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how to quantify the cost of a violent crime committed 
by a probationer serving a community sentence? How 
does one put a monetary value on pain and suffering? A 
second advantage concerns the social benefits that pro-
bation and intermediate sanctions offer. Because the 
individuals who were convicted are employed in the 
community, they are contributing to the tax base and 
supporting themselves and their families (if applicable) 
rather than going on public assistance. Furthermore, 
persons engaged in intermediate sanctions often pay 
for their own treatment (or at least portions of it) while 
on probation—another savings to taxpayers. For some, 
remaining in the community means that they can con-
tinue their education or training to become productive 
and law-abiding members of society. A third advantage 
of community corrections is that offenders can main-
tain prosocial relationships with friends, family, and 
children. These are vital social connections that benefit 
all members of the relationship. When these relation-
ship ties are disrupted due to incarceration, the risk of 
negative outcomes for all parties increases.

TECHNOLOGY AND COMMUNITY 
CORRECTIONS

The use of technology has increased along with the growth of the population under 
community corrections. Many are familiar with older technology such as Breathalyzers to 
detect blood alcohol content and urinalysis to identify specific substance use. Lesser known 
are newer technologies such as GPS monitors and radiofrequency devices, which are the 
two most frequently used types of technology in community corrections. GPS monitoring 
identifies the location of an offender within 15 meters using 24 global positioning satellites 
owned by the Department of Defense. GPS is used primarily to track high-risk offenders, 
especially sex offenders. GPS monitoring comes in two forms: passive and active. Passive 
GPS monitoring gathers data on the whereabouts of an offender during a 24-hour period 
and then transmits these data through the phone to the probation officer. In contrast, 
active GPS monitoring uploads information on an offender’s location throughout the day. 
In addition, the probation officer can ping the monitor at any time to get an instantaneous 
location of the offender. This form of technology also enables the immediate notification 
of any victims that the offender is located within a particular distance. This technology is 
reliable and less expensive than incarceration. Research suggests that it reduces offenders’ 
risk of failure, although the reduction varies by type of offenders. One study, for instance, 
focused on offenders in Florida and discovered an overall reduction in risk of failure of 31% 
when using electronic monitoring. Findings also indicated that risk of failure differed by 
type of offender being monitored. That is, risk reduction was lower among violent offend-
ers compared with sex, property, and drug offenders.24

Radiofrequency identification devices (RFID) were originally used by corporations 
as a means of inventory control. This technology was introduced to the criminal jus-
tice system in 1997 and today is used primarily to monitor those serving home confine-
ment sentences via ankle or wrist bracelets. These devices locate and track individuals, 
enabling better supervision by probation officers using fewer resources. RFID devices are 
quite sophisticated and are able to detect body mass index, which alerts the probation 
officer if the bracelet or anklet is removed or is moved more than a finger width from the 
skin. The data gathered by these devices locate probationers on a 30-second interval. RFID 
devices use a technology similar to GPS monitoring to track the locations of probationers, 
but at far less expense.

Residential check conducted by a probation officer. Many think 

that serving a probationary status is “getting off easy.” Yet 

how many of you would welcome visits and inspections from 

probation officers at any time? Would it bother you to have them 

rummage through your belongings and question you when they 

wanted? Do you feel this would have any deterrent effect? Why 

or why not?
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