mean for achieving positive outcomes with electronic monitoring and (2) what other 

strategies could be used to reduce prison demand.  

 

 

Results of the Literature Scan 
 

Drawing on the 40 evaluation studies collectively, the 75 outcomes they described 

can be categorised according to the effects observed. Unfortunately, 41% of the 

study outcomes are difficult to interpret, as they lack a comparison time period or 

control group. Of those studies that have a more rigorous research design, 32% of the 

outcomes favour the treatment group (those individuals subject to electronic 

monitoring), 4% of the outcomes favour the control group (that is, individuals on 

electronic monitoring fared worse than those offenders not on EM), and 23% of the 

outcomes report no significant difference between those who are electronically 

monitored and those who are not. Based on these categorical summary results, one 

could draw the conclusion that electronic monitoring works more often than it does 

not. This is a somewhat tenuous inference, however, as the outcomes included in 

these proportion calculations are highly varied. Generally, there is no consistent 

evidence that electronic monitoring is routinely effective, despite evaluations utilising 

a range of applications and outcomes.  

 

However, there is sufficient evidence to conclude that electronic monitoring can 

work.  Positive effects of electronic monitoring have been reported in the literature for 

domestic violence offenders subject to no contact orders (pretrial), offenders with 

short prison sentences (front-end), offenders with short to moderate prison sentences 

(early release), high-risk gang offenders (back-end), and high-risk sex offenders (back-

end). Offenders who had stable accommodation and stable employment fared 

better, as did older offenders and those with higher levels of education. The role of 

social support was also related to program success (although at times it functioned 

as a risk factor). Several studies reported that there were lower rates of failure for 

offenders who lived with a parent/spouse, and offenders who were married. There 

was mixed evidence related to the impact of criminal/correctional histories on 

program outcomes. Programs that contained support services or treatment 
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components were more effective, as were those with greater theory specification 

and staff buy-in.  

 

 

Conclusions 
 

We suggest mechanisms for enhancing the effectiveness of electronic monitoring in 

Queensland, should the strategy be retained/expanded.  Specifically, we encourage 

the development of assessments that better identify criminogenic risks (and not just ta 

summary risk level) and a case management approach that is interventive (as 

opposed to administrative) and targets offenders’ criminogenic needs. We 

encourage the use of electronic monitoring as a tool for controlling offenders’ access 

to opportunities to reoffend. Centrally, we identify that, for an electronic monitoring 

program to be effective, the theoretical framework supporting its use must be clearly 

specified and interwoven into the program design. Following these recommendations 

would ensure that electronic monitoring is appropriately used as a tool of community 

supervision and not as a standalone crime control tactic.  

 

Given that the research evidence related to electronic monitoring is controvertible, 

we are not positioned to provide recommendations for whether (or how) to progress 

the use of electronic monitoring in the community supervision of Queensland 

offenders. However, we believe that there are alternate mechanisms of reducing 

prison demand if the Government elects not to expand its use of electronic 

monitoring.  We suggest five alternate strategies: the use of imprisonment as a last 

resort (including the restriction of short prison sentences and reformed bail/remand 

guidelines), improved parole application and early release processes, more re-entry 

services and the use of throughcare, further rehabilitative programming, and more 

effective supervision practices. Each of these strategies would be useful as standalone 

methods for reducing prison demand, although each could likewise be augmented 

with electronic monitoring.  
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Project Overview 
 

 

In this introductory section of the report, a brief description of the project is provided, 

followed by a short account of the operational context in which the project is more 

largely embedded. Finally, the project methodology is detailed.  

 

 

Project Background and Justification  

 

In an effort to reduce demand on the criminal justice system, the Queensland 

Department of Premier and Cabinet’s Criminal Justice System Reform Framework has 

been tasked with exploring options for the expansion of electronic monitoring beyond 

the cohorts it is currently applied to. The Department of Premier and Cabinet has 

contracted Deloitte to execute this work. As part of their project approach, Deloitte 

has partnered with the Griffith Criminology Institute to describe the available research 

evidence related to electronic monitoring. This report describes the results of that 

literature scan.  

 

 

Operational Context 
 

Australia has experimented with various forms of electronic monitoring (EM) for roughly 

three decades. Despite this history, there is only one published evaluation of an 

Australian electronic monitoring program (Williams & Weatherburn, 2019). However, 

three published reports provide a synthesis review of the development and use of 

electronic monitoring in Australia.  

 

First, Smith and Gibbs (2013) detail the development of electronic monitoring in 

Australia and New Zealand, communicating that many of the crime control responses 

developed in the United States have been practiced here. They cite a trial of 

electronically monitored home detention undertaken in Queensland in 2001, which 

found no evidence that the bracelets contributed to increased order completion 

rates. They report that the Department of Corrective Services found the technology 

to be expensive, outweighing any benefit the program induced. The state’s police 

minister, in 2006, did not definitively rule out electronic monitoring, but felt that the 

systems were not “fool proof”. After reviewing the evidence, they summarise that “in 

Australia and New Zealand, community corrections agencies have embraced the 

technologies without waiting for the results of evaluative research to appear” (p 97). 

The authors describe how EM has the potential to improve cost-effectiveness, 

increase opportunities for rehabilitation, and extend sentencing options, but that 

many legal, ethical, and practical issues are remaining. 
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Another review of electronic monitoring in Australia by Bartels and Martinovic (2017) 

critically examines the evaluative research evidence, finding mixed results related to 

the impact of EM on recidivism. They further describe the cost-effectiveness of the 

programs, though fail to account for the costs of EM if a program does not work. The 

authors compel readers to believe that EM has had net-widening effects. Given the 

heterogeneity of the evaluation evidence, combined with the dearth of evidence in 

the national context, they encourage the urgent completion of research related to 

GPS monitoring in Australia before programs are expanded further.  

 

A third review is provided by Nancarrow and Modini (2018) in their report to the 

Queensland Department of Justice and Attorney-General. In the Not Now, Not Ever 

report by the Queensland Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence, a 

recommendation to trial GPS with domestic and family violence (DFV) offenders was 

forwarded. Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) 

was commissioned to deliver an evidence-base for the application of electronic 

monitoring to the context of DFV. They describe that the utility of electronic monitoring 

is limited and conditional, arising from (1) the nature of DFV, (2) the character of the 

offender, (3) the capability of the technology, and (4) the criminogenic risks and 

needs of offenders. The authors stipulate that these limitations can be addressed 

through an electronic monitoring program that (1) includes comprehensive risk 

assessment and risk management, (2) uses evidence-based, reliable EM technology 

and responsive monitoring systems, (3) relies on the effective supervision of 

defendants/offenders and their participation in structured programs, (4) involves 

cooperation and information-sharing between technology providers and criminal 

justice and community agencies, and (5) allows for the active inclusion in decision-

making, information-sharing, and safety planning with those who are at risk of further 

harm from the offender.  

 

In addition to these reviews, several discussion papers and summary reports have 

been developed by multiple stakeholders of the broader project. Most relevant here 

is a discussion paper regarding GPS monitoring developed by Queensland Corrective 

Services and the Queensland Police Service (2019). The authors describe the current 

operational context of electronic monitoring in Queensland. Four cohorts of offenders 

are eligible for and subject to electronic monitoring: (1) dangerous sex offenders on 

supervised release under the Dangerous Prisoners (Sexual Offenders) Act 2003 

(DPSOA), (2) up to 500 parolees with an electronic monitoring condition, (3) adult 

defendants released on bail with an electronic monitoring condition, and (4) 

reportable offenders under the Child Protection (Offender Reporting and Offender 

Prohibition Order) Act 2004. Drawing on their consultation process, the authors 

advocate for a multi-agency model which would enable the monitoring of all persons 

within one shared system.  
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Project Methodology  
 

Scholarly databases were searched for publications related to electronic monitoring. 

The references used in each publication were also examined to locate additional 

materials that were not included in the electronic search engines. Upon completion 

of the search phase of the project, the scan for studies evaluating the impact of 

electronic monitoring revealed 40 studies that contained quantitative outcomes 

related to reoffending.  

 

All studies related to the electronic monitoring of offenders were sourced. Studies that 

did not contain a quantitative evaluation were excluded. Studies that pertained to 

juvenile offenders were also excluded, as the Department of Premier and Cabinet has 

advised that this option will not be considered. All study years were included, which 

includes studies performed in the 1980s and 1990s, during which time the electronic 

monitoring technology was somewhat different than today’s tools. All study locations 

were included, provided the publication was available in English. All outcomes 

related to offending or case outcomes were included, including completion rates, 

absconding, technical violations, breaches, hardware failures, rearrests, 

reconvictions, returns to custody, new imprisonments, and new offences. Where two 

sources were located describing the same evaluation that had identical results, the 

most recent version was used for this review. 

 

The central focus of this report is on quantitative research evidence related to the 

impact of electronic monitoring on reoffending, operationalised as new offences, 

supervision failures, technical violations of supervision conditions, rearrests, 

reconvictions, and returns to custody. However, because these research findings are 

best interpreted in the context of the broader evidence-base, a section of the report 

is dedicated to qualitative studies of electronic monitoring, including cost-benefit 

analyses and reports of the perceptions and experiences of offenders, families, and 

criminal justice practitioners.  

 

While all reasonable efforts were made to ensure that the literature scan was thorough 

and complete, it is possible that relevant studies were overlooked. Indeed, many 

studies that were located did not include any reference to electronic monitoring in 

the publication title, keywords, or abstract, so some outputs may have evaded the 

research team’s attention. More broadly, it is important to note that the scan includes 

only those studies that are published and written in English. It is possible that there exists 

a “grey literature” that has been unintentionally excluded from this report; this gap in 

actual versus available research publications may be the result of evaluations 

performed by agencies who have only shared the results internally, or evaluations 

performed by researchers who have opted to refrain from (or have been prohibited 

from) publishing the results. In some cases, citations to relevant studies were located, 

but the original study could not be sourced (generally agency-performed 
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evaluations); given the short timeframe in which the report was required, no efforts 

were made to contact authors to gain copies of these publications.  
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Overview of Electronic Monitoring  
 

 

This section of the report provides an overview of electronic monitoring, completed in 

two subsections. First, the theories that are expected to guide electronic monitoring 

are described. This information is helpful in determining whether and why particular 

programs do or do not work. Next, the available results from systematic and meta-

analytic reviews are presented. These findings help to provide a global snapshot of 

the electronic monitoring literature, which can serve as a helpful guide to navigating 

the individual study findings presented in the proceeding section of the report.  

 

Theoretical Underpinnings 
 

Commencing in the 1980s, interest in the electronic monitoring of offenders grew 

exponentially, largely in response to problems associated with booming prison 

populations. Critical to discussions on electronic monitoring are the implicit 

assumptions made by criminal justice agencies and related stakeholders. When 

correctional interventions are developed, they reflect the designers’ understanding 

of the underlying theories of why people offend; similar to a medical model, the 

“treatment” is intended to address the “diagnosis”. In evaluating whether a particular 

criminal justice response is effective, it is useful to first unpack the penological theories 

that are activated. Specifically, whether electronic monitoring has utility depends on 

whether (1) the administering agency has accurately identified the underlying reason 

why that cohort of offenders commits crime (factors known as “criminogenic needs”), 

and (2) the program delivery is useful in targeting those factors.  

 

The administration of electronic monitoring across agencies and jurisdictions is greatly 

heterogenous; these differences are largely mirroring the developers’ underlying 

theory of offending. Penologists have identified that there are four dominant 

explanations that are evoked in the design of correctional interventions, broadly 

known as “principles of punishment” or “penological philosophies” (Schaefer & 

Williams, 2019). There are additional theories that are occasionally incorporated, as 

well. Importantly, electronic monitoring programs are differentially designed to 

respond to one or more of these theories of crime. Each of these are briefly described 

below, with an emphasis on their application to the electronic monitoring of 

offenders.  

 

 

Retribution 

 

Retribution is premised on the proportionality principle, demanding that a crime is met 

with commensurate punishment. Based on the adage of “eye for an eye”, the theory 
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requires that the harm caused by an offence – to a victim and to the community – be 

weighted with adequate suffering to the offender so that the scales of justice are 

rebalanced. While retribution is often equated with vengeance, its core concern is 

actually equity, embodied in criminal justice responses that ensure that the severity of 

the punishment is equal to the severity of the offence and that like cases are treated 

alike.  

 

Within the context of electronic monitoring, the foundational concepts of retribution 

can be met. Under a “just deserts” model (meaning that an offender will only be 

punished in accordance with the sentence attached to their unlawful action), 

offenders can receive an electronic monitoring order when legislation specifies it. 

Electronic monitoring can be retributive when legislation or criminal justice policies are 

crafted that stipulate explicitly that the technology will be applied, invariably, with 

certain offenders or offences.  In this way, punishment is transparent and applied to 

offenders equally, without consideration of their demographics or circumstances.  

 

The difficulty here, however, is that offenders are not equal in these ways, and as a 

result, electronic monitoring may be inappropriately applied to someone as part of 

the quest for equal punishments, or certain demographic groups may be 

inadvertently targeted. Moreover, the public may very much see electronic 

monitoring as a lenient punishment (especially when used as a front-end option), 

violating their justice, believing that the sanction is incommensurate with the crime.  In 

other scenarios, the offenders and the public may believe that the electronic monitor 

is too harsh a punishment, as it may add further sanctions on top of other sanctions 

(adding a GPS condition to a routine probation order, for example) or be seen as a 

form of double punishment or indefinite detention (such as when the devices are used 

after a period of imprisonment).  

 

 

Deterrence  

 

Deterrence theory is based on rational choice theory, which is based on the 

hedonistic calculus, specifying that people are inherently self-serving and seek to 

maximise pleasure and minimise pain. Accordingly then, crime is committed when the 

perceived benefits outweigh the potential costs; conversely, a potential offence is 

avoided when the costs are seen to outweigh the benefits. The efficacy of a deterrent 

effect is dependent on the certainty, swiftness, and severity of punishment.  

 

Electronic monitoring can provoke strong deterrent effects. After all, from the 

offender’s perspective, the certainty of punishment is thought to be increased (as 

they know they are being monitored), the swiftness of punishment is often higher (as 

misbehaviours are managed almost immediately), and the severity of punishment is 

heightened (as breaches may initiate a return to custody). In this way, offenders will 

rationally choose to not commit crimes or misbehave in any way, as they know they 
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are being monitored, and that the costs of an offence or technical violation will be 

certain, swift, and severe.  

 

There are two potential problems with this seemingly straightforward calculus, 

however. First, it is premised on rational choice, and offenders are not always rational. 

An individual may have a mental illness or could be cognitively impaired, he or she 

could have their thinking altered by substance use or could be impulsive; in all of these 

cases, the costs of misbehaving will not be correctly calculated. The second problem 

with the reliance on deterrence as the mechanism that will make electronic 

monitoring effective is that the supervising agency’s response to misbehaviours are 

not always certain, swift, or severe. Not all misbehaviours are caught (and many EM-

wearers test the limits), some misbehaviours are not dealt with in a timely manner, and 

sometimes the consequences are not seen as sufficiently punishing to the offender.  

 

 

Incapacitation 

 

The aim of incapacitation is to prevent crime by restricting the freedom of the 

offender and thereby their ability to engage in further criminal activity. Incapacitation 

is future-oriented as it is not concerned with correcting crimes already committed; it 

means only to prevent reoffending through immobilising rather than changing 

offenders. There are two forms of incapacitation. Collective incapacitation is broad 

in application and involves consistent sentencing of each offender that meets 

specific criteria (e.g. EM for all violent sex offenders). Selective incapacitation aims to 

target only the most persistent or dangerous offenders (e.g. EM for all offenders who 

have at least 10 correctional episodes).  

 

Contemporary incapacitation efforts frequently take the form of electronic 

monitoring, home detention, restricted movement orders, alcohol and drug 

prohibitions, association restrictions, and license forfeiture. Electronic monitoring, 

especially when combined with other elements, is believed to limit the offender’s 

freedom to commit another crime. Efforts are frequently made to identify who is at 

the greatest risk of committing another crime, and then applying some form of 

electronic monitoring to inhibit that risk.  

 

For many offenders, the monitor certainly prevents them from misbehaving. Perhaps 

they are home at night instead of being out with friends, or they comply with an order 

to stay away from a person or place, or they do not consume alcohol, all because 

they know that if they do not comply with the conditions of their order, the monitor will 

advise authorities that the offender has breached those conditions. Indeed, the 

public/victims often feel safer, believing that the devices wholly prevent reoffending 

(which can have the unfortunate side effect of disabling guardianship behaviours). 

Realistically, however, an ankle device cannot and will not stop many offences. 

Offenders can remove the device or trick authorities (e.g. venturing into a geographic 

dead zone, letting the battery of the device die), and frankly, they can commit an 
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offence with it on. By the time authorities are alerted of a breach, the offender may 

have already committed a high-harm offence.  

 

 

Rehabilitation 

 

Rehabilitation involves the administration of interventions with the aim of reducing 

reoffending by treating within the offender those factors that are thought to be 

causing the misbehaviours. The principles of effective correctional intervention specify 

the conditions under which a rehabilitative program is most likely to be effective. 

Programs will be most successful when they adhere to the risk principle (whereby the 

intensity of the intervention is commensurate to the level of risk of each offender, with 

the highest risk offenders being the best suited), the need principle (whereby 

criminogenic needs are targeted), and the responsivity principle (whereby the 

program is tailored to the individual’s learning style, cognitive abilities, and personal 

circumstances). The dominant criminogenic needs that should be targeted include 

antisocial associates (such as criminal or enabling peers), antisocial cognitions (such 

as pro-crime attitudes and values), and an antisocial personality pattern (such as poor 

perspective-taking and consequential thinking skills).  

 

While electronic monitoring is not itself rehabilitative, it can be used as a tool to 

support rehabilitation. Specifically, an offender can be required to undergo 

treatment, and electronic monitoring can be used to leverage their attendance and 

minimise absences/excuses. Additionally, where the offender is undergoing 

substance abuse treatment, some electronic monitors can test for substance use to 

encourage compliance. Most broadly, where the underlying case management of 

an offender is rehabilitation-focused, the monitoring can be used by the case 

manager as a way of enhancing accountability and compliance.  

 

Importantly, however, the electronic monitor on its own will not treat an offender’s 

underlying propensity for crime. The supervising officer/agency must have 

rehabilitation as its focus and use the monitoring to enhance that objective. 

Additionally, the actual criminogenic needs of each offender must be appropriately 

assessed and targeted.   

 

 

Additional Principles of Punishment 

 

While a dozen principles of punishment exist, the four described above are the 

dominant penological theories. Of the remaining theories, there are others that have 

a smaller degree of relevance to discussions of electronic monitoring, but may be 

appropriate considerations, nonetheless.  
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First, electronic monitoring can meet some of the goals of restorative justice. As the 

theory is based on reintegrative shaming, electronic monitoring could be seen to 

induce shame (as it is an outward-facing infliction of punishment) while also 

supporting the goals of reintegration (as it enables offenders to remain in or return to 

their community).  

 

Next, electronic monitoring can meet some of the goals of Indigenous justice. The use 

of EM can allow Indigenous offenders to remain in or be reintegrated back into their 

communities, which meets some of the aspirations of the framework.  

 

Third, electronic monitoring can meet some of the goals of therapeutic jurisprudence. 

The use of electronic monitoring in lieu of imprisonment can help to limit the harms of 

the criminal justice system.  

 

Finally, electronic monitoring can meet some of the goals of managerialism. As the 

goals of managerialism are efficiency, effectiveness, and economics, electronic 

monitoring can be used to make the system more efficient, effective, and 

economical, particularly when EM is used as an alternative to prison or as a form of 

early release.  

 

 

Penological Principles and Electronic Monitoring 

 

Whether electronic monitoring is “effective” (which will mean different things) is tied 

to the program or policy, the goals of which are embedded in the penological 

principle that motivated its development. Electronic monitoring can fulfil multiple 

principles simultaneously, although each has unique mechanisms of action and 

desired outcomes. The designer of an electronic monitoring program or policy must 

be explicit about which theory of crime control is being evoked so that the users of 

that program or policy interpret it and apply it accordingly.  

 

Indeed, as described by a member of a stakeholder focus group performed as part 

of this overarching project, previous efforts to utilise electronic monitoring have had 

questionable impacts, because the link between case management and EM have 

not been explicit or have been built on dubious grounds. Consequently, a focus group 

participant affirmed that the agencies “need to be clear about the program intent 

for each program, as it is not a one-size-fits-all”, adding further that “GPS is a tool, and 

you have to know how to use that tool”.  

 

These comments effectively capture the importance of program/policy developers 

carefully stipulating the punishment philosophy that is being embodied (e.g. 

retribution, deterrence, incapacitation, rehabilitation) so that the intended effect 

(e.g. repay, discourage, disable, treat) is clearly understood. From there, it is 

imperative that the agencies administering the electronic monitoring have usable 

processes that actually meet the initial goal.  
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Systematic and Meta-Analytic Reviews 
 

As described in the preceding subsection, an electronic monitoring program will only 

be as successful insofar as it is responsive to the actual criminogenic needs of the 

cohort of offenders that it is applied to. Where the underlying theory is mis-specified, 

logically, the program will not work. Determining why some programs work and why 

others fail is largely a consequence of the design of the intervention, which is premised 

on its underlying theory. Thus, many programs do not work because their theory of 

why offenders commit crime is inaccurate, and their response is then misguided. 

Others find no effect because, although the theory may have been appropriate, the 

execution of the intervention failed to actually target the specified criminogenic 

needs. As a consequence, it is critical that agencies correctly identify why offenders 

commit crime while also ensuring that the program as delivered mirrors the program 

as designed.  

 

An examination of the literature confirms this contingency. Overall, the evidence-

base regarding the effectiveness of electronic monitoring is mixed: many evaluations 

find some promising effects, others find negative impacts, while still more find no 

influence of the program at all. Prior to detailing individual studies, it is helpful to first 

examine the research that combines these studies in order to appreciate the larger 

conclusions that have been drawn in relation to electronic monitoring.  

 

 

Systematic Reviews 

 

Only one publication was located which provides a systematic review (an exhaustive 

summary of existing research, which often follows methodical protocols and 

separates the research evidence according to the quality of the contributing studies) 

of electronic monitoring or comparative programming.  

 

MacKenzie’s (1997) systematic review examined the research evidence related to 

electronic monitoring and home confinement. In the most empirically rigorous studies 

she reviewed, the results showed that electronic monitoring actually increased 

revocations and arrests. She concludes that many evaluations that show positive 

effects of electronic monitoring do so because they either lack a comparison group 

or began with already low-risk offenders.  

 

 

Meta-Analyses 

 

The authors are aware of five meta-analyses published. For readers unaware, a meta-

analysis relies on statistical techniques to quantify the available evidence in such a 
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way as to provide (1) a figure for each study that stipulates the overall impact of an 

intervention on an outcome, and (2) a global snapshot across studies about whether 

the intervention affects the outcome. For each study included in a meta-analysis, an 

“effect size” is obtained, which provides a standardised value that can be compared 

across studies. Here, meta-analyses of electronic monitoring allow readers to 

appreciate the impact of the technology on offending between and across different 

studies, thereby comparing apples to apples.  

 

A meta-analysis by Gendreau and colleagues (2000) examined the impact of 140 

studies across eight different intermediate sanctions. Their results for the six electronic 

monitoring programs showed that there was no statistically significant effect of the 

technology on recidivism.  

 

The first available meta-analysis that explicitly examined electronic monitoring was 

conducted by Renzema and Mayo-Wilson (2005). The authors meta-evaluated the 

evidence related to the effectiveness of EM with high-risk offenders. The authors 

employed stringent inclusion criteria for studies that were included in their 

calculations. They conclude that “there was no overall impact on recidivism at the 

longest follow-up period of each study” (p 230). In answering the question of whether 

electronic monitoring is a fad or a form of correctional quackery (Latessa, Cullen, & 

Gendreau, 2002), the authors reply that “if one looks at gross recidivism rates for 

moderate to high-risk offenders, it would seem so” (p 231). They recommend that 

agencies use EM to help treat underlying problems, whereby EM is part of a larger 

correctional package. They encourage policymakers to consider that, “if EM is going 

to be used to address a budget crisis, to relieve prison crowding, or to increase 

offender accountability, EM should be coupled with programs that are likely to 

reduce recidivism” (p 232). Renzema (2013) more recently answered the question 

“does EM affect recidivism after it has concluded” with the response, “if at all, 

probably not much” (p 258).  

 

A more recent, rigorous meta-analysis was performed by Belur and colleagues (2017). 

In their meta-evaluation of electronic monitoring, they conclude that, “across 17 

studies, EM of offenders does not have a statistically significant effect on reducing re-

offending” (p. 5). Their findings do indicate, however, that electronic monitoring has 

worked in some instances, particularly with paroled sex offenders, when it is used as 

an alternative to incarceration, and when it is combined with other responses 

(particularly rehabilitative interventions and certain social support services). They 

caution readers that some of the stronger effects are found in evaluations that rely on 

weaker research methodologies. Based upon these findings, they summarise that 

electronic monitoring is cheaper than prison, but more expensive than routine 

supervision in the community.  

 

Two meta-analyses were performed as part of government reporting and are not 

described in as much depth as in the two studies above. In the first, the authors report 

that electronic monitoring has a small but significant effect (d = -.26, based on 16 
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studies), although they do not report on any moderating factors that contribute to the 

success of a program (Lee, Aos, Drake, Pennucci, Miller, & Anderson, 2012). In the 

second, the authors conclude that, on average, electronic monitoring reduces arrests 

by 24%, estimating that EM would prevent at least one arrest 84% of the time in one 

year of an EM program serving 800 people (Roman, Liberman, Taxy, & Downey, 2012).  

 

Drawing on these systematic and synthesised review, it is evident that the research 

evidence is mixed. As a consequence of these divergent findings, agencies could 

selectively attend to some findings while neglecting others, using the existing 

evidence in piecemeal to justify their preferred approach. To avoid such bias in the 

development of policy, program designers should ensure that there is an explicit link 

between their understanding of the crime problem and how electronic monitoring is 

intended to address it. From there, components of the research evidence-base can 

be used to further create program features that supplement a valid underlying 

theoretical framework.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Electronic Monitoring with Community-Supervised Offenders    13 

 

 

 

Evaluations of Electronic Monitoring: 

Recidivism Outcomes 
 

 

In this section of the report, published evaluations of the impact of electronic 

monitoring on reoffending and associated behaviours are described. Brief 

descriptions of each study are provided, in addition to synthesised overviews.  

 

Overall, 40 studies were located that report on an evaluation(s) of electronic 

monitoring. The studies were published in years 1987 – 2019. The programs being 

reported on are from 11 countries, including the United States (n = 25), England and 

Wales (n = 3), Canada (n = 2), Norway (n = 2), Scotland (n = 2), Argentina (n = 1), 

Australia (n = 1), France (n = 1), Germany (n = 1), Sweden (n = 1), and Switzerland (n 

= 1). The publication outlets included 27 journal articles, seven project reports from 

academic authors, and six project reports from government and criminal justice 

agencies. The studies are largely quasi-experimental (n = 24), with some non-

experimental (n = 13) and true experimental (n = 3) evaluations reported.  

 

The study descriptions included below are categorised according to the form of the 

electronic monitoring program being evaluated: pretrial electronic monitoring, front-

end electronic monitoring, back-end electronic monitoring (with a further subsection 

dedicated to the monitoring of high-risk sex offenders), electronically monitored home 

curfew, and electronically monitored home detention.  

 

The evaluations were varied in their use of outcome measures. Across the 40 studies, 

a total of 75 outcome variables were reported. As seen in Table 1, the outcomes 

reported in the studies included case/order completion (n = 15), failure to appear (n 

= 1), technical violations (n = 14), absconding (n = 4), arrest (n = 9), new offences or 

charges (11), conviction (n = 11), and return to custody (n = 10). The distribution of 

these outcomes varied across the category of electronic monitoring program.  

 

The central components of each of the 40 studies – authors/year, country, offender 

cohort, sample size, study design, independent variable, dependent variable, and 

result – are documented in Appendix 1.  

 

 

Individual Evaluations 
 

In the subsections that follow, each of the 40 individual evaluations is briefly described. 

As the studies are organised below according to the form of electronic monitoring 

that was employed (e.g. front-end versus back-end), studies that contain multiple 

forms of electronic monitoring programs are included in multiple subsections.  
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Pretrial Electronic Monitoring 

 

Five publications were located which report on an evaluation of the effectiveness of 

electronic monitoring at the pretrial stage. Three of the publications were based on 

the same study, with slightly different pieces of information included in each. One 

publication explores the use of pretrial EM with federal offenders, with another 

evaluation including three measurement sites. All five are evaluations of American 

programs, and all but one relate to programs in the 1980s or 1990s. Each of the five 

studies are described below.  

 

The earliest of the studies, a 1990 report by Maxfield and Baumer, briefly describes a 

US evaluation of a pretrial program that utilised electronically monitored home 

detention for non-violent defendants who would have otherwise been remanded. 

The authors report that 73% of the 216 participants successfully completed the 

program (through court disposition).  

 

A further elaboration of the program by Maxfield and Baumer (1992) reported that, of 

the 224 program participants studied, the 73% completion rate was retained, with the 

unsuccessful completions being the result of technical violations (13%) and 

absconding (14%). The findings suggested that success was more likely if the individual 

had a suitable residential arrangement where a parent or spouse also lived and had 

very minor offences only.  

 

A 1993 report by Baumer, Maxfield, and Mendelsohn again describe the pretrial home 

detention program, further indicating that only 1% of the 224 supervisees was arrested 

for a new offence while under monitoring.  



Electronic Monitoring with Community-Supervised Offenders    15 

 

 

 

 

Overviewing the US federal pretrial release scheme, Cadigan (1991) reports that the 

group under electronic monitoring (n = 168) had a failure to appear rate (5.4%) that 

was higher than the other 17 districts where the program was available (n = 7,234; 

3.0%) or nationwide (n = 22,725; 2.8%). Additionally, rearrest rates were higher among 

the EM group for both misdemeanor offences (2.4% versus 1.0% and 1.0%, 

respectively) and felony offences (3.6% versus 2.1% and 1.9%).  

 

A more contemporary evaluation of the effectiveness of electronic monitoring in the 

pretrial stage is reported by Erez and colleagues (2012), who examine the use of GPS 

monitoring to help enforce court-mandated “no contact” orders in domestic and 

intimate violence cases. Their study compares the treatment group against a control 

group at three sites in the United States: a Midwest group (TG n = 561, CG n = 1,521), 

a Western group (TG n = 500, CG n = 500), and a Sothern group (TG n = 177, CG n = 

427). Their study reports on EM program violations and rearrests during the pretrial 

period, and rearrests up to one year after case disposition. The authors report that the 

monitoring has an impact on the behaviour of offenders over both the short- and long-

term. Findings reveal very few physical contact attempts during the pre-trial window, 

with re-arrest rates being lower among GPS EM offenders compared to defendants 

released on bond without supervision. Rates of future domestic violence incidents are 

also reduced (30.8% odds reduction in the Midwest site), as well as rates of rearrest for 

general offending (43.6% odds reduction in the West site); the Southern site had 

exhibited no effect of EM on re-arrests. Those on EM in the pretrial period had higher 

conviction rates than those without the monitoring (which the authors attribute to 

victims’ increased willingness to attend court proceedings). Additionally, GPS 

monitoring was generally demonstrated to be more effective than radio frequency 

(RF) EM. 

 

Across the five studies examining the use of electronic monitoring at the pretrial stage, 

the results are difficult to interpret, but likely mixed. The first three studies (Maxfield & 

Baumer, 1990, 1992; Baumer et al., 1993) do not have a comparison group, so 

weighing the utility of the results is a subjective exercise. Moreover, four of the five 

studies are now nearly 25+ years old, so their generalisability to the current context 

might be difficult. That said, Cadigan (1991) does find that the electronically 

monitored group of pretrial federal offenders failed to appear at higher rates and 

experienced more arrests while awaiting trial. Erez and colleagues (2012) uncover that 

pretrial electronic monitoring can be an effective tool, as it proved useful at some of 

the sites that formed their evaluation, but this impact was inconsistently observed, with 

one site showing no impact of electronic monitoring at all.  

 

 

Front-End Electronic Monitoring 

 

Front-end electronic monitoring refers to the use of the tool at the post-conviction 

stage of the criminal justice system and is frequently a form of the offender’s judicial 
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sentence (although in some instances, the condition is added to an existing corrective 

services order). The use of electronic monitoring at the front-end of the correctional 

system can be used as part of an order that was originally intended to be a 

community supervision order (such as an intensive correction or probation order, with 

electronic monitoring as a component of a larger suite of supervision and case 

management tools) or as an alternative to custody (such as in wholly suspended 

sentences). In any event, the use of front-end electronic monitoring is often an effort 

to divert the offender away from the harms of imprisonment while maximising the 

degree of surveillance and control he or she is subject to.  

 

Across the 40 evaluation studies, eight were determined to be describing the use of 

electronic monitoring at the front-end. They were published from 1993-2019, utilise a 

variety of research methodologies, hail from multiple countries, and describe varied 

programs. For some of these studies, electronic monitoring is the sole focus of the 

program / evaluation, while for others, the EM is but one part of a wider package or 

evaluation. Each of the eight front-end studies is detailed below.  

 

The earliest of these studies is reported in an article by Baumer and colleagues (1993). 

They report on the findings of a study of three US electronic monitoring programs: (1) 

a program for adults charged with a criminal offence and unable to obtain pretrial 

release, (2) a program designed as an alternative to incarceration for convicted adult 

offenders, and (3) a program for adjudicated juvenile burglars. Of the post-conviction 

adult offender group, each individual averaged between 1-2 rule infractions each. 

Approximately 5% of the offenders absconded, while 80.8% of the 78 participants 

successfully completed the program. The authors describe these statistics as 

indicative of success, although there is no benchmark for comparison.  

 

A Canadian study by Bonta and colleagues (2000b) likewise compares three groups: 

(1) a front-end EM group that received treatment (n = 262), (2) a similar group of 

probationers that received treatment but was not electronically monitored (n = 30), 

and (3) a group of released prisoners who did not receive treatment or EM (n = 240). 

The reconviction rates were lowest among the EM group (26.7%), followed by the 

other group of probationers (33.3%) and the group of ex-prisoners (37.9%). Program 

completion rates were reportedly high, with 86% of the EM offenders completing the 

program. While it appeared on the surface that EM was effective in preventing 

reoffending, after controlling for offender risk level, the authors concluded that the 

addition of EM likely had little effect on the reduced recidivism rate. Moreover, the 

authors could not separate the effects of EM with the treatment many of the offenders 

were required to undergo.  

 

Lapham and colleagues (2007) report on the impact of an American driving under 

the influence (DUI) court intervention. The project involved a randomised trial in which 

subjects were randomly assigned into four intervention groups: (1) standard DUI 

Intensive Supervision Program (DISP) with EM and vehicle sales requirements, (2) 

standard DISP with mandatory vehicle sale but no EM, (3) standard DISP with EM but 
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no mandatory vehicle sale, and (4) standard DISP with no EM or mandatory vehicle 

sale. Findings indicate that the subjects in group 3 had a 96% increase in re-arrest rates 

compared to group 1. Although some of the results suggest a positive effect of EM in 

the short-term, they report that there is small long-term value in reducing traffic arrest 

rates; that is, results suggest that the effect of EM lasts only while the sanction is in 

place.  

 

Bales and colleagues (2010) report on the use of electronic monitoring with the Florida 

Department of Corrections in the United States between 2001-2007, where EM is used 

across multiple order types including probation, community control, and post-prison. 

The publication does not detail the different outcomes achieved by supervision type; 

rather, both front-end and back-end orders are grouped together. The sample sizes 

are quite large, with 5,034 offenders on electronic monitoring of some variety, and 

266,991 offenders in the control group. Overall, the authors report that EM reduces the 

risk of failure by 31% (operationalized as absconding from supervision or incurring an 

order revocation), with GPS EM resulting in 6% fewer supervision failures than RF EM. 

Although all the medium- and high-risk offenders experienced improved success rates 

on EM, the effect of EM was lower for violent offenders. While the results suggest that 

EM may have been more effective for felony probation than for conditional release, 

the authors state that they are not confident in such a conclusion being drawn.  

 

An incremental rollout of front-end EM in France was analyzed by Henneguelle and 

colleagues (2016). The authors report that the full conversion of prison sentences into 

EM supervision reduced the probability of reconviction by 9-11% after five years. Raw 

differences indicate that, within the first five years, 66% of the group of ex-prisoners (n 

= 8,499) are reconvicted compared to 46% of the group of EM offenders (n = 580). 

Their estimates further suggest that EM offenders commit less serious crimes. The 

heterogenous effects observed overall are thought to be evidence that both 

rehabilitation and deterrence are important functions of EM. The authors do find that 

the benefits of EM seem greater among parents and those already sentenced to 

prison, as well as for those who were supervised for longer periods and those who were 

required to work while under supervision.  

 

A report by Anderson and Telle (2016) describes the impact of the introduction of EM 

on recidivism following its phased introduction in Norway. The use of radio frequency 

EM began as a pilot program in 2008, and by 2014 121 electronic monitoring devices 

were available across the nation. Offenders who are sentenced to an unconditional 

prison sentence of no more than four months are eligible to apply for the EM program; 

the authors report that nearly 80% of eligible offenders apply, with just over half of the 

applicants accepted. All offenders on EM develop a structured weekly schedule in 

collaboration with a correctional officer, which must meet three requirements: (1) that 

the offender participate in 15-40 hours of activity each week (which is typically work), 

(2) that the offender attend all appointments with corrective services (which includes 

drug testing and programs), and (3) that the offender complete their voluntary 

activities related to personal needs (such as doctor’s appointments and shopping). 



Electronic Monitoring with Community-Supervised Offenders    18 

 

 

 

The study utilises a difference-in-difference design, comparing pre-post changes in 

recidivism between the treatment (n = 1,857) and control group (n = 24,329), 

comprised of offenders supervised in counties where EM was not available. The results 

of their analyses indicate that for the EM group, there was a reduction in 2-year 

recidivism rates by 19%. The authors further report that offending severity and 

frequency were not altered among those on EM who reoffended. 

 

A further publication by Anderson and Telle (2019) utilising the same EM program in 

Norway between 2008 and 2011 (treatment group n = 2,441, control group n = 48,636). 

The results showed a reduction in 2-year recidivism rates by 15% and a reduction in 1-

year recidivism frequency of 0.3 offences. Their study further demonstrated that EM 

was most effective for offenders without a prison record and for those without recent 

experiences of unemployment. 

 

In a recent study, Williams and Weatherburn (2019) evaluate the impact of electronic 

monitoring as an alternative to prison on reoffending. The authors report that EM 

reduces reoffending within 24 months by 16 percentage points (28% relative), 

compared to the offender estimated to be serving a prison sentence. At 24 months 

out, 30% of the EM group (n = 16,475) had appeared before the court compared to 

58% in the estimated group. At 120 months out, 66% of the sample had appeared in 

court compared to 84% of the estimated group.  

 

Across the eight studies that examine front-end electronic monitoring programs, the 

results are tenuous but positive. Two of the studies reported outcomes with null effects, 

whereby the EM group did not differ significantly from the control group; importantly, 

however, both of these studies did show positive effects, though they were reduced 

to null after time or after statistically controlling for risk. Two study findings cannot be 

classified as positive or negative, as there was no comparison group.  Optimistically, 

five studies demonstrate improved outcomes of the group of electronically monitored 

offenders compared to a control group. It bears noting that two of the five studies are 

reporting on the same program in Norway, and that the program contained several 

components that were supplemented by the use of EM. Positive effects were 

observed on case completion, technical violations, new offences, and new 

convictions.  

 

 

Back-End Electronic Monitoring 

 

Back-end electronic monitoring programs refer to the use of EM after an individual 

has spent time in custody. The monitoring can sometimes form part of a routine parole 

process, while other programs include the use of EM as a work furlough or graduated 

re-entry process. Most of the back-end monitoring programs that are included in the 

evaluation studies that follow included eligibility and exclusion offence criteria, with 

eligibility frequently stipulated as time-dependent. For instance, prisoners may be 
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eligible once they have served 75% of their sentence or can apply for early release 

when they have 120 days or fewer remaining in their sentence.  

 

Of the 40 studies located, eight of them described the results of evaluations of back-

end programs (excluding programs for high-risk sex offenders and home 

curfew/detention schemes, both of which are described in independent subsections). 

The studies were published from 1987 to 2018, with five from the United States, and the 

others from Germany, Sweden, and Argentina.  The central features and findings of 

each study are described in turn below.  

 

Whittington (1987) briefly describes an early work furlough program that utilised 

supervised electronic confinement in California. The author reports that, of the 133 

inmates released onto the program, less than 4% violated the program’s conditions 

(including three technical violations and one new offence).  

 

More contemporarily, a study by Bonta, Wallace-Capretta, and Rooney (2000a) 

reports on the findings of a Canadian cognitive-behavioural rehabilitation program 

that was delivered in the context of an intensive supervision regime that was 

supplemented with EM. The reconviction rates of three groups were reported: 

parolees who attended the CBT program and were on EM (31.5%), probationers who 

attended the CBT program but were not on EM (35.3%) and released prisoners who 

received no CBT or EM (31%). There were no significant differences in reconviction 

rates between the groups. Importantly, the study produced evidence consistent with 

the risk principle of effective correctional intervention. The study demonstrated that 

treated low-risk offenders reoffended at higher rates than non-treated offenders 

(32.3% versus 14.5%). Additionally, high-risk offenders who received the intensive 

treatment reoffended at lower rates than high-risk non-treated offenders (31.6% versus 

51.1%). Consequently, the study provides evidence that programs are most effective 

when the intensity of the intervention is matched with the risk level of each offender, 

and that over-treating low-risk offenders can increase recidivism. Unfortunately, it was 

not possible to separate the effects of EM and CBT. 

 

Using an event history analysis methodology, Gainey, Payne, and O’Toole (2000) 

examine the relationship between time spent in jail, time spent on EM, and their 

impact on recidivism, measured as rearrest (includes time-to-failure). The authors 

report that the longer an offender is on EM, the lower the likelihood of reoffending; 

however, the effects vary by offender type (traffic offenders had a rearrest rate of 

34% compared to 47% for misdemeanor offenders and 49% of felony offenders). As 

the EM offender’s number of prior arrests increases, there appears to be a deterrent 

effect of jail time, with longer times spent in custody delaying the time to rearrest. 

There is not a robust relationship between time in jail and reoffending after controlling 

for other relevant variables. Unfortunately, there is no comparison group to determine 

whether the observed effects differ from those offenders supervised without EM. Given 

the interaction effect between time-to-failure and marital status, the authors suggest 
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that EM may be best targeted to offenders with strong social supports (such as through 

marriage). 

 

Finn and Muirhead-Steves (2002) performed a study examining the effectiveness of 

EM as a supervision tool for violent male parolees. The findings demonstrate that EM 

had no direct effect on returns to prison or time-to-failure across a 4-year follow-up 

period. Parolees with drug problems and higher risk scores were more likely to fail and 

failed more quickly. Sex offenders on EM were less likely to return to custody than sex 

offenders not on EM, with failures experiencing a greater time-to-failure. The authors 

conclude, consistent with Bonta et al. (2000a), that an EM component to parole 

supervision had no significant effect on the likelihood of return to prison after 

controlling for other variables (including parole success likelihood and prior criminal 

history). 

 

A study by Marklund and Holmberg (2009) evaluates the effects of early release from 

prison using EM in Sweden. The program is comprised of individuals who have been 

sentenced to at least two years in prison, allowing them to leave up to four months 

prior to their parole eligibility date. In addition to EM, program participants were 

required to have a daily occupation (arranged by corrective services, if necessary) 

and were subject to daily sobriety controls. The authors find that the EM group 

reoffended to a lesser extent than the control group (new conviction: 26% vs 38%; new 

prison or probation sentence: 14% vs 26%; new prison sentence: 13% vs 21%), although 

it is difficult to say whether the EM or the work/sobriety requirements were the cause. 

The authors further report that the differences in reoffending were particularly large 

with those offenders having intermediate levels of previous criminality. 

 

In a report by Gies and colleagues (2013), California’s program of GPS monitoring of 

high-risk gang offenders is described. The authors report that there is no statistically 

significant difference between technical parole violations (43.88% GPS vs 42.60% 

control group) or nontechnical parole violations (53.83% vs 54.85%). However, 

significant differences were observed in rates of arrest (46.68% vs 56.12%) and arrests 

for violent offences (12.50% vs 19.64%). Despite this difference, returns to custody were 

higher among the GPS group (79.34% vs 69.39%), which was believed to be a 

consequence of the improved crime detection and conviction that can come with 

GPS monitoring. 

 

In their study of recidivism in Argentina, Di Tella and Schargrodsky (2013) examine the 

rearrest rates of two groups: non-sentenced individuals released from prison and 

individuals released with EM. The raw rate of return to custody for a new offence was 

13.21% for EM offenders and 22.37% for non-EM offenders, equating to a reduction of 

recidivism of between 11 and 16 percentage points. The release of offenders on EM 

opposed to detaining them in custody is estimated to produce a recidivism reduction 

of 48%. The authors note that 17% of the EM sample fled from supervision after 

breaking their EM device. 
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Meuer and Woessner (2018) report on the results of a randomised controlled trial of 

EM in Germany. The sample included a home detention cohort containing EM 

offenders (n = 19), non-EM offenders in a control group (n = 19), and a matched 

control group (n = 19), as well as an early work release cohort also containing EM 

offenders (n = 24), non-EM control group offenders (n = 30), and a matched control 

group (n = 26). Using the non-EM control groups as comparisons, EM had variable 

effects on recidivism (new conviction within three years) with home detention 

offenders (21.1% EM vs 15.8% CG) and early work release offenders (29.2% EM vs 50% 

CG), although these differences were not statistically significant. Using the matched 

control groups as comparisons, EM appeared to increase recidivism for home 

detention offenders (15.8% vs 10.5%) and early work release offenders (25% vs 11.5%), 

although these findings also failed to reach statistical significance. 

 

Collectively, the findings of the eight evaluations of back-end electronic monitoring 

reveal contradictory findings, with four positive outcomes reported, one negative 

outcome, four null effects, and five outcomes that are difficult to interpret as they lack 

a comparison group. Of those studies that demonstrate that electronic monitoring is 

more effective than business-as-usual, some contained other elements that likely 

contributed to their effectiveness (including a compulsory treatment program, work 

requirements, sobriety checks) that are impossible to disaggregate from the influence 

of electronic monitoring.  

 

 

Electronically Monitored High-Risk Sex Offenders 

 

A popular form of back-end electronic monitoring includes the application of EM to 

high-risk sex offenders. Of the evaluations of electronic monitoring that were located, 

seven of the studies related to the post-release supervision of high-risk sex offenders, 

five of which relate to California’s lifetime GPS monitoring of the cohort. The remaining 

two studies are also related to programs in the United States, so whether the findings 

are generalisable to other contexts is questionable. Each study is detailed below.  

 

In a holistic review of the Indiana Department of Correction’s GPS pilot program, 

Baumer and colleagues (2008) report a parole failure rate of 48.3% for sex offenders 

on GPS monitoring for at least six months, compared to a failure rate of 61.7% among 

the comparison group (for an overall reduction of parole failure of 21.7%). Of the 133 

individuals on EM, only eight had been rearrested for a new offence, only one of 

which was a sex offence. The authors note that the failure rate varied according to 

the site, suggesting that staff at the better performing site may have been more 

attentive to system alerts. Indeed, the authors describe that, due to a lack of clear 

statewide guidelines, the three pilot sites produced very different outcomes. The 

report describes that many of the system alerts (84.6%) related to the functioning of 

the device (such as battery and signal information), and that only 5.6% of the alerts 

related to movement restriction violations. 
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In his Master’s dissertation, Dierenfeldt (2013) examines the relationship between 

lifetime EM reporting for sex offenders and reported forcible rape across 10 American 

states using aggregate data from the Uniform Crime Reports. Individually, the states 

exhibit quite different results, with some showing reduced rates of rape, others showing 

increased rates, and some states showing no change. The author’s final analyses 

produce null effects, whereby there is no effect of EM on rates of forcible rape. 

 

A study by Turner and colleagues (2010) examines the impact of GPS monitoring of 

high-risk sex offenders in California. The results indicate that there were no significant 

differences between the EM and non-EM offenders in the overall recidivism rate, 

although the GPS offenders were less likely to abscond or fail to register as a sex 

offender. Though many of the differences failed to reach statistical significance, EM 

offenders were less likely to have any parole violation (39.4% vs 40.7%), be found guilty 

of charges (24.5% vs 38.5%) and returns to custody (35.1% vs 37.4%). Further 9.6% of 

GPS-monitored offenders committed a sex offence related to a special condition of 

parole compared to 9.9% of the comparison group. The authors noted that the risk of 

failure increased for each increase in the Static-99 risk score category (by 35%), as well 

as for additional prior criminal count (by 22%). Conversely, having a high school 

education, stable employment, and a stable residential living situation all decreased 

the risk of failure (by roughly half each). The authors note that EM seems to prevent 

the offenders from committing lower level offences, which casts doubt over the utility 

of EM as a broader deterrent tool. 

 

Comparable to the above study performed by the researchers at the Center for 

Evidence-Based Corrections (Turner et al., 2010), Turner and colleagues (2015) again 

report on the pilot of the GPS monitoring of Californian high-risk sex offenders. The 

same sample was utilised, and the authors find that EM offenders were less likely to be 

found guilty of failing to register (3.2% vs 13.2%), marginally less likely abscond (2.1% vs 

9.9%), and less likely to be found guilty of committing a new criminal violation (19.1% 

vs 35.2%). However, roughly the same rate of return to custody was observed between 

EM and non-EM sex offender parolees (35.1% vs 37.4%). 

 

Omori and Turner (2015) conducted an evaluation of the GPS monitoring of high-risk 

sex offender parolees in California. The study revealed that EM was not cost effective 

(compared to parolees not on GPS), as the two groups committed parole violations 

at comparable levels. Although the EM group had slightly lower rates of technical 

violations (39.4% vs 40.7%) and new offences (24.5% vs 38.5%), these findings were not 

statistically significant. The difference in new offending appeared to be driven by the 

failure of the comparison group to register as sex offenders (4.3% vs 15.4%). The EM 

group committed higher rates of new sex offences, assault, and nuisance offences, 

though again, these differences were not statistically significant. The authors find that 

EM ended up costing more in both the short-term and long-term. Moreover, the 

offenders on EM were retained on parole for longer periods. 
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In a further evaluation of California’s GPS monitoring of high-risk sex offenders, Gies 

and colleagues (2012) evaluated the rates of rearrest, reconviction, and returns to 

custody. The GPS and control groups experienced similar rates of parole violations 

(65.1% vs 64.3%), nontechnical violations (43.0% vs 38.0%), and technical violations 

(22.1% vs 26%), while the GPS group had a much lower rate of sex-related violations 

(5.0% vs 12.4%). Rates of arrest were also lower for the GPS group (14.4% vs 26.4%), 

alongside arrests for sex-related offences (2.7% vs 5.0%), although this latter difference 

was not statistically significant. While neither reached statistical significance, the GPS 

group further had lower rates of reconviction (5.0% vs 10.9%) and sex offence 

reconviction (1.9% vs 4.3%). There was a roughly comparable return to custody rate 

between groups (58.9% vs 58.1%), although the hazard rate in the fully specified model 

was 27-28% lower among GPS-monitored offenders, driven largely by difference in 

caseload size. 

 

Gies, Gainey, and Healy (2016) assess the impact of California’s lifetime GPS 

monitoring of high-risk sex offenders. The results of their quasi-experiment demonstrate 

that GPS EM offenders exhibited improved outcomes compared to a propensity score 

matched control group. Significant effects were found between the EM and non-GPS 

group across registration violations (13.95% versus 23.26%), arrest (15.12% versus 

30.62%), registration arrest (2.71% versus 8.53%), conviction (5.04% versus 11.63%), and 

registration convictions (1.16% versus 3.88%). 

 

Drawn together, the results are disparate: While nine of the evaluation outcomes show 

positive effects of electronic monitoring, 11 studies have findings which demonstrate 

that there are no statistically significant differences between those offenders who 

receive electronic monitoring and those who do not. Some of the studies show that 

lower level offences are prevented, and that more serious offences are not avoided. 

Critically, one study demonstrated that the office environment and staff buy-in were 

related to the success of the electronic monitoring program, with another study 

showing that staff caseload size was related to recidivism. Consequently, electronic 

monitoring appears to be a tool that is more or less effective depending on the 

context in which it is embedded.  

 

 

Electronically Monitored Home Curfew 

 

This subsection describes the results of seven studies reporting on 11 outcomes of 

electronically monitored home curfew programs. These programs include both front-

end and back-end home curfew programs. Participants are generally allowed to 

leave their home during daytime hours (perhaps with attached restrictions) but are 

required to be home by a particular time. Although program participants are 

generally lower in risk, most of the studies did not specify this as an eligibility criterion. 

Each of the studies is described in turn below.  
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In their 1990 report, Beck, Klein-Saffran, and Wooten describe the EM home detention 

curfew scheme utilised with federal offenders in the United States. Federal prisoners 

who are eligible can advance their release date by up to 60-180 days. Roughly 15% 

of the sample had a warrant issued for their arrest during the program, while 

approximately 12% violated a condition of the program; overall 13% were returned to 

prison as a result of parole revocation or absconding. 

 

A report by Dodgson and colleagues (2001) describes the Home Detention Curfew 

(HDC) scheme that was introduced in England and Wales in 1999. Under the scheme, 

prisoners sentenced to between three months to four years are eligible for a release 

of up to 60 days to an electronically monitored home curfew scheme; offenders must 

further pass a risk assessment and have a suitable home to resettle in. Over the first 16 

months of the HDC scheme, more than 21,000 prisoners were released to serve the 

final segment of their custodial sentence in the community under home curfew; this 

represents approximately 30% of eligible prisoners. Only 5% were returned to custody, 

largely due to curfew breaches (68%) or a change in circumstances (25%), with few 

recalls being due to a risk to the community (1%). Nearly two-thirds of HDC offenders 

interviewed reported that they had violated curfew at least once (often claiming this 

was due to equipment failure), although the supervising agencies were not aware of 

such widespread breaches or EM malfunctions. A quasi-experimental comparison of 

HDC offenders to unconditionally released offenders found that 2.1% of HDC 

offenders were reconvicted while under the scheme, and at six months post-

discharge, 9.3% of HDC offenders had been reconvicted compared to 30% of the 

control group of prisoners released to liberty. 

 

Smith (2001) describes the pilot programs of restriction of liberty orders with EM in three 

Sheriff Courts in Scotland. The program was estimated to divert an offender from 

custody around 40% of the time, concluding that there would be a cost saving only if 

the prison sentence was long. The evaluation revealed that fewer orders were made 

than expected, and that offenders rarely completed their orders without some 

breach. Younger offenders and those with more serious criminal histories were less 

likely to complete the orders. While 72% of offenders successfully completed their 

orders (although some of these included people that had been returned to custody, 

and action against breaches was common even in successful completions), only 11 

offenders completed their orders without an unauthorised absence. 

 

A study by Hucklesby (2009) examines offenders’ compliance with electronically 

monitored home curfew orders. The author reports that 54% completed their orders, 

while 46% breached. Reasons for breaches included time violations (52%), out of 

house for the whole curfew period (17%), damaged equipment (10%), unauthorised 

address changes (5%), cutting the tag off (3%), and other reasons (13%). Following 

interviews with offenders, they report that the concern about potential punishment for 

non-compliance is what motivated compliance most centrally. Most offenders 

described their perception of being under surveillance and the general deterrent 
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effect that provides. Findings suggest that social capital can be either a risk factor or 

a protective factor. 

 

As reported in a study by Killias and colleagues (2010), a controlled experiment in 

Switzerland randomly assigned 240 offenders to either community service or EM. The 

findings indicate that EM offenders reoffended (as measured by reconvictions) 

marginally less (21% versus 31%) than the comparison group. Offenders that 

successfully completed their orders were more often married and lived under 

favorable circumstances.  

 

Marie, Moreton, and Goncalves (2011) report on the Home Detention Curfew (HDC) 

scheme in England and Wales, which allows prisoners serving shorter sentences to 

serve a portion of their sentence in the community on EM. Their study utilised a 

regression discontinuity design, finding that 10% of HDC offenders were recalled to 

prison (8% for a breach of curfew and 2% for a new offence). The authors estimate 

that recidivism is reduced between 2.6-4% by using HDC as an early release 

mechanism. The HDC scheme produced higher recall proportions for robbery, 

burglary, and theft offenders. 

 

In a research report by Armstrong, Malloch, Nellis, and Norris (2011), the authors 

describe the results of the Home Detention Curfew (HDC) in Scotland, which allows 

prisoners with short sentences to serve up to a quarter of their sentence (between two 

weeks and six months) in the community while on EM. The authors report that between 

2006 and 2010, more than 7,000 prisoners were released to HDC, with 77% successfully 

completing their correctional episode. The overall rate of returns to custody was 23%, 

with technical violations being the primary cause (38% for curfew violations and 24% 

for breach of license conditions) rather than new offending (7% returned due to a 

warrant). Younger offenders were more likely to be returned to custody than older 

offenders. 

 

Across these studies, nine of the 11 outcomes are difficult to interpret independently, 

as they hail from non-experimental studies; without a comparison group to use as a 

benchmark, it is difficult to know if the rates of case completion, technical violations, 

arrests, and returns to custody are high or low. The two positive effects that were 

observed (Dodgson et al., 2001 and Killias et al., 2010) related to programs – one front-

end and one back-end – that required favourable accommodation. One of these 

studies suggested that offenders who were married fared better, while another study 

(Hucklesby, 2009) indicated that social networks contributed differentially to positive 

versus negative outcomes.  

 

 

Electronically Monitored Home Detention 

 

This subsection describes the results of studies evaluating the use of electronically 

monitored home detention. Under these schemes, offenders are required to remain 
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within their residence (often for 24 hours a day) for short periods, with their presence 

verified through some EM technology. Home detention is used in pretrial, post-

conviction, and post-release contexts. Of the evaluation studies located, seven report 

the results of home detention schemes. Descriptions of each of these studies is 

included below.  

 

Maxfield and Baumer (1990) report on a US evaluation of a postconviction program 

utilising EM home detention. The authors report an overall completion rate of 81% for 

the postconviction program. The evaluation is non-experimental, so no conclusions 

can be drawn as to whether this is a successful outcome. In either event, it bears 

noting that, even after the use of explicit eligibility criteria, prison staff still screened 

out people who exhibited patterns of “irresponsible behaviour”. These selection 

effects may have biased the results.  

 

Another American study by Lilly and colleagues (1993) evaluates the impact of EM 

home confinement on probation for drug drivers across three program phases over a 

7-year period. The authors report that the program experienced few equipment 

problems or client complaints and that the program was cost-effective. Nearly all the 

offenders completed their EM term successfully (2.2% and later 9.5% then 6.6% across 

the three program phases), although the probation success declined during the post-

EM probation period (27.7% of offenders referred to court for violations of probation 

conditions occurring post-EM, later 33.8% then 33.9%). While virtually no EM offenders 

committed a new offence during the supervision period, this increased to 11.3%-17.4% 

following completion of the EM component. 

 

Quinn and Holman (1991b) report on the case completion rates of probationers and 

parolees on EM home confinement (EMHC) compared to a control group. Although 

76.3% of the EMHC group successfully completed the program compared to 87.7% of 

the control group, this difference was not significant. Moreover, the treatment group 

was comprised of “difficult” clients for whom EM was the last option before case 

revocation; this likely difference in risk levels was not controlled for, although it likely 

contributed to the observed difference.  

 

Padgett, Bales, and Blomberg (2006) examine the use of RF versus EM (versus neither) 

with serious offenders on front-end home confinement in Florida. The authors report 

that both systems are useful, each reducing the likelihood of technical violations, 

reoffending and absconding; however, raw rates are not reported, and these 

differences are calculated in a proportional-hazards model only. The findings indicate 

that offenders on RF monitoring are 95.7% less likely to be revoked for a technical 

violation, and GPS monitored offenders are 90.2% less likely, compared to an offender 

group on home confinement with no EM. 

 

A study by Roy (1997) compared adult and juvenile offenders sentenced to EM home 

detention (EMHD) from 1990-1994 in Indiana, which is supervised by the Department 

of Community Corrections rather than probation officers. The author reports that 78% 
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of adults successfully completed the EMHD program. The findings indicate that 

younger adults (less than 35 years) are 5.4 times more likely to fail compared to older 

adults. Further, offenders sentenced to more than 180 days are 2.5 times more likely 

to fail. Unfortunately, the evaluation lacks a comparison group to determine whether 

the case completion rates are attributable to the EM component of supervision. 

 

Stanz and Tewksbury (2000) examine the factors associated with recidivism within the 

context of a home incarceration program in Kentucky. The results indicate that, 

although many of the offenders complete the program successfully (85%), the 

majority also go on to reoffend within five years (69%), suggesting that the program 

merely postpones criminal behaviour. Completion is more common among offenders 

who are older, serve longer sentences, are sentenced for multiple charges, accrue 

fewer technical violations, and come from less criminogenic neighbourhoods. 

Predictors of rearrest include being sentenced for multiple charges, accruing fewer 

technical violations while on supervision, being younger, male, and African American. 

 

Avdija and Lee (2014) report on the impact of an EM home detention program in the 

US state of Indiana. The study sample included all offenders who were sentenced to 

the program from 2006-2009. Of the 293 program participants, 62% failed to complete 

the program. The authors report that individuals who successfully completed the 

program were more than twice as likely to reoffend. Offenders who were older and 

with higher levels of education were less likely to reoffend. 

 

Across the seven studies reporting on home detention programs, 10 outcome 

categories were referenced. Unfortunately, eight of the 10 outcomes come from 

studies that lacked a control group or pre-intervention comparison; without these 

features, it is difficult to discern whether the reported results are positive or poor. One 

study found a difference between an EM and control group, although the difference 

was not significant. The one other study with quasi-experimental evidence reported 

hazard ratios only, and raw rates were not reported. Still, given the totality of the 

evidence, the findings suggest a temporary incapacitative effect, with minimal long-

lasting impacts. Indeed, some studies indicate that reoffending is higher among 

program completers, pointing to the mere postponement of criminal behaviour.  

 

 

Summary of Evaluations 
 

Following a rigorous search for available evidence, 40 studies were found which 

describe an evaluation of electronic monitoring and its impact on reoffending or 

some associated outcome. These 40 studies were categorised according to pretrial, 

front-end, back-end, sex offender, home curfew, and home detention programs. 

Between the studies, 75 evaluation outcomes were reported. A heat table displaying 

the distribution of these outcomes across studies and program categories provides a 

useful snapshot of the available research evidence (see Table 2).  
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The overall pattern of results suggests that there is no pattern to the results; that is, the 

evidence that is available is mixed, where some programs work and others do not, 

resulting in conflicting and disparate study findings and recommendations.  It is 

evident that further evaluations of electronic monitoring are required, as studies 

utilising a rigorous research methodology are lacking.  Consequently, readers should 

interpret the findings of available studies somewhat cautiously, appreciating that the 

results are impacted by factors such as sampling and assignment techniques, study 

location, target cohort, and operationalisations of the outcome variables.   

 

 

Does Electronic Monitoring Work? 

 

Many scholars and policymakers argue that the question of whether electronic 

monitoring “works” is misguided (see, for example, DeMichele, 2014). They suggest, 

rather, that the measure of effectiveness of electronic monitoring must be explicitly 

defined.  Policymakers must carefully determine the goal of electronic monitoring, 

and that aspiration will become the benchmark against which effectiveness will be 

gauged.  This requirement again points to the imperative of program designers to 

identify at the outset what they are trying to accomplish with the introduction of 

electronic monitoring.  

 

Drawing on the 40 studies collectively, the 75 outcomes they described can be 

categorised according to the effects observed.  The results of such an exercise can 

be seen in Table 3.  As shown, unfortunately, 41% of the study outcomes are difficult 

to interpret, as they lack a comparison time period or group.  Of those studies that 

have a more rigorous research design, 32% of the outcomes favour the treatment 

group (those individuals subject to electronic monitoring), 4% of the outcomes favour 

the control group (that is, individuals on electronic monitoring fared worse than those 

offenders not on EM or receiving business-as-usual treatment), and 23% of the 

outcomes report no significant difference between those who are electronically 

monitored and those who are not.   

 

Based on these categorical summary results, one could draw the conclusion that 

electronic monitoring works more often than it does not.  This is a somewhat tenuous 

inference, however, as the outcomes included in these proportion calculations are 

highly varied.  Readers should therefore balance their desired outcome of electronic 

monitoring with the results of the evaluations (referring again to Table 1 and Table 2).   

 

Generally, there is no consistent evidence that electronic monitoring is routinely 

effective, despite evaluations utilising a range of applications and outcomes. 

However, there is sufficient evidence to conclude that electronic monitoring can 

work.  Still, any optimism resulting from program successes reported in the literature 

must be tempered with the simultaneous reality that multiple evaluations show that 

electronic monitoring is not effective.   
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In considering which forms of electronic monitoring are most effective, the use of EM 

programs at the front-end appear to be more successful (6 positive study outcomes 

with two studies showing null effects). Drawing on the literature more broadly, the 

evidence suggests that these programs have many positive effects for offenders and 

their families by diverting these individuals from custody. Critically, however, the 

programs tend to be successful only when they are embedded in a conducive case 

management framework with wraparound treatment and social support services.  

 

The evidence surrounding the effectiveness of back-end electronic monitoring and 

the monitoring of high-risk sex offenders is roughly 50/50. Again, the variability of these 

results suggests that the circumstances of the programs and policies (as well as the 

study methodologies) are highly consequential. It bears noting that multiple 

evaluations (n = 5) of the same program – California’s monitoring of high-risk sex 

offenders – reveal different findings. Indeed, even repeated studies by the same 

authors produced different results. This may indicate that the program improved or 

that the programs are efficacious only in the long-term. In any event, it is important 

that readers appreciate that the evaluation literature has not come to a consensus 

as to whether electronic monitoring is definitively effective. Rather, the unique 

circumstances related to the design and delivery of the programs appear to be highly 

influential.  

 

The evidence related to the use of electronic monitoring in pretrial and home 

curfew/detention contexts is, quite unfortunately, insufficient. There are a few study 

outcomes which demonstrate that the programs can be effective, but there are far 

more studies that cannot conclude whether the programs are successful, given the 
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lack of a suitable comparison group. Any decision to expand the use of pretrial 

electronic monitoring or to utilise electronic monitoring as part of a home curfew or 

home detention program should be made cautiously, as the research evidence is 

largely inconclusive. Again, though, there is evidence among both schemes that the 

programs can work, so it is important that program designers examine closely what it 

may be that is driving the success in those evaluations.  

 

Drawn together, the research evidence demonstrates that electronic monitoring can 

be an effective way of supervising offenders in the community at multiple time-points 

(pretrial, front-end, and back-end) and across multiple outcomes (program 

completions, failure to appear, technical violations, absconding, arrest, new offences, 

convictions, and returns to custody). Yet the evidence is controvertible. It is therefore 

imperative that policymakers consider the contexts in which electronic monitoring is 

most and least effective, seeking to maximise the characteristics that are associated 

with program utility. The proceeding subsections explore this task, outlining the factors 

that have been associated with program success.  

 

 

For Whom Does Electronic Monitoring Work Best? 

 

The empirical evidence-base related to the effectiveness of electronic monitoring in 

the community supervision of offenders is equivocal: some studies demonstrate 

program efficacy, with others communicating null or negative effects. A reasonable 

question that emerges from this reality is whether there are particular groups of 

offenders for which EM is more useful or individual characteristics that help to facilitate 

positive results.  

 

Unfortunately, the available research makes it difficult to divide the results by offender 

cohort. Many studies do not specify the risk level or offence characteristics of the 

sample, while others study mixed cohorts and do not segregate the results by offence 

or offender characteristics.  In looking only at those studies that have demonstrated 

reduced reoffending (measured as rearrest, new charges, reconviction, and returns 

to custody), positive effects of electronic monitoring can be seen for domestic 

violence offenders subject to no contact orders (pretrial; Erez et al., 2012), offenders 

with short prison sentences (front-end diversion; Anderson & Telle, 2016, 2019; 

Henneguelle et al., 2016; Williams & Weatherburn, 2019), offenders with short to 

moderate prison sentences (early release; Dodgson et al., 2001; Killias et al., 2010; 

Marklund & Holmberg, 2009), high-risk gang offenders (back-end; Gies et al., 2013), 

and high-risk sex offenders (Gies et al., 2012, 2016; Turner et al., 2015).  

 

On the whole, front-end electronic monitoring programs are more consistently 

effective in reducing reoffending (within the available research evidence that allows 

for such conclusions to be drawn). This suggests that electronic monitoring may be 

more effective with low- and moderate-risk offenders, working on the assumption that 

high-risk offenders would not be eligible for such programs. A potential criticism of this 
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conclusion is that, because these individuals are likely already at a reduced likelihood 

of reoffending to begin with, the “effectiveness” of the program is actually a 

consequence of this lowered risk (see, for example, Bonta et al., 2000b). This may be 

the case. However, if the goal is to reduce the prison population, and electronic 

monitoring can help to divert offenders from custody, and those offenders have lower 

rates of reoffending than a comparable group of offenders who were imprisoned 

(Anderson & Telle, 2016, 2019; Henneguelle et al., 2016; Williams & Weatherburn, 2019), 

then this criticism may not be of import.  

 

Beyond offence types and risk levels, some of the studies identified individual 

characteristics that moderated the effectiveness of electronic monitoring. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, offenders who had stable accommodation (Maxfield & Baumer, 1992; 

Killias et al., 2010; Turner et al., 2010) and stable employment (Anderson & Telle, 2019; 

Henneguelle et al., 2016; Turner et al., 2010) fared better, as did older offenders 

(Armstrong et al., 2011; Avdija & Lee, 2014; Stanz & Tewskbury, 2000) and those with 

higher levels of education (Avdija & Lee, 2014; Turner et al., 2010). The role of social 

support was also related to program success. Several studies reported that there were 

lower rates of failure for offenders who lived with a parent/spouse (Maxfield & Baumer, 

1992), offenders who are parents (Henneguelle et al., 2016), and offenders who are 

married (Gainey, Payne, & O’Toole, 2000; Killias et al., 2010). However, social support 

can also be a risk factor if the family and friends of the offender are not supportive of 

the offender’s compliance with the electronic monitoring order (Hucklesby, 2009), 

and the application of electronic monitoring can actually harm the social ties that 

are necessary for desistance (Deuchar, 2011). These characteristics are all generally 

consistent with existing criminological and penological knowledge about risk and 

protective factors.  

 

Although the general trend was that the programs were less effective for offenders 

with more extensive criminal histories (e.g. Marklund & Holmberg, 2009; Turner et al., 

2010), two studies found that electronic monitoring was most effective for offenders 

with an intermediate offence history (Gainey et al., 2000; Henneguelle et al., 2016). 

Specifically, the programs were more effective for offenders who had been to prison 

before compared to offenders who had never been placed in custody. The 

researchers speculated that electronic monitoring may serve as a better deterrent 

when the offender is aware of the consequences of noncompliance. This finding, 

while sensible, was not consistently found, as another study reported that electronic 

monitoring was most useful for offenders who had never experienced imprisonment 

(Anderson & Telle, 2019). Given these findings, it seems as though electronic 

monitoring can be a useful tool for leveraging positive behaviours, but that it requires 

thoughtful application for it to have such an effect.  

 

Although there are some individual characteristics that are associated with program 

outcomes, such research findings should not be used at an aggregate level. That is, it 

would not be appropriate for sentencing guidelines or community corrections policy 

to specify offender demographics. Still, this information can be used informally to help 
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determine, on a case-by-case basis, whether electronic monitoring may be a useful 

case management tool for a particular offender. Again, it would not be acceptable 

to bar an offender from consideration based upon these personal circumstances (e.g. 

not permitting an unmarried offender to be on electronic monitoring), but it may be 

helpful to consider who may benefit from electronic monitoring and to help inform 

case management practices.  

 

 

Unstudied Offender Cohorts 

 

There are some offender cohorts that may benefit from electronic monitoring that 

have not yet been evaluated in the literature (this is not to say that programs targeting 

such offenders do not exist, but simply that they have been unstudied). Logically, 

there may be reason to suspect that electronic monitoring could be a useful tool for 

offenders who have issues with moderate levels of non-reporting, those with 

substance abstinence supervision conditions (if the device monitors sweat content), 

or those with treatment mandates. Should any of these cohorts be subject to 

electronic monitoring, a small trial should be conducted prior to broader application.  

 

Agencies frequently speculate as to whether electronic monitoring would be an 

appropriate tool for convicted domestic and family violence offenders, particularly in 

cases where an order of protection is in place. It is worth noting that there is no 

published research evidence (to the best of our knowledge) that evaluates whether 

such a strategy is effective at reducing reoffending. One study (Erez et al., 2012) found 

that electronic monitoring reduced contact attempts and repeat domestic violence, 

although this was with a pretrial sample of offenders. There is reason to suspect that 

the results could differ among convicted and sentenced offenders, who may sense 

that there is “nothing left to lose”. Victims report mixed feelings about their perpetrator 

being monitored (Erez & Ibarra, 2004), and have concerns over the offender knowing 

that certain exclusion zones are associated with their home address or their children’s 

childcare or school location (Erez et al., 2012). More theoretically, electronic 

monitoring may not be effective given (1) the often irrational nature of domestic 

violence, (2) the victim’s whereabouts are not usually monitored and chance 

encounters can occur, (3) it does not monitor non-physical contacts, and (4) that the 

technology may result in victims taking fewer guardianship measures. Additionally, an 

evaluation of the accuracy and reliability of GPS EM conducted by the Queensland 

Police Service found only half of the simulated scenarios to be successful, as some 

conditions failed to produce alerts and the location tracking was error-prone 

(Queensland Police Service, 2019). Collectively, there are ample reasons to avoid the 

use of electronic monitoring as a risk management strategy with domestic and family 

violence offenders. In the event that the Government pursues electronic monitoring 

with this cohort, however, there are multiple conditions that should be considered 

requisite in order to properly manage risk (see Nancarrow & Modini, 2018).  
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Under What Conditions Does Electronic Monitoring Work Best? 

 

Given the mixed evaluation evidence, it may be that the conditions in which 

electronic monitoring programs are embedded affect the outcomes. Indeed, it is 

reasonable to suspect that the actual operations of a program will impact the results. 

This in mind, unfortunately, most studies did not comment on the agency 

circumstances or program procedures that affected the program’s delivery (and in 

many cases, the researcher’s may not have been privy to such information). There 

were a small handful of studies, however, that did provide small pieces of evidence 

to help determine the conditions that are associated with the success of electronic 

monitoring programs.  

 

Two studies (Baumer et al., 2008; Erez et al., 2012) were multi-site evaluations, finding 

that similar electronic monitoring programs had differential effects by location. 

Baumer and colleagues’ 2008 evaluation of the Indiana Department of Corrections’ 

use of electronic monitoring showed that, due to a lack of statewide guidelines, 

ultimately two programs were developed across the two pilot sites. The sites had 

different program structures, and as a consequence, had somewhat different 

outcomes. One of the sites was described as having very dedicated staff that 

attended to system alerts more quickly, resulting in fewer parole failures. The other site 

imposed a curfew of program participants, which was believed to be one of the 

reasons there were no new arrests in this group. The researchers recommended that 

central office develop more detailed program procedures, including mechanisms for 

targeting a narrower population of offenders eligible for electronic monitoring. 

Moreover, staff buy-in should be nurtured from the outset so that they are committed 

to the program’s goals. Erez and colleagues’ 2012 evaluation of electronic monitoring 

in a pretrial context found different results at three different sites across the United 

States, which was attributed to the heterogeneity of domestic violence offenders in 

each of the programs.  

 

Gies and colleagues (2012) noted that their statistical models suggested that 

caseload size influenced outcomes. They argue that GPS monitoring has increased 

the amount of information about offenders that is available, but that the review of 

that data is a time-intensive task. Their analyses revealed that caseload size was 

correlated with technical violations and returns to custody, supporting their 

recommendation that offender:officer ratios be no greater than 20:1.  Such a small 

caseload size would allow officers to dedicate time to appropriately case managing 

the offenders.  

  

Finally, it is worth noting that many of the successful programs in the evaluation 

literature had elements that extended beyond electronic monitoring alone. The 

Swedish program (Marklund & Holmberg, 2009), the Norwegian program (Anderson & 

Telle, 2016, 2019), and the French program (Henneguelle et al., 2016) contained work 

requirements (that could be arranged by corrective services), which fundamentally 

alter the routine activities of the offenders and limits their opportunities for reoffending 
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(Schaefer, Cullen, & Eck, 2016). The Canadian programs contained mandatory 

treatment components (Bonta et al., 2000a, 2000b).  
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Evaluations of Electronic Monitoring: 

Other Outcomes 
 

 

Agencies considering the use of electronic monitoring are generally concerned with 

the program’s potential effectiveness in reducing recidivism. This is a reasonable 

priority, although other outcomes may be worthy of consideration. Indeed, given that 

the research evidence related to electronic monitoring’s impact on reoffending (and 

associated outcomes) is so mixed, policymakers may wish to consider the broader 

contexts in which electronic monitoring programs operate. In this section of the report, 

two additional streams of research related to electronic monitoring are discussed. 

First, we provide a brief snapshot of the literature reporting on cost-benefit analyses of 

electronic monitoring programs. Second, we describe some of the qualitative 

evidence related to perceptions of and experiences with electronic monitoring, from 

the perspectives of offenders, families, victims, criminal justice practitioners, and the 

public. Combined, the information presented in this section will help to attenuate the 

results of the quantitative reoffending evaluations reported in the preceding section 

of this document.  

 

 

Costs and Benefits of Electronic Monitoring 
 

Many evaluations have additionally performed cost-benefit analyses of electronic 

monitoring. The general trend is that electronic monitoring programs are cost-

effective if they reduce criminal behaviour in meaningful ways. However, cost-benefit 

evaluations frequently do not account for the increased costs associated with net-

widening (Bartels & Martinovic, 2017), and many studies do not consider the costs of 

electronic monitoring programs beyond the equipment and direct staff monitoring 

costs. DeMichele and Payne (2009) suggest that agencies should budget three to four 

times the cost of the equipment lease to cover staff, administration, and other costs). 

Still, the results of cost-benefit analyses generally reveal positive results.  

 

One Australian study by Williams and Weatherburn (2019) estimates that criminal 

justice costs are reduced by roughly AUD$30,000 for each offender that is diverted 

from custody and placed on electronic monitoring. 

 

In the United Kingdom, Dodgson and colleagues (2001) estimate total net benefits of 

£36.7 million across 12 months of England and Wales’ home detention curfew scheme. 

The authors acknowledge, however, that this estimate is a long-run benefit as the 

demand for prison capacity decreases. Armstrong and colleagues (2011) report that 

the Home Detention Curfew scheme used in Scotland produces a total savings of 
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£10,914 per offender (on a 24-week HDC term; calculated as the cost of prison 

(£14,640) minus the cost of HDC (£3,726)).  

 

An Argentinian study by Di Tella and Schargrodsky (2013) estimates that the value of 

placing an offender on electronic monitoring rather than in prison is ARS$18,460.  

 

Within the United States, there are many program-based cost-benefit analyses. The 

Washington State Institute for Public Policy reports that electronic monitoring produces 

benefits (minus costs) of USD$12,843 for offenders on probation (2018b) and USD$9,570 

for offenders on parole (2018a). In both cases, the costs were calculated on the 

assumption that 30 days on electronic monitoring occurred in lieu of 30 days in 

custody.  

 

Roman and colleagues (2012) estimate that probation enhanced with electronic 

monitoring will produce a net benefit of $4,600 per person per year, based on costs 

of $750 per probationer. The evaluation only factors in equipment and monitoring 

costs.  

 

At the aggregate level, Eggers, Baker, and Vaughn (2012) provide an estimate 

placing half of low-level offenders on electronic monitoring that are instead sent to 

prison would produce a savings of USD$15.2 billion. Yeh’s (2010) large-scale estimates 

indicate that society would gain USD$12.70 for every $1 expended on electronically 

monitoring probationers and parolees, preventing 781,383 crimes as a result of the 

proposed policy.  

 

Some studies report more tenuous cost-benefit analysis results. Gies and colleagues 

(2013) report that the costs per offender per day are higher for GPS monitoring 

(USD$21.20) than for traditional supervision ($7.20). While recidivism was reduced, the 

rate of technical violations among the GPS group meant that the program cost $1.49 

per day for a 1% reduction in arrests. Omori and Turner (2016) find that a parolee on 

active GPS monitoring costs more per day than a routinely supervised parolee 

(USD$33.43 vs $13.51), ending up costing $4,666 more per year. The additional cost is 

largely due to equipment and monitoring but is also related to the finding that (for an 

unknown reason) GPS-supervised offenders are retained on parole for longer periods.  

 

The Office of Program Policy Analysis and Government Accountability (2005) reports 

that the Florida Department of Corrections paid USD$2.4 million to private vendors to 

provide electronic monitoring for one fiscal year, with less than 1% of community-

supervised offenders under EM on any given day. Passive GPS monitoring was more 

expensive (at $27.91 per day) than RF monitoring ($11.00) or active GPS monitoring 

($20.01). Although the authors do not report on the benefits of the program, they 

suggest that the use of RF monitoring with low-risk offenders and active GPS with high-

risk offenders are both appropriate expenditures, while the limited surveillance and 

increased costs associated with passive GPS monitoring is not justified. Bales and 
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colleagues (2010) report that Florida’s use of electronic monitoring is 1/6 the cost of 

imprisoning those offenders.  

 

Some studies have attempted to quantify the savings from indirect benefits, as well. A 

study by Andersen and Andersen (2014) revealed that Danish offenders under the 

age of 25 who served their sentence on EM in lieu of incarceration (for sentences of 

less than three months) reduced their dependence on welfare; this result was not 

produced for older offenders. A further study from the EM program in Denmark 

(Larsen, 2017) revealed that the program (which included education or employment 

requirements, house arrest, drug and alcohol testing, and crime preventive programs) 

increased the probability of completion of upper secondary education by 18% three 

years after release for 18-25-year-olds when compared to imprisonment.  

 

Many of the evaluations appear promising, demonstrating that electronic monitoring 

can be very cost-effective, particularly when considering the cost savings associated 

with fewer offenders in custody. However, many of the cost-benefit analyses are 

based on estimates, make some generous assumptions, and fail to include many 

probable costs. It is important, therefore, that readers use the information gleaned 

from these analyses judiciously.  

 

 

Perceptions of Electronic Monitoring 
 

Although perhaps not as critical as the overall effectiveness of electronic monitoring 

in reducing recidivism, individuals’ perceptions of and experiences with the 

technology are important considerations for policymakers and program designers. 

The views of end-users and the broader community can influence the overall 

effectiveness of EM. Accordingly, here we describe some of the research that 

provides the broader picture of electronic monitoring programs, reporting the 

perspectives of offenders, their families, victims, criminal justice practitioners, and the 

public.  

 

 

Offenders 

 

The offender’s experience could be considered of little significance when examining 

the effectiveness of electronic monitoring. However, those who experience the 

sanction are in a unique position to offer valuable insights into the operations of these 

programs for two main reasons. First, it is critical to understand whether, how, and why 

offenders alter their behaviour as a result of being electronically monitored. Second, 

there is much debate over the relative punitiveness of EM, yet both are subjective 

concepts and are therefore best understood by hearing from those who experience 

it (Payne & Gainey, 2004). While research finds that most electronically monitored 

offenders are accepting of the conditions that facilitate their alternative to 
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imprisonment, they raise several important issues that should be considered by 

correctional agencies (Bales et al., 2010; Dodgson et al., 2001; Gibbs & King, 2003; 

Payne & Gainey, 2004).  

 

While offenders find EM less punitive than prison, those who have previously been 

electronically monitored perceive the sanction as more punitive than those who have 

not (Payne, May, & Wood, 2014). Additionally, older offenders perceive the sanction 

as harsher than younger offenders (Payne et al., 2014). Despite its use as an alternative 

to a custodial sentence, electronically monitored offenders are found to experience 

the same pains of imprisonment uncovered by Sykes (1958/2007), in addition to pains 

that are unique to EM (Payne & Gainey, 1998). Offenders report feelings of stigma 

from wearing the ankle monitor, the difficulty of watching their family engage in 

activities they cannot participate in, and the problems that arise within the family unit 

as a result of needing to be at home for extended periods of time (Payne & Gainey, 

1998). Researchers have categorised these difficulties, summarising that electronically 

monitored offenders are unable to meet their social needs (due to the shame of 

wearing a bracelet, having limited interactions resulting from home detention and 

restricted telephone access, and the requirement to inform family and friends about 

the sanction) and also their physiological needs (due to inability to exercise or buy 

food and other essentials; Deuchar, 2011; Payne & Gainey, 2004).  

 

In addition to the psychological and physiological impacts of electronic monitoring, 

offenders report frustrations that result from the technological difficulties common with 

EM. Monitors are found to be cumbersome and uncomfortable to wear, placement 

of the required equipment at home is often problematic, and the unreliability of the 

technology regularly results in unnecessary contact with correctional practitioners 

and security personnel (Gibbs & King, 2003). Interestingly, most offenders agree that it 

would be easy to escape, however, the threat of punishment and bonds to 

conventional ties prevent them from doing so (Payne & Gainey, 2004). Taken 

together, these findings highlight some of the ways that voluntary compliance is 

jeopardised by the unintended consequences of the sanction.  

 

Despite these drawbacks, offenders are positive about the rehabilitative potential of 

electronic monitoring (Payne & Gainey, 2004), highlighting that the sanction enables 

family contact and employment to be maintained (Martin, Hanrahan, & Bowers, 

2009). Additionally, offenders report that they are safer in their home environment 

than in prison (Gainey & Payne, 2000). Some offenders also suggest there is greater 

access to a range of programs in the community than in prison, enabling their 

treatment needs to be met (Martin et al., 2009). These findings would suggest that 

while offenders perceive there to be potential for EM to have a positive influence on 

their offending behaviour, for the rehabilitative potential to be reached, offenders 

require that the sanction be combined with meaningful treatment intervention. 

Further, the importance of employment and healthy family dynamics are critical for 

their rehabilitation and compliance with the sanction conditions.  
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Families 

 

The effect of electronic monitoring on offenders’ families has not been studied in 

Australia, however, international findings offer some insights into their experiences (for 

a review of the major issues, see Martinovic, 2007). Electronic monitoring not only 

impacts the liberty of the offender being punished but has wide-reaching 

consequences for families and co-residents of the offender (Bales et al., 2010; 

Dodgson et al., 2001; Martinovic, 2007). While spouses have reported feeling positive 

about electronic monitoring and are grateful for an alternative to their loved one’s 

imprisonment, many encounter unique difficulties that result from the limitations 

imposed by EM (Doherty, 1995). Co-residents of electronically monitored offenders 

experience a shared sense of punishment due to the enforced changes to their daily 

routines and social lives. In addition to feeling their own form of punishment, families 

of detainees in Belgium report being required to administer their loved one’s sanction, 

likening their role to that of a social worker, assistant, and controller (Vanhaelemeesch 

& Vander Beken, 2014). Further, research conducted in New Zealand uncovered 

some of the daily responsibilities enforced upon sponsors of electronically monitored 

offenders, most of whom were female (Gibbs & King, 2003). Running additional 

errands, taxiing children, extra shopping, and outdoor maintenance are some of the 

tasks that increase the physical and financial burden on the families of electronically 

monitored offenders (Doherty, 1995; Gibbs & King, 2003; Martin et al., 2009).  

 

Children of electronically monitored offenders are also adversely affected by the 

conditions of the sanction. Though some offenders report having more time with their 

children as a result of electronically monitored home detention (Doherty, 1995), 

inability to attend school events or participate in outdoor pursuits has negative effects 

on parent-child relationships (Martin et al., 2009). In addition, children under legal 

driving age experience a form of home detention themselves (Martin et al., 2009). In 

the case of offenders who have been released from prison to electronically monitored 

home detention, their families suffer a distinct and unique pressure that results from 

transitioning from never having the offender at home to having the offender at home 

full-time (Payne & Gainey, 2004). As a result of these combined stressors, arguments 

and strain within the family unit are common (Doherty, 1995; Quinn & Holman, 1991a). 

 

In summary, EM impacts families and creates innocent victims whose needs should be 

considered by correctional agencies wanting to reduce the unintended 

consequences of electronic monitoring. Researchers have concluded that the 

families of electronically monitored offenders require better instrumental support (such 

as financial assistance to help with the extra costs of housing a detainee), counselling 

support, and guidance from community supervision practitioners (Dodgson et al., 

2001; Doherty, 1995; Gibbs & King, 2003; Quinn & Homan, 1991a). To minimise the 

impact of the sanction on children, researchers have also called for correctional 

authorities to implement a more flexible approach that supports positive parenting 

practices, such as approval to attend school activities (Doherty, 1995).  
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Victims 

 

Although there is not much research considering how victims feel about their 

perpetrator being electronically monitored, the existing evidence relates to domestic 

and family violence. Within this context, electronic monitoring has been used to 

overcome the limitations of protection orders that include violations of no-contact 

conditions. Research from the United States has found that, generally, electronically 

monitored domestic violence offenders are less likely to violate no-contact conditions 

than those who are not electronically monitored, providing victims with an increased 

feeling of safety (Erez & Ibarra, 2004). However, victims have also reported concerns 

that their abuser could manipulate the technology and voiced awareness about the 

limitations of electronic monitoring for guaranteeing their safety. Further, victims have 

raised the difficulties associated with providing personal information such as their 

address or child’s carer in order for the offender to be successfully enrolled in GPS 

monitoring (Erez, Ibarra, Bales, & Gur, 2012).  

 

Due to an increased awareness of victims’ interests, bilateral electronic monitoring 

has emerged in some jurisdictions that aims to provides a more victim-orientated 

approach, by monitoring both offender and victim and prioritising victim protection 

as the primary goal (Paterson, 2017). Findings illustrate that overall, victims report their 

experiences with bilateral electronic monitoring positively, affording them a 

newfound sense of control over their lives and a reduction in levels of fear. Some also 

reported being impressed at the speed of police response when their “help buttons” 

were activated which increased their confidence in the system and their safety (Erez 

& Ibarra, 2004). However, some victims echoed complaints made by offenders and 

criminal justice practitioners (Gibbs & King, 2003) regarding faulty equipment and 

described the anxiety and stress associated with “false alarms” (Erez & Ibarra, 2004). 

In some cases, along with irritation, frequent technological malfunctions also caused 

victims to feel immune to the alerts, with the potential implication for increasing 

victims’ level of danger (Erez & Ibarra, 2004). In addition, some victims expressed 

concerns that they had become reliant on the technology to function in their daily 

lives and worried about transitioning to living without it once the legal requirement 

was fulfilled and electronic monitoring ceased abruptly (Erez & Ibarra, 2004).  

 

 

Criminal Justice Practitioners 

 

From the perspective of criminal justice officials and practitioners, exchange rate 

studies give some indication as to how punitive alternative sanctions are perceived 

to be. In the case of electronic monitoring, probation and parole officers believe that 

offenders are more likely to opt to spend more time being monitored to avoid prison, 

than offenders estimated (Flory, May, Minor, & Wood, 2006). Similarly, judges 
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estimated that they would serve less time being electronic monitored to avoid prison 

than offenders would (Moore, May, & Wood, 2008). These findings indicate that the 

judges who sentence offenders and the community correctional officers that 

supervise them perceive electronic monitoring to be more lenient than the offenders 

who experience them. In relation to the experience of supervising an electronically 

monitored detainee, community correctional officers have reported to enjoy their 

interactions with the offender and their families but find themselves regularly frustrated 

by unreliable and faulty EM equipment and the system limitations that accompanies 

it, echoing complaints by offenders (Gibbs & King, 2003). 

 

Indeed, studies of electronic monitoring show that the use of EM can increase officers’ 

workloads (DeMichele & Payne, 2009), and officers may spend a substantial amount of time 

investigating false alerts (Armstrong & Freeman, 2011). The additional workload pressures may 

be associated with stressful staff outcomes and varying levels of staff commitment to the 

program (Baumer et al., 2008).  

 

 

Public Perceptions 

 

Understanding public perceptions of correctional policies is important for two key 

reasons. First, community correctional programs may be more effective when the 

community is accepting of the intervention. Second, understanding public 

perceptions empowers correctional agencies to better educate the public about 

correctional policies. Public misconceptions often hinder implementation of 

correctional alternatives, while public support can promote innovative alternatives to 

be pursued (Brown & Elrod, 1995). While no research has been conducted within 

Australia to assess public attitudes towards electronic monitoring, international 

research conducted in comparable contexts offers some insights.  

 

In the United States, there is strong support for electronically monitored home 

detention that is dependent on how and why the sanction is used, the extent of 

monitoring, and the severity of the offence, with less support for electronic monitoring 

of serious and violent offenders (Brown & Elrod, 1995). Proponents of electronically 

monitored home detention for minor offenders believe that the sanction should punish 

and rehabilitate the offender. Proponents of electronically monitored home 

detention for more serious offenders believe that imprisonment increases recidivism 

and the sanction should aim to rehabilitate and promote long-term behavioural 

change (Elrod & Brown, 1996). Further, the public support use of EM as an alternative 

to remand, believing that individuals should not be imprisoned simply because they 

cannot pay bail (Brown & Elrod, 1995). According to one study, the public believe that 

“good” electronic house arrest programs should protect the public from harm through 

control mechanisms and regular contact with community correctional staff, while also 

assisting to structure offenders’ daily lives through participation in activities such as 

employment, education, and counselling (Brown & Elrod, 1999). However, there are 

myths that surround EM regarding the nature of some offending and the extent of 
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monitoring that is possible with a lack of real-time data, contributing to how effective 

the public incorrectly believes EM to be (Budd & Mancini, 2017; Corbett & Marx, 1991; 

Payne & DeMichele, 2011).  
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Summary 
 

 

In this section of the report, the findings of the literature scan are summarised. 

Reflecting on these summaries, we discuss the implications of (1) what the findings 

mean for achieving positive outcomes with electronic monitoring and (2) what other 

strategies could be used to reduce prison demand.  

 

 

Report Summary 
 

This report has described the underlying theories that guide the use of electronic 

monitoring, the results of aggregate and individual evaluations of EM, the cost 

effectiveness of EM programs, and the perceptions of individuals’ experiences with 

EM.  

 

The literature scan revealed that the research evidence is mixed. Across 40 individual 

evaluations with a combined 75 outcome categories, 32% of studies revealed positive 

effects of electronic monitoring while 4% demonstrated negative effects and 24% 

produced null effects (the remaining 40% of study outcomes had no benchmark for 

comparison). Of the three most rigorous studies (those utilising true experimental 

designs), two report positive effects while electronic monitoring is in place but with no 

effect afterward and one reports no significant differences between the treatment 

and control group. The cost-benefit analyses largely indicate that electronic 

monitoring produces substantial savings. The qualitative research evidence generally 

suggests that the end-users ultimately prefer electronic monitoring to the alternative, 

although there are sore spots that program designers should be mindful of.  

 

Although the evaluation findings are certainly inconclusive overall, there is piecemeal 

evidence that electronic monitoring can work. Programs used as front-end 

correctional sanctions appear promising, and a variety of programs seem to be 

beneficial among offenders that have multiple protective factors (most notably stable 

accommodation and employment, supplemented by strong social supports) and 

personal characteristics that are generally associated with lower risks of reoffending 

(such as older age and higher levels of education). There is also some evidence that 

electronic monitoring programs that contain treatment or employment requirements 

have utility. Many of these positive evaluation results seem to indicate that electronic 

monitoring in the community produces better outcomes compared to offenders that 

spend (more) time in custody; however, some of these studies show that electronic 

monitoring is effective among offenders that were unlikely to reoffend anyway (as 

many studies lacked research methodologies that appropriately controlled for the 

varying risk levels between the treatment and control group).  

 



Electronic Monitoring with Community-Supervised Offenders    45 

 

 

 

Despite the positive results, the conflicting research evidence should warn readers 

against pursuing electronic monitoring enthusiastically. Rather, program designers 

should consider how electronic monitoring can be most useful within the Queensland 

context, and policymakers should consider alternate methods of reducing prison 

demand. We describe several considerations toward these ends in the subsections 

that follow.  

 

 

Beyond Electronic Monitoring 
 

The variation in study outcomes may reflect underlying theoretical misspecification. 

Where programs fail to identify the underlying cause of offending or incorrectly specify 

offenders’ criminogenic needs, undesirable outcomes will result. Even when programs 

do accurately identify offenders’ criminogenic needs, if they are not effectively 

targeted, positive results are unlikely.  

 

Considering criminological and penological theory, it is unreasonable to expect 

electronic monitoring to reduce reoffending on its own, as it is unrelated to core 

criminogenic needs (antisocial attitudes, antisocial cognitions, and antisocial 

associates; Andrews & Bonta, 2010) or peripheral criminogenic needs (leisure time, 

substance abuse, employment, and family). In order to logically expect electronic 

monitoring to prevent recidivism, it must be part of a larger package that targets and 

changes these crime-causing factors. Examples of theoretically effective mechanisms 

for using EM to reduce criminogenic needs include supervision tactics that restrict 

movements, associations, and unstructured leisure time, in essence minimising 

offenders’ chances to commit further offences (Schaefer, Cullen, & Eck, 2016; 

Schaefer, Cullen, & Manchak, 2017; Schaefer & Williamson, 2017). Criminogenic needs 

can further be targeted with electronic monitoring by compelling offenders into 

treatment and using the technology to promote engagement with a holistic 

supervision framework that is itself effectively interventive.  

 

The adoption of electronic monitoring in many agencies has been the consequence 

of a belief in the intrinsic value of the technology as a crime control strategy. This 

“fallacy of novelty” has resulted in the adoption of the technology when there is 

limited evidence of its effectiveness (Corbett & Marx, 1991; Payne & DeMichele, 2011). 

Despite widespread belief to the contrary, there is nothing inherent to electronic 

monitoring alone that makes it an effective crime controller. Electronic monitoring is 

not a panacea; it is but one tool in a much larger toolkit that criminal justice 

practitioners must utilise in combatting crime (Gies et al., 2012, 2013; Payne & 

DeMichele, 2011). The tool of electronic monitoring will only be effective in preventing 

reoffending if the other tools that are used are similarly effective and complementary. 

As DeMichele (2014) persuasively argues, “tools are all dependent on humans and 

only work as well as the infrastructures supporting them and the people operating 
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them” (p 396). He suggests that electronic monitoring should not be seen as a 

program or strategy but as an additional tactic that officers can use.  

 

The notion that electronic monitoring requires a valid criminological/penological 

theoretical foundation and a supportive case management approach was 

prominent in a focus group of project stakeholders conducted as part of the current 

project. Some believed that, historically, the introduction of electronic monitoring 

programs “has not come from the right place”, as they have been the result of a 

triggering event and public pressure to develop a solution. With this in mind, one 

stakeholder believed that the current application of electronic monitoring with 

parolees may not be having a positive effect, as “the underlying model was not 

explicit” and “the principles may have been wrong”, such that there is no mechanism 

to initiate behavioural change in the electronically monitored offenders.  

 

Indeed, the research evidence concludes that programs that emphasise specific 

deterrence and programs that use vague, unstructured, and nondirective efforts to 

exercise more control over offenders are not effective in reducing criminal behaviours 

(MacKenzie, 1997, 2000, 2006). However, programs that combine control with 

treatment can be useful in producing behavioural change. Indeed, some of the 

evaluations reported in this document describe that the electronic monitoring of the 

community supervision of offenders is successful in part due to rehabilitative 

programming (Bonta et al., 2000a, 2000b), whereby EM can be used as leverage to 

compel offenders to attend treatment.  

 

Electronic monitoring on its own does not make officers’ jobs easier; it can enhance 

offender accountability and provide useful evidence, but it also increases the amount 

of information that officers must consider in the supervision of offenders (DeMichele & 

Payne, 2009). Focus group participants described that “GPS is not a set-and-forget 

technology”, and that any further application of electronic monitoring “must be built 

upon a case management approach”. Experienced corrective services staff 

described that, in order for electronic monitoring to be effective, programs require 

useful case management practices that help offender supervisors to interpret the 

data and know how to respond. However, the data adds “some teeth to the tiger”, 

according to another participant, allowing officers to leverage the information in their 

management of offenders. Officers must be judicious in what to do with the 

information obtained, especially considering the high rate of false alerts that are 

created by the technology (see, for example, Armstrong & Freeman, 2011). The 

additional workload can facilitate staff apathy and burnout, and it is therefore crucial 

that the program designers consider how to encourage staff buy-in (Baumer et al., 

2008).  
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Alternate Strategies 

 

The research evidence related to the effectiveness of electronic monitoring is 

equivocal. Although there are evaluations that demonstrate positive effects, there 

are competing studies that demonstrate no impact or adverse outcomes of the 

programs. Given this somewhat ambiguous conclusion, we are not positioned to 

provide any recommendations as to whether or how electronic monitoring should be 

used for the community supervision of Queensland offenders.  However, we feel 

strongly that there are alternate mechanisms through which the prison demand can 

be reduced.  

 

First, we advocate for the use of imprisonment as a last resort. More low-level low-risk 

offenders can be diverted from custody. Fewer offenders can be remanded in 

custody. Fewer offenders can be sentenced to short periods of imprisonment. 

Amended sentencing guidelines and reformed bail legislation could greatly reduce 

the number of people that are in custody unnecessarily without jeopardising public 

safety. Indeed, given the research that suggests that imprisonment has a negligible 

incapacitation effect and may in fact be criminogenic (Nagin, Cullen, & Jonson, 2009; 

Schaefer, 2016), we should avoid sending people to prison or remanding them there 

when community-based options are equally appropriate. Policies designed to avoid 

subjecting offenders to short prison sentences would match international efforts that 

are responding to the evidence that suggests that short stints of imprisonment result in 

higher reoffending rates than extended periods of time in custody (Johnston & 

Godfrey, 2013). If people are diverted from custody as much as possible, prison 

demand is reduced.  

 

Second, the parole application process should be amended. It should be easier for 

prisoners to apply for parole and to demonstrate suitability for release. There are many 

related recommendations in the Queensland Parole System Review (Sofronoff, 2016). 

If more prisoners are earning early release, prison demand is reduced.  

 

Third, offenders exiting prison require quality re-entry support services to enable their 

successful reintegration into the community. At present, the transition from prison to 

community is blunt, with minimal release preparation or throughcare provided to 

exiting prisoners. Research demonstrates that re-entry experiences directly affect 

recidivism versus reintegration (Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005; Visher, LaVigne, & Travis, 

2004; Visher & Travis, 2003). If offenders are successfully integrated back into the 

community, prison demand is reduced.  

 

Fourth, further rehabilitative programming is required. There are insufficient treatment 

opportunities for prisoners and probationers and parolees, which calls into question 

how one could logically expect for offenders to be rehabilitated (Cullen & Gilbert, 

2013; Cullen & Jonson, 2012). The programs that do exist are of questionable quality. 

If offenders commit crime due to criminal propensity, then associated elements of 

such proclivities must be addressed in order for reoffending to be avoided (Andrews 



Electronic Monitoring with Community-Supervised Offenders    48 

 

 

 

& Bonta, 2010; Cullen & Gendreau, 2000). Offenders that are successfully treated are 

logically less likely to reoffend and return to custody. If offenders are effectively 

rehabilitated, prison demand is reduced.  

 

Fifth, offender supervision practices can be improved. The training currently provided 

to community corrections staff is grossly insufficient (Schaefer, 2018; Sofronoff, 2016), 

and the lack of a guiding framework results in the use of aimless and ineffective tactics 

(Schaefer, 2018; Schaefer & Little, 2019). Community corrections staff are generally 

unskilled in techniques of inducing behavioural change in offenders (Bourgon, 

Gutierrez, & Ashton, 2011), and Queensland is no exception. At present, case 

managers do just that: manage cases. This form of passive and generic service 

brokerage and administrative work is not an effective way of supervising offenders 

(Solomon et al., 2008). A more interventive strategy is required to actively target 

offenders’ criminogenic needs and reduce opportunities for reoffending (Schaefer & 

Little, 2019). If the community supervision of offenders is more effective, fewer 

probationers escalate in their offending and fewer parolees are returned to custody, 

and prison demand is reduced.  

 

Reflecting on these strategies, the solutions to reducing prison demand appear 

straightforward: diverting more offenders from custody, enabling early release, 

supporting reintegration, facilitating rehabilitation, and improving community 

supervision will each result in fewer prisoners. This is not to say that the design and 

administration of such policies and programs would be simple, but merely that the 

foundational problem of needing to reduce prison demand has several clear 

strategies for addressing the problem.  

 

Each of the above strategies would be useful as standalone methods for reducing 

prison demand. That said, it bears noting that each of the five strategies could be 

supplemented with electronic monitoring. Specifically, (1) offenders can be placed 

on front-end monitoring that diverts them from custody, (2) offenders can be 

monitored on the back-end through programs that facilitate early release on parole, 

(3) electronic monitoring can be used to facilitate positive re-entry experiences, (4) 

electronic monitoring can be used to compel offenders into treatment, and (5) 

electronic monitoring can be designed as an effective case management tool that 

helps to facilitate positive supervision outcomes.  

 

We encourage policymakers to consider the above strategies as promising methods 

of reducing prison demand, irrespective of whether they are used in isolation or in 

combination with electronic monitoring.  
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Appendix 1: Overview of Studies Evaluating the Impact of Electronic Monitoring on  

Reoffending and Associated Outcomes (Organised Alphabetically) 

 
Study Country Offender Cohort Sample Size Study Design Independent 

Variable 

Dependent Variable Result 

Anderson & Telle 

(2016) 

Norway Offenders 

sentenced to a 

period of 

imprisonment < 4 

months 

Treatment: 1,857 

Control: 24,329 

Quasi-

experimental 

Front-end RF EM  Criminal charges Reduction of 2-

year recidivism 

rates by 19% 

Anderson & Telle 

(2019) 

Norway Offenders 

sentenced to a 

period of 

imprisonment < 4 

months 

Treatment: 2,441 

Control: 48,636 

Quasi-

experimental 

Front-end RF EM  Criminal charges Reduction of 2-

year recidivism 

rates by 15% 

Armstrong et al. 

(2011) 

Scotland Prisoners with 

short sentences 

(6-24 months) 

Treatment: 7,292 Non-experimental EM home detention 

curfew 

Returns to custody Rate of return to 

custody of 23% 

Avdija & Lee 

(2014) 

United States Unclear Treatment:  

293 

Non-experimental EM home detention Rearrests Overall rearrest 

rate not stated; 

odds of rearrest 

are 2x higher for 

EMHD completers 

(38%) 

Bales et al. (2010) United States Medium- and 

high-risk 

offenders; 

probation, 

community 

control, and post-

prison orders 

Treatment: 5,034 

Control: 266,991 

Quasi-

experimental 

Front-end and 

back-end EM 

Absconding, 

revocations 

EM reduced the 

hazard of 

absconding by 

33% and 

revocations by 

30% 
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Study Country Offender Cohort Sample Size Study Design Independent 

Variable 

Dependent Variable Result 

Baumer et al. 

(1993) 

United States Mixed Pretrial: 224 

Adult 

postconviction: 

78 

Juvenile 

postconviction: 

43 

Non-experimental Pretrial release EM, 

front-end EM 

Program completion, 

absconding, rearrest 

73.1% of the 

pretrial group 

completed EM, 

compared to 

80.8% of the 

postconviction 

group; 

absconding: 14% 

and 5%; rearrest: 

1.3% and 1.3% 

Baumer et al. 

(2008) 

United States Sex offenders of 

mixed risk levels 

Treatment: 133 

Control: 70 

Quasi-

experimental 

Back-end GPS EM Parole failure, rearrest Parole failure rate 

of 48.3% 

(reduction of 

21.7%); 6% 

rearrested for new 

offence 

Beck et al. (1990) United States Federal prisoners 

within 60-180 days 

of release 

Treatment: 357 Non-experimental Back-end EM home 

detention curfew 

Program violations, 

warrants, returns to 

prison 

Around 12% 

violated a 

condition of the 

program; 15% had 

warrants issued; 

13% were returned 

to custody 

Bonta et al. 

(2000a) 

Canada Nonviolent, 

nonsexual 

moderate risk 

offenders with 

sentences of less 

than 6 months 

Treatment:  

EM & CBT: 54 

CBT w/o EM: 17 

Control: 100 

Quasi-

experimental 

CBT leveraged by 

EM 

Reconviction Recidivism rates 

were 31.5% of EM 

group, 35.3% for 

the CBT only 

group, and 31% for 

the control group; 

more effective for 

high-risk offenders 

(31.6% vs 51.1%) 
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Study Country Offender Cohort Sample Size Study Design Independent 

Variable 

Dependent Variable Result 

Bonta et al. 

(2000b) 

Canada Probationers and 

parolees of mixed 

risk levels 

Treatment: 

EM with Tx: 262 

Control: 

Probation with 

Tx: 30 

Ex-prisoners: 240 

Quasi-

experimental 

EM with treatment 

program 

Reconviction Reconviction rates 

of 26.7% for EM 

group, 37.9% for 

ex-prisoners group, 

33.3% for 

probationers 

group; effects due 

to risk level rather 

than EM 

Cadigan (1991) United States Federal offenders Treatment: 168 

Control 1: 7,234 

Control 2: 22,725 

Quasi-

experimental 

Pretrial release EM Failure to appear, 

rearrest 

Failure to appear 

rate was higher for 

EM group at 5.4% 

(vs 3.0% and 2.8%), 

as were felony 

arrests at 3.6% (vs 

2.1% and 1.9%) 

and 

misdemeanour 

arrests at 2.4% (vs 

1.0% and 1.0%) 

Di Tella & 

Schargrodsky 

(2013) 

Argentina Released 

prisoners 

Treatment: 386 

Control: 1,140 

Quasi-

experimental 

Post-release EM Return to custody for 

new offence 

Recidivism rate of 

13.21% for EM 

group, and 22.37% 

for control group 

Dierenfeldt (2013) United States Sex offenders on 

lifetime EM 

Treatment: 120 

offenders in 

each of 7 states 

Quasi-

experimental 

Post-release EM Forcible rape No effect of EM on 

rates of forcible 

rape 

Dodgson et al. 

(2001) 

England and 

Wales 

Prisoners 

sentenced to 3 

months-4 years 

All HDC 

offenders: 

21,400; at 1-

month follow-up: 

Treatment: 1,493 

Control: 

6,723 

Quasi-

experimental 

Early release from 

custody on EM 

Returns to custody, 

reconvictions 

5% of HDC 

offenders returned 

to custody; 9.3% of 

HDC offenders 

reconvicted at 6 

months follow-up 

compared to 30% 

of control groups 
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Study Country Offender Cohort Sample Size Study Design Independent 

Variable 

Dependent Variable Result 

Erez et al. (2012) United States Domestic and 

intimate partner 

violence 

offenders on pre-

trial no contact 

orders 

Midwest:  

GPS: 561;  

non: 1,521 

West:  

GPS: 500;  

non: 500 

South: 

GPS: 177; 

non: 427 

Quasi-

experimental 

Pre-trial EM; both 

GPS and RF 

practices explored 

Contact breaches, 

supervision breaches, 

rearrest 

Few physical 

contact attempts; 

30.8% odds 

reduction in DV 

rearrests in 

Midwest; 43.6% 

odds reduction in 

general offending 

rearrest in West 

Finn & Muirhead-

Steves (2002) 

United States Violent male 

parolees 

Treatment: 128 

Control: 158 

Quasi-

experimental 

Back-end EM Returns to custody, 

time-to-failure 

EM had no effect 

on reoffending or 

time-to-failure 

after controlling 

for other variables 

Gainey et al. 

(2000) 

United States Offenders in jail 

(unspecific) 

Treatment: 276 Non-experimental Back-end (jail) EM Rearrests, time-to-

failure 

Longer EM periods 

lower the 

likelihood of 

rearrest; overall 

rearrest rates: 34% 

for traffic, 47% for 

misdemeanour, 

and 49% for felony 

Gies et al. (2012) United States High-risk sex 

offenders 

Treatment: 258 

Control: 258 

Quasi-

experimental 

Back-end EM Parole violations, 

rearrests, 

reconvictions, returns 

to custody 

Parole violations: 

65.1% GPS vs 

64.3%; rearrest: 

14.4% vs 26.4%; 

reconviction: 5.0% 

vs 10.9%; return to 

custody: 58.9% vs 

58.1% 
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Gies et al. (2013) United States High-risk gang 

offenders 

Treatment: 392 

Control: 392 

Quasi-

experimental 

Back-end EM Parole violations, 

rearrests, returns to 

custody 

No differences in 

parole violations; 

GPS group had 

lower rates of 

arrest (46.68% vs 

56.12%), but higher 

returns to custody 

(79.34% vs 69.39%) 

Gies et al. (2016) United States High-risk sex 

offenders 

Treatment: 258 

Control: 258 

Quasi-

experimental 

Post-release EM Violations, arrests, 

convictions 

Lower rates of 

registration 

violations, arrest, 

registration arrest, 

conviction, and 

registration 

conviction for GPS 

group 

Henneguelle et al. 

(2016) 

France Offenders with 

prison sentence < 

1 year with stable 

place to stay that 

has a landline 

Treatment: 580 

Control: 8,499 

Quasi-

experimental 

Front-end EM Reconviction Within 5 years, 46% 

of EM reconvicted 

compared to 66% 

of non-EM ex-

prisoners 

Hucklesby (2009) England Offenders subject 

to standalone 

curfew orders 

Treatment: 217 Non-experimental EM home curfew Technical violations 54% completed 

their orders, while 

46% breached 

Killias et al. (2010) Switzerland Offenders with 

prison sentence < 

3 months 

Treatment: 106 

Control: 116 

Experimental EM home curfew Reconvictions 21% of EM 

offenders 

reconvicted within 

3 years compared 

to 31% of 

community service 

offenders 
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Dependent Variable Result 

Lapham et al. 

(2007) 

United States Repeat DUI 

offenders 

477 offenders 

across 4 

experimental 

groups 

Experimental DUI intensive 

supervision, with or 

without EM and 

mandated vehicle 

sale 

Rearrest Positive effects of 

EM while sanction 

in place, but 

reduced to non-

significant effect 

after removed 

Lilly et al. (1993) United States DUI offenders Phase 1: 184 

Phase 2: 231 

Phase 3: 179 

Non-experimental EM probation Program completion, 

probation violations 

Most offenders 

completed the 

program 

successfully (> 

90%), although 

violations 

increased after 

the EM period 

Marie et al. (2011) England and 

Wales 

Offenders with 

custodial 

sentences of 3 

months – years 

Treatment: 

63,584 

Quasi-

experimental 

Early-release EM 

home detention 

curfew 

Recalls to prison 10% of HDC 

offenders recalled 

to custody (8% for 

breaches, 2% for 

new offences) 

Marklund & 

Holmberg (2009) 

Sweden Prisoners with 

sentences of >2 

years 

Treatment: 260 

Control: 260 

Quasi-

experimental 

Early release EM 

with work/sobriety 

requirements 

New convictions, new 

prison sentence, time-

to-failure 

26% (vs 38%) of EM 

offenders 

convicted; 14% of 

EM offenders 

received new 

prison or probation 

sentence (vs 26%); 

13% (vs 21%) of EM 

offenders 

sentenced to new 

prison term 

Maxfield & 

Baumer (1990) 

United States Non-violent 

offenders 

Treatment 

(pretrial): 216 

Treatment 

(postconviction): 

153 

Non-experimental EM home detention 

(pretrial and 

postconviction) 

Case completion 73% of pretrial 

group completed 

program; 81% of 

postconviction 

program group 
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Variable 

Dependent Variable Result 

Maxfield & Power 

(1992) 

United States Non-violent 

offenders 

Treatment: 224 Non-experimental Front-end EM home 

detention 

Case completion, 

technical violations, 

absconding 

73% successfully 

completed 

program; 13% had 

technical 

violation; 14% 

absconded 

Meuer & 

Woessner (2018) 

Germany Home detention 

for up to 6 months 

prior to release, 

HD instead of 

imprisonment if 

fine could not be 

paid, and early 

work release on 

parole 

Treatment: 43 

Control A: 49 

Control B: 45 

Experimental EM with early work 

release and home 

detention 

New conviction No statistically 

significant 

difference in 

reoffending 

between groups 

Omori & Turner 

(2015) 

United States High-risk sex 

offenders 

Treatment: 93 

Control: 88 

Quasi-

experimental 

EM on parole Technical violations No statistically 

significant 

differences in 

technical 

violations, but 

higher in cost 

Padgett et al. 

(2006) 

United States Serious offenders Treatment: 3,347 

Control: 45.475 

Quasi-

experimental 

EM (both RF and 

GPS) on front-end 

home confinement 

Technical violations, 

new offences, 

absconding 

EM offenders were 

significantly less 

likely to have a 

technical 

violation, new 

offence, or 

abscond 

Quinn & Holman 

(1991) 

United States “Difficult” clients Treatment: 93 

Control: 65 

Quasi-

experimental 

EM home 

confinement (front-

end and back-end) 

Case completion 76.3% of EMHC 

group successfully 

completed 

program vs 87.7% 

of control 
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Roy (1997) United States Adult and juvenile 

non-violent 

offenders; must 

have landline and 

be employed/in 

school 

Treatment: 233 

adults, 560 

juveniles 

Non-experimental Front-end EM home 

detention 

Case completion 78% of adults 

successfully 

completed their 

order 

Smith (2001) Scotland Non-violent 

offenders 

Treatment: 152 Non-experimental Front-end restricted 

liberty orders with 

EM 

Case completion 72% of offenders 

successfully 

completed their 

orders; only 11 

offenders 

completed their 

orders with no 

unauthorised 

absences 

Stanz & Tewksbury 

(2000) 

United States Non-violent 

offenders 

Treatment: 2,649 Non-experimental House arrest with 

passive EM 

Case completion, 

rearrest 

85% of offenders 

complete the 

program, but 69% 

are rearrested 

within 5 years 

Turner et al. (2010) United States High-risk sex 

offenders 

Treatment: 94 

Control: 91 

Quasi-

experimental 

Parole with GPS EM Technical violations, 

new convictions, 

returns to custody 

Technical 

violations of parole 

(39.4% EM vs 

40.7%), new 

convictions (24.5% 

EM vs 38.5%), 

returns to prison 

(35.1% EM vs 

37.4%) 
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Turner et al. (2015) United States High-risk sex 

offenders 

Treatment: 94 

Control: 91 

Quasi-

experimental 

Parole with GPS EM Technical violations, 

new convictions, 

returns to custody 

Failing to register 

(3.2% EM vs 13.2%), 

abscond (9.9% EM 

vs 2.1%), found 

guilty of 

committing a new 

criminal violation 

(19.1% EM vs 

35.2%), return to 

custody (35.1% EM 

vs 37.4%) 

Whittington (1987) United States Unemployed, 

financial hardship 

jail inmates 

Treatment: 133 Non-experimental Back-end EM home 

confinement 

Program completions, 

technical violations, 

new offences 

97% of offenders 

completed the 

program; only 3 

technical 

violations, 1 new 

offence 

Williams & 

Weatherburn 

(2019) 

Australia Non-violent 

offenders with 

custodial 

sentences < 18 

months 

Treatment: 7,366 

Control: 7,366 

Quasi-

experimental 

Front-end EM with 

rehabilitation and 

intensive supervision 

Reoffending (court 

appearance) 

At 24 months, 58% 

of the estimated 

prison sample had 

appeared in 

court, compared 

to 30% of the EM 

group; at 120 

months, the rates 

were 84% vs 66% 

(EM) 
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