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Abstract 
Probationers make up the largest share of the correctional population in the 
US, with recent data indicating that one out of 72 American adults is on pro-
bation. There is limited research on probation outcomes, particularly misde-
meanor probation, despite its potential disruptive life impacts for relatively 
minor offenses. This study asked what specific demographic and probation 
characteristics are associated with successful misdemeanor probation com-
pletion, using data from one county in a southern state. Data from 2016-2018 
were analyzed for 6600 cases. Of these, 70.8% had successful case outcomes. 
Analyses showed that successful outcomes were associated with being female, 
Hispanic, having more than high school education, no unpaid fines, and be-
ing older. Probationers were less likely to be successful if Black, if not their 
first offense, and if convicted for property crimes. Implications for practice, 
policy, and research are discussed, as is the importance of local data analysis 
for tailored understanding of probation at a community level. 
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1. Introduction 

The high incarceration rate in the United States is the subject of national and in-
ternational scrutiny, however, it is probationers that make up the largest share of 
the nation’s correctional population (Maruschak & Minton, 2020). In 2018, there 
were 3.5 million Americans on probation, compared to the 2.1 million people 
incarcerated in prisons or jails that same year. Furthermore, while probation and 
parole are often combined under the banner of “community supervision”, there 
are four times as many people on probation than on parole (Maruschak & Min-
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ton, 2020). Recent data indicate that about 1 in 72 American adults is on proba-
tion (Kaeble & Alper, 2020). While these numbers are staggering, they represent 
a notable decline from a decade ago. However, the demographic profile of pro-
bationers has remained virtually unchanged. According to the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 78% of probationers were male in 2000, as opposed to 75% in 2016. 
Additionally, in 2000, 54% of probationers were white, 31% were African Amer-
ican, and 13% were Latino. By 2016, those numbers had only shifted to 55%, 
28%, and 14%, respectively (Kaeble, 2018). Men, who make up half of Ameri-
cans, are vastly overrepresented in these figures. The proportion of Black proba-
tioners also deserves attention, considering only 13.4% of the population identi-
fies as African American (United States Census Bureau, 2020).  

Considering the scale of the probation system, the lack of a large body of 
scholarship focused on probation outcomes is surprising. Questions about the 
nature and effectiveness of community probation have been raised both nation-
ally and internationally (Villeneuve et al., 2021; Yang, 2020). Since the 1960s, 
probation has been marketed as a cost-effective, rehabilitation-oriented sentenc-
ing alternative. Yet, probation may not truly be an ideal alternative if people are fre-
quently unsuccessful in complying with the terms of their supervision—resulting in 
financial costs, prolonged contact with the criminal justice system, and stints of 
incarceration (Phelps, 2013). Nationwide, only 54% of people who exited their 
probation in 2018 were marked as successfully completing their supervision. Of 
the remaining individuals with alternative outcomes, over half returned to pris-
on or jail (Kaeble & Alper, 2020). The policies adopted by each jurisdiction sig-
nificantly impact whether probation serves as a “net-widener” that draws more 
people into imprisonment or a genuine form of diversion that reduces mass in-
carceration (Phelps, 2018: p. 53). As such, it is critical to determine the factors 
that contribute to individual successes and failures so that supervision proce-
dures can be designed to promote success. There is some existing literature to 
guide our understanding of probation outcomes, particularly related to race, 
gender, socioeconomic indicators, and case variables. However, a full under-
standing of factors related to success on probation is wanting. There is a partic-
ular dearth of research specific to misdemeanor probation, despite its potential 
negative impact through disruption of employment, bans on employment and 
assistance opportunities, and discrimination by employers and others (Phelps, 
2020). This study sought to address this gap and examine both demographic 
(sex, race, education, employment, age) and probation (time on probation, of-
fense category, first offender status, fines assigned and unpaid fines) factors as-
sociated with successful misdemeanor probation completion in one county in a 
southern state.  

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Factors Associated with Differential Probation Outcomes 

Generally, the most common lines of inquiry in the existing literature revolve 
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around the effects of race and gender on probation outcomes. In 2000, Olson 
and Lurigio studied predicting factors for rearrest, revocation, and technical vi-
olations among a sample of over 2400 felony and misdemeanor probationers in 
the Midwest. The authors were mainly concerned with measuring negative case 
outcomes, which they defined as 1) new arrests, 2) technical violations, and 3) 
probation revocation (Olson & Lurigio, 2000). Multivariate logistic regression 
showed that age, income, prior convictions, a history of drug abuse, and geo-
graphic setting—urban versus rural—were significant predictors of all three 
negative outcomes. Prior convictions were a particularly strong predictor; one 
previous conviction doubled the chances that the individual would have their 
probation revoked or be rearrested. While not related to probation revocation, 
race was a predicting factor for new arrests and technical violations (Olson & 
Lurigio, 2000).  

Steinmetz and Henderson (2016) addressed similar questions in a longitudinal 
study examining outcomes in over 115,000 probation cases over ten years. Pro-
bation outcomes were divided into expiration (standard completion), early dis-
charge, revocation, and adjudication (Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016). In an ini-
tial multinomial model, property offenders were more likely to face revocation 
than person offenders, and younger offenders were more likely to experience 
failure overall. When interaction effects between race and gender were incorpo-
rated, the authors found that being a Black male or a Hispanic male was a signif-
icant predictor of probation failure (Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016). After in-
corporating offense type, Hispanic males convicted of property offenses were, 
surprisingly, more likely to be discharged early from their probation. On the 
other hand, Black male property offenders were less likely to be granted early 
discharge (Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016). The authors suggest that these find-
ings might be directly related to the “socially constructed perception of African 
American men as dangerous” (Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016: p. 14). 

Some academic debate remains regarding the specific influence of sex on 
probation outcomes. Few researchers have centered their work around female 
probationers, but one 2015 study investigated how parenting and connection to 
intimate partners influenced probation compliance among 257 women (Stalans 
& Lurigio, 2015). The authors examined marital status, the criminal and sub-
stance abuse history of intimate partners, if children were in the home or state 
custody, and housing stability. Instead of defining probation failure exclusively 
in terms of subsequent criminal behavior, Stalans and Lurigio (2015: p. 159) fo-
cused on “behavioral measures of non-compliance”, including missed office vis-
its and treatment sessions. Women were more likely to miss treatment sessions if 
they had nonconforming intimate partners, children in foster care, or unstable 
housing situations. Still, women with children—regardless of whether they were 
in foster care—were 62% less likely to miss office appointments than those 
without children. The number of missed office appointments was, in turn, sig-
nificantly related to an increased chance of new arrests for drug possession, 
property crimes, and misdemeanors (Stalans & Lurigio, 2015).  
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While much of the literature has emphasized race and gender, a multitude of 
factors may influence probation outcomes. Morgan (1994) found that proba-
tioners who were married and worked full-time were more likely to be success-
ful—suggesting the importance of stable social bonds on probation outcomes. 
Gray, Fields and Maxwell (2001) also provide an expansive overview of variables 
associated with success and failure on supervision. Their sample included 1500 
Michigan probationers, 64.2% of whom had one or more probation violations 
on their records (Gray et al., 2001). These violations were categorized as either 
“most serious”, “medium serious”, or “least serious”. From a new arrest to miss-
ing a curfew, these authors defined any violation as probation failure. Still, Gray 
et al. (2001: p. 554) concluded that most violations were for minor infractions 
that “may not necessarily pose a risk to the public at large”. Analyses showed 
that minorities, probationers with low educational attainment, and those with a 
history of drug use were more likely to have technical violations. The authors 
emphasize that substance abuse history plays an important role in probation 
failure since 22% of all recorded violations were for positive urinalysis screen-
ings. Individuals with a higher number of technical violations were subsequently 
more likely to commit a new crime while under supervision (Gray et al., 2001).  

A small body of research examines outcomes less in terms of probationer 
characteristics and more in terms of supervision practices. Jalbert, Rhodes, Fly-
gare and Kane (2010) studied how reducing caseloads in conjunction with im-
plementing evidence-based intensive supervision practices affected recidivism. 
In this case, “evidence-based practices” referred to utilizing risk assessments to 
determine the level of supervision required for each probationer (Jalbert et al., 
2010). The study included 8000 probationers, about 20% of whom were labeled 
as high needs and assigned to Intensive Supervision Probation (ISP). ISP officers 
carried smaller caseloads due to the nature of their clients—about 30 cases as 
opposed to 50 for a typical probation officer (Jalbert et al., 2010). As such, the 
authors compared the outcomes for the clients of ISP officers to the outcomes of 
clients who remained on the regular supervision caseload. Using a regression 
discontinuity design, the study found individuals on ISP had significantly lower 
criminal recidivism rates compared to probationers on a regular caseload (Jal-
bert et al., 2010).  

Some scholars have examined the impact of sentence requirements on proba-
tion outcomes. Ruhland, Homles and Petkus (2020) considered the influence of 
fines and fees on revocations, notably in a jurisdiction where probation officers 
spent “a significant amount of time trying to collect monetary sanctions” and 
depended on these collections “for a portion of officers’ salaries…” (Ruhland et 
al., 2020: p. 4). The authors engaged in a secondary data analysis of administra-
tive records for 1600 probation cases, with the sample being overwhelmingly 
white (84%) and male (65%). They found that individuals who were assessed 
higher fee amounts were significantly more likely to have their probation re-
voked, either due to technical violations or new criminal offenses. People with a 
high percentage of delinquent fines and fees were also more likely to face revo-
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cation. However, the authors acknowledge that the data were limited in that they 
could not discern whether probationers were revoked explicitly due to non- 
payment or if a variety of ongoing violations led to revocation (Ruhland et al., 
2020). 

Thus, probation research overall (not specific to misdemeanor probation, 
where, as stated before, there is a paucity of research) indicates that age, income, 
prior convictions, substance abuse, race, low education, and fees are associated 
with probation failure. Being married, employed full time, served by a specia-
lized probation program, and being a woman with children were associated with 
greater probation success. 

2.2. The Implications of Misdemeanor Probation Failure 

One of the primary ways the current study differs from previous literature is 
its sole focus on misdemeanor probation outcomes. The most recent statistics 
suggest that approximately 36% of probationers are on misdemeanor proba-
tion, representing about 1.27 million Americans (Kaeble & Alper, 2020). Koh-
ler-Hausmass (2013: p. 353) argues that “misdemeanor justice…is one of the 
dominant components of contemporary criminal justice, and its operations 
represent an underappreciated modality of social control”. There is no clear ex-
planation as to why the research focused on misdemeanor probation is scarce. 
One possible hypothesis relates to the fact that misdemeanor probation is more 
than twice as likely to be handled at the county-level when compared to felony 
probation, which is typically controlled by state-level agencies (National Center 
for State Courts, 2011). County-level data may be challenging to obtain and 
analyze, as was our experience in the current study, or may simply be unavaila-
ble to researchers.  

The research that does exist suggests that misdemeanor probation is an im-
portant part of the broader conversation about mass incarceration and mass su-
pervision that should not be overlooked. Olson and Lurigio (2000) used a mixed 
sample including both misdemeanants and felons on probation and found that 
23.7% of their misdemeanor participants were rearrested while under supervi-
sion, and 33.4% had technical violations. In addition, 9.4% of misdemeanor par-
ticipants had their probation revoked—thus likely sentenced to serve time in jail 
(Olson & Lurigio, 2000). Even short-term incarceration has been linked to a host 
of collateral consequences, including lost wages, eviction, and strained familial 
relationships (Pogrebin, Dodge, & Katsampes, 2001). One study focused on in-
carcerated misdemeanants found that 23% of participants were evicted from 
their rental housing while incarcerated (Weisheit & Klofas, 1989). Furthermore, 
a misdemeanor conviction has a lasting impact on socio-economic outcomes— 
mainly employment status. In an experimental correspondence study, Leasure 
(2019) examined the effects of misdemeanor convictions on hiring outcomes. 
Across the 582 sample resumes submitted to potential employers, 37% had no 
criminal record listed, 32% had a felony conviction listed, and 29% had a mis-
demeanor conviction listed. Resumes were also divided so that approximately 
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half of the “applicants” had a racially distinct African American sounding-name, 
and the other half had a racially distinct white-sounding name. For both white 
and Black applicants, individuals with misdemeanor convictions were about half 
as likely to receive a callback than someone without a criminal record—but the 
impact of a misdemeanor conviction was even more severe for Black applicants 
(Leasure, 2019). 

3. Methods 
3.1. Data Set 

The data for this study were provided by a county probation agency located in a 
mid-sized city in Georgia. The dataset was drawn from the full computerized 
record of every misdemeanor probation case opened in the jurisdiction between 
2009 and 2018, pulled directly from the agency’s online case management sys-
tem. These data are entered into the system by the probation officer throughout 
the time or probation. Data were entered through both dropdown menus and 
open fields. A thorough examination was necessary to remove obvious signs of 
entry error. All cases that 1) were actively open, 2) where the only listed charges 
were felonies, 3) where people were on probation as a bond condition and thus 
had not been convicted, and 4) where the dates provided for the probation term 
were clearly entered incorrectly (e.g. start date of 1/1/1900), were removed. The 
analyses for this study examine individuals placed on probation from January 1, 
2016, to December 31, 2018. The decision to focus on these three years was dri-
ven by the potential confounding effects of policy changes made to the Georgia 
misdemeanor probation system in 2015. Georgia House Bill 310, which went in-
to effect on July 1, 2015, restructured a variety of practices related to misdemea-
nor probation to reduce the overall probation population (Wiltz, 2017). The bill 
created more regulation surrounding private probation companies and codified 
judges’ power to waive probation-related fees and give misdemeanants sus-
pended probation sentences (GA HB 310, 2015). In the 12 months following the 
enactment of HB 310, the county agency highlighted in this study saw a 43% de-
cline in misdemeanor probation cases. Considering the substantial impact HB 
310 had on the partner agency, it was decided that the analysis should only in-
clude the information available after the policy change took effect. The final 
sample included 6600 misdemeanor probation cases.  

The study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board. Data 
were thoroughly anonymized to meet Institutional Review Board requirements, 
thus there was no way to determine if the same person had multiple open cases 
within these three years. As such, this sample may not necessarily represent 6660 
individual probationers.  

3.2. Sample 

Demographic characteristics are summarized in Table 1. Description of the 
sample was somewhat limited by the categories provided in the agency’s case  
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics.  

Variable N Percentage Mean SD 

Sex     

Male 4799 72.1%   

Female 1861 27.9%   

Race     

White 3170 47.6%   

Black 2721 40.9%   

Hispanic 602 9.0%   

Asian 106 1.6%   

Bi-Racial 26 0.4%   

Native American 27 0.4%   

Unknown 8 0.1%   

Education Level     

Less than High School 1398 21.0%   

High School 2397 36.0%   

More than High School 1650 24.8%   

Unknown 1215 18.2%   

Employment Status     

Unemployed 279 4.2%   

Student 1077 16.2%   

Employed 2964 44.5%   

Unknown 2340 35.1%   

Age (years)   29.58 12.13 

 
management system. For example, 72.1% of the sample is listed as male, and 
27.9% as female, with no non-binary options. In terms of race and ethnicity, 
47.6% of the sampled probationers were white, 40.9% were Black, 1.6% were 
Asian. Native American and bi-racial individuals each made up less than 1% of 
the sample. An additional 9% were listed as Hispanic, though ethnicity was not 
considered a distinct category from race in the case management system. Ap-
proximately 75% of the probationers had a high school equivalent education or 
above, and about 45% were known to be employed. The relatively high levels of 
education, yet low employment figures, are likely due to the jurisdiction’s large 
college student population. In this analysis, being a student was categorized as its 
own employment status. The average age of the sample was 29.58 years. 

As described in Table 2, characteristics of probation were examined in this 
study. The variable of interest was the probation outcome upon case closure (1 = 
closed successful, 0 = closed unsuccessful). Nearly 71% of cases were closed suc-
cessfully. Cases listed as “closed successful” by the supervising officer were those  
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Table 2. Probation characteristics. 

Variable N Percentage Mean SD 

Case Outcome     

Successful 4718 70.8%   

Unsuccessful 1942 29.2%   

Total Time on Probation (days)   375.08 178.02 

Offense Category     

Violent Offenses 1906 28.6%   

Ordinance Violations 1708 25.6%   

Traffic Offenses 1211 18.2%   

Substance Violations 807 12.1%   

Property Crimes 654 9.8%   

Other 374 5.6%   

First Offender Status     

Yes First Offender 652 9.8%   

No First Offender 6008 90.2%   

Fines Assessed at Sentencing   $538.15 435.88 

Unpaid Fines     

Yes Unpaid Fines 3575 53.7%   

No Unpaid Fines 2567 37.0%   

Unknown 618 9.3%   

 
where the probationer completed their required conditions, recognizing that 
conditions can be added or removed throughout the life of a probation case. The 
category of “closed unsuccessful” included outcomes such as probation revoca-
tion, absconding, and re-incarceration. There were also instances where cases 
were labeled as “closed unsuccessful”, without any indication of the specific 
cause of failure. One notable distinction between the current study and past re-
search is that individuals with probation violations were not automatically in-
cluded in the “unsuccessful” category. The partner agency would frequently close 
cases as successful even if probationers had a few minor violations throughout 
their supervision. 

On average, probationers in the sample spent about a year on probation 
(375.08 days). Offense category varied, with violent offenses (28.6%) and ordin-
ance violations (25.6%) most common. Offenses also included traffic offenses, 
substance violations, property crimes, and other. Since these were misdemeanors 
convictions, “violent offenses” typically refer to simple battery charges, and 
“property offenses” are predominately low-level theft cases. On average, proba-
tioners were assessed $538.15 in fines at sentencing. At case closure, a majority 
of probationers (53.7%) had unpaid fines. 

First Offender status was held by almost 10% of the sample, however, “First 
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Offender status”, in this context refers to a specific sentencing designation under 
the Georgia First Offender Act. This statute allows people with certain first-time 
offenses to have their convictions expunged and their charges sealed upon com-
pleting their sentence (Georgia Justice Project (GJP), 2020). First Offender status 
is not guaranteed simply because the defendant does not have a previous crimi-
nal history—a defense attorney must ask that the defendant be sentenced as a 
First Offender, and the Judge must agree. In addition, some common misde-
meanors, such as DUIs, are ineligible to receive the First Offender designation 
(GJP, 2020).  

3.3. Analyses 

Initially, we completed bivariate analyses to examine the relationship between 
each factor and the dependent variable Case Outcome, using chi square or 
two-tailed independent t test. All factors were significant at the p < 0.01 level. 
We then used stepwise multivariate logistic regression analysis to determine the 
effects of race, gender, education, employment, fines, first-offender status, age, 
days on probation, and offense category, on the likelihood of success. All analys-
es were conducted using the software IBM SPSS Statistics 27.  

4. Results 

The logistic regression model was statistically significant (χ2(20) = 648.84, p < 
0.001) explaining 27% of variance (Nagelkerke R2 = 0.267). Women were about 
1.5 times more likely to be successful than men (p < 0.001). Older probationers 
and those with the highest levels of education were also significantly more likely 
to be successful (2% per year of age and 6%, respectively). In terms of employ-
ment status, non-student employment was not significantly correlated to suc-
cess. Still, students were found to be 1.8 times more successful when compared 
to the unemployed. Black probationers were about half as likely to succeed as 
white probationers (p < 0.001). Hispanic probationers, on the other hand, were 
about two times more likely to be successful than white probationers (p < 0.001). 
No other racial categories had a significant relationship to successful case clo-
sure.  

When examining characteristics of probation, the status of unpaid fines was 
the strongest predictor of success by far—individuals without unpaid fines were 
7.2 times more likely to be successful than those with unpaid fines. Despite this 
strong correlation, the dollar amount of fines assessed at sentencing was not sig-
nificant. Time on probation was also not significantly associated with success. 
Out of the offense categories, only property crimes were significantly associated 
with successful case closure. Probationers convicted of property crimes were 
about half as likely to be successful than those convicted of violent offenses (p < 
0.001). Finally, probationers without First Offender status were half as likely to 
be successful as those with First Offender status. In summary, gender, age, edu-
cation level, race, student status, having unpaid fines, type of crime, and first of-
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fender status were significantly associated with misdemeanor probation out-
come. The logistic regression model is shown in Table 3. 

 
Table 3. Multivariate association between case outcome and probationer characteristics. 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp (B) 
95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Sex         

Female 0.390 0.108 13.023 1 0.000 1.477 1.195 1.826 

Race         

White   61.676 5 0.000    

Asian 0.333 0.406 0.672 1 0.412 1.395 0.629 3.094 

Bi-Racial 1.247 1.060 1.384 1 0.239 3.481 0.436 27.802 

Black −0.602 0.103 34.269 1 0.000 0.548 0.448 0.670 

Hispanic 0.614 0.213 8.310 1 0.004 1.847 1.217 2.803 

Native American 0.338 0.784 0.186 1 0.666 1.403 0.302 6.523 

Education Bracket         

Less than High School   6.096 2 0.047    

High School 0.182 0.111 2.696 1 0.101 1.200 0.965 1.492 

More than High School 0.315 0.129 5.955 1 0.015 1.370 1.064 1.765 

Employment Status         

Unemployed   9.009 2 0.011    

Student 0.580 0.218 7.084 1 0.008 1.786 1.165 2.738 

Employed 0.213 0.177 1.448 1 0.229 1.238 0.875 1.752 

Unpaid Fines         

No Unpaid Fines 1.973 0.118 277.522 1 0.000 7.194 5.703 9.074 

First Offender         

No First Offender −0.731 0.170 18.503 1 0.000 0.481 0.345 0.672 

Age at Time of Offense 0.019 0.005 15.263 1 0.000 1.019 1.010 1.029 

Fines Assessed (dollars) 0.000 0.000 0.004 1 0.950 1.000 1.000 1.000 

Total Days on Probation 0.000 0.000 1.795 1 0.180 1.000 0.999 1.000 

Offense Category         

Violent Offenses   33.236 5 0.000    

Substance Violations −0.195 0.156 1.566 1 0.211 0.823 0.606 1.117 

Ordinance Violation 0.183 0.156 1.381 1 0.240 1.201 0.885 1.632 

Property Crimes −0.659 0.188 12.297 1 0.000 0.517 0.358 0.748 

Traffic Offenses 0.212 0.169 1.574 1 0.210 1.236 0.888 1.722 

Other 0.226 0.239 0.891 1 0.345 1.253 0.784 2.003 

Constant 0.549 0.349 2.479 1 0.115 1.732   

1Nagelkerke R2 value for this logistic regression was 0.267. 
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5. Discussion 

Our findings that women and older, more highly educated individuals are more 
likely to be successful on probation are consistent with decades of criminological 
research (see Gray, Fields, & Maxwell, 2001). Some of the findings related to fi-
nancial assessment and offense categories also align with recent probation-specific 
studies. Our finding that the dollar amount of fines assessed was not associated 
with success is similar to Ruhland et al.’s (2020) finding that fines were not a 
predictor of probation revocation. Our finding that individuals with property 
crimes are less likely to have a successful case outcome is similar to the work on 
differential probation outcomes of Steinmetz and Henderson (2016), who also 
found that individuals convicted of property crimes had a greater chance of 
probation failure. The fact that this study of a small jurisdiction produced results 
comparable to nationwide research adds to the evidence that certain patterns in 
the probation system may be ubiquitous, no matter the location.  

Still, the analyses produced several unique findings that warrant further ex-
ploration. The most surprising outcome was that Hispanic individuals in the sam-
ple were twice as likely to be successful on probation than non-Hispanic white 
individuals. In prior research, being a person of color has consistently been tied 
to poor probation outcomes (see Steinmetz & Henderson, 2016; Gray et al., 
2001). However, many previous studies have also utilized a white/nonwhite bi-
nary that fails to examine differences that may arise within various nonwhite 
groups. After consulting with the agency partner that provided the data, one 
possible hypothesis is that Hispanic probationers were more successful due to 
the offense types that were common among the group. Data revealed that 64.7% 
of the Hispanic individuals in the sample were on probation for traffic of-
fenses—predominately driving without a valid driver’s license. According to the 
partner agency, typically individuals with these types of crimes have limited su-
pervision requirements outside of paying necessary fines and reporting to an of-
ficer. Although we did not have the required data to explore supervision condi-
tions in this study, previous research supports the idea that having fewer super-
vision requirements is correlated to success (Doleac, 2018).  

The conclusion that paying off fines was the strongest indicator of success also 
deserves significant attention. Probationers who paid off all their fines by the 
time their case was closed were 7.2 times more likely to be successful than those 
who had outstanding, unpaid fines. Since paying fines is one of the most com-
mon conditions of a probation sentence, it is logical that those who do not pay 
their fines are highly susceptible to failure. The magnitude of the effect, however, 
is striking. The finding regarding unpaid fines should be considered in the con-
text of a secondary result: that the dollar amount of fines assessed at sentencing 
was not correlated to success. Since paying off fines is critical to success, one 
might assume that those required to pay less would be more successful—yet this 
was not the case. If someone is genuinely unable to pay, they are at significant 
risk of failure, even if the amount assessed is relatively “small”. This may suggest 
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that one of the most crucial roles of judges and probation officers in increasing 
probation success is accurately assessing clients’ ability to pay and only requiring 
financial payments when any kind of payment is realistically within a proba-
tioner’s means. 

5.1. Implications for Policy and Practice 

The findings of this study have implications for both practice and policy. Identi-
fying factors related to probation success can guide policies and decision-making, 
and potentially heighten awareness among probation officers of probationers 
who may be at greater risk of failure, allowing jurisdictions to develop commu-
nity-specific evidence-based policies and supervision practices. Knowing, for 
example, that unpaid fines are associated with failure, an agency could develop 
an income threshold below which fees are automatically waived, rather than 
waiting until a probationer is already behind on payments to explore the idea of 
a fee exception. Knowing that time spent on probation is not correlated with 
success, an agency could rethink the notion that giving someone a shorter sen-
tence will increase the likelihood they will complete their supervision without 
incident. Practices focused on increasing success rates are especially important 
in misdemeanor probation, considering that the consequences of probation fail-
ure could lead to prolonged criminal justice involvement and lifelong repercus-
sions for minor offenses (Phelps, 2018).  

Currently, the most widely used practice to predict probation success is use of 
a generalized risk assessment to determine the likelihood of recidivism, and 
subsequent assignment of high-risk probationers to differential supervision re-
quirements. However, general models may not reflect the relevant risk factors 
present in a specific community, and matching assessments to context may be 
critical to ensure that these tools provide effective results (Vilijeon, Cochrane, & 
Johnson, 2018). Risk assessments could also be misleading if, for example, the 
same tool is used for both felony and misdemeanor probationers, as it should 
not be assumed that the risk factors are the same for both groups without em-
pirical evidence.  

Many jurisdictions could benefit from engaging in data-driven evaluations of 
their probation populations to develop their own risk assessment tools and 
models of supervision that acknowledge unique local circumstances. Thus, in 
addition to supporting the extant literature and providing some insight into ad-
ditional factors associated with probation success, our study is an illustration of 
collaboration at the community level. Community-specific probation data ana-
lyses may provide insights into characteristics unique to the community and 
shape local practice. An example is seen in our finding that Hispanic probation-
ers are twice as likely to succeed as white probationers. If this is, as posited by 
our partner agency, a result of offenses that are predominantly driving without a 
license, that may be a location specific phenomenon not seen in jurisdictions 
with a more established Latinx population. 
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Beyond the utility of this project for an individual probation agency, the find-
ings related to unpaid fines have wide-reaching policy implications. Scholars and 
activists in recent years have become increasingly vocal about the devastating 
impact legal fines and fees can have on low-income defendants. Required to pay 
court costs well beyond their means, people can quickly fall into debt and face 
significant economic losses, prolonged contact with community supervision 
agencies, and even incarceration due to failure to pay (Martin et al., 2018). By 
revealing that paying off one’s fines is the most significant factor in misdemea-
nor probation success, this study contributes to the list of collateral conse-
quences that can arise if an individual is assessed court fines that they cannot 
pay.  

5.2. Conclusions and Recommendations  

When considering the broader implications of this study, we recognize that the 
findings are limited and not generalizable beyond this one jurisdiction in Geor-
gia. A significant portion of criminal justice research relies on data that may not 
be representative of the whole country but nevertheless contributes to an under-
standing of frequent patterns or issues that deserve future consideration. A limi-
tation that is more specific to this analysis is the quality of the data. As stated in 
the methods section, there were inconsistencies in the database, which varied by 
the care and level of detail officers were willing to invest in data entry, and from 
officer to officer over time. There were also some data that, while technically 
available in the case files, were scanned handwritten note. These could not feasi-
bly be extracted for a large sample. Consequently, we could not examine some 
variables, such as information on probation violations, that would have further 
enriched our analyses. Finally, as noted in Methods, our Institutional Review 
Board required total anonymity of the data and therefore there was no way to 
identify individuals who may have had multiple probations during the studied 
time period. Thus, our sample consisted of 6600 probation cases, but not neces-
sarily 6600 individuals. 

Despite the power of local criminal justice agencies and the vast number of 
people in this country convicted of minor criminal offenses, most literature on 
probation research focuses on state-wide felony data. This study addressed a sig-
nificant gap in the literature by analyzing the outcomes of misdemeanor proba-
tioners and by providing a framework for using local-level data in an analysis of 
probation success. Our findings raise many questions worth future exploration. 
Further study is needed to explore the relationship among fees, socioeconomic 
status, and probation success. Mixed-methods studies could also be useful to de-
termine if probation officer’s stated beliefs about factors related to success and 
failure are supported by quantitative analyses. Furthermore, exploring questions 
of racial disparity in probation must continue to be a priority for researchers. 
This study demonstrated the importance of considering identities beyond a sim-
ple white/nonwhite binary in order to uncover more nuanced findings about the 
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role of race and ethnicity in probation success.  
Our final call-to-action is to encourage more criminal justice researchers to 

focus on local-level analysis. Local control and variation are hallmarks of the 
American justice system, yet many agencies rely on research using data from 
vastly different jurisdictions to make decisions about their own practices. Creat-
ing researcher-agency partnerships is critical to provide the information needed 
for evidence-based reform at a local level and to contribute to a broader know-
ledge base about issues that exist regardless of geography. Challenges certainly 
exist for researchers in this space, particularly acknowledging that some criminal 
justice agencies might be wary of the intentions of researchers and thus protec-
tive of their data. Still, working to overcome these obstacles is worthwhile in the 
effort to produce meaningful information that can be used to support sustained 
reform in the criminal justice system.  
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