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Preface

This report describes the RAND Corporation’s activities under the Justice Innovation Center 
for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies.

This report should be of interest to policymakers and practitioners interested in the unmet 
operational needs of small, rural, tribal, and border criminal justice agencies, as well as to the 
larger criminal justice community and associated research community.

RAND Justice Policy

The research reported here was conducted in the RAND Justice Policy Program, which spans 
both criminal and civil justice systems issues with such topics as public safety, effective polic-
ing, police–community relations, drug policy and enforcement, corrections policy, use of 
technology in law enforcement, tort reform, catastrophe and mass-injury compensation, court 
resourcing, and insurance regulation. Program research is supported by government agencies, 
foundations, and the private sector.

This program is part of RAND Justice, Infrastructure, and Environment, a division of 
the RAND Corporation dedicated to improving policy- and decisionmaking in a wide range 
of policy domains, including civil and criminal justice, infrastructure protection and home-
land security, transportation and energy policy, and environmental and natural resource policy.

Questions or comments about this report should be sent to Meagan Cahill (Meagan_
Cahill@rand.org). For more information about RAND Justice Policy, see www.rand.org/jie/
justice-policy or contact the director at justice@rand.org.
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Summary

Technology is important to improving the effectiveness, efficiency, and safety of the criminal 
justice system. The development of new technologies and new approaches for applying these 
technologies has been and will likely continue to be an important catalyst for improvement 
in law enforcement, corrections, and the courts. However, use of technology in these sectors 
can be challenging, particularly for agencies located in small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) 
areas. SRTB justice systems account for three-quarters of all criminal justice agencies nation-
wide. Because these agencies are so widespread and have relatively few employees, they lack a 
centralized voice to influence the development of technologies and other solutions. To date, 
relatively little research has examined the needs of such agencies.

The National Institute of Justice created the Justice Innovation Center (JIC) to provide 
current, rigorous, and actionable information on technology needs and priorities specific to 
SRTB agencies. The purpose of JIC is to gather information on the challenges that SRTB agen-
cies face, identify relevant technology solutions that can address those challenges, and assess 
these technology solutions as they are implemented in real-world situations. These activities 
will provide actionable guidance to SRTB agencies for prioritizing, planning, and implement-
ing technology. The JIC research team consists of staff from RAND Justice Policy and the 
Arizona State University Center for Violence Prevention and Community Safety.

Although there is no precise or commonly accepted definition of SRTB law enforcement, 
corrections, and court systems, our project defines SRTB agencies as follows:

•	 law enforcement departments with fewer than 25 officers
•	 courts serving districts with fewer than 100,000 inhabitants
•	 jails with average daily populations of fewer than 50
•	 probation and parole agencies with fewer than 25 full-time officers
•	 any of these agency types located in counties with fewer than 2,500 residents and non-

adjacent to a metro area
•	 any of these agency types located in a border county.

In general, the term rural refers to areas with low-density populations at a specified distance 
from large cities and metropolitan areas. We define a rural law enforcement agency as one 
located in a county characterized as having either (1) a census-defined rural population; (2) a 
census-defined urban population of less than 2,500; or (3) a census-defined urban population 
of between 2,500 and 19,999 in an area not adjacent to a metropolitan area. We define a border 
agency by proximity (100 miles) to either the Canadian or Mexican border. For this study, we 
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define a tribal agency as a local law enforcement agency independently operated by one or a 
confederation of the 566 federally recognized tribes.

JIC’s initial efforts were spent gathering information on the challenges that SRTB agen-
cies face and prioritizing the needs of criminal justice agencies in SRTB contexts. JIC staff also 
worked to identify relevant technology solutions that can address the highest-priority needs, 
an effort that will continue throughout the life of JIC. These efforts were carried out using a 
variety of methods, including a literature review, in-depth interviews with nearly 150 practitio-
ners and topical experts, and focused discussions with an advisory panel of expert practitioners.

Key Findings: Literature Review

General Challenges That SRTB Agencies Face

JIC’s in-depth literature review identified some general challenges that SRTB agencies face 
and some differences across sectors (SRTB) and justice agency types (law enforcement, courts, 
and corrections). SRTB agencies face many public safety issues similar to those found in 
urban areas, including crimes imported from urban areas, such as gang activity and drug use 
(Weisheit, Falcone, and Wells, 1994). SRTB agencies also face unique challenges in address-
ing crime, including long travel distances for law enforcement response, community supervi-
sion appointments, and court attendance; low case volumes, which incentivize multicounty 
or regionalized systems to deal with limited local budgets and increase efficiency; limited staff 
and infrastructure, which require staff to perform multiple roles; and lack of local community-
based experts and resources (Vetter and Clark, 2013). Moreover, because administrative staff 
sizes and budgets in SRTB agencies are typically small, training can be cost-prohibitive because 
of high travel expenses or the time required away from duty. As a consequence of geographic 
spread and relatively few employees, SRTB agencies have difficulty acquiring grant funding 
and training for new technologies and lack a centralized voice to affect policy and technologi-
cal needs assessment (Sale, 2010).

Some issues are especially challenging for certain sectors. SRTB courts can face addi-
tional challenges stemming from a lack of programs and services to address mental health, 
substance use, indigent defense, and self-represented litigants, as well as the increasing need 
to address language barriers throughout court proceedings (Nugent-Borakove, Mahoney, 
and Whitcomb, 2011). Border agencies face special challenges related to drug trafficking and 
human trafficking concerns; the need to collaborate with federal agencies performing border 
patrol activities heightens the complexity of enforcement. There is little published literature on 
the tribal justice system, although we do know that, despite declining crime rates nationwide, 
the most-recent evidence suggests that crime (e.g., violent crime, driving under the influence) 
disproportionately affects tribal areas (Perry, 2004).

Little Existing Research on the Technology Needs of SRTB Agencies

The literature review highlighted the limited amount of existing research on the technology 
needs of SRTB agencies. Most studies of technology in criminal justice agencies have focused 
on larger agencies and those in urban settings, some of which are relevant to SRTB agencies 
as well. Research conducted as part of RAND’s Priority Criminal Justice Needs Initiative 
identified the three highest-priority technology needs within the law enforcement community 
generally: improving knowledge of technology and practice within the community; sharing 
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and using law enforcement information both within and across agencies; and researching, 
developing, testing, and evaluating information technology (IT) for systemwide improvements 
(Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015).

Existing research on SRTB technologies focuses mainly on their use in law enforcement 
agencies. For example, the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ Law Enforcement Management and 
Administrative Statistics survey (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2015a) found that, in general, 
non-SRTB agencies have the greatest access to or use of technology, followed, respectively, by 
border, small, rural, and tribal areas.

Lessons from some studies of large or urban agencies are relevant to SRTB agencies’ deci-
sions about technologies. Current research at RAND, conducted under the Priority Crimi-
nal Justice Needs Initiative, identified high-priority areas for community corrections agencies 
(Jackson et al., 2015). Many of these needs were related to improving “fragmented” systems of 
information-sharing among siloed agencies, improving data extraction and usability by a range 
of users, and improving training and training materials for handling offenders with mental 
health issues. The study also identified high-priority needs for institutional corrections agencies 
(jails and prisons), including issues related to detecting contraband, managing inmate use of 
technology, and managing and monitoring the enormous amounts of data that the technology 
systems used in the facilities generate.

Need for Better Data on SRTB Agencies and Technologies

The literature review highlighted the dearth of information on the needs of SRTB agencies and 
the technologies. We found, furthermore, that there is even less information available measur-
ing the effects of technologies for criminal justice agencies, including the value that technology 
might provide through increased effectiveness, more-efficient use of resources, and other out-
comes, such as officer and employee safety.

Key Findings: Interviews

To gain a better understanding of the technology needs of SRTB agencies, we conducted 
nearly 150 interviews with representatives from SRTB agencies, including personnel from law 
enforcement, courts, and institutional and community corrections (the latter being probation 
and parole agencies). Our interviews included representatives from 29  border agencies and 
25 interviews with representatives from tribal agencies.

Taken together, the SRTB interviews revealed a broad range of operational challenges 
that clustered around a few central themes, including challenges and barriers related to geog-
raphy, types of crime common in these communities, funding, personnel, infrastructure, IT 
(both in capacity and implementation), data-sharing and communication, and legal and policy 
issues. In this section, we discuss major crosscutting themes. We present them in no particular 
order.

Geographic Challenges

Many respondents across SRTB agencies mentioned challenges associated with geographic iso-
lation and challenging topography. Geographic isolation can lead to staffing problems because 
of transportation times for police officers responding to calls, community corrections and 
court officers to conduct community supervision, and jail staff to transport inmates for exter-
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nal health services and court appearances. Specific challenges for courts and corrections facili-
ties included difficulty in getting jurors and defendants to courthouses on trial dates because 
of long travel times and a lack of transportation resources in the community. Geography also 
makes the challenge of combating drug cartels with superior technological capabilities more 
difficult.

Funding Challenges

Interview respondents universally mentioned funding shortfalls, and those shortfalls col-
ored many of the other challenges that the communities of practice face.1 Many respondents 
reported that their budgets have been decreasing over time. Funding often lags behind need, 
leading to low wages and slow adoption of new technology and, in turn, difficulties attracting 
and retaining qualified staff. Respondents throughout the spectrum of participating agencies 
reported that small budgets imperiled recruiting, retention, and training.

Other problems followed from a lack of funding. The rarity of discretionary funding 
for technology acquisitions contributed to slow adoption of potential technology solutions to 
known needs. Moreover, many small and rural agencies reported struggling to meet require-
ments from new policies or mandates because of limited resources. For example, new camera 
requirements in many jurisdictions for both police and corrections agencies can strain exist-
ing resources and facilities. Funding constraints among SRTB agencies also meant that many 
agencies could not take advantage of economies of scale for technology acquisition. As a result, 
SRTB agencies often struggle to take on technology projects requiring large capital investments.

Social Service Provision Challenges

Respondents noted a variety of technology-related challenges that affect service provision, 
especially related to mental health and substance-use treatment; these issues appear to affect 
people who might come into contact with any element of the justice system. Court respon-
dents noted that small courts cannot benefit from the specialization of judges and courts (e.g., 
problem-solving courts) because larger, well-resourced establishments are typically necessary 
to justify the investment for such specializations. Institutional corrections personnel reported 
interest in telemedicine and remote treatment services for inmates but noted the large start-up 
costs, financial and otherwise, that can hinder implementation. Community corrections per-
sonnel described difficulties in getting their clients into services, whether because of the high 
program costs paid by the probationer, the lack of programs available in the local area, or the 
lack of openings in existing programs. Language barriers between practitioners and others in 
the criminal justice system were also common across sectors, especially in border areas. Finally, 
courts and corrections agencies indicated a lack of transportation, job training, substance-use 
treatment, and mental health and medical services for clients.

Personnel Challenges

Budget challenges and geographic isolation can contribute to problems with staff recruitment, 
retention, and training for SRTB agencies. Constrained budgets leave little money available 
for hiring or training, and salaries at SRTB agencies are often not competitive with those at 

1	 Throughout, we define an agency type based on its functions (law enforcement, courts, or corrections) and sector type 
on its size or location (small, rural, tribal, or border). We use community of practice to mean a combination of the two (e.g., 
small law enforcement agencies are a community of practice).
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larger agencies. A lack of training opportunities can lead to additional challenges for the use of 
technology, which often requires extensive training for effective use. Retention was also a chal-
lenge for many SRTB agencies because of the more-competitive salaries and benefits offered at 
larger agencies. Agencies also face difficulty in getting support in specialized areas, including 
IT support and translation services.

Communications and Information-Technology Management Challenges

Many agencies seeking to implement technology faced challenges in IT management. These 
challenges included antiquated case-management systems (CMSs) and jail-management sys-
tems (JMSs), a lack of standardized electronic data-collection technology across SRTB agen-
cies, and management and analysis software problems caused by poor interface design, need-
less complexity, or a lack of desired capabilities. All sectors provided evidence of insufficient IT 
capacity among personnel.

Some of the technological deficits noted among SRTB law enforcement agencies included 
a lack of laptop computers and cameras in patrol cars, license-plate readers, and radios. Among 
corrections facilities, interviewees reported insufficient bandwidth to run many systems, 
including video visitation, telemedicine, and remote arraignment. Community corrections 
respondents highlighted struggles with technologies that are considered standard in larger or 
urban agencies. Border criminal justice agencies reported challenges stemming from their loca-
tions near international borders, which they frequently linked to difficulties with operating 
technology.

Data-Sharing and Interoperability Challenges

Challenges related to information-sharing and interoperability across agencies were also widely 
reported. Many respondents reported that being unable to access the data they needed to 
do their jobs well impeded their ability to carry out their duties. For example, several court 
respondents noted that a lack of data-sharing infrastructure prevents judges and qualified staff 
from electronic access to important databases, while a lack of web infrastructure at some courts 
makes it difficult for the public to access public records. Corrections agencies reported mixed 
success with their JMSs and record-management systems. Other agencies reported a lack of 
remote access to data, as well as frustrations with state systems, that kept counties in individual 
silos, preventing an easy flow of information between different state offices.

Border agencies face special problems with data-sharing and interoperability because of 
the need for collaboration on some issues (e.g., immigration) with federal law enforcement 
agencies or with agencies operating across international borders. Such needs exacerbate short-
comings in data-sharing and interoperability with other local and state agencies, including 
local law enforcement, and federal agencies.

Crime-Specific Challenges

SRTB agencies often have to deal with particular types of crime, as interviewees from law 
enforcement agencies and from border agencies highlighted. These included various issues spe-
cific to individual communities, including problems related to alcohol and drug use, domestic 
violence, and drug and human trafficking. Other crime-related issues that respondents noted 
include the prevalence of casinos in some SRTB areas, which some interviewees felt created 
and attracted a significant amount of crime.
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Infrastructure Challenges

Limitations in facility and technological infrastructure were common in SRTB agencies, par-
ticularly courts and institutional corrections facilities. Respondents described many facilities as 
old and in need of repairs and renovations to be suitable for technology upgrades. Some courts, 
particularly tribal courts, faced challenges with the structural adequacy of their buildings. 
Other facilities were so antiquated that some technology acquisition would make sense only 
when a new facility is built. Facility shortcomings often created security concerns for employ-
ees, with some respondents reporting unreliable utilities, even including electricity and Inter-
net connectivity. Several court personnel reported that they lack basic security measures, such 
as barriers between defendants and judges, and screening technologies, such as metal detectors.

Resistance to Technological Change

For many SRTB agencies, the rarity of discretionary funding available for technology acquisi-
tions, along with lack of technological infrastructure and training opportunities, contributes 
to the slow adoption of potential technology solutions, even for known needs.

We noted these themes in particular among court and corrections respondents. For exam-
ple, a few respondents described courts as slow to adopt innovations because of a culture of 
distrust of technology, and several respondents noted that the heavily used practice of manu-
ally filing forms causes confusion and delay among the growing number of pro se (i.e., self-
represented) litigants. Many community corrections agencies focused less on new and sophis-
ticated technologies and more on improvements to basic technologies, such as phone systems, 
Internet access, and computers. Interviewees had very mixed responses regarding smartphones: 
Some agencies issued them to all officers, others only to supervisors or officers with high-risk 
clients; others were in the process of piloting smartphones; and still others either did not feel 
that they were necessary or did not have interest from staff or the budget to support an upgrade 
to smartphones.

Legal and Policy Barriers

Challenges created by external policies and mandates were also common across the sectors. 
Examples from law enforcement and corrections included mandates to increase camera use 
without sufficient funding for the implementing agencies. Other policies forbade technology 
options with potential benefits, exemplified by document e-filing, which is prohibited in many 
courts despite respondents’ enthusiasm about the potential reduction in administrative costs. 
Court respondents cited legal and policy barriers as significant obstacles in the implementation 
of technologies and best practices. One respondent noted that some CMSs can be difficult to 
adapt to statutory and policy changes.

Across 25  interviews with representatives of tribal agencies, as well as interviews with 
representatives of agencies bordering tribal nations and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), 
we identified a range of operational needs that might be unique to, or more common among, 
tribal justice agencies. In particular, two laws play a significant role in determining differences 
across tribal agencies, their authorities, resources, and operational requirements. Before the 
enactment of Public Law 83-280 in 1953, sovereign tribal nations and the federal government 
had concurrent jurisdiction over criminal and civil matters in tribal lands, similar to the juris-
dictional arrangements that states have with the federal government. With Pub. L. 83-280, 
Congress shifted federal jurisdiction to state governments in six states: California, Minnesota, 
Nebraska, Oregon, and Wisconsin (and, when it became a state, Alaska). Since then, other 
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states have assumed full or partial concurrent jurisdiction in tribal lands under Pub. L. 83-280. 
A second law of note is the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975 
(Pub. L. 93-638), which provides the mechanism whereby tribes could take over the admin-
istration of services that the federal government had, until then, provided. Tribes with Pub. 
L. 93-638 agencies administer their own law enforcement, courts, and corrections systems 
under so-called self-determination contracts with the BIA. Later, a second funding mechanism 
called a BIA compact was created that provided some tribes with block-grant funding that 
could be allocated across a range of approved activities, including support for justice system 
agencies.

Interviewees described several challenges stemming from issues related to governance 
and tribal sovereignty. For instance, one tribal police chief explained that there was no existing 
tribal domestic abuse law his agency could enforce. Instead, prosecutable cases were handled as 
sexual assaults or batteries. One chief mentioned that the tribal community was guarded about 
its sovereignty and that its members did not want to share a lot of information with outsiders 
and did not necessarily trust the police department. One clerk explained that her tribe, which 
has a service area but not a reservation, is in a Pub. L. 83-280 state, meaning that the state 
has jurisdiction over criminal prohibitory issues but not enforcement of orders. Another clerk 
noted that, because her reservation encompasses four different tribes across two states, “coor-
dination and jurisdictional issues . . . are constantly coming up.”

Key Findings: Expert Panel

We used the information gathered via the interviews to develop the agenda and discussion 
points for a JIC advisory panel meeting. JIC’s advisory panel, which consisted of experts on 
and practitioners from SRTB criminal justice agencies, was tasked with identifying and priori-
tizing a set of science- and technology-related needs. Here, we define a need to be a requirement 
for innovation to address a problem (or opportunity) that SRTB agencies face. The need is related 
in some way to science and technology but might include technological development, develop-
ment of guidance and educational materials, development of training, development and dis-
semination of new business practices, and development and dissemination of model policies or 
even legislation.

The JIC advisory panel convened on December 7–8, 2015, in RAND’s Arlington, Vir-
ginia, office. Day 1 of the meeting was devoted first to reviewing the key issues that SRTB 
agencies face and initial ideas on solutions. Day 2 focused on prioritizing needs for each agency 
type. During discussions, panels often held discussions in four breakout groups (one each on 
law enforcement, courts, institutional corrections, and community corrections).

Overview of Panel Results

Two general points of interest cut across all the breakout groups’ discussions.
The first is that the majority of issues and needs discussed were not SRTB-specific; they 

apply to larger agencies as well. The results were broadly consistent with needs generated 
through RAND’s Priority Criminal Justice Needs Initiative (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015). 
All breakout groups had top-ranking needs related to improving the sharing and use of infor-
mation, as well as needs for providing educational support to improve agencies’ knowledge of 
technology and how to acquire and use it effectively. Notable exceptions had to do with the 
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needs related to geographic challenges (agencies have to cover long distances; people with key 
skills and service providers typically are not local) and resourcing challenges (smaller popula-
tions meant that SRTB agencies were extremely resource-challenged; small size further reduced 
agencies’ capabilities to acquire technologies and seek grants and other funding). Tribal and 
border agencies also reported some sector-specific challenges.

The second point of interest is that panelists from all four agency types reported being 
challenged by some sort of major societal or cultural change. For law enforcement, it was the 
need to improve relationships with the broader community. For courts, it was the need to 
support an influx of litigants representing themselves (addressing litigants who did not speak 
English was a related concern). For institutional corrections, it was the need to provide greatly 
improved mental health and other treatment services to inmates. Finally, for community cor-
rections, it was the need to focus efforts on rehabilitation and positive behavioral change rather 
than continued punishment.

The advisory panel identified a range of needs for each agency type. Approximately one-
third of all needs were focused on IT (e.g., record-management systems, data-sharing capabili-
ties) and one-third on operations (e.g., daily job requirements). The remaining third was split 
between funding and geographic issues. Within each agency type, however, different patterns 
emerged. Law enforcement and institutional corrections needs focused heavily on operations; 
court needs focused heavily on IT issues; and community corrections needs focused heavily on 
resourcing issues.

All breakout groups had some top-ranking needs related to improving the sharing and 
use of information, as well as needs for providing educational support to improve agencies’ 
knowledge of technology and how to acquire and use it effectively.

In the rest of this section, we describe some of the top themes in each sector.

Law Enforcement Themes
Improving Relationships with the Community

The general need to improve relationships and build trust with the community was a very 
strong theme in the panelists’ discussions. The top-rated need was to improve agencies’ abili-
ties to work with the media. Another need was to disseminate strategies on how to increase 
agencies’ presence in their communities. Technically oriented needs included developing social 
media apps that allow community members to provide feedback.

Improving Information-Sharing for Law Enforcement and Leveraging Common Standards

Specific needs called for assessing the feasibility of state and national standards for sharing 
state- and federal-level data with agencies and developing corresponding “patches” for legacy 
systems to incorporate those standards. There was also a call to develop models for becoming 
compliant with the National Incident-Based Reporting System standard for reporting crime 
data.

Addressing Information-Technology Management Shortfalls

The top-ranking need here was to develop tools to help small agencies better determine their 
IT needs and match those needs with specific systems and vendors. Other needs addressed IT 
system management.

Other key needs identified for law enforcement included those related to improving com-
munication infrastructure (e.g., by upgrading to digital equipment), getting a better under-
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standing of body-worn cameras, addressing responses over long distances (one controversial 
proposal focused on creating a model memorandum of understanding to permit neighboring 
agencies to respond under specified conditions), and helping agencies build grant-development 
capabilities through technical assistance (TA) centers.

Court Themes
Addressing the Surge in Pro Se Litigants

Participants saw addressing the influx of pro se litigants, many of whom have no experience 
with court processes and proceedings, as a major challenge. Specific needs here included devel-
oping a Turbo Tax–like app to help litigants complete legal forms, as well as guides, brochures, 
and videos to explain court procedures to the public. Somewhat related to this theme was a 
need to expand SRTB courts’ capabilities to work with litigants who do not speak English, 
possibly by creating a rapid certification process for court translators.

Improving Security and Resiliency at SRTB Courts

Several top-ranked needs applied to improving the security and resiliency of SRTB courts 
through such means as continuity-of-operations planning tools, emergency response training, 
and evaluations of courthouses’ abilities to respond to emergencies.

Improving Information-Technology Infrastructure for Courts in General

There was a strong desire to build up courts’ IT infrastructure in general. There was also a high-
rated need to assess whether courts could buy systems to leverage new First Responder Net-
work Authority (FirstNet) capabilities. Participants called for assessments of the use of satellite 
communications in areas not well served by cellular service. Similarly, there was a call to assess 
using general-purpose, low-cost communication systems (such as voice-over–Internet protocol 
services) as potential replacements for purchasing customized communication systems.

Other areas of need focused on improving information-sharing for courts (e.g., through 
model policies and a planning process), improving technology training (e.g., by increasing the 
use of online training courses), and addressing funding shortfalls (e.g., through technology 
training and funding of IT-related TA).

Institutional Corrections Themes
Improving the Provision of Mental Health and Other Services to Inmates

The top-rated need from the group was for jails and academies to provide deescalation training. 
A related need was for jails to set up, train, and use specialized critical incident or crisis inter-
vention teams to respond to inmates in crisis. There was also a call to provide agencies with 
a mental health assessment tool for incoming inmates that can be used to support decisions 
regarding care and placement.

Developing Corrections Personnel

The need to improve the capabilities of both agencies and individual employees (and 
employee retention) was another top theme from the institutional corrections breakout group. 
Deescalation training was the most requested type of training. The second-rated need was a 
call for agency heads to better develop line staff and actively involve them in the workings of 
institutions. There was also a call for agencies to employ American Correctional Association 
standards.
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Improving Information-Sharing, Especially Via Improving Jail-Management Systems

Needs here began with a call for a checklist of mandatory elements that should be in a JMS. 
There were also calls to develop a program for certifying commercial providers as experts in 
corrections IT systems and to fund IT experts to provide TA on corrections systems.

Addressing Funding Shortfalls

Panelists noted that agencies have to devote substantial time and resources to seeking funding 
and conducting procurement. The top need in response was a suggestion that federal grant 
regulations be modified so agencies could hire part-time employees to administer grants.

Community Corrections Themes
Refocusing on Rehabilitation and Positive Behavioral Change

Participants emphasized a broad-based need for community corrections to transition to focus-
ing on rehabilitation and positive behavioral change, not continued punishment, as their main 
purpose. Corresponding needs here included a call for the community to redefine the role of 
officers as a combination of law enforcement and social work and a call for officers to connect 
clients with people who could provide what they called “role-modeling behavior” in their com-
munities. Participants also asked that performance information from monitoring technologies 
(Global Positioning System [GPS] tracking, substance-use tests) be used to provide positive 
reinforcement, not just to punish lapses.

Improving Information-Sharing

Participants described a need for mobile data terminals in vehicles for community corrections 
officers. The baseline and top-rated need in this area was to develop a tablet or phablet (smart-
phone and tablet in one) that would include CMS functions and integration, along with access 
to other key databases and task-specific software.

The second need focused on providing information to community corrections officers, 
i.e., on building statewide or regional platforms to conduct agency, state, regional, and federal 
information-sharing.

Addressing Geographic Dispersion

The top-rated needs from the community corrections breakout group all focused on ways to 
overcome geographic challenges in order to provide rehabilitative services to clients. Two needs 
focused on leveraging videoconferencing (e.g., for officer–client visits, for mental health and 
other service providers’ sessions). A third called for building relationships with law enforcement 
so that community corrections and law enforcement officers could reinforce each other’s efforts 
in remote areas.

Addressing Funding Shortfalls

The top-rated need related to resourcing challenges was to provide agencies with support in 
identifying new grant opportunities and writing corresponding grant proposals. Other needs 
included helping agencies assess the feasibility and costs of technology upgrades to be funded 
through grants and asking agencies to develop staffing models that permit the use of support 
staff (i.e., nonsworn personnel) to support clients’ nontherapeutic needs.
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Crosscutting Themes

Some needs across the agency types were very similar, cutting across the criminal justice 
community.

Information-Sharing Between Agency and Other Governmental Systems

This theme represented challenges of sharing data across different agencies and other govern-
mental systems. For example, courts, jails, and law enforcement cannot access one another’s 
data systems, which makes coordinating services challenging.

Assisting Agencies with the Procurement and Management of Information-Technology 
Systems

The expert panel identified a need for remote training for IT, developing technology mentor-
ship and TA funding, and developing a low-cost way to improve internal IT management 
capabilities.

Use of Videoconferencing to Overcome Distance Barriers

The panel described a variety of needs related to using videoconferencing tools both for inter-
nal (hearings, client meetings) and external uses (treatment sessions).

Assistance in Obtaining Grants

Agencies need better education about available funding opportunities, TA to help agencies 
write grant applications, and ways to help them reduce the time spent seeking and applying 
for funding.

Using Nonstandard Personnel

Needs covered assessing the use of so-called nonstandard (i.e., nonsworn) personnel to carry 
out certain functions at lower cost, including IT system administration, grant administration, 
and handling clients’ nontherapeutic needs.

Conclusions

JIC’s first year of research helped to fill in some gaps in understanding concerning the technol-
ogy challenges and needs that SRTB agencies face. In Table S.1, we briefly recap the key find-
ings from each of our activities.

One important lesson that comes from looking across the findings from the first year is 
that, although SRTB agencies report many common themes, each agency type also faces some 
issues that are prominent within that type of agency, such as the need for law enforcement 
agencies to improve relationships with communities or the need for courts to address the surge 
in pro se litigants. This means that technology solutions must not only be capable of address-
ing the broad challenges faced by SRTB agencies (e.g., the need to cover long distances, lack of 
funding)—many of which agencies of all sizes share—but must also address the specific needs 
of each agency type and of individual agencies.

Another important lesson from the first year is that better data are needed concerning 
the effectiveness of technologies to address the challenges that SRTB agencies face. JIC’s lit-
erature review found only a few studies that examine the effectiveness or utility of technology 
in general, and very few rigorous evaluations of technology have been conducted with SRTB 
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agencies. SRTB agencies need better guidance on how to set clear and defensible technology 
priorities.

JIC’s future research will take steps to address these issues. This subsequent work will 
focus on assessing technology solutions in specific, real-world SRTB contexts, helping to build 
the knowledge base on technology effectiveness in the SRTB context. Also, it will help build 
up a set of tools and resources (e.g., website, searchable database) that agencies can use to 
develop customized technological solutions to address both the common issues that many 
agencies face, as well as individual agencies’ specific needs.

Table S.1
Summary of Key Findings

Method Key Finding

Literature 
review

•	 Small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) agencies face many issues similar to those in urban areas, 
including gang activity and drug use.

•	 SRTB agencies also face unique challenges, including long distances, low case volumes, limited 
staff and infrastructure, and lack of community-based experts and resources.

•	 SRTB agencies have difficulty acquiring grant funding and training for new technologies and 
lack a centralized voice to affect policy and technological need assessment.

•	 Some issues are especially challenging for certain sectors, such as the court’s lack of mental 
health and substance-use programs, and border agencies’ need to address drug and human 
trafficking.

•	 There is little existing research on the technology needs of SRTB agencies.

Interviews •	 Funding shortfalls were universally mentioned and colored many of the other challenges faced 
by our 12 communities of practice.

•	 The rarity of discretionary funding contributed to slow adoption of technology solutions and 
made it difficult for agencies to take advantage of economies of scale.

•	 Geographic challenges ranged from difficulties in getting jurors and defendants to court-
houses on trial dates to long transportation times for law enforcement officers responding to 
calls.

•	 Information-technology (IT) challenges included antiquated case-management systems (CMSs) 
and jail-management systems (JMSs) and SRTB agencies’ lack of technology compared with 
their urban counterparts.

•	 Facility and physical infrastructure limitations were common.
•	 Difficulties with information-sharing and interoperability across agencies were widely 

reported.
•	 Language barriers between practitioners and others in the criminal justice system were 

common across sectors.
•	 Tribal agencies face some unique challenges related to governance and tribal sovereignty.

Expert 
panel

•	 The majority of issues and needs discussed were not SRTB-specific but apply to larger agencies 
as well.

•	 Panelists from all four agency types reported being challenged by some sort of major societal 
or cultural change.

•	 Key law enforcement needs focused on improving relationships with the community, improv-
ing information-sharing, and addressing IT shortfalls.

•	 Key court needs focused on addressing the surge in pro se litigants, improving security and 
resiliency at SRTB courts, and improving IT infrastructure.

•	 Key institutional corrections needs focused on improving the provision of mental health and 
other services to inmates, developing the capabilities of corrections personnel, improving 
information-sharing through better JMSs, and addressing funding shortfalls.

•	 Key community corrections needs focused on transitioning to a focus on rehabilitation and 
positive behavioral change, improving information-sharing, addressing geographic dispersion, 
and addressing funding shortfalls.

•	 Key needs across agencies included better information-sharing, assistance with procurement 
and management of IT systems, greater use of videoconferencing to overcome distance barri-
ers, assistance in obtaining grants, and using nonstandard personnel to carry out certain func-
tions at lower cost.
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Plans for Future Research

We will use the results of the advisory panel meeting to identify technologies that JIC will 
evaluate in its subsequent research. These evaluations will examine the costs and benefits asso-
ciated with agencies’ adoption of new technologies, considering acquisition costs, staff time, 
training requirements, system operation and maintenance costs, safety improvements, and 
performance outcomes. Once technologies have been selected for evaluation, JIC staff will 
recruit agencies willing to participate in research implementations of the technology. These 
evaluation projects will be designed to provide information that can be used to guide other 
agencies’ decisions on what technology to use, what pitfalls to avoid, and what improvements 
they might get from the technology.

In the future, JIC will also continue to update the literature review as new sources are 
published or identified. JIC researchers are also contributing to a wiki that is under develop-
ment at RAND; the wiki will act as a clearinghouse for information useful to practitioners and 
others interested in learning more about technology in criminal justice agencies. Finally, JIC 
will continue to disseminate information about its work through a redesigned website, as well 
as conferences of relevance to SRTB criminal justice agencies.
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ABA American Bar Association

ACA American Correctional Association

AJA American Jail Association

BIA Bureau of Indian Affairs

BJA Bureau of Justice Assistance

BJS Bureau of Justice Statistics

BWC body-worn camera

CMS case-management system

CSLLEA Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies

DHS U.S. Department of Homeland Security

DOJ U.S. Department of Justice

DUI driving under the influence

FBI Federal Bureau of Investigation
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IT information technology

JIC Justice Innovation Center

JMS jail-management system

LECTAC Law Enforcement and Corrections Technology Advisory Council
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Technology is important to improving the effectiveness, efficiency, and safety of the criminal 
justice system. The development of new technologies and new approaches for applying these 
technologies has been and will likely continue to be an important catalyst for improvement in 
law enforcement, corrections agencies (both institutional corrections, such as jails and prisons, 
and community corrections, such as probation and parole agencies), and the courts. How-
ever, use of technology in these sectors can be challenging. Given the large number of police 
departments—including about 18,000 law enforcement agencies alone—corrections agencies, 
and court systems, the market for criminal justice technologies is fragmented, and investments 
are diffused across multiple sectors. For a variety of reasons that we discuss in this report, this 
challenge is felt acutely in small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) areas.

The National Institute of Justice (NIJ) created the Justice Innovation Center (JIC) to pro-
vide current, rigorous, and actionable information on technology needs and priorities specific 
to SRTB agencies, focusing on 12 communities of practice spanning the areas of law enforce-
ment, courts, and institutional and community corrections.

JIC’s work supports NIJ’s investments in justice system technologies and informs the 
wider communities of technology providers and adopters. JIC also provides NIJ with guidance 
on which technologies can be cost-effectively employed in SRTB settings and where valuable 
technical assistance (TA) resources would yield the greatest benefits. The JIC research team 
consists of staff from RAND Justice Policy and the Arizona State University Center for Vio-
lence Prevention and Community Safety.

This report reviews the work of JIC, provides findings for its main data collection effort—
interviews with representatives from agencies across the criminal justice spectrum in SRTB 
areas—and looks ahead to upcoming research, evaluation, and practitioner support activities 
planned for future years. The remainder of this introduction provides background on the types 
of agencies and contexts with which JIC is concerned (small, rural, tribal, and border) and out-
lines the activities undertaken thus far.

How Are SRTB Agencies Different?

According to the 2010 U.S. census, about 20 percent of U.S. residents, or 59 million people, 
live in rural areas, and nearly three-quarters (73.6 percent) of those people live in the South or 
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Midwest regions.1 The percentage of U.S. residents living in rural areas changed little between 
2000 and 2010, declining only about 1.6 percentage points. With approximately one in five 
U.S. residents living in rural areas, a significant level of criminal justice services need to be 
delivered in challenging geographic landscapes, often with limited resources, and without 
some technologies considered standard in urban areas. These conditions can create barriers to 
residents’ access to public safety and justice. Figure 1.1 shows the distribution of counties clas-
sified as rural using the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) rural–urban continuum for 
2013 and border counties (those within 100 miles of either international border).

More than one-quarter of the 1.7 million members of the Native American and Alaska 
Native populations live in rural areas. Rural areas are also experiencing growth in their His-
panic populations. Increased rural diversity adds to the challenges that criminal justice agen-
cies face in these areas. Further, the political climate surrounding immigration policies that 
affect police, courts, and corrections agencies and extensive coordination with federal authori-

1	 The U.S. Census Bureau defines urbanized areas as having 50,000 or more people and rural areas as encompassing all 
population, housing, and territory not included within an urban area.

Figure 1.1
U.S. Rural and Border Counties

DATA SOURCE: Economic Research Service, 2013.
NOTE: We do not show Hawaii or Alaska. All counties in Hawaii are nonrural. Only four counties in Alaska are 
nonrural (those in the metro areas of Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau). A rural county is one classified as 
code 6, 7, 8, or 9 on the rural–urban classification scale.
RAND RR1479-1.1
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ties responsible for enforcing immigration laws adds a layer of complexity to the administration 
of justice in border areas, which are often also rural or small.

Relatively few studies have examined SRTB criminal justice agencies. Here, we describe 
some of the limited research that has contrasted small, rural, and tribal agencies with larger, 
urban, or nontribal agencies or explored the unique needs and challenges that these agencies 
face. In general, SRTB agencies face a range of challenges related to geography, demographics, 
legal status, and resources. Few studies have examined these agencies in the context of border 
issues.

Small and Rural Agencies
Law Enforcement

In general, SRTB law enforcement agencies look very different from their non-SRTB counter-
parts. Data from the 2008 Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies (CSLLEA) 
show that small, rural, and tribal agencies tend to have lower operating budgets and personnel 
than border and non-SRTB agencies (Reaves, 2011).

Small law enforcement agencies have been described as more community-oriented and 
informal and less professional or militaristic than their larger, urban counterparts, although 
the empirical evidence on this is mixed. For example, although police in smaller agencies 
are reported to maintain closer ties to citizens, as well as to be better acquainted with local 
citizens (Liederbach and Frank, 2003), police in larger agencies engage in a wider variety of 
community policing activities (Maguire et al., 1997). Other studies have found that per capita 
expenditures (per officer and resident) are lower and clearance rates are higher in small agen-
cies, implying greater effectiveness and efficiency than in urban jurisdictions (Falcone, Wells, 
and Weisheit, 2002).

The work activities of police officers are similar across different-sized departments; for 
example, Liederbach and Frank found that police officers in small agencies, like their urban 
counterparts, engage in such tasks as routine patrol and driving, report-writing and other 
administrative tasks, and personal activities (Liederbach and Frank, 2003). However, officers 
in small departments tend to deal with a greater variety of crime types and a wider array of 
issues and are more likely to be generalists than to specialize (Liederbach and Frank, 2003). 
In addition, public safety concerns vary, with smaller departments having less concern for vio-
lence and gang activity; for example, Kuhns, Maguire, and Cox, 2007, shows that concerns 
regarding alcohol offenses, disorderly conduct, vandalism, traffic offenses, wildlife and agricul-
tural crime, and domestic violence are inversely related to agency size. Despite these generali-
ties, there is considerable variation across small-town and rural agencies.

Courts

Small and rural courts face unique issues as well. The so-called court community context 
provides a framework for understanding differences in the administration of justice in differ-
ent areas. Ulmer and Bradley, 2006, p. 641, citing Eisenstein, Flemming, and Nardulli, 1988, 
describes courts as “distinct, localized social worlds with their own relationship networks, 
organizational culture, political arrangements, and the like.” For small and rural courts, which 
typically have fewer staff members and thus often require staff to take on more-generalized 
roles, Wilcox et al., 2008, p. 70, suggests that the administration of justice relies “more fre-
quently upon strong connections among court workers for informal processing.” Urban courts, 
on the other hand, “have a higher degree of formality and bureaucratization than those in 
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rural areas” (Wilcox et al., 2008, p. 70). Indeed, as reported in Logan, Shannon, and Walker, 
2005, on protective orders, the authors found that women in rural areas believed that people 
with informal connections to court workers or law enforcement were more likely to have their 
request-for-protection orders taken seriously.

Many existing studies of SRTB courts have focused on the juvenile justice system, which 
is distinct from the adult justice system. Several studies have documented variation between 
urban and rural areas in case administration, processing, and sentencing, particularly with 
regard to the juvenile justice system. As Feld, 1991, reports on juvenile case processing, the 
author found that, relative to urban areas, courts in rural areas made fewer felony referrals and 
had lower detention rates. Feld also suggested that “informal community alternatives” and 
more-lenient sentences were more common in rural areas. Sims, 1988, also reports more-infor-
mal handling of juvenile cases by police in the field but more referrals to the formal juvenile 
justice system once the decision was made to arrest a juvenile: In other words, once a youth 
entered the justice system, he or she was less likely to be given alternatives to formal process-
ing than in urban areas. Maupin and Bond-Maupin, 1999, offers additional insight into this 
trend, suggesting that it is driven by a lack of community alternatives in rural places; one judge 
interviewed for the Maupin and Bond-Maupin study suggested “emergency shelter care, long-
term shelter care, and electronic monitoring” as possible alternatives that could help a juvenile 
avoid detention (p. 19).

Rodriguez, 2008, considers the effects of rurality on juvenile justice for Native Americans 
and those in border areas. Rodriguez’s analysis of court processes in Arizona found that Native 
Americans were “less likely to be referred for informal processing, more likely to be detained, 
and more likely to have a petition filed than Whites,” all of which could be in part due to the 
lack of alternatives to detention available through tribal court systems (p. 26). Rodriguez sug-
gests that, in border areas, her findings that Hispanics were more likely to face formal process-
ing and more likely to be detained than whites could be due to the “political climate surround-
ing illegal immigration and border security” (p. 27).

The studies cited above, many of which focused on the juvenile justice system, indicate 
that small and rural courts have unique contexts, processes, and outcomes, different from 
those in urban areas, and that their subsequent needs—for technology or otherwise—are likely 
to be unique as well.

Institutional Corrections

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), in 2006, nearly 40 percent of jails in the 
United States were small, holding fewer than 50 inmates (Stephan and Walsh, 2011). These 
small jails were responsible for 6 percent of all jail admissions in 2014 (Minton and Zeng, 
2015). Relative to larger jails (housing 250 or more inmates), small jails had more white inmates 
(65 percent versus 36 percent), had smaller Hispanic populations (8 percent versus 16 percent), 
and housed fewer noncitizens (4 percent versus 5 percent)—these figures reflect overall lower 
levels of diversity in rural areas (where small jails tend to be located) than in urban areas (BJS, 
2015b).

Using data from Census of Jails, 1999 (Stephan, 2001), Applegate and Sitren, 2008, reports 
that rural jails tended to be older, less crowded, and staffed by a greater proportion of women 
and to have lower ratios of inmates to corrections officers and corrections officers to adminis-
trators and lower rates of assault and communicable diseases, such as tuberculosis and human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) (although the authors attribute this to lower rates of testing). 



Introduction    5

Small jails, however, experience a much greater rate of inmate turnover than larger facilities do: 
In 2014, small jails had a turnover rate of approximately 104 percent, while large-jail jurisdic-
tions (with 1,000 or more inmates) had a turnover rate of only 49 percent (Minton and Zeng, 
2015). One reason for higher turnover rates in small jails is that a lack of support services (and 
available alternatives to detention) in small and rural communities can lead to a reliance on 
jails for handling pretrial and postconviction criminal justice matters (Mays and Thompson, 
1988).

Small jails, then, typically handle many more admissions and discharges relative to their 
overall capacity than larger jails do and are likely to house inmates with problems that, in 
urban areas, might be handled through community services. And small jails typically offer 
fewer services, such as on-site medical personnel, work opportunities, education programs, and 
counseling and rehabilitative programming, than urban jails do. High turnover and inmates 
with greater needs require more administrative work by staff and challenge these jails’ ability 
to provide adequate and timely services to people who are incarcerated for short periods.

Dealing with inmates’ mental health issues is a challenge for jails of all sizes but is espe-
cially acute for small and rural jails, for reasons mentioned above. Limited resources, limited 
training opportunities for staff, and limited facility space—all common in small and rural 
jails—further contribute to an overall lack of sufficient mental health support services for 
inmates there (Race et al., 2010).

Community Corrections

Probation is the most frequent sanction utilized in sentencing, but there is little research exam-
ining the unique challenges associated with probation in small and rural agencies or compar-
ing small and rural agencies with urban departments. Many reentry challenges, such as lack 
of housing and homelessness, difficulty finding employment and jobs, and need for substance 
use and mental health treatment, can be exacerbated in rural areas, which lack available treat-
ment providers and services. These areas also often face more-limited employment opportuni-
ties than urban areas do (Wodahl, 2006). Probation officers in smaller agencies tend to have 
larger caseloads and to lack resources, such as local training opportunities (Thomson and 
Fogel, 1981).

Several differences between probationers in rural areas and those in urban areas can influ-
ence the needs and challenges small and rural probation departments experience. Probationers 
in rural areas tend to be white and younger and to belong to middle income categories. Proba-
tioners in rural areas are also more likely to have committed misdemeanors than felonies, vic-
timized an acquaintance or friend (rather than a family member or stranger), and experienced 
fewer arrests and convictions but have had more probation sentences than their urban counter-
parts. In addition, probation staff perceive them to be in greater need of drug and alcohol treat-
ment and to report higher overall prevalence of substance use, but not illegal drug use. Rural 
probationers are more likely to have been sentenced for driving under the influence (DUI), 
whereas urban probationers are more likely to have been sentenced for drug-related violations, 
a finding that is consistent with arrest patterns in rural and urban areas. Rural probationers are 
also more likely to be required to pay fees and restitution, to be court-ordered to treatment, and 
to wear electronic monitors as a condition of their probation (Ellsworth and Weisheit, 1997; 
Olson, Weisheit, and Ellsworth, 2001). However, it is important to note that this body of work 
is more than a decade old and might not reflect current trends.
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Tribal Agencies
Law Enforcement

Research has shown that rates of violence and substance use are higher in tribal areas, but there 
is a dearth of evidence on the operations of tribal criminal justice agencies. Tribal law enforce-
ment agencies are likely to face many of the same challenges as small and rural agencies: Most 
are small, employing fewer than ten sworn officers; are located in nonmetropolitan areas serv-
ing jurisdictions with fewer than 20,000 residents; and engage in primary police functions that 
are similar to those of comparably sized agencies (Wells and Falcone, 2008).

On the other hand, tribal police tend to be less involved in criminal investigations than 
nontribal agencies and more involved in providing supplemental policing services that reflect 
the unique contexts in which they operate (Wells and Falcone, 2008). They also experience 
even greater resource constraints than their nontribal counterparts do. Although workloads of 
tribal agencies are increasing, available staffing, facilities, and equipment remain inadequate 
(Wakeling et al., 2001), leaving many agencies unable to provide adequate coverage of police 
services around the clock and across the wide geographic area of the reservations.

Multiple layers of legal authority (federal, state, and tribal) create additional complexi-
ties that confuse jurisdiction over criminal matters, reducing overall accountability. Public 
Law 83-280, 1953, which mandated transferring legal authority from the federal to state gov-
ernments in six states (California, Minnesota, Nebraska, Oregon, and Wisconsin and, when 
it became a state, Alaska) and is optional in others, has led to receding federal involvement in 
tribal criminal justice affairs and the increasing intervention of state criminal justice agencies. 
Tribes in mandatory Pub. L. 83-280 states are less likely to have their own law enforcement 
agencies than those in optional– and non–Pub. L. 83-280 states, and tribes in Pub. L. 83-280 
states are less likely to be funded through Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) contracts.

Courts

Like with tribal law enforcement, tribal courts face unique challenges regarding funding and 
jurisdictional authority, as well as other issues that small and rural court systems experience. 
Native American tribal courts (which tribes operate) and Courts of Indian Offenses (which 
the BIA operates) resolve disputes, including civil and criminal matters, in Native American 
country (Jones, 2000). Limits on tribal court authority vary depending on the types of people 
and cases involved. Jurisdictional disputes between federal, state, and tribal authorities have 
been improved by a variety of strategies, including state–tribal court forums, joint-jurisdic-
tion courts, and written collaborative agreements between state and tribal authorities (Arnold, 
Reckess, and Wolf, 2012).

In addition, culturally specific programs have emerged in state courts; these include sen-
tencing circles based on restorative justice principles (see also Mirsky, 2004a; Mirsky, 2004b) 
elder mentoring for court-involved youth (Arnold, Reckess, and Wolf, 2012), and some well-
ness courts for substance use (Tribal Law and Policy Institute, 2003). Child welfare practices 
that bridge state and tribal courts include subsidized guardianship by tribal kin in lieu of adop-
tion, wraparound family services in abuse and neglect cases, and compliance with the Indian 
Child Welfare Act (Pub. L. 95-608, 1978), which seeks to prevent removal of Native American 
children from their families. Finally, professional training and outreach with bar associations 
can help bridge state and tribal divides by promoting knowledge about culture, law, and best 
practices with tribal courts (Arnold, Reckess, and Wolf, 2012).
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Corrections

Research on tribal corrections agencies has generally focused on institutional corrections 
because data and published literature on existing tribal probation agencies are rare (Cobb, 
2011; Melton, Lucero, and Melton, 2010). There is a critical need for effective transitional and 
reentry programs in tribal areas given higher rates of violence, substance use, victimization, 
and poverty. According to Census of Tribal Justice Agencies in Indian Country, 2002 (Perry, 
2005),2 69 percent of tribes with judicial systems (n = 188) and 40 percent of all tribes par-
ticipating in the census (n = 314) utilized probation for adults (n = 130) or juveniles (n = 124). 
Formal tribal probation is a relatively recent concept; tribes have historically dealt with law 
breaking by utilizing a so-called peacemaking approach, in which a respected member of the 
tribe, such as a tribal elder, assists in mediating an outcome that compensates the victim for 
harm done (Cobb, 2011). One challenge is to integrate these kinds of culturally competent 
approaches with best practices in probation while formal tribal justice systems continue to 
evolve. Chronic underfunding and coordination with federal, state, and local agencies pres-
ent additional challenges. Researchers and practitioners have increasingly attempted to bridge 
the gap by providing guidance on program development (Melton, Lucero, and Melton, 2010) 
and best practices for personnel, such as judges (Cobb and Mullins, 2009; Cobb and Mullins, 
2010) and probation officers (Cobb, 2011), as well as raising awareness of risk–need responsiv-
ity issues for Native Americans involved in the criminal justice system (Cobb, 2013; Melton, 
Cobb, et al., 2014).

A 2004 study by the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) Office of the Inspector General 
(OIG) found that the BIA “failed to provide safe and secure detention facilities throughout 
Indian Country” (U.S. Department of Interior, 2004, p. 3). The majority of serious incidents, 
including fatalities, attempted suicides, and escapes, not only threatened safety and security 
but also were almost entirely unknown to the BIA. In addition, staffing levels, facility main-
tenance, management and accountability of funds, and training of personnel were deemed 
inadequate, failing to meet minimum operational standards. Although funding for detention 
increased 48 percent in the five years following the 2004 OIG report, a 2011 evaluation found 
that staffing, facility maintenance, and financial management and accountability remained 
inadequate (U.S. Department of Interior, 2011).

According to the BJS annual survey Jails in Indian Country, the number of tribal jails 
operating within federally designated Native American country increased from 68 to 79 
between 2004 and 2014, and the number of inmates held in tribal jails increased from 1,745 
to 2,380 (Minton, 2015). There were more than 10,000 admissions to tribal jails between mid-
year 2013 and mid-year 2014—a slight decline from the previous years. Growth in facilities 
led to a decline in the overall percentage occupied, from 81 percent to 64 percent. More than 
75 percent of all tribal detention facilities are small, having fewer than 50 beds; these facilities 
tend to have higher occupancy rates than their larger counterparts (Minton, 2015).

Such efforts as the Tribal Law and Order Act of 2010 (Pub. L. 111-211) are intended to 
enhance tribal justice systems by establishing culturally specific programs and alternatives to 
incarceration, as well as facilitating intergovernmental coordination and collaboration.

2	 Unfortunately, these data are more than ten years old and likely to be considerably outdated. For example, at the time of 
the 2002 census, there were only 341 federally recognized tribes in the United States. As of 2013, this number was 566.
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Border Agencies

A less coherent body of research has explored the unique needs of law enforcement, courts, 
and corrections agencies in border areas. Unlike areas with small and rural agencies and many 
tribal agencies, border areas are both rural and urban, with agencies covering jurisdictions in 
a range of sizes. The above discussion on the challenges that small and rural agencies face is 
thus also relevant for many border agencies. The common thread among these agencies, how-
ever, is the need to address specific border-related issues, such as homeland security, human 
trafficking and undocumented immigration, and the trafficking of illicit drugs and cash flows 
across the border (National Law Enforcement and Corrections Technology Center [NLETC], 
2011). Increased collaboration and information-sharing with federal authorities might also be 
required because of the nature of the issues with which local criminal justice agencies deal in 
these areas.

Technology in the SRTB Context

A substantial literature exists on the use of technology in criminal justice agencies, but most 
of that work focuses on law enforcement agencies in larger and more-urban settings (e.g., 
Gordon et al., 2012; Homeland Security Studies and Analysis Institute, 2012; International 
Association of Chiefs of Police [IACP], 2005; Koper, Taylor, and Kubu, 2009; LaTourrette et 
al., 2003; Law Enforcement and Corrections Technology Advisory Council [LECTAC], 2009; 
NIJ, 2009; Police Executive Research Forum, 2011; Schwabe, Davis, and Jackson, 2001). Simi-
lar limitations are found in the existing literature on the use of technology in corrections (e.g., 
Atherton and Russo, 2009; LECTAC, 2009; LIS, 1995; NIJ, 2009; Scism, 2009; Zelenak and 
Goff, 2005) and the courts (e.g., Spangenberg et al., 1999; Hill, 2004; Lambert, 2008; Gallas, 
2001; Courts Task Force, 2001; NIJ, 2009).

These previous studies have addressed applications as varied as the following:

•	 information-collection tools and sensors, ranging from routine (e.g., closed-circuit televi-
sion in prisons) to specialized (e.g., wiretapping or tracking devices)

•	 information-management tools, such as record-management systems (RMSs) used for 
everything from evidence to court case files

•	 analytic tools to leverage available data in investigation and decisionmaking
•	 communication tools used within facilities, with specific populations, and with the public
•	 manned vehicles and remotely piloted ground, air, and water systems
•	 weapon, tactical, and force innovations for intervention or site security
•	 training and protective technologies, from stab-resistant vests to online teaching tools.

There is also a limited literature measuring the effects of these technologies in the crimi-
nal justice fields, including the value they provide through increased effectiveness, the more-
efficient use of resources, and other outcomes, such as officer and employee safety (for over-
views, see Bean, 1999, and Byrne and Marx, 2011). For example, research indicates that IT 
upgrades in police departments are associated with improvements in perceptions of produc-
tivity, efficiency, and capability (Brown, 2001). Other research has shown that police depart-
ments that implement IT have fewer officers per capita (Nunn, 2001), which might indicate 
greater efficiency. On the other hand, IT might be associated with improved productivity only 
when coupled with complementary organizational and management practices (Garicano and 
Heaton, 2010).
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A better understanding of how technologies are used, the outputs and outcomes of their 
use, and how they could be used to address unmet needs is critical for prioritizing the acquisi-
tion of the many possible criminal justice technologies and applications. However, it is equally 
important to understand the unique needs of the SRTB justice systems, which are often very 
different from those in larger or more urban environments.

Selecting clear and defensible technology priorities has been a challenge in the field of 
technology planning overall, not just within criminal justice communities. These difficulties 
have arisen from the uncertainty associated with predicting technology developments and the 
ways in which their adoption will affect organizations or societies, as well as from the chal-
lenge of providing a common basis for comparing technology’s effects on different users and 
sectors. Examples of past technology prioritization and planning efforts for the criminal justice 
and broader emergency responder communities include Garwin, Pollard, and Tuohy, 2004; 
Gordon et al., 2012; IACP, 2005; Koper, Taylor, and Kubu, 2009; LaTourrette et al., 2003; 
LECTAC, 2009; Courts Task Force, 2001; NIJ, 2009; and Royal, Donahue, and Kirby, 2008.

Conclusion to Discussion of the SRTB Context

This discussion of the SRTB context for criminal justice agencies has highlighted the limited 
amount of research that has been done in these areas. JIC’s purpose is to gather additional 
information on the challenges that SRTB agencies face, identify relevant technology solutions 
that can address those challenges, and assess these technology solutions as they are imple-
mented in real-world situations. These activities will provide actionable guidance to SRTB 
agencies for prioritizing, planning, and implementing technology.

The Justice Innovation Center’s Four Research Goals

JIC’s main activities have been planned around four research goals, which contribute to the 
overall mission of the center. We planned tasks to support these goals using a flexible frame-
work that allows work begun in year 1 to continue into the following years. The four goals 
guiding JIC’s work are as follows:

1.	 Identify the unique operational needs of SRTB justice systems.
2.	 Identify potential, innovative, technology-based solutions to meet those needs.
3.	 Conduct trials to evaluate those solutions’ impact on criminal justice policy and prac-

tice in representative agencies.
4.	 Effectively disseminate the results of those evaluations to inform policy and practice in 

SRTB justice systems across the United States.

Some tasks associated with each of these research goals have occurred in parallel and will be 
repeated in appropriate combinations and applied to topics specific to the agency types (law 
enforcement, the courts, and corrections) or sectors (small, rural, tribal, and border), as well as 
topics and technologies that cut across these communities and settings. JIC’s efforts thus far 
have concentrated on research goals 1 and 2, and the findings from those efforts provide the 
basis for the current report.
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Research Goal 1: Identify Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Needs

To identify the unique operational needs of the SRTB justice systems—research goal 1—JIC 
research staff undertook three main tasks: literature review, attendance at conferences, and 
interviews with agency representatives. These three sources of information allowed JIC to iden-
tify and integrate available data on known or emerging needs or operational problems in SRTB 
agencies. These include unmet needs in the communities of interest that (1)  lack solutions, 
(2) have existing solutions that are not performing to expectations because of the solutions’ 
limitations, and (3) have existing solutions that are not effective because of other barriers. Each 
of these components helps to define the demand side of the market for technology in these 
communities.

First, we conducted an in-depth literature review specifically focused on technology use 
in the three main agency types (law enforcement, courts, and corrections) and in the four main 
sector types (small, rural, tribal, and border), which define our 12 different communities of 
practice (see Table 1.1 for definitions). This information helped orient members of the JIC advi-
sory panel in identifying and prioritizing their technology needs and will continue to inform 
scans of existing technologies. Some areas of the literature proved to be quite rich, while others 
were much less so; Chapter Three presents a detailed discussion of the results of the literature 
review and their implications for JIC work.

Second, JIC’s research team attended a variety of conferences to introduce JIC to a range 
of audiences. JIC staff held individual meetings with key stakeholders at each conference 
and participated in panel presentations on JIC’s planned work. The conference attendance 
also allowed JIC researchers to better understand the audiences for planned research efforts, 
make valuable connections with practitioners who might be potential participants in future 
JIC efforts, and learn about technology being promoted to various types of agencies through 
vendor exhibits.

Third, we conducted in-depth semistructured interviews with agencies in all three agency 
types and all four sector types. We organized the interviews across several domains to help iden-
tify SRTB agencies’ greatest unmet operational needs and solutions already in use. Domains 
covered in the interviews included operational needs, technology solutions, and dissemina-
tion and TA needs. Between June and October 2015, we conducted a total of 147 interviews. 
We then coded the interviews and analyzed them to identify key needs of stakeholders in the 
agencies and sectors of interest to JIC. The findings from the interviews helped JIC to solidify 
its understanding of current needs among relevant agencies, informed the JIC advisory panel 
discussions on needs and potential technology solutions, and helped JIC researchers identify 
potential sites and participants for future technology pilots. Chapter Two describes the meth-

Table 1.1
The Justice Innovation Center’s 12 Communities of Practice

Agency Type

Sector Type

Small Rural Tribal Border

Law enforcement 1 2 3 4

Courts 5 6 7 8

Corrections (institutional and community) 9 10 11 12
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ods used for identifying and recruiting interviewees; Chapter Four provides the results from 
the interviews.

Research Goal 2: Identify Technologies

JIC’s initial focus under this research goal was on extant technologies already being imple-
mented in different contexts (e.g., large or urban settings) that might meet the needs of the 
SRTB agencies. We expect that, in subsequent years, JIC’s work will focus on adapting the 
technology to the specific needs of the SRTB settings, adapting technologies from other fields 
that address the needs of criminal justice agencies in the SRTB settings, and exploring com-
pletely new technologies to address SRTB needs where none already exists.

To identify potentially innovative technology-based solutions to meet the needs of SRTB 
agencies, we conducted three main tasks. First, we coordinated with other NIJ grantees to 
leverage work already conducted in this area with relevance to JIC’s goals, including work con-
ducted by an NIJ-funded center at RAND. This ongoing project was tasked with identifying 
the highest-priority criminal justice technology needs for law enforcement, corrections, and 
courts. A multiorganization partnership is conducting that work, which includes both quan-
titative and qualitative measures of the technological, administrative, and community barriers 
to effective technology adoption. Methods designed at RAND for that project’s technology 
prioritization work proved invaluable to JIC’s work, providing the groundwork to effectively 
carry out JIC’s research aims. That project also informed analysis of the interview findings and 
provided a larger context within which to understand the needs of SRTB agencies.

Second, we built on the center’s findings on high-priority criminal justice technology 
needs, the literature review, and the interview findings to develop a comprehensive list of tech-
nologies used in the criminal justice system. The compilation of technologies can be seen as 
a living list that will be updated as the work of JIC proceeds and as new technologies emerge 
as relevant to SRTB criminal justice agencies. JIC’s understanding of existing technologies 
informed analysis of the interview findings, development of materials for and the discussions 
during the advisory panel meeting, and plans for potential technology pilots.

For the third task, RAND proposed to conduct an expert panel with practitioners, tech-
nical experts, and stakeholders to identify and rank technology needs. We held these discus-
sions during an advisory meeting in December 2015, for which more than 40 people, including 
practitioners and researchers representing all agency and sector types, convened in Arlington, 
Virginia. Participants, divided by agency type, first participated in extensive discussions that 
JIC researchers facilitated on the challenges or issues that agencies like theirs face and potential 
technology-based solutions or strategies to address those issues. Next, participants ranked the 
potential solutions in order of importance. Chapter Five provides details on the advisory panel.

Research Goal 3: Implement Technologies

The next step for JIC will be to select technologies that meet an identified need and have the 
potential, if effective, to have a significant impact on SRTB agencies. Selected technologies will 
be implemented in pilot sites and evaluated in order to provide guidance to other agencies as to 
the utility of and costs associated with the technology. Because of delays at the start of year 1, 
JIC could not begin implementation of any technology pilots during year 1. However, the work 
done in JIC’s first year provided insight into potential technologies to be piloted and, through 
such activities as conference attendance, interviews, and the advisory panel, served to connect 
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JIC with practitioners who are interested in participating in such pilots. Planning for technol-
ogy pilots began at the end of year 1 and implementation began in year 2.

Research Goal 4: Disseminate Findings

The fourth goal of JIC is to disseminate its findings in order to ensure its utility to a wide 
audience of practitioners, researchers, and government agencies, especially those in SRTB con-
texts. Effective dissemination and integration with the communities of interest are essential 
to inform NIJ funding strategies and priorities for SRTB criminal justice system technology 
research and development; to facilitate the widespread education, adoption, and routiniza-
tion of best practices among justice practitioners and technology providers; and to stimulate 
research among organizations whose work is positioned to further support SRTB agencies’ 
ongoing needs. We believe that a research base and evidence of the effectiveness of technology 
is necessary before findings, recommendations, or TA is provided to the field.

JIC worked with another NIJ contractor to redesign and update the content of a JIC 
website (Justice Technology Information Center, undated) (https://www.justnet.org/about/
jic-center.html) (the website was based on one already in use for JIC’s predecessor). The website 
is designed with a combined top-down/bottom-up approach. The top-down approach encom-
passes validated information on resources and best practices provided by a centralized clear-
inghouse, which will be particularly relevant once results from the technology pilots are final-
ized. The bottom-up approach focuses on facilitating communication between local agencies 
and encouraging local stakeholders to share ongoing questions and local solutions within and 
between agencies. Such an approach was evident in JIC’s advisory panel meeting that brought 
together practitioners from all agency and sector types to discuss their most-salient needs in 
person. Such meetings inform, and provide the basis for, additional online communication 
between agencies.

The same contractor that is responsible for the website redesign also worked with JIC to 
create a new logo in order to provide cohesive branding for the website and any printed materi-
als that might be distributed. To engage with interested audiences online, JIC also registered a 
Twitter account, which it will use once JIC products are released. As dissemination of findings 
begins in earnest, the Twitter account will be used regularly, and the website content will be 
updated frequently.

In future years, as JIC’s work matures, additional dissemination vehicles will be used, 
including possible newsletters, briefs, and searchable databases of technology and relevant lit-
erature. The pace of dissemination is expected to increase as work under JIC continues, and 
dissemination will be a key center activity throughout its existence.

Organization of This Report

The remainder of this report consists of five chapters:

•	 Chapter Two describes our methodology.
•	 Chapter Three provides the results of our literature review.
•	 Chapter Four describes the results of our interviews with agency personnel.
•	 Chapter Five discusses the results of the JIC advisory panel.
•	 Chapter Six provides our conclusions.

https://www.justnet.org/about/jic-center.html
https://www.justnet.org/about/jic-center.html


Introduction    13

There are also five appendixes:

•	 Appendix A reproduces the letters of invitation and support and the JIC mission state-
ment.

•	 Appendix B provides the interview coding framework.
•	 Appendix C lists members of the 2015 JIC advisory panel.
•	 Appendix D provides the advisory panel read-ahead material.
•	 Appendix E lists tier 1 needs from the JIC advisory panel, by agency type.
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CHAPTER TWO

Methodology

In this chapter, we describe the methodology used in this research. We begin with our defi-
nitions of SRTB agencies. Then we detail our methods for conducting the literature review. 
Next, we discuss the semistructured interviews we used in the study to document the chal-
lenges that SRTB criminal justice agencies face. Finally, we describe the methods we used to 
rank and prioritize unmet technology needs in the communities of practice.

Defining Communities of Practice: SRTB Criminal Justice Agencies

In this section, we describe how we identified and defined SRTB criminal justice agencies. 
We then describe, based on available empirical literature, how these agencies differ from larger 
urban agencies.

Our focus is on law enforcement agencies and sheriff’s departments, district and county 
courts (of limited or general jurisdiction), local jails, and probation agencies. We excluded all 
federal agencies, state police, state prisons, and most parole agencies because they are typically 
much larger and better resourced than agencies operating at a county or municipal level. Our 
definitions of rural, border, and tribal agencies apply across all agency types, while the defini-
tion of small agencies is dependent on agency type. Table 2.1 summarizes the definitions of the 
communities of practice used in this report.

Small Agencies
Law Enforcement

For the purposes of this project, we define a small law enforcement agency as one with fewer 
than 25 full-time sworn law enforcement officers. This definition is similar to previously pub-
lished definitions, which have defined agency size based on either the number of personnel 
employed or the residential population served. In this study, we focused on full-time sworn 
officers because there is a great deal of variation in the use of civilian personnel across depart-
ments (Crank, 1989). For example, a previous study defined a small (or rural) law enforcement 
agency as one with fewer than 20 sworn officers serving an area with fewer than 50,000 res-
idents (NIJ, 2004), whereas another defined a small law enforcement agency as one with 
between one and 25  full-time officers (Burruss et al., 2014). Similarly, the Commission on 
Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies defines a small agency as one with 24 or fewer 
personnel, and the IACP’s Smaller Law Enforcement Agency Program includes departments 
serving fewer than 50,000 residents.
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Of the 17,985 agencies in the CSLLEA, 73 percent (13,096) have fewer than 25 sworn 
officer positions and fit our definition of a small agency. In the current sample of agencies par-
ticipating in interviews, the small agencies averaged 16 sworn-officer positions (although all 
positions might not be filled), ranging from a capacity of three to 26 officers.

Courts

We define a small court as one serving a district with 100,000 or fewer residents. Lack of avail-
able court statistics precluded us from defining a small court by staffing or personnel, caseload, 
or some other metric.1 We searched the available literature for definitions of small courts and 
found only one, which was used in an early BJS report on state court prosecutors in small dis-
tricts (DeFrances, 2003). That definition included all state-level court districts with 250,000 
or fewer residents, which we determined would include urban areas and some cities that were 
beyond the scope of JIC. We thus used a smaller population to identify small courts for JIC.

Institutional Corrections

We define a small jail as one with an average daily population of fewer than 50, which is con-
sistent with the American Jail Association (AJA) definition of a small jail as one with fewer 
than 50 beds (AJA, undated). Census of Jail Facilities, 2006, enumerated 2,949 local jails in 
the United States; of these, nearly 18 percent (n = 528) fit this definition of small (Stephan and 
Walsh, 2011).

1	 In practice, the small-only courts used in this research served areas that ranged in size from 15,000 to about 40,000 resi-
dents. Some rural courts were even smaller, serving counties with as few as 2,000 residents.

Table 2.1
Definitions for Communities of Practice

Agency Type Small Rural Tribal Border

Law 
enforcement

Law enforcement 
agency with fewer 
than 25 full-time 
sworn officers

Law enforcement 
agency located in a 
county with fewer 
than 2,500 residents 
and nonadjacent to a 
metro area

Law enforcement 
agency operated by a 
tribal entity

Law enforcement 
agency located in a 
border county

Court Court serving a district 
with fewer than 
100,000 residents

Court located in a 
county with fewer 
than 2,500 residents 
and nonadjacent to a 
metropolitan area

Court operated by a 
tribal entity

Court located in a 
border county

Institutional 
corrections

Jail with an average 
daily population of less 
than 50

Jail located in a 
county with fewer 
than 2,500 residents 
and nonadjacent to a 
metro area

Jail or other detention 
facility operated by a 
tribal entity

Jail or other state- or 
locally run detention 
facility located in a 
border county

Community 
corrections

Probation or parole 
agency serving 
districts with fewer 
than 25 full-time 
officers

Probation or parole 
agency located in a 
county with fewer 
than 2,500 residents 
and nonadjacent to a 
metro area

Probation or parole 
agency operated by a 
tribal entity

Probation or parole 
agency located in a 
border county
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Community Corrections

There are few available data on community corrections agencies. We know of no national 
directory of community corrections agencies that could be used to develop a population from 
which to draw an interview sample; the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) conducts annual 
probation and annual parole surveys, but those are focused on offender counts and character-
istics, not on agencies. We thus identified agencies meeting our SRTB definitions by searching 
for contact information on state directories, where those existed, or by searching for individual 
agencies in counties meeting the rural and border criteria. We also learned through our inter-
views (discussed in Chapter Four) that small agencies are typically consolidated into multi-
county districts. We therefore focused on rural, tribal, and border probation departments to 
define our community corrections sample. Many consolidated districts are likely made up at 
least in part of counties that might be considered small in terms of the probation population 
served—e.g., a small county pools resources with a neighboring larger county or a network 
of small counties as part of a larger group—so we chose not to filter candidates based on a 
potentially misidentified definition of small community corrections agencies for this research.

Where small-population counties share district resources with larger-population coun-
ties, our interviews focused on topics that were unique or germane to SRTB county technol-
ogy needs.2 In cases in which all district member counties are rural, tribal, or border, inter-
view topics included challenges related to coordination across counties. By not defining small 
agency, we avoid erroneously excluding any agency that might serve a geographically large area 
made up of counties that would serve small numbers of clients absent that consolidation. Fur-
ther, we are unlikely to miss applicable agencies given the significant degree of overlap between 
rural and small agencies—most small agencies are in rural areas across all justice domains. 
However, it is possible, though probably unlikely, that our sample construction obfuscates 
technology needs that are unique to small agencies alone. The fact that small agencies tend to 
consolidate reduces the risk of this limitation.

Table 2.2 presents an overview of how we defined small and tribal agencies—the sectors 
for which the definitions varied across agency types—within each segment for the purposes of 

2	 Small population—in part the basis for our definition of rural—is a seemingly appropriate proxy for small probation 
programs given the lack of data on probation department characteristics.

Table 2.2
Definitions of Small and Tribal Agencies

Agency Type Small Tribal

Law enforcement <25 sworn officers (CSLLEA) Independent agency run by federally 
recognized tribe (CSLLEA)

Court Population <100,000 (census) Independent agency run by federally 
recognized tribe (NAICJA)

Institutional corrections Jail population <50 (Census of Jail 
Facilities)

Operated by tribal authority or the BIA 
(Jails in Indian Country survey)

Community corrections Not applicable; grouped into multicounty 
districts

Independent agency run by federally 
recognized tribe (CSLLEA)

NOTE: NAICJA = National American Indian Court Judges Association.
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this project. In the rest of this section, we discuss how we developed those definitions and the 
source of the metrics used.

Rural Agencies

There are multiple ways to define rural in the literature—the Rural Policy Research Institute 
identified more than 15 definitions of rural in use by federal programs (Coburn et al., 2007). 
In general, this term refers to areas with low-density populations at a specified distance from 
large cities and metropolitan areas. We define a rural law enforcement agency as one located 
in a county characterized as having (1) a census-defined rural population, (2) a census-defined 
urban population under 2,500, or (3) a census-defined urban population of between 2,500 
and 19,999 in an area not adjacent to a metropolitan area. This definition was developed in 
part based on USDA’s nine-point rural–urban continuum codes (Economic Research Service, 
2013). According to the 2008 CSLLEA, 17 percent of law enforcement agencies (3,020) were 
located in rural areas. According to Census of Jail Facilities, 2006, more than 27 percent of the 
2,949 local jails enumerated were rural (n = 795). However, there is no data source that pro-
vides a count of courts or community corrections agencies located in rural areas.

Tribal Agencies

There are 566 federally recognized tribes in the United States (BIA, 2013). For this study, we 
define a tribal agency as a local law enforcement agency that one or a confederation of feder-
ally recognized tribes operates independently. Tribal agencies also include those, such as some 
tribal jails, that the BIA operates.

In the 2008 CSLLEA, about 1 percent of all law enforcement agencies (178) were con-
sidered tribal agencies. According to the National Directory of Tribal Justice Systems, which 
NAICJA manages, there are 259  active and 328 nonactive or in-development tribal courts 
(total = 587). This is somewhat larger than previous estimates; for example, of the 314 tribes 
that responded to the 2002 Census of Tribal Justice Agencies, 188 reported operating some 
form of judicial system, and 175 reported operating tribal courts (Perry, 2005). The most-
recent Jails in Indian Country report enumerated 79 jails operating in Native American coun-
try by tribal authorities or the BIA (Minton, 2015). This is a slight increase from the 2002 
Census of Tribal Justice Agencies, which reported that 71 tribes reported operating jails (Perry, 
2005). Finally, 130 tribes reported operating probation for adults, and 124 reported operating 
probation for juveniles (Perry, 2005).

Border Agencies

We define a border agency based on proximity to either the Canadian or Mexican border 
using available census data. There are 368 counties located within 100 miles of the U.S. border 
with Canada or Mexico—109 of which are located in one of 17  states directly adjacent to 
the border. About 14 percent of law enforcement agencies in the 2008 CSLLEA (2,532) were 
located in border counties, as were nearly 12 percent of jails (350) in Census of Jail Facilities, 
2006. Like with rural areas, there is no data source that provides a count of courts or commu-
nity corrections agencies located in border areas.
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Literature Review Approach

To identify literature addressing technology needs and use in SRTB agencies, we conducted a 
search under the three main criminal justice agency types: law enforcement, courts, and cor-
rections. To identify literature, we undertook two main efforts: A RAND librarian conducted 
a search for relevant literature in several available databases, and researchers on the JIC team 
conducted searches using Google Scholar. We included literature in peer-reviewed journals, as 
well as items considered to be part of the gray literature—such as articles from trade publica-
tions, unpublished papers, technical reports or technical documentation, or theses.

The RAND librarian searched the following databases:

•	 Academic Search Complete contains thousands of journals in sciences, arts and humani-
ties, and social sciences.

•	 Business Source Complete contains business and economics journal articles, country pro-
files, and industry reports.

•	 Criminal Justice Abstracts contains abstracts related to criminal justice and criminology, 
including current books, book chapters, journal articles, government reports, and disser-
tations published worldwide.

•	 National Criminal Justice Reference Service’s database contains summaries of the more 
than 185,000 criminal justice publications housed in the NCJRS Library collection.

•	 Scopus contains peer-reviewed research and web sources in scientific, technical, medical 
and social sciences, and arts and humanities areas.

We used the following search terms in both the database search and the Google Scholar 
search:

((“law enforcement” OR police OR policing OR crime OR “criminal justice” OR justice 
OR court OR courts OR jail OR prison OR prisons OR corrections)) AND KEY ((rural 
OR nonurban OR tribal OR border OR SRTB OR “smaller community” OR “smaller 
communities” OR “small community” OR “small communities” OR “small agency” OR 
“small agencies” OR “smaller agencies” OR “small agency”))

This database search produced more than 350  citations. The Google Scholar searches 
produced a significantly larger number of sources, but many of those beyond the initial 50 
to 100 sources had low levels of search relevance (i.e., were off-topic), so we excluded them 
from the review. We reviewed the abstracts of the initial set of citations identified and selected 
approximately 100 sources that were relevant to the JIC literature review—covering technol-
ogy and relevance to SRTB agencies. We also included some that did not explicitly discuss 
SRTB agencies or contexts but that addressed issues of relevance to those agencies or to crimi-
nal justice agencies in general. We excluded any source that did not discuss the topics of inter-
est, did not address technology-related topics, or was an opinion piece. Also, the search priori-
tized more-recent literature over literature that had been published prior to 2000, unless we 
identified the older piece as a seminal or key article on a specific topic.

We have included in a reference database the sources located thus far and will update it if 
we identify additional literature later. The reference list for this report includes the references 
cited.
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Semistructured Interviews

Research into the needs of SRTB agencies and effective solutions to meet those needs is sorely 
lacking. To fill this gap, JIC researchers interviewed a national sample of SRTB practitioners 
in all of the main agency types of interest about the unique operational challenges that these 
agencies face. We also interviewed selected justice technology experts to get their perspectives 
on how to best address some of these unique challenges.

After determining the universe of SRTB agencies, we developed and tested interview pro-
tocols. Once the protocols were final, we sent invitations to randomly sorted agencies in the 
sample frames and asked them to participate in the study. Because there is no one sampling 
frame, there was no way for us to assess the overall representativeness of our final sample. As 
we completed the interviews, we transcribed and coded the responses. We then analyzed these 
coded excerpts for trends both across and within agency types. We then presented the results 
to an advisory panel for feedback and guidance on determining which of the identified needs 
should be JIC’s focus in year 2. In this section, we describe the methods used to develop the 
interview protocol, assess our target agencies, and collect and analyze the data.

Interview Protocol

We organized the semistructured interview protocol that we developed into three domains: 
(1) key operational challenges; (2) potential technological and operational solutions to those 
challenges; and (3) information on technology education, acquisition process and procedures, 
and dissemination needs. For each of the three sections of the interview, we solicited open-
ended responses first. After the respondent appeared to have provided a complete response, the 
interviewer used concrete examples to probe the respondent’s memory for other potential chal-
lenges or solutions that might be applicable in the person’s field. Guided by this basic interview 
structure, interviewers were free to deviate from the protocol as necessary to further enrich the 
discussion.

Interview Process

JIC researchers who trained on the interview protocol conducted 147  interviews across the 
three agency types—law enforcement, courts, and institutional and community corrections in 
SRTB areas. To identify a sample of representative agencies, we used existing databases from 
a variety of sources: professional associations and their mailing lists and a snowball sample 
that started with our own contacts among the target agency types. The method of identify-
ing interviewees varied slightly for each agency type, depending on what kinds of information 
were available for relevant agencies. Later in this section, we describe the methods for sample 
development for each of the 12 specific communities of practice.

We sent letters via email inviting police chiefs, sheriffs, court administrators, and correc-
tions officials to participate in the interviews, along with letters of support from NIJ and the 
JIC mission statement. We asked respondents to contact JIC staff via project email addresses 
unique to each agency type to schedule interviews. Once an interview was scheduled, we sent 
that respondent a confirmation email. Appendix A reproduces the invitation materials.

We sent invitations on a rolling basis until we had completed the target number of inter-
views (eight) for each agency and sector type. In all but one case, we were able to complete 
the target number of interviews; for tribal community corrections, we could conduct only one 
interview because of difficulties identifying and establishing contact with these agencies. After 
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completing the target number of interviews, we sometimes conducted interviews with addi-
tional agency personnel who sought to participate, resulting in additional interviews for several 
agency–sector categories.

Tables 2.3 through 2.6 show the breakdown of agency and sector type, along with geo-
graphic distribution. Table 2.3 provides the number of interviews conducted, by agency and 
community of practice type. Many agencies fall into more than one category. Table 2.4 shows 
interviews by state and agency type.

Tables 2.5 and 2.6 show the total number of agencies of each community-of-practice type 
in the sampling frame and the percentage interviewed.

Table 2.3
Number of Interviews Conducted, by Agency and Sector Type

Agency or Sector Type
Law 

Enforcement Court
Institutional 
Corrections

Community 
Corrections Total

By agency type, total

All small agencies 23 10 13 0 46

All rural agencies 8 11 27 31 77

All tribal agencies 9 9 8 1 27

All border agencies 12 8 20 10 50

By sector type, broken into combinations

Small only 9 8 1 — 18

Rural only 2 7 11 26 46

Tribal only 4 9 1 — 14

Border only 5 5 8 5 23

Small and rural 4 1 5 — 10

Small and tribal 4 — — — 4

Small and border 4 — 3 — 7

Small and rural and tribal — — 2 — 2

Small and rural and border 2 1 — — 3

Rural and tribal — — 1 — 1

Rural and border — 2 5 4 11

Rural and tribal and border — — 1 1 2

Tribal and border 1 — 1 — 2

Small and rural and tribal and border — — 2 — 1

Expert interviews 1 2 — — 3

Total interviews 36 35 41 36 148

NOTE: Agency types are not mutually exclusive because a few agencies fit into multiple categories. No agencies 
were small, tribal, and border, so we exclude this category. — = We did not conduct an interview in this category.
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Table 2.4
Interviews Conducted, by State and Sector Type

State Small Rural Tribal Border
Total Interviews 

Conducted

Alabama — — — — —

Alaska 2 3 2 3 7

Arizona 2 1 7 5 12

Arkansas — 1 — — 1

California 1 4 1 5 10

Colorado 1 4 1 — 4

Connecticut — — — — —

Delaware — — — — —

Florida 1 — — — 1

Georgia 1 — — — 1

Hawaii — — — — —

Idaho — — 2 — 2

Illinois — 2 — — 2

Indiana 1 1 — — 2

Iowa 2 3 — — 3

Kansas — 2 — — 2

Kentucky — 1 — — 1

Louisiana 1 — 1 — 1

Maine — — — 2 2

Maryland — — — — —

Massachusetts — — — — —

Michigan — 2 — 2 3

Minnesota 6 8 2 6 13

Mississippi — — — — —

Missouri 1 — — — 1

Montana 1 4 1 3 4

Nebraska — 6 1 — 7

Nevada 1 1 — — 2

New Hampshire 1 1 — 2 3

New Jersey 1 — — — 1

New Mexico 2 2 2 2 4

New York 2 — — 2 4
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We audio-recorded, transcribed, and coded the interviews using the Dedoose qualitative 
software platform (SocioCultural Research Consultants, 2015). A six-member coding team 
developed a first-level coding framework, with each member trained in the interview protocol 
for at least one of the agency types. We designed the codes to apply to all agency types, with 
superordinate, basic, and subordinate levels. The framework development drew on a previous 
RAND study on priority criminal justice needs (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015; Silberglitt et 
al., 2015), which developed a law enforcement–related lexicon. The codes generally captured 
the past, present, and future operational needs and challenges that agencies face, and we found 
the law enforcement codes that were previously developed largely worked across agency types 
for the SRTB interviews. Appendix B provides the interview coding framework.

To validate the utility of the coding framework, team members independently test-coded 
one interview from each agency type and added or adjusted codes based on information par-
ticular to the SRTB interviews. When a common understanding of the coding framework was 

State Small Rural Tribal Border
Total Interviews 

Conducted

North Carolina 1 2 — — 2

North Dakota 3 5 1 4 6

Ohio 1 2 — 2 3

Oklahoma 1 1 1 — 2

Oregon — — — — —

Pennsylvania — 1 — 1 2

Rhode Island — — — — —

South Carolina 1 2 — — 3

South Dakota 1 2 1 1 2

Tennessee — — — — —

Texas 3 1 — 2 4

Utah — — — — —

Vermont — — — — —

Virginia 1 11 — — 11

Washington 3 1 2 8 10

West Virginia 1 — — — 1

Wisconsin 2 3 2 — 5

Wyoming 1 — — — 1

Total 46 77 27 50 145

NOTE: One tribal agency spanned both Arizona and California; we include it here as California. 
— = We did not conduct an interview in this category. Rows do not sum to the number in “Total 
Interviews Conducted” because an agency can belong to multiple categories. We contacted 
agencies in all 50 states; the distribution in this table reflects those that responded to our 
invitation to participate.

Table 2.4—Continued
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established between team members, interviews were fully coded; if information was mentioned 
in the text that a code did not capture, a new appropriate code was created. Throughout the 
coding period, coders held weekly progress meetings to discuss any changes or issues. These 
meetings served to address uncertainties as to which code was the most appropriate for the 
excerpt in question and, if information was mentioned in the text that a code did not capture, 
whether a new appropriate code should be created.

Once the interviews had been coded, data were also used to document common and 
unique operational needs across the different systems and settings, reported in Chapter Four. 
We compiled these themes for review and used them to develop content for the advisory panel; 
they will also aid JIC in selecting high-priority technology evaluation projects likely to have 

Table 2.5
Agencies, by Community of Practice: Law Enforcement 
and Courts

Sector

Law Enforcement Courts

Number
Percentage 
Interviewed Number

Percentage 
Interviewed

Small 13,096 0.2 — —

Rural 3,020 0.3 — —

Tribal 178 5.6 259 3.5

Border 2,532 0.4 — —

SOURCES: Number of law enforcement agencies by sector: 
Reaves, 2011. Number of tribal courts: NAICJA, undated. Number 
of tribal community corrections services: Perry, 2005.

NOTE: — = not applicable because no comprehensive count of 
agencies was available.

Table 2.6
Agencies, by Community of Practice: Institutional and 
Community Corrections

Sector

Institutional Community

Number
Percentage 
Interviewed Number

Percentage 
Interviewed

Small 528 2.5 — —

Rural 795 3.4 — —

Tribal 79 10.1 130 0.8

Border 350 5.7 — —

SOURCES: Number of law enforcement agencies by sector: 
Reaves, 2011. Number of institutional corrections facilities 
by sector: Stephan and Walsh, 2011. Number of tribal courts: 
NAICJA, undated. Number of tribal community corrections 
services: Perry, 2005.

NOTE: — = not applicable because no comprehensive count of 
agencies was available.
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the greatest impact on SRTB agencies. The next sections describe sample identification for each 
community of practice, organized by agency type.

Sample Development
Law Enforcement Sample

We used a three-pronged approach to identify our sampling frame and aid in the recruit-
ment of representative subjects. This approach included the use of (1) established databases 
from BJA, including the CSLLEA; (2) professional associations and their corresponding mail-
ing lists, such as the National Sheriffs’ Association; and (3)  a carefully constructed snow-
ball sample starting with our own contacts in the criminal justice system. The contacts arose 
mainly through other projects in SRTB locations in California and Arizona. The law enforce-
ment sample selected for inclusion corresponded to the defined SRTB criteria outlined earlier 
in this chapter.

The defined SRTB categories are not mutually exclusive; as shown in Table 2.4, there is 
considerable overlap among the SRTB law enforcement agencies in our sample. As of the last 
available CSLLEA (2008 [Reaves, 2011]),3 more than one in five small agencies was located 
in a rural county, and nearly one in seven was located in a border area. Conversely, more than 
95 percent of rural agencies, 85 percent of tribal agencies, and nearly 75 percent of border 
agencies are small. One in four tribal agencies is located in a rural area, and one in three tribal 
agencies is located in a border area. Therefore, it is not surprising that some of our agency inter-
viewees fell into more than one sector category.

We relied primarily on the CSLLEA to identify SRTB agencies. A small agency is one 
reporting fewer than 25 full-time sworn officers. A rural agency is one (excluding state police) 
located in a county coded between 7 and 10 on the USDA Economic Research Service Rural–
Urban Continuum. These encompass urban communities of fewer than 20,000 residents that 
are nonadjacent to a metropolitan area and rural communities of fewer than 25,000 residents 
regardless of their distance from a metropolitan area. Similarly, a border agency is one located 
in a county within 100 miles from the U.S. border with Canada or Mexico. Finally, a tribal 
agency is one self-identified in the CSLLEA.

Court Sample

To identify SRTB courts, we first scanned available databases on courts to determine whether 
a suitable sampling frame already existed. For example, BJS periodically enumerates state and 
local police departments with the CSLLEA and local jails with the Census of Jail Facilities. 
Unfortunately, we could not identify a comparable data-collection effort for courts. For exam-
ple, the Census of State Court Organization is organized by state and does not include an enu-
meration of courts at the local level.

To address this gap, we used an array of strategies to identify an appropriate sampling 
frame. For rural and border courts, we drew a random sample of rural and border counties, 
using the definitions outlined in Chapter One, and then identified courts located within those 
counties by searching the web or identifying courts in Directory of State Court Clerks and 
County Courthouses: 2014 Edition (Leadership Directories, 2013).

To identify small courts, we drew a random sample of offices serving jurisdictions of fewer 
than 100,000 in the 2007 National Census of State Court Prosecutors and then identified the 

3	 Results for the 2014 CSLLEA had not yet been released at the time this research was conducted.
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court serving the corresponding jurisdiction. Although there is incongruity between prosecu-
tor offices and courts, we found that the courts we ultimately interviewed fit our definition of 
small.

Finally, to identify tribal courts, we contacted courts listed on the National Directory of 
Tribal Justice Systems, an online database that NAICJA hosts. Although we initially attempted 
to sample courts, we ultimately contacted all of them in our goal of completing eight to ten 
interviews with tribal court representatives.

The 35 interviews included 15 court administrators; 14 clerks; six court managers, direc-
tors, or supervisors; two judges; one attorney; one training court assistant; and two subject-
matter experts. (Three courts provided more than one respondent.) One or more of four trained 
interviewers conducted each interview. Although we classified courts into SRTB groups, many 
courts qualified for more than one of these categories, requiring discretion to establish their 
final classification. Notably, all but two (border) courts qualified as small. Tables 2.5 and 2.6 
summarize information about the court interview sample.

Corrections Sample

To identify SRTB jails, we used AJA’s March 2015 jail directory (AJA, 2015) and Census of 
Jail Facilities, 2006. The AJA directory contains information on more than 3,000 jails in the 
United States—in most cases, a main and a secondary contact. Many jails met criteria for more 
than one classification as small, rural, tribal, or border; researchers randomly assigned jails 
meeting multiple criteria to one main category for sampling purposes.

For rural and border jails, we used the AJA directory’s jail location information to iden-
tify those jails located in rural and border counties, as defined earlier in this report. Just over 
1,000 jails were located in rural counties and approximately 275 in border counties. A small 
jail was one defined as having 50 or fewer beds; using Census of Jail Facilities, 2006, we identi-
fied 363 jails that fit this criterion and were not already classified as border or rural jails. We 
identified a tribal jail from the AJA directory as one located on tribal land or run by a tribe; 
about 70 jails fit this definition.

For each category of jails (SRTB), we contacted a random sample of people via email 
(when available) or phone to request interviews. In total, we interviewed 41  representatives 
from institutional corrections agencies, and each interviewee was a sheriff with oversight of the 
jail facility, a deputy in charge of the jail facility, or a jail administrator.

Creating a community corrections sample proved challenging because we know of no 
comprehensive guide or list of community corrections agencies that we could use to create a 
sampling frame. In addition, we had no working definition of a small community corrections 
agency. Instead, we searched for information on community corrections agencies in counties 
identified as rural or border or under tribal jurisdiction. The sampling method was biased 
toward states with more-complete information available online about community corrections. 
We contacted 32 agencies in border counties and interviewed representatives from ten, and we 
contacted 159 rural agencies and interviewed 26 people. We contacted 20 tribal community 
corrections agencies, but none agreed to participate, although we did interview one representa-
tive from a rural agency that also supervised a tribal population. We interviewed 36 commu-
nity corrections representatives in total, each of whom was the chief probation or parole officer 
or the probation office director for that agency.
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Advisory Panel

The goal of the advisory panel was to get feedback on the results of the interviews and to pri-
oritize the needs that interviewees identified. The advisory panel brought together 34 people 
representing law enforcement, courts, institutional corrections, and community corrections 
agencies across all SRTB sectors. Five (nonpracticing) experts also joined the advisory panel 
meeting to provide their input. We identified panelists by selecting interviewees who had 
expressed interest and had subject-matter expertise in SRTB courts, law enforcement agencies, 
community corrections, or institutional corrections and invited representatives of the previous 
SRTB Regional Center’s board and staff of both the Center for Rural Development and NIJ. 
Appendix C lists the advisory panel members.

We invited advisory board members to RAND’s Arlington, Virginia, office. Participants 
attended sessions over a day and a half that provided background on JIC; presented the results 
of the interviews; and allowed for breakout sessions for law enforcement, courts, community 
corrections, and institutional corrections participants to review and discuss the interview find-
ings. We asked participants to rank the identified needs. Chapter Five provides more informa-
tion on the advisory panel. Table 2.7 shows the breakdown of participants.

Table 2.7
SRTB Advisory Panel Participants

Agency or Sector Type Participants

Agency type

Law enforcement 10

Court 11

Institutional corrections 6

Community corrections 7

Sector type (can overlap)

Small 13

Rural 13

Tribal 8

Border 10

NOTE: Twenty-nine of the 34 expert 
participants were affiliated with law 
enforcement, court, or corrections 
agencies. Another five are former 
employees of such agencies or experts 
affiliated with research institutions. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Literature Review

In this chapter, we briefly summarize key findings from the literature on SRTB agencies. We 
first discuss evidence on general challenges that SRTB agencies face and then discuss literature 
on the needs and challenges associated with the three types of SRTB agencies of interest in this 
study: law enforcement, courts, and corrections. Although this report is focused specifically on 
the needs of SRTB agencies, we also highlight specific technologies that might be relevant to 
SRTB agencies and discuss their application across SRTB agencies, where known. In brief, the 
review highlights the limited attention that researchers paid to SRTB agencies and the need for 
more information on technology use in these areas.

General Challenges Facing SRTB Agencies

Criminal justice agencies in SRTB communities account for nearly 90 percent of all agencies 
nationwide, but relatively little research is conducted in these settings for a variety of rea-
sons. In this section, we describe the general challenges in these underresearched and underre-
sourced settings; however, it should be noted that there are likely substantial differences across 
sectors (SRTB) and justice agency type (law enforcement, courts, and corrections) that deserve 
careful consideration.

SRTB agencies face many public safety issues similar to those found in urban areas, as 
well as other issues unique to rural areas. Weisheit, Falcone, and Wells, 1994, reports that rural 
criminal justice agencies face crimes exported from urban areas, including gang activity and 
drug use, as well as crimes related to agriculture and wildlife. The Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion’s (FBI’s) Uniform Crime Reporting and the National Crime Victimization Survey show 
distinct differences in victimization rates in urban and rural areas (Uniform Crime Reporting 
Program, undated; Bureau of Justice Statistics, undated). Urban areas have higher rates of vio-
lent crime and victimization: Reported crime rates are nearly four times higher in metropoli-
tan areas than in nonmetropolitan areas, and victimization rates are approximately 55 percent 
higher in urban areas than in rural areas. However, sexual assaults are reported to law enforce-
ment at higher rates in small cities and suburban areas than in urban areas, by approximately 
20 percent.

Rural criminal justice agencies face unique challenges in addressing crime as well. These 
challenges include long travel distances for law enforcement response, community supervision 
appointments, and court attendance; low case volumes, which incentivize multicounty and 
regionalized systems to work with limited local budgets and increase efficiency; limited staff 
and infrastructure, which require staff to perform multiple roles; and lack of local community-
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based experts and resources (Vetter and Clark, 2013). Moreover, because administrative staffs 
and budgets in SRTB agencies are typically small, training can be cost-prohibitive because of 
high travel expenses or the time required away from duty.

Border agencies face their own set of challenges. Drug and human trafficking concerns 
are acutely problematic in these areas. Although the extent of human trafficking is unknown, 
researchers have found that law enforcement agencies typically have a difficult time recogniz-
ing victims of trafficking; this problem is exacerbated when agents lack specialized training 
(which is common in small and rural agencies). Further, the web of agencies responsible for 
enforcement of trafficking violations makes prosecution difficult (Owens et al., 2014). Moni-
toring and oversight of transient populations during adjudication and community corrections 
are also difficult, especially among immigrant populations. The need to collaborate with fed-
eral agencies performing border patrol activities related to drugs, smuggled goods, and immi-
gration offenses heightens the complexity of enforcement.

There is little published literature on the tribal justice system. Perin, 2014, a review of 
Alaska’s village public safety officers, highlights the challenges of rural and tribal policing and 
notes the role of technology in addressing those challenges. We do know that, despite declining 
crime rates nationwide, the most-recent evidence suggests that crime disproportionately affects 
tribal areas. Between 1992 and 2002, the rate of violent crime among Native Americans was 
twice the national average, while alcohol use among offenders was 50 percent higher, DUI 
rates were 40 percent higher, and liquor-law violations were 180 percent higher (Perry, 2004). 
The latter might be at least in part due to differences between U.S. and tribal criminal laws and 
procedures. In addition, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, using data from the 
2010 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (see Black et al., 2011), reported 
that 45.9 percent and 45.3 percent, respectively, of Native American women and men experi-
ence physical violence over their lifetimes (Breiding et al., 2014). More-general victimization 
data indicate that the annual prevalence of violent victimization among Native Americans is 
approximately 10 percent; incidence of violent victimization is more than twice as high among 
Native Americans as in national data (Perry, 2004).

As a consequence of geographic spread and having relatively few employees, SRTB agen-
cies have difficulty acquiring grant funding and training for new technologies and lack a cen-
tralized voice to affect policy and technological need assessment (Sale, 2010). A substantial 
literature exists on the use of technology in law enforcement, but these studies focus mainly 
on larger and more-urban settings (e.g., Gordon et al., 2012; Homeland Security Studies and 
Analysis Institute, 2012; IACP, 2005; Koper, Taylor, and Kubu, 2009; LaTourrette et al., 
2003; LECTAC, 2009; NIJ, 2009; Police Executive Research Forum, 2011; Schwabe, Davis, 
and Jackson, 2001). Similar limitations exist within the literatures on corrections (e.g., Ather-
ton and Russo, 2009; Jackson et al., 2015; LECTAC, 2009; LIS, 1995; NIJ, 2009; Scism, 
2009; Zelenak and Goff, 2005) and the courts (e.g., Bean, 1999; Hill, 2004; Lambert, 2008; 
Gallas, 2001; Courts Task Force, 2001; NIJ, 2009). Existing studies have addressed a wide 
range of topics, including the following:

•	 information-collection tools and sensors, ranging from routine (e.g., closed-circuit televi-
sion in prisons) to specialized (e.g., wiretapping or tracking devices)

•	 information-management tools, such as RMSs, used for everything from evidence to 
court case files

•	 analytic tools to leverage available data in investigation and decisionmaking
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•	 communication tools used within facilities, with specific populations, and with the public
•	 manned and remotely piloted ground, air, and water vehicles
•	 weapon, tactical, and force innovations for intervention or site security
•	 training and protective technologies, from stab-resistant vests to online teaching tools.

The technologies discussed in previous research have been applied in many different ways 
across various types of criminal justice agencies to address a wide range of needs. In the next 
three sections of this chapter, we highlight what the existing literature reveals about the respec-
tive challenges that each of the three criminal justice agency types (law enforcement, courts, 
and corrections) faces. We also identify technologies that have been studied for application in 
the SRTB context.

Law Enforcement Technology Needs Among SRTB Agencies

With regard to SRTB agencies, most existing research on technology has focused on its use in 
law enforcement. Two national summits on small and rural law enforcement (Sale, 2009; Sale, 
2010) focused on issues influencing small and rural law enforcement agencies. In particular, 
participants noted several common themes among their agencies, including the lack of repre-
sentation in national policy and funding, difficulty in recruiting and retaining officers, inad-
equate staff and funds for training, and lack of resources to pursue grants and other funding.

Other research has examined more general differences between SRTB agencies and their 
large urban counterparts. Studies have found that officers in small agencies are less likely than 
officers in large agencies and metropolitan areas to specialize and more likely to deal with a 
broader array of issues and that officers in smaller agencies are more likely than officers in 
larger cities to be acquainted with the citizens they encounter and to maintain closer ties to 
citizens (Falcone, Wells, and Weisheit, 2002; Liederbach and Frank, 2003). Small and rural 
agencies might also deal with different kinds of incidents from those that large urban agencies 
handle. One study showed that rates of alcohol offenses, disorderly conduct, vandalism, traffic 
offenses, wildlife and agricultural crime, and domestic violence were inversely related to agency 
size (Kuhns, Maguire, and Cox, 2007).

Small and rural agencies tend to have lower expenditures per officer and resident, as 
well as higher clearance rates, than their urban counterparts (Falcone, Wells, and Weisheit, 
2002). Police departments that serve fewer than 25,000 residents, for example, have salaries 
that range from $30,900 to $54,600, whereas officer salaries in departments serving more than 
25,000 residents range from $45,700 to $75,100 (Reaves, 2015). Studies indicate that the work 
routines of police officers in small and rural agencies are often similar to those of officers in 
large agencies, with most officers engaged in similar tasks during their shifts, such as routine 
patrol, driving, report-writing, and other administrative tasks (Liederbach and Frank, 2003).

With regard to technology, research has shown that small and rural agencies are less 
likely than larger urban agencies to utilize—or perceive the utility of—more-sophisticated 
technologies, such as Global Positioning System (GPS) and car-mounted computer devices 
(Eastern Kentucky University, 2002; NIJ, 2004). This reluctance might be attributable to lack 
of resources for acquiring such technology, as well as technological infrastructure issues associ-
ated with these technologies. For example, radio communication failure is common in rural 
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areas, particularly when officers have to travel to distant areas, so many rely on cell phones to 
communicate with dispatch and request backup units (Foreman, 2013).

We identified law enforcement needs specifically related to information technology (IT) 
through research conducted by the NLECTC Information and Geospatial Technologies 
Center of Excellence (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015). This effort identified high-priority needs 
for agencies of all sizes, not just SRTB agencies, but the findings might apply to the SRTB con-
text. We identified three general keynotes as the highest-priority needs: improving knowledge 
of technology and practice within the law enforcement community; sharing and using law 
enforcement information both within and across agencies; and researching, developing, test-
ing, and evaluating IT for systemwide improvements (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015).

Results from Law Enforcement Management and Administrative Statistics

BJS conducts the Law Enforcement Management and Administrative Statistics survey, last 
administered in the United States in 2013 (see BJS, 2015a). This periodic survey of a nationally 
representative sample of state and local law enforcement agencies covers such topics as person-
nel, budget, and fiscal issues, as well as use of technology and information systems. Results 
from that survey also shed light on the differences in technology use between SRTB agencies 
and larger or more-urban agencies. In general, the data show that non-SRTB agencies have the 
greatest access to or use of technology, followed, respectively, by border, small, rural, and tribal 
areas. Table 3.1 shows use of technology among urban and SRTB agencies.

More than half of all agencies use in-car video technologies (e.g., dashboard cameras). 
More than 75 percent of non-SRTB agencies use in-car video technology, while about 67 to 
68 percent of small and rural agencies, 60 percent of border agencies, and 55 percent of tribal 
agencies use the technology. Surveillance technologies (e.g., fixed cameras) are the next most–
commonly used video technology, found in more than 60  percent of non-SRTB agencies. 
SRTB agencies have slightly lower usage rates, with just over 50 percent of border agencies, 
just under half of rural and tribal agencies, and 43 percent of small departments employing 
surveillance technology.

Table 3.1
Percentage of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies Using Various Technologies

Technology Non-SRTB Small Rural Border Tribal

In-car video 77 67 68 60 55

Surveillance technology 63 43 48 53 48

Body-worn camera 25 34 37 28 59

License-plate reader 39 8 5 30 1

Computer in the field 90 65 46 82 37

Website 91 50 39 69 39

Social media 81 48 43 61 29

Report information to the public via website 74 32 23 48 25

Report information the to public via email or text 55 49 46 56 46

SOURCE: BJS, 2015a.

NOTE: BWC = body-worn camera. LPR = license-plate reader.
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Across all agencies, BWCs are less common than other types of video technology. Sur-
prisingly, non-SRTB agencies report lower usage than SRTB agencies, with only 25 percent 
of non-SRTB agencies using BWCs. Rural agencies have the second-highest rates of use, at 
37 percent; tribes have the highest rate of use at 60 percent, although the sample is small. Rural 
is followed by 34 percent of small agencies and 28 percent of border agencies reporting the 
use of BWCs. Higher rates of adoption of BWCs in SRTB areas might stem from the higher 
frequency with which officers in these areas patrol alone, warranting additional surveillance 
and recording of incidents in the field. In addition, many of these agencies have, by definition, 
fewer officers to outfit with cameras, so the initial financial barriers to entry might be lower for 
smaller agencies.

LPRs are used in nearly 40 percent of non-SRTB agencies and nearly 30 percent of border 
agencies. However, they are infrequently used in small (8 percent), rural (5 percent), and tribal 
agencies (less than 1 percent). Especially in rural areas, this likely stems from the significant 
amount of geographic territory to cover with LPRs and the lack of a central location where col-
lecting license-plate data might make significant contributions to investigative work.

Overall, officers in non-SRTB agencies have the greatest access to computerized infor-
mation while in the field, followed by border, small, rural, and tribal departments. The most–
frequently available information includes vehicle and driving records, followed by warrants, 
protection orders, prior calls for service at specific addresses, and criminal histories. Not sur-
prisingly, data in nearly all of these categories are least accessible to tribal agencies, with these 
agencies only just having received access to federal criminal justice data in 2015.

More than 90 percent of all non-SRTB agencies have websites, and more than 80 per-
cent use social media. Further, nearly three-quarters of non-SRTB law enforcement agencies 
report information to the public on their websites, and more than half report information to 
the public by another electronic method, such as email or text. Fewer border agencies report 
the same (about 70 and 60 percent using websites and social media, respectively). One-third to 
one-half of small, rural, and tribal agencies use websites and social media, but agencies in small 
and rural areas are more likely to report information to the public via email or text than on 
websites. Many agencies also use technology to gather data from the communities they serve: 
Nearly all agencies—whether SRTB or not—are more likely to receive information from the 
public via email or text than through their websites.

Tribal Law Enforcement

Tribal law enforcement agencies operate and are funded differently from their nontribal coun-
terparts. We begin this section with a short description of key laws relevant to tribal law 
enforcement.

Public Law 83-280, 1953

Prior to 1953, sovereign tribal nations and the federal government had concurrent jurisdiction 
over criminal and civil matters in tribal lands, similar to the jurisdictional arrangements that 
states have with the federal government. With the enactment of Public Law 83-280 in 1953, 
Congress shifted federal jurisdiction to state governments in six states: California, Minnesota, 
Nebraska, Oregon, Wisconsin, and Alaska (when it became a state). Since then, other states 
have assumed full or partial concurrent jurisdiction in tribal lands under Pub. L. 83-280.

In states that assumed concurrent jurisdiction, coordination between state and tribal 
authorities has frequently been difficult or unsatisfactory, marked by jurisdictional conflicts, 
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poor government-to-government communication or policy coordination, and confusion about 
mutual responsibilities and authorities (Champagne and Goldberg, 2013).

In one of the few empirical studies of tribal criminal justice in Pub. L. 83-280 states and 
non–Pub. L. 83-280 states, Goldberg and Champagne, 2007, the authors found that tribal 
agencies in Pub. L. 83-280 states receive much less federal funding, particularly BIA funding, 
to support tribal justice systems and therefore must rely more heavily on state criminal justice 
services. Indeed, many tribes in Pub. L. 83-280 states do not receive sufficient support to main-
tain their own justice systems, making them entirely dependent on state services.

Typically, however, residents on reservations in Pub. L. 83-280 states rate the services they 
receive from state law enforcement more poorly than the federal and tribal agency services in 
non–Pub. L. 83-280 states. According to Goldberg and Champagne, 2007, pp. vi–vii,

state or county police serving Public Law 280 reservations are rated by Public Law 280 res-
ervation residents as less available, slower in response time, less prone to equally attend to 
minor or serious calls, provide less beneficial patrolling services, less willing to act without 
authority, more frequently decline services owing to remoteness, and are located farther 
away than federal-BIA and tribal police on non–Public Law 280 reservations.

Public Law 93-638, 1975

The Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975 (Pub. L. 93-638) pro-
vided a mechanism whereby tribes could take over the administration of services that, until 
then, the federal government had provided. Tribes with Pub. L. 93-638 agencies administer 
their own law enforcement, courts, and corrections systems under so-called self-determina-
tion contracts with the BIA. A second funding mechanism called a BIA compact was created 
that provided some tribes with block-grant funding that could be allocated across a range of 
approved activities, including support for justice system agencies.

For tribes in non–Pub. L. 83-280 states, BIA contracts might be available to provide basic 
funding for law enforcement, correction or detention, and courts. The BIA currently supports 
190  law enforcement offices; 33 are administered by the BIA; and 157 are administered by 
tribes through self-determination contracts or compacts. The BIA provides some funding for 
115 of the 300 courts that tribes administer (BIA, 2013). The BIA supports 96 detention pro-
grams, of which 25 it operates and 71 are contracted to tribes.

The BIA has not, however, contracted with tribes to administer their own law enforce-
ment services in the Pub. L. 83-280 states, where that law shifted jurisdiction for criminal and 
civil matters from the federal government to the state. This creates significant differences in the 
administration of justice system services for tribes in and out of Pub. L. 83-280 states.

In Pub. L. 83-280 states, tribes might be unable to afford their own law enforcement ser-
vices, or they might depend heavily on grant funding from DOJ or other sources to continue 
to operate. The effect of these arrangements is that only 21 percent of tribes in mandatory Pub. 
L. 83-280 states have tribal law enforcement agencies, compared with 74 percent of tribes in 
non–Pub. L. 83-280 states and those that have only partially implemented Pub. L. 83-280 
authorities (Goldberg and Champagne, 2007).

Some tribes in non–Pub. L. 83-280 states have not contracted with the BIA to administer 
their justice agencies. These tribes receive law enforcement or other criminal justice services 
that the BIA administers.
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Tribes without BIA funding for justice system services—or those who allocate their block 
grants to other activities—can, in some cases, fund these services with gaming revenues, taxes, 
or DOJ grants, although the short-term funding that grants provide makes reliance on them 
for core operations difficult or impractical.

There is little research on the operational needs and challenges of tribal law enforcement 
agencies. The research reported in Wakeling et al., 2001, employed site visits, literature reviews, 
and surveys of tribal policing agencies to assess the challenges that tribal law enforcement 
agencies face. They note that, although workloads of tribal agencies are high (and increasing in 
many areas), staffing, facilities, and equipment are often inadequate to meet departmental and 
community demands. Many agencies could not provide full coverage of police services around 
the clock and across the wide geographic area of the reservations. In addition, lack of docu-
mented policies and procedures was common. Some challenges might be attributable to lack 
of resources, with tribal agencies reporting between 55 percent and 80 percent of the funding 
of non–Native American agencies.

Wells and Falcone, 2008, provides one of the few quantitative examinations of tribal 
policing on Native American reservations. That study used data from the 2000 CSLLEA and 
Census of Tribal Justice Agencies in Indian Country, 2002. The authors noted that more than 
half of the 314 tribes responding to the Census of Tribal Justice Agencies in Indian Country 
reported having law enforcement agencies employing sworn tribal personnel with general arrest 
powers. The authors found large differences between tribal agencies according to what entity 
had primary jurisdiction for criminal matters in tribal lands, as codified in Pub. L. 83-280. For 
example, tribal agencies in Pub. L. 83-280 states were less likely than optional and non–Pub. 
L. 83-280 states to have police agencies; furthermore, when the Pub. L. 83-280 states did have 
tribal police agencies, those agencies were less likely to be funded through BIA contracts. As 
a consequence, tribal agencies in these states might experience more challenges and reduced 
capacity for exercising tribal authority. The authors also found that the majority of tribal police 
departments were established recently (during the 1980s and 1990s), and this was particularly 
true of those in Pub. L. 83-280 states. Most tribal agencies were small, employing fewer than 
ten sworn officers, and located in nonmetropolitan areas serving fewer than 20,000 residents. 
Although less involved in criminal investigations than nontribal agencies, their main police 
functions were similar to those of agencies of comparable size. However, they tended to be 
more involved in providing supplemental policing services (e.g., court security, jail operations, 
serving civil process) that reflect the unique contexts in which they operate.

Border Law Enforcement

There is a larger amount of literature on policing the U.S. borders with Mexico and Canada; 
however, the bulk of research in this area has focused on federal enforcement rather than local 
police. Some issues, such as immigration, particularly of undocumented immigrants, as well 
as human trafficking, might be more salient for—but are by no means restricted to—local law 
enforcement agencies in border areas (IACP, 2007). Increased federal law enforcement activ-
ity in border areas might affect local criminal justice agencies. For example, increases in drug 
seizures at the border by U.S. Customs and Border Protection agents might affect local law 
enforcement, courts, and corrections agencies (NLECTC, 2011). Thus, it is critical to identify 
the needs and challenges of local law enforcement agencies located in these areas, which are not 
comprehensively documented in the extant literature.
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Court Technology Needs Among SRTB Agencies

Many of the themes common to SRTB law enforcement agencies also apply to SRTB courts. 
For example, such factors as greater geographic distance, sparse population, lack of resources 
(including staff) and specializations, professional isolation, and close interpersonal relation-
ships between justice personnel and citizens all present challenges to courts, just as they do 
to law enforcement agencies. Challenges that are more unique to courts include the lack of 
programs and services to address mental health, substance use, indigent defense, and self-rep-
resented litigants, as well as the increasing need to address language barriers throughout court 
proceedings (Nugent-Borakove, Mahoney, and Whitcomb, 2011).

Rural out-migration, particularly of young people, might pose a particular problem for 
rural courts. In these communities, court budgets, staff, and caseloads are declining while the 
working-age population grows. In addition, consolidation of adjacent courts to ensure staff 
coverage often creates additional challenges because rural courthouses are geographically iso-
lated from one another. To address some of these challenges, it might be necessary for rural 
courts to undergo reorganization, a process in which technology might play an important role. 
A recent report by the National Center for State Courts (NCSC) on the challenges confront-
ing rural Minnesota courts includes a discussion of technology initiatives to address these 
challenges (NCSC, 2010). These include a statewide management system, real-time updating 
of court proceedings, and a centralized payment system to process citations and other trans-
actions between the courts and citizens, all of which are expected to reduce staff time and 
expenses in rural courts. These challenges echo those identified as high-priority law enforce-
ment information-technology needs (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015).

Another major challenge that SRTB courts face is ensuring equal access to justice. 
Recruitment and retention of attorneys who provide indigent defense and other legal services 
in rural areas is a considerable challenge. For example, in rural Arkansas, there is less than one 
(0.72) attorney per 1,000 residents, compared with 4.11 per 1,000 across the nation (Pruitt 
et al., 2015). This is one area in which technology has been used to address the challenge. 
Recently, the American Bar Association (ABA) provided a grant to the Wyoming Access to 
Justice Commission to place remote-access sites—from which pro bono attorneys can meet 
remotely with clients via Skype—in five underserved rural communities (Wyoming Center 
for Legal Aid, 2013). In addition, the ABA has provided a guide to delivering legal services in 
rural areas (ABA, 2003) and specifically recommended use of technology to overcome barri-
ers in providing legal aid to rural residents. Recommended projects include development of 
Internet clearinghouses with legal information for attorneys, advocates, and clients, as well as 
videoconferencing to reach rural clients.

Although there is less information on SRTB court technologies, a growing number of 
efforts address the challenges that rural courts face. Recent efforts to analyze and solve prob-
lems in rural courts have been undertaken by the Nevada Commission on Rural Courts, 
the Justice Management Institute, and the National Association for Court Management 
(Mahoney, Carlson, and Baehler, 2006). In 2008, BJA also funded the Rural Court Informa-
tion Network initiative (Justice Management Institute, undated) to provide a series of seminars 
in order to identify areas of need and technological and other innovative strategies to address 
these concerns. Court leaders (judges and administrators) from eight states led the seminars.

NCSC also identified areas in which technology has been applied in rural courts. Such 
technology includes videoconferencing to address the distance that defendants might have 
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to travel to court; web-based learning opportunities to train court personnel; and the use of 
online systems to address citations, tickets, and fines instead of traveling to a court office (see 
Nugent-Borakove, Mahoney, and Whitcomb, 2011). NCSC also maintains both “Rural Courts 
Resource Guide” and “Technology in the Courts Resource Guide” (NCSC, undated  [a]; 
NCSC, undated  [b]); however, neither of these resources addresses the specific technology 
needs of SRTB courts.

Although each of these initiatives is using innovative technology to solve unique needs in 
rural areas, none has been evaluated, so their effectiveness has yet to be established.

Tribal courts might face challenges similar to those that other small and rural courts face, 
as well as additional challenges, such as jurisdictional confusion, lack of communication, and 
misunderstanding between state and federal authorities (Arnold, Reckless, and Wolf, 2011; 
Arnold, Reckess, and Wolf, 2012). Several strategies have been utilized to improve communi-
cation, including tribal and state court forums; joint-jurisdiction courts; and written coopera-
tive agreements between tribal, state, and federal governments. Although less information is 
available on technologies in tribal courts, some resources focus on tribal issues, including the 
NCSC’s “Tribal Courts: Resource Guide” (NCSC, undated [c]), the tribal justice section of 
the Center for Court Innovation’s website (Center for Court Innovation, undated), the Tribal 
Court Clearinghouse of the Tribal Law and Policy Institute (Gardner, undated), the National 
Indian Law Library (Native American Rights Fund, undated), and NAICJA (NAICJA, 
undated). Several of these organizations have ongoing projects in tribal courts, some of which 
are related to technology (NCSC, 2009), but the majority focus on implementing cultur-
ally competent tribal practices, such as traditional dispute resolution (Metoui, 2007), wellness 
(tribal drug) courts (Tribal Law and Policy Institute, 2003), and tribal court-appointed special 
advocate programs (Frey, 2002).

Like with law enforcement, there is not a clear body of literature on the challenges and 
needs that courts located in areas near the border face or on technological solutions to address 
these needs. Such issues as language barriers might be salient to border courts, although these 
issues are by no means restricted to border areas. And, like on law enforcement in border areas, 
more research is needed on courts located in these jurisdictions, and evaluations are needed to 
understand the effectiveness of technologies.

Corrections Technology Needs Among SRTB Agencies

Little research has focused specifically on corrections technology for SRTB agencies, whether 
in prisons or jails or for community corrections contexts (Ruddell and Mays, 2006). Much of 
the research on rural corrections agencies has been concerned with decisions on prison location 
and the use of prisons as a source of economic development in rural areas (King, Mauer, and 
Huling, 2003). Most of the research related to technology concerns large or urban corrections 
agencies. However, lessons from these studies can help SRTB agencies make decisions on the 
adoption of new technology.

Current research at RAND, conducted under NLECTC, aimed to identify the highest-
priority technology needs for criminal justice agencies (Jackson et al., 2015). The RAND study 
identified 19 areas, or needs, as the highest priorities for community corrections agencies, all of 
which fell into one of two categories: (1) information and communications or doctrine, tactics, 
and management or (2) behavioral knowledge development and training. Echoing the needs 
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of law enforcement agencies and courts, many of the information and communications needs 
focused on improving “fragmented” systems of information-sharing among siloed agencies 
and improved data extraction and usability by a range of users. In the doctrine category, the 
authors identified improved training and training materials for handling offenders with mental 
health problems and appropriately sanctioning probation and parole violations (Jackson et al., 
2015).

The authors identified 29 high-priority needs for institutional corrections agencies, which 
fell under the categories of (1) facility operations and population services; (2) information and 
communications; and (3) doctrine, tactics, management, and behavioral knowledge develop-
ment and training. Issues with detecting and interdicting contraband from a range of sources 
and methods dominated the needs identified, as did managing inmate access to and use of 
technology, including Internet and communication technologies. Also noted as challenging 
were the collection, monitoring, review, and storage of the enormous amounts of data pro-
duced through video, phone recording, and other technology systems used in the facilities 
(Jackson et al., 2015).

Although the needs identified for both community and institutional corrections apply 
to the SRTB context, and significant research has been conducted on some of the technolo-
gies that could be used to address these needs, scant work has considered the implications of 
these needs or the technologies that might address the needs specifically among SRTB agen-
cies. Applegate and Sitren, 2008, a comparison of rural and urban jails, provides some insight 
into the needs of rural jails and areas that might be addressed through technology. They found 
that, although staff-to-inmate ratios were lower in rural jails, rural jails were less likely to test 
inmates for various medical conditions, including HIV and acquired immunodeficiency syn-
drome (AIDS), and that rural jails were less equipped than jails serving urban areas to provide 
services, such as medical services, employment training, or counseling. The authors noted, 
however, that rural and urban jails face many of the same challenges, suggesting that similar 
technologies might be applied in both contexts to address shared issues.

Kellar, 2001, a review of challenges that jails in Texas face, emphasizes the need to take 
jail size into account in any analysis of jail operations. That work identified a variety of issues 
relevant to small jails that were similar to those that prior work noted. The challenges iden-
tified in Texas included the high costs of providing medical services to inmates; the need to 
manage offenders with mental health issues; and the difficulty of providing other types of ser-
vices, including substance-use treatment, education, and employment training. Kellar, 2001, 
also identifies the three most-pressing needs of jail administrators: medical service provisions, 
budget restraints, and employee training. More than a decade later, in Jackson et al., 2015, the 
authors’ identification of high-priority needs echoed these and suggests that significant efforts 
to address those needs have not been successful.

Conclusion

The current review has highlighted the dearth of information on the needs of SRTB agencies 
and the technologies that might be applied to address these challenges in the SRTB context. 
Researchers have paid limited attention both to identifying and assessing needs and to iden-
tifying technology to assist SRTB agencies. We also find that there is even less information 
available measuring the effects of these technologies across the three criminal justice agency 
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types, including the value that technology might provide through increased effectiveness, the 
more-efficient use of resources, and other outcomes, such as officer and employee safety.1 And 
among all agencies—large ones included—technology has not always been used in the most 
effective or efficient manner to improve policing practice (Koper, Lum, and Willis, 2014).

To prioritize the acquisition of technologies for use in SRTB criminal justice agencies, it 
is critical to understand the ways in which technologies are used, the outputs and outcomes of 
their use, and the ways in which they might be used to address unmet needs. It is also essential 
to understand how technologies might be matched with the unique needs of the SRTB jus-
tice systems, which might, in some cases, be very different from those in larger or more-urban 
environments.

Selecting clear and defensible technology priorities has been a challenge in the field of 
organizational technology planning, arising from the uncertainty associated with predicting 
technology developments and the ways in which the adoption of technologies affects organi-
zations and societies, as well as the difficulty in establishing a common basis for comparing 
technology’s often vastly different effects on various users and sectors. Such a comparison has 
been made for criminal justice and broader emergency responder communities (e.g., Garwin, 
Pollard, and Tuohy, 2004; Gordon et al., 2012; IACP, 2005; Koper, Taylor, and Kubu, 2009; 
LaTourrette et al., 2003; LECTAC, 2009; Courts Task Force, 2001; NIJ, 2009; Royal, Dona-
hue, and Kirby, 2008) but has never focused specifically on SRTB settings. The current review 
suggests that more attention needs to be paid to the needs of SRTB agencies, the use of tech-
nology to meet those needs, and the effects of technologies when applied in an SRTB context.

1	 For further discussion of this point, see Chapter One.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Agency Interviews

Like we have demonstrated in the prior chapters, despite the fact that the majority (90 per-
cent) of criminal justice agencies in the United States fit at least one of our SRTB criteria, 
research into the needs of these agencies and effective solutions to meet those needs is sorely 
lacking (NIJ, 2004). To address this gap in understanding, the JIC team conducted interviews 
with SRTB practitioners in all three agency types. Across these agency types, our interviews 
included representatives from 50 border agencies (12 law enforcement agencies, eight courts, 
and 30 corrections agencies) and 27 interviews with representatives from tribal agencies (nine 
law enforcement agencies, nine courts, eight institutional corrections agencies, and one com-
munity corrections agency). Note that some agencies are considered both border and tribal.

Across 25 interviews with tribal agencies, as well as interviews with agencies bordering 
tribal nations and the BIA, we identified a range of operational needs that might be common 
among tribal justice agencies. That said, our small sample of tribal agencies was also quite 
diverse. A significant source of variation results from federal laws covering governance of tribal 
lands that apply differently by state and tribe, as discussed in Chapter Three.

There are two categories of corrections facilities on tribal lands. The first group includes 
facilities that the BIA wholly funds, staffs, and operates. The other group, commonly referred 
to as 638 facilities (after Pub. L. 93-638, 1975, which set up the type of division of labor man-
aging them), receives base funding from the BIA, while the local tribal government prepares 
the budget and manages operations. We interviewed seven administrators or wardens, as well 
as a BIA district-level official. Most interviews we conducted were with people from 638 facili-
ties, which operate with a higher degree of autonomy than bureau facilities.

Chapter Two provides more information about the interview samples.
Many common themes emerged from these interviews, including challenges and barri-

ers related to geography, crime, funding, personnel, infrastructure, IT (both in capacity and 
implementation), data-sharing and communication, and legal and policy issues. Within each 
category, we highlight findings relevant to each type of agency, including those that apply to 
border and tribal agencies.

We organize the rest of this chapter by theme. We identified themes using open-ended 
questions, and interviewees raised issues that they felt were most important. Because we did 
not prompt respondents about specific themes, some respondents do not discuss particular 
themes. However, the lack of discussion of a theme in relation to a particular agency type does 
not mean that the issue is not relevant to that agency or agency type.
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Geographic Challenges

Many respondents across agencies mentioned challenges associated with geographic isolation 
and challenging topography. Specific challenges for courts and corrections facilities included 
difficulty in getting jurors and defendants to courthouses on trial dates because of long travel 
times and a lack of transportation resources in the community. Geography also increased dif-
ficulty in combating drug cartels with superior technological capabilities. Geographic isolation 
creates staffing problems because of transportation times for police officers responding to calls, 
community corrections and court officers conducting community supervision, and jail staff 
transporting inmates for external health services and court appearances.

Law Enforcement

Multiple police administrators and managers from SRTB agencies reported significant opera-
tional challenges associated with geographic isolation. Several agencies indicated that their 
location isolated them from important infrastructures and services that they could not provide 
on their own (including juvenile detention for one facility and jail for another). For agencies 
lacking key services, it could take several hours to transport arrestees to their destinations. For 
most SRTB agencies, such arrangements place tremendous strain on the department because 
their staffing and resources are already limited. As one officer stated, “You have to drive the 
person three hours there and three hours back. That cuts into your staffing, so coverage is an 
issue.”

Border agencies often highlighted the need to transport arrestees long distances. One 
border agency has been using video for initial court appearances and attorney/client meetings, 
which has worked well to save money and time, but the district court does not allow video for 
sentencing or trial sessions.

Geography and topography can also affect law enforcement agencies’ ability to imple-
ment technology. One tribal police chief explained that his department invested in gunshot 
detection technology—devices that can detect the location of gunfire—but deployment in 
his community was rendered difficult because the community lacked tall buildings on which 
to place the sensors for accurate detection. The same agency also had difficulty with its crime 
analysis software because the jurisdiction used three different address schemes, which made 
locating 911 callers and mapping crimes difficult. Each tribal resident was supposed to provide 
a physical address for 911 calls, but many of them did not know that: “You could talk to people 
in the community, and they don’t know what their address is.” Another police chief, leading 
an agency based in the South, mentioned that any technology would need to withstand heat 
in excess of 100º F all year long. One police chief explained that bad road conditions and the 
remote nature of his area could lead to difficulty in getting external help when needed. In sum, 
the majority of border and rural interviewees expressed at least some concerns about lengthy 
response times when their officers need backup.

Some agencies also indicated that, because of their expansive geographic jurisdiction, 
they did not receive radio and cell phone coverage in certain areas when out in the field. As 
one officer stated, “Our radios cover 70 percent to 75 percent of the area we are responsible for 
. . . causing huge gaps for not just officer but public safety.”
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Courts

Almost all courts, especially rural courts, emphasized the impact of geographic isolation. 
Respondents noted that lengthy travel times limit timely access to services, such as IT, train-
ing, client treatment, and reentry services. In some cases, judges, court reporters, lawyers, or 
jurors might be regularly required to travel hundreds or even thousands of miles to meet their 
appointments. More than one court representative pointed out that there is no public trans-
portation to offset these challenges in that county, which disproportionately affects the elderly, 
those with license revocations (e.g., DUI probationers), and children who are involved in court 
proceedings. The ABA’s report (ABA, 2003) on legal services in rural areas identified these 
issues more than a decade ago; the same issues still present challenges to residents in rural 
areas, according to the JIC interviewees.

With the exception of some larger jurisdictions (e.g., San Diego, El Paso), most counties 
along the border are rural areas with populations that might be spread out across a large geo-
graphic area, with some legal residents even residing across the border. This can pose additional 
challenges for various parties (e.g., jurors, plaintiffs, defendants) who are required to attend 
court. For example, one court administrator noted,

Jurors are 80 or 90 miles from [the city], so may have to travel 200 miles in [the] same 
county. On the border, it’s the same way. Both counties are very rural counties, but neither 
has public transit, so we run into that problem of getting jurors, defendants, various parties 
to courthouses. Also, because they are on the on border, if you cross the bridge at [the city], 
there is a fee to cross the bridge at the border crossing.

Tribal court respondents also noted geographic challenges. A couple of tribal courts high-
lighted the difficulty of conducting community supervision over long distances, resulting in 
offenders being either unsupervised or separated from their families in order to receive supervi-
sion. One respondent noted that, if the probation department knows that an offender’s home 
community is “100 miles from the closest agent, [the offender] may get denied [probation]. It 
can have an effect on [the offender’s] ability to go back to [the] community and be with [a] pos-
itive support system.” The long distances also delay the implementation of operational changes 
to outlying satellite offices. Respondents suggested the use of technology to overcome barriers 
to serving rural clients, including Internet clearinghouses and videoconferencing. For example, 
in Wyoming, the ABA is funding the implementation of Skype to support meeting with and 
serving rural clients remotely over video (Wyoming Center for Legal Aid, 2013).

Geography can also affect an agency’s access to interpreter services. Some courts, par-
ticularly those near the Mexican border, expressed concern about the lack of adequate inter-
preter and translation services for the increasing number of non–English-speaking clients. 
This makes it difficult for such clients to get adequate access to justice. As one respondent 
noted, “That’s something we have to address even more than is currently being done because, 
otherwise, people with limited English proficiency will have less access to courts than they’re 
entitled to.” Respondents noted that technology might be used to provide interpreter services 
in remote areas. Nugent-Borakove, Mahoney, and Whitcomb, 2011, identifies language dif-
ferences and local service provision as barriers to justice for court systems, especially those in 
rural areas.
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Institutional Corrections

The remote locations of many SRTB facilities also present challenges for many jail operations. 
Like with other types of agencies, geographic isolation can limit access to potential staff, ser-
vices, community interaction, and visitation. Many smaller remote facilities also lack opportu-
nities to take advantage of economies of scale, which might be necessary to acquire technology 
solutions requiring significant up-front investment or that are affordable only if purchased with 
volume discounts. One respondent suggested a potential solution through pooled contracts:

We recently switched our canteen vendor. We discovered [that it was helpful] for inmates’ 
families to be able to provide them canteen services, .  .  . but, in another county smaller 
than us, the vendor won’t even look at them because the revenue isn’t high enough. . . . If 
we could do things more jointly, [both counties could benefit].

To address this issue, some agencies reported, they work with neighboring jurisdictions to 
create buying collaboratives or to make cooperative purchases, allowing participating agencies 
to take advantage of economies of scale. Interviewees made the point that increasing the pur-
chasing power of small and rural agencies could help reduce their costs and put more-expensive 
technologies in their reach.

Community Corrections

Community corrections agencies noted that geography affects staff’s ability to conduct home 
or work visits. In agencies that required home visits—especially among officers with higher-
risk caseloads—getting to clients and getting clients to services posed significant challenges. 
This was especially so in states where community corrections are handled at the state level and 
supervision districts contain multiple counties. One agency struggling with this issue noted 
that a GPS device that optimizes trips between multiple locations is very helpful and allows 
officers to visit more offenders in one day than when personnel planned the trips manually. 
Respondents also noted a lack of public transportation and pointed out the high costs associ-
ated with using transportation other than a personal vehicle to attend sessions or meetings in 
remote agency offices.

Some agencies use video links with courts and jails to conduct pretrial arraignments 
and presentencing investigations (PSIs) to minimize time spent on transporting offenders over 
long distances. Additionally, one agency providing video treatment options had to get judicial 
buy-in for that element of supervision. Another agency reported trying to set up a video link 
with the jail to make PSIs easier but being stymied by firewalls in the jail system and finally 
abandoning the project.

Funding Challenges

Interview respondents universally mentioned funding shortfalls and that they affect many of 
the other challenges that multiple sectors and agency types face. Small budgets could lead to 
recruiting, retention, and training challenges. Like with geographic isolation, resource con-
straints also affect agencies’ ability to do their jobs efficiently and effectively.
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Law Enforcement

A recurring theme among SRTB law enforcement agencies revolves around insufficient fund-
ing. Many respondents noted that their budgets have been decreasing over time, and, because 
of financial hardship, several police departments reported that they could not hire enough offi-
cers to provide the community with essential services. As one officer stated,

We are going backwards. We are a state that [has some of the highest rates in] the nation in 
domestic violence, assault, sexual assault, and death by accident. And our budget is being 
cut barebones. We cannot meet the demands for services.

For border agencies, interviewees frequently mentioned challenges stemming from lim-
ited budgets as a priority issue. Two police chiefs from border areas highlighted the importance 
of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS’s) Operation Stonegarden grants for the 
financing of border law enforcement agencies and the difficulties border agencies might face in 
the event that these grants are not available. One interviewee also lamented recent substantial 
cuts to available DHS funding, which, in his perspective, have negatively affected border law 
enforcement agencies:

In 2011, DHS defunded half of the border areas—originally, DHS funding was $2.6 bil-
lion per year; within two years, it was down to $900  million. The problem with that 
is that, since 9/11, we began building capabilities, across the nation, but specifically at 
the border, [we built] things like preventive radiological nuclear detection, rapid-response 
teams, reverse 911 systems, emergency mass communication capabilities. As those projects 
were defunded, we lost the ability to maintain and sustain the capabilities that were devel-
oped since 9/11.

One chief from a border area noted that his agency, unlike its larger counterparts, could 
not receive bulk discounts when purchasing equipment, further adding strain on limited 
finances. Another chief from a border area mentioned that recent limits that the attorney gen-
eral placed on his program hamper his ability to use asset-forfeiture funds to help finance his 
agency: “Money laundering and drug smuggling . . . [are] another challenge. We used to be 
able to confiscate this money. However, the attorney general has abandoned the federal asset-
forfeiture program, which means we cannot process and obtain this money.”

The vast majority of tribal law enforcement interviewees mentioned financial constraints, 
which invariably translated into staffing, technological, or operational challenges for their 
agencies. In five instances, interviewees noted that the limited amount of available funding 
poses an issue, while two police chiefs whose agencies relied exclusively on grants as a source of 
funding expressed concerns about long-term sustainability and ability to plan their operations. 
For instance, one interviewee specifically highlighted the cost associated with acquiring and 
maintaining compatibility and interoperability of systems as an important factor.

One tribal police chief explained that, because his state does not receive BIA funding 
because of Pub. L. 83-280, he needs to rely on grant funding. If the agency were to run out of 
federal funding, it would have to rely on the tribe for funding. Wakeling et al., 2001, a review 
of tribal law enforcement agencies, also identifies extreme resource limitations, reporting that 
tribal agencies have to provide law enforcement services with less than half of the funding of 
nontribal agencies. The funding shortage prevents some agencies from maintaining their exist-
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ing technology and from acquiring new technology, especially given the high cost of much 
technology.

To address the lack of funding, many SRTB law enforcement agencies stated that they 
relied heavily on grants, even though several of the officers expressed skepticism about smaller 
agencies’ ability to beat out larger agencies for grant funding. As one officer stated,

One of the biggest hurdles is funding to be able to obtain and maintain technology. I’m 
guessing, out of the 50,000 cameras that the president has said to issue out, 0 percent will 
come to any agencies that are 50 sworn or less. They will all go to larger agencies.

Courts

SRTB courts also reported challenges associated with budget constraints and instability. Some 
respondents pointed to broad socioeconomic causes for funding deficits, such as the national 
recession or unreliable state tax revenues. As one respondent explained,

Courts haven’t recovered from the recession. We’re resource-starved, don’t have a very sup-
portive administration. We’ve lost tens of millions of dollars. It’s one thing to have adequate 
technology support; sometimes you need enough boots on the ground to make that transi-
tion. Our workforce is 20 percent smaller than it was eight years ago. We’re doing it on the 
cheap; we rob from one part of the organization to staff another part of the organization, 
[and have] backlogs that affect public access and service.

Other resource constraints were common as well. Many courts have experienced increased 
caseloads, which some respondents believe to be due to changes in arrest priorities and to an 
increase in self-represented litigants. Small courts also lack the resources to invest in sophis-
ticated technologies, particularly ones that become cost-effective only with a large number of 
licenses.

Respondents explained that smaller courts are often limited to a single judge, or even 
worse, if no single judge is available, multiple judges from different courts might have to pre-
side over a single case, reducing case continuity. A respondent stated,

If you have a person in that part-time position and they only do a probate case once every 
three years, it is difficult for them to get accustomed to all the different things, because they 
are expected to run the gamut of the court system. In rural areas, you can’t specialize like 
in urban courts.

Tribal courts also described funding problems. One clerk mentioned that she has seen 
budget cuts of 10 to 15 percent each year for the past three years. Several tribal court clerks 
noted that they depend on external grants for training, equipment, and even personnel. A clerk 
explained that, if they “don’t get funding from an outside agency, that position disappears.” 
Another tribal court clerk noted that she spends most of her time writing grant proposals, 
taking her away from other urgent court needs.

Institutional Corrections

Despite the varied composition of the sample, institutional corrections respondents consis-
tently mentioned issues related to budgeting and staffing. Funding often lags behind the need, 
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leading to low wages and slow adoption of new technology and, in turn, difficulties attracting 
and retaining qualified staff. Smaller agencies also reported a disadvantage in applying for state 
and federal grants because they lack the time and resources to devote to applications.

Concerning budget, respondents from tribal agencies generally felt that the total levels of 
funding are insufficient. As mentioned earlier, 638 facilities receive base funding from the BIA. 
They also receive a portion of their overall budgets from their governing tribal bodies. One tribe 
in particular informed us that the portion of funding that its facility receives from the tribe was 
being cut. And, although the number of inmates housed in the facility was not changing, the 
facility would have to continue operations at the same level with reduced funding.

Respondents from institutional corrections emphasized the lack of resources to address 
inmates’ medical and mental health problems. Substance use, chemical dependency, and 
mental health are common issues that corrections agencies face, but service provision often 
requires specialized staffing, equipment, and funding to support them. These findings provide 
more evidence to Applegate and Sitren, 2008, that rural jails were less equipped to test and 
treat inmates for various medical conditions, including HIV and acquired immunodeficiency 
syndrome (AIDS).

Community Corrections

Community corrections agencies reported similar issues with funding. Not surprisingly, nearly 
all interviewees reported financial constraints that kept them from implementing all of the 
technology upgrades or desired improvements. Agencies reported getting assistance from a 
wide variety of funding sources, including the state, the locality, and grants—and often a 
combination of all three.

Limited resources at the state or local agency level lead many agencies to pass costs on 
to offenders—through supervision fees or charges for certain types of supervision. Although 
offenders on supervision tend to be worse off than nonoffenders in rural and urban areas alike, 
and although supervision fees are also used in urban areas, their impact on offenders can be 
more acute in rural areas. For example, as described earlier, gaining access to affordable trans-
portation is more difficult in rural areas, where services might require long daily trips, which 
can be cost-prohibitive to offenders without their own cars or driver’s licenses. Alternatives 
to in-person services, such as online classes, often require up-front payment on a credit card, 
which excludes many offenders.

Social Service Provision Challenges

Providing needed social services to the populations they serve is a major challenge for all com-
munities of practice. Respondents from courts, institutional corrections, and community cor-
rections noted a range of technology-related challenges that affect service provision, especially 
related to mental health and substance-use treatment, and the issues appeared to affect people 
who might come into contact with all elements of the justice system.

Courts

Several court respondents noted that unfavorable economies of scale disadvantage SRTB 
courts. Specifically, small courts cannot benefit from the specialization of judges and courts 
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(e.g., problem-solving courts) because larger, well-resourced establishments are typically neces-
sary to justify the investment for such specializations. As one respondent explained,

It’s extremely difficult for a very small court in a rural county without a lot of resources to 
implement the best practices and conform to the required program fidelity to be effective. 
Drug courts, veterans courts, mental health courts. . . . The treatment resources aren’t avail-
able, the judges, because they have to cover all kinds of cases, and they don’t have high case 
frequency. All these things mitigate [sic] against expertise, best practices, and economies of 
scale that make it doable.

The lack of specialty courts can take away opportunities for people to avoid detention and to 
receive needed treatment.

Institutional Corrections

The current methods of treatment in jails as institutional corrections interviewees described 
them range from having social workers or nurses on staff, having part-time nurse coverage, or 
outsourcing to nearby external facilities. The latter requires transportation and coordination 
of inmate needs with staff availability. It also limits corrections facilities’ ability to respond to 
inmates in crisis:

There is a [mental health] bed shortage. . . . In the end, everybody seems to end up in the 
county jail, which is unfortunate. It costs $1,100 per day in a mental health facility and 
$55 per day in a county jail. So it’s not hard to see why they get pushed to county jail. They 
place them in a holding cell with a camera in it.

Kellar, 2001, a review of Texas jail operations, reports the same challenges, with mental health 
treatment needs high and jails’ ability to provide such services low. More than a decade after 
Kellar’s study, administrators in small, rural, and border jails were reporting similar, if not 
worsened, conditions.

For example, tight budgets and remote locations limit the border corrections popula-
tion’s access to mental health, medical, and substance-use services. Several agencies cited a lack 
of local capacity for substance and chemical dependence programs, as well as mental health 
programs. Many border agencies reported a lack of social services in their communities, and 
the cost of adopting telemedicine and remote health provision technology is a barrier. One jail 
administrator in a border region summarized the problem as follows:

We don’t have vendors come in and help us provide services with people we work with for 
mental health, employment, transportation, chemical dependency—all these things—to 
get people back on their feet in prosocial fashion. We have people driving 50, sometimes 
60 miles to get services that they need, like mental health [treatment].

Many institutional corrections agencies reported interest in telemedicine and remote 
treatment services but noted large start-up costs, financial and otherwise, that can hinder 
implementation. Many facilities lack the physical space and funding to purchase the equip-
ment required to run that type of program. Facilities also have to locate a doctor or medical 
system—in some cases, the local hospital system—that is set up to conduct telemedicine. 
Coordinating with providers and insurance companies can be a huge barrier to implementing 
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telemedicine: “The biggest challenge is working out the details. The technology is there. There 
are companies that do this, but not [many do it] for corrections agencies.”

Respondents also noted that some technologies cannot be implemented easily because 
they require on-site personnel for implementation. For example, some telemedicine services—
particularly those not focused on mental health—require a trained nurse to be with the inmate 
while the video session is happening in order to conduct any tests or simple medical procedures 
as the doctor directs. Thus, to use the technology, a facility needs to coordinate telemedicine 
schedules with an on-site nurse. For this reason, some facilities have chosen to conduct only 
mental health services remotely over video. However, regardless of these challenges, those that 
have implemented telemedicine services report being pleased with the benefits, particularly the 
opportunity to have a mental health professional on call to work with inmates in crisis, instead 
of having to wait until business hours for assistance.

One respondent pointed to a potentially more systemic problem in that, even when 
mental health issues are addressed in their facility, the successful routine that was established 
inside ends when an inmate is released: “The problem with mental health issues and inmates is 
they will come in to the facility, get back on their meds, get stabilized, and be released because 
the offenses are small.” After release, if no aftercare or reentry support services are available, 
the inmate starts the cycle over. This corresponds to other agencies reporting a lack of broader 
social services:

We have 24 hours of contracted mental health services [in the facility per week.] Ultimately, 
it fails because, although we do the prep work here, once they leave the jail, we cannot 
require [former participants] to take [their] medication or make appointments.

Although such problems are not unique to SRTB agencies, the resulting challenges might be 
greater because of scarce or dispersed resources available to provide care.

Community Corrections

Community corrections personnel reported difficulties in getting their clients into services, 
whether because of the high cost of the program that the probationer has to pay, the lack of 
programs available in rural areas, or the lack of openings in existing programs. Indeed, one 
interviewee described issues with getting clients into treatment as “multifaceted”: “[We] are 
doing a great job of identifying people at arrest who have significant issues, but one of the big-
gest challenges is having easy access to necessary services.”

Other agencies reported an inconsistent flow of clients with specific treatment demands, 
making it hard to lobby for more service provision in their areas: “We have ten clients with the 
same needs one week, and a couple of months later, we’ll have no clients with those needs.” 
A community corrections interviewee working in a border region noted, “We have seasonal 
employees moving in and out, and trying to provide services to them is a challenge.”

Many interviewees recognized that technology can offer solutions to these problems. One 
agency identified online programs that probationers could use to fulfill treatment require-
ments, while several other agencies conducted group therapy sessions and client meetings using 
remote video links between agency offices. For example, some probation officers are trained 
to run group therapy sessions so the agency can deliver services itself when they are not avail-
able elsewhere. Combined with remote video linkage, this approach can provide services to 
more remote clients. Some interviewees also reported that specialized service provision and 



50    The Justice Innovation Center for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies

treatment, such as anger-management treatment or shoplifting programs, are difficult to find 
and difficult to place clients into. Online or remote options could offer more access to these 
less common treatment types as well. Although these options might not address more-serious 
issues, such as drug or alcohol treatment, they might free up probation officers to focus on cli-
ents with higher need levels.

Personnel Challenges

Budget challenges and geographic isolation can contribute to problems with staff recruitment, 
retention, and training. Constrained budgets leave little money available for hiring or training, 
and salaries at SRTB agencies are often not competitive with those of larger agencies. A lack of 
training opportunities can lead to additional challenges for the use of technology, which often 
requires extensive training for effective use.

Law Enforcement

SRTB law enforcement agencies reported a range of challenges associated with recruitment, 
retention, and staffing. For instance, several law enforcement interviewees from border areas 
felt that their agencies were understaffed, while one municipal police chief from a border area 
noted that the agency serving the county surrounding his city had few staff, putting limits on 
their ability to mutually cooperate. Another police chief from a border area added that the low 
number of staff meant that officers in his agency could not specialize and were forced to be able 
to address every issue that arises.

Recruiting officers was particularly difficult for SRTB agencies because many applicants 
are not qualified for the position: “One of the biggest challenges we are facing . . . is the pool of 
candidates [who] meet the qualifications and pass the background check to be police officers.” 
The underqualified nature of many applicants was often related to the city or town’s population 
size, which provided only a small pool of candidates. Agencies also have difficulty recruiting 
police candidates who are representative of the population. As one police chief from a border 
area noted, “One of the biggest challenges we face along the border is a sufficient pool of candi-
dates who qualify to be police officers, especially those who are African American and Latino.” 
A police chief from a border area felt that the desert location of his agency was not very desir-
able for potential recruits. Law enforcement interviewees suggested that low pay contributed to 
problems in attracting and retaining officers, which, in one of the border agencies, was being 
remedied by raising the hourly rate.

In the event that an officer is hired to work for an SRTB law enforcement agency, the 
officer’s tenure in the department was expected to be shorter than in other agencies, for several 
reasons. Officers might leave to go to larger departments because they offer more-competitive 
salaries and benefits than SRTB agencies can offer—indeed, Liederbach and Frank, 2003, 
reports that small and rural agencies offer significantly lower salaries than large agencies. For 
this reason, command officers often felt like their agencies were more of a “training ground” 
for officers before they transferred to other organizations. As one officer stated, “We some-
times become a stepping stone for large agencies.” The officers who were trained “become low-
hanging fruit for nearby city and county agencies to hire them away from us.” Another officer 
stated, “We always have the challenge of keeping the department fully staffed. Inevitably, the 
larger agencies around us can pay more and have more equipment and provide more training.”
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Six tribal law enforcement interviewees noted staffing challenges. These included having 
an insufficient number of staff (mentioned by three interviewees) and training and retention 
(three interviewees). One police chief shared that his agency had seen 13 different chiefs in 
the past 20 years. As for possible reasons for low retention, one interviewee pointed out that 
other agencies could provide better benefits and lure trained staff away. In addition, the same 
interviewee noted that officer retention was better when officers were hired from within the 
tribal community because they had a stronger investment in the community and were better 
accepted by the community.

The isolation of many SRTB agencies means that staff typically need to take on multiple 
roles. Unlike larger departments with specialized units, officers in SRTB agencies must be 
more self-reliant and must often serve as generalists. Describing this point, one officer stated, 
“We don’t specialize. I don’t have a guy who [handles] sex offenses, homicides, etc. We all have 
to do it all.” Another officer described how it falls to the officers to learn technology:

In most small agencies and particularly tribal agencies . . . you wear a number of hats. . . . 
It becomes really challenging to be a jack of all trades with technology. Every purchasing 
decision you make and every program involves some type of back-end support.

Because of limited staffing levels at SRTB agencies, there can be little time left for train-
ing in technology and other areas. As one officer indicated, “Staffing levels make it difficult 
to provide the right kinds of service and keep up with the rest of the world. Keep pace with 
technology. Keep pace with mandates.” Further augmenting the challenges associated with 
technology is the lack of IT personnel in SRTB agencies to help with researching, purchasing, 
acquiring, installing, and maintaining different technologies. As one officer indicated, “I can 
buy the equipment, but then I have to find someone to pay to set it up. In larger departments, 
they typically have someone to do that for them.”

Because of both funding and staffing deficits, officers often cannot attend conferences 
and stay informed and trained about technology. As one officer mentioned, “So learning what’s 
out there, obtaining what’s out there, and being trained on what’s out there is probably the big-
gest problem that small agencies have.” Prior work at RAND found that one of the major needs 
of law enforcement agencies of any size was improving knowledge of technology and practice 
within the law enforcement community; the interviews demonstrate this to be true for small 
and rural agencies specifically (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015).

Two police chiefs from tribal areas noted that their agencies did not have dedicated tech-
nical staff. One of the chiefs noted that this required him to contract out various technical jobs, 
such as installation and maintenance of equipment, while the other mentioned that technol-
ogy maintenance is added to his officers’ other duties. In one instance, geography exacerbated 
perceived staffing challenges—as one chief explained, his agency oversaw three noncontiguous 
patrol districts that were 80 miles apart. Wakeling et al., 2001, also identifies staffing chal-
lenges among tribal agencies and further suggests that these challenges limited tribal agencies’ 
ability to provide round-the-clock services for the entire geographic area they covered.

Staff might also lack skills in other important areas. For example, interviewees from 
border areas emphasized the shortage of and need for staff with language skills. One police 
chief stressed that his agency lacked Spanish speakers. Another police chief noted that one-
third of the local population in his area are not English speakers. An interviewee from a tribal 
law enforcement agency explained that, because of financial constraints, the agency does not 



52    The Justice Innovation Center for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies

have a crime analyst who would look at data and trends and that, as a result, the agency was 
“very reactive rather than proactive.”

As a result of these and other challenges, SRTB law enforcement agencies are often under-
staffed and their officers overworked. Consequently, officers can burn out and leave the depart-
ment. As one officer stated, “It is difficult to stay fully staffed, so we are dealing with overtime 
and burnout from people working too much.”

Courts

Like their law enforcement counterparts, clerks from rural, small, and tribal courts noted that 
hiring qualified staffers was difficult. Tribal court clerks said that hiring preferences for tribal 
members compounded this problem. Staffing levels at one tribal courthouse had declined from 
five full-time employees to one full-time and three part-time staffers. Another tribal clerk is the 
only administrator for her court, and she was part time for many years, working full time only 
when grants funded her position. Related to this issue of understaffed tribal courthouses is the 
fact that court clerks “wear many hats.” One tribal court clerk noted that she also acts as the 
probation officer, bailiff, court recorder, and jail administrator.

Court respondents also emphasized staff challenges related to the lack of opportunities 
for training, particularly because the implementation of new technologies places high demand 
on staff schedules. Training is typically hosted in larger, urban jurisdictions, so, to receive pro-
fessional technology training, remote courts must send their staff across long distances, which 
interrupts local staff coverage. However, without adequate training, SRTB court staff might 
encounter steeper learning curves than their urban counterparts.

Many courts, like law enforcement agencies, have a growing need for reliable interpreters, 
translators, and bilingual staff. In the words of a court interviewee from a border area, “I think 
California, and the whole Southwest, Mexican border, there’s the need to have bilingual staff 
and a sufficient number of interpreters.”

Some courts reported a lack of local legal service providers, such as lawyers and bonding 
agencies. One report produced by the Arkansas Access to Justice Commission confirmed the 
trend toward fewer private-practice lawyers in rural areas in that state. In 2015, the commis-
sion and Arkansas’ two law schools proposed incentives to encourage new law school graduates 
to work in the state’s rural areas. The interview findings echoed trends in that state, which are 
relevant to access to justice in rural areas throughout the country. The ABA’s work in Wyo-
ming, mentioned above, is another example of efforts to address access to justice in rural areas.

Institutional Corrections

Interviewees from tribal institutional corrections facilities discussed problems in recruiting 
and retaining sufficient personnel. Tribal facilities rely on the BIA’s staffing analysis team 
to inform personnel decisions. A team of BIA officials who review facility operations and 
demands to determine personnel needs for each facility execute staffing analysis. After it com-
pletes the staffing analysis, the BIA “mandates” the number and types of positions needed to 
meet agency standards. However, the mechanisms by which the BIA supports or enforces these 
mandates are unclear. There appears to be a disconnect between what the BIA funds, what the 
BIA recommends, and what the facility needs. For instance, one administrator was informed 
after staffing analysis that he needed to double or triple the number of personnel to adequately 
staff his facility. Yet, even with the recognition that the facility was severely undermanned, 
the BIA did not provide the resources to increase staffing. Another administrator conceded 
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that these mandates are more appropriately considered recommendations to which funding is 
loosely tied.

In addition to managing the number of staff, tribal facilities must account for certifica-
tion and training. During every hour of operation, tribal corrections facilities are required to 
have on duty at least one corrections officer who has undergone specialized BIA training. This 
additional training is conducted during six-week sessions in Artesia, New Mexico. One tribal 
agency mentioned that his facility has not been able to place enough corrections officers into 
the training session because of a lack of space in the program. Consequently, the facility relies 
on the subset of its staff who have completed the BIA training to constantly be on duty.

Community Corrections

Remote geography contributes to difficulty with staff retention for community corrections 
facilities, a problem that many respondents mentioned. If staff are required to work in a central 
agency office every day, they might not be as likely to take the job or stay in it as long as a job 
that is closer to home or one that allows them to work out of the home. Agency personnel were 
considering how to make teleworking effective for officers in order to increase staff retention: 
“[I] would like to be able to offer staff one day a week for working at home . . . a huge benefit 
for them, especially with a low salary.” Other agencies supported teleworking with the imple-
mentation of videoconferencing for staff meetings for officers in remote locations.

Resource constraints also meant that agencies were limited in the number of staff they 
could hire or the amount of overtime officers could incur. Interviewees frequently reported 
this as a driver for technology acquisition—to increase efficiency and allow small staff levels to 
provide sufficient client supervision and support.

Getting IT support can also be a challenge for community corrections agencies. Nearly 
all of the agencies represented in our interviews were too small to support their own, in-house 
IT departments, and many rely on the county-level IT departments for IT support. Even 
some agencies operating at the state level relied on their local counties to provide IT support; 
although most said that their county IT departments were helpful, they also lamented that 
their problems or technology issues often received lower priority than those of other depart-
ments. Also, county IT staff might not fully understand the unique needs of the commu-
nity corrections department in order to provide appropriate decisionmaking support. Agencies 
often rely on state and national association conferences to learn about new technology.

Reliance on IT departments outside of an agency means that a lot of the decisionmaking 
fell to the chief probation officer or head of the agency, which can be good or bad; the chief 
probation officer might have a better idea of what technology is right for that office but might 
not be technology-minded or have the expertise to make good decisions regarding technology. 
One interviewee reported having made some bad decisions related to technology because of 
his lack of knowledge: “The process of selecting and acquiring new technology is the chief ’s 
responsibility. . . . This has been a very challenging process.” Another interviewee said that, 
“being in a rural area, we learn about stuff after everybody else has it. [The staff would like to] 
have people come in and teach them what they could be doing differently.”
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Communications and Information-Technology Management

Many agencies seeking to implement technologies faced challenges in IT management. These 
challenges included antiquated case-management systems (CMSs) and jail-management sys-
tems (JMSs); a lack of standardized electronic data-collection technology across SRTB agen-
cies; and management and analysis software problems caused by poor interface design, need-
less complexity, or a lack of desired capabilities. All sectors provided evidence of insufficient 
IT capacity.

Law Enforcement

Many SRTB law enforcement agencies described their technological capacity as being insuf-
ficient for carrying out their missions. Some of the technological deficits included a lack of 
laptop computers and cameras in patrol cars, LPRs, and radios. One officer, for instance, stated 
that

the other technological issue we have is that we don’t have computers in our police cars. As 
a result, we are unable to implement community policing projects or CompStat projects. 
Officers have to take notes in the field and then come back to the station to create that 
report on a computer. It really isn’t cost-effective for us.

Two prior published studies found similar issues—that small and rural agencies are less likely 
to use, or to see as useful, some technologies, such as GPS and in-car computers (Eastern Ken-
tucky University, 2002; NIJ, 2004).

Many law enforcement personnel from tribal areas described problems with communica-
tion technologies, such as radios. One police chief explained that his agency’s patrol vehicles 
did not have radios and that cell phone coverage was not available in his area. Satellite phones 
could be an option for the agency but were not always available or reliable. As a result, the 
most-common means of communication in tribal areas was for the officers to ask people to let 
them use phones in their houses. Another police chief noted that radio communication was 
possible only in approximately 75 percent of the area for which his agency was responsible. One 
police chief mentioned that radio communication was problematic in his area because of local 
geography until a recent $10 million upgrade to the system. Two police chiefs based near the 
U.S.–Canada border described limitations on their radio communications caused by interfer-
ence with Canadian communications: “We have radio restrictions because we are along the 
border. They don’t want our radio signals interfering with Canadian police frequencies.” One 
of the chiefs also mentioned that his agency at times received roaming charges because of the 
proximity of Canadian cell phone towers. Furthermore, because border agencies were in prox-
imity to Canadian law enforcement agencies, radio restrictions inhibited their radio-frequency 
strength.

Tribal agencies also highlighted problems with inadequate radio systems. As an officer 
stated, “A big problem for us down here would be communication. We have two portable radios 
and no radios in the cars.” Another officer explained, “We need that capability [radio commu-
nication]. We are going to have someone killed because we can’t talk to someone quickly.” One 
published study identified the same issue and found that officers address this issue by relying 
on personal cell phones—more so than do those in larger agencies or urban areas (Foreman, 
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2013). However, even this solution might not be sufficient because cell phone coverage can be 
lacking in extremely rural areas.

Interviewees from two border law enforcement agencies discussed record-management 
software. In one instance, officers could not access the software on their in-car computers; in 
another, the interviewee lamented that law enforcement agencies did not use the same system, 
frequently hindering collaboration. Another agency, which was, along with other agencies in 
its area, in the process of procuring a joint RMS, addressed the same issue.

One police chief based near the U.S.–Mexico border felt that, although border agencies’ 
technological capabilities had improved substantially in past years, organized-crime groups 
and cartels still possessed far superior equipment. He suggested that requiring manufacturers 
and providers to work toward common technology standards without proprietary protections 
would go a long way toward addressing some of the challenges that border (and other) law 
enforcement agencies face.

Equipment maintenance could also be a problem. One interviewee from an agency serv-
ing a seaport described problems in maintaining communication equipment. Because of corro-
sion, it was very expensive to maintain a fleet of vessels in salt water, and cameras overlooking 
the port bay were not very useful in inclement weather.

Tribal interviewees’ accounts of the technological challenges revealed wide variation 
across agencies. The technological challenges ranged from cases in which rudimentary equip-
ment (e.g., radios in cars) was not available to cases in which the issue at hand was being able 
to upgrade or build on existing equipment. Two interviewees shared that they did not face any 
technological challenges at all. This suggests that agencies’ financial capabilities differed sub-
stantially, with some agencies struggling to afford relatively basic equipment and others using 
comparatively expensive technologies.

Courts

A key IT problem that SRTB courts face concerns CMSs, which courts can use to manage 
case and client information. Many court personnel lamented that their CMSs are antiquated 
or outright dysfunctional. According to these respondents, CMS components that should work 
together are internally inconsistent or incompatible. For example, the financial system is not 
linked to the CMS, requiring manual intervention. Some of these systems can be difficult to 
reconfigure and adapt to statutory and policy changes. Several clerks at tribal courts com-
plained that their CMSs were subpar, reflecting sentiments similar to other small, rural, and 
border courts, while two tribal courts lack CMSs entirely.

Tribal court respondents noted other problems related to technology, including the inabil-
ity to access Westlaw, lack of court recording software and video teleconferencing technology, 
and even phones without conference-call capabilities. In addition, some of the tribal clerks 
mentioned poor Internet connections, spotty cell phone coverage, and lack of landlines. Com-
munication with residents is therefore a problem. Two tribes also mentioned that their websites 
are out of date.

Institutional Corrections

Technology planning and support challenges in institutional corrections facilities were reported 
to affect both current operations and future technology adoption. Many agencies lack suffi-
cient bandwidth to run systems, including RMSs, video visitation, telemedicine, and remote 
arraignment. These problems lead to increased transportation and contracting costs, as well 
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as added stress to staff and inmates because services must be conducted off-site. Slow Inter-
net speeds also hamper opportunities to offer inexpensive Internet-based services, such as job 
training and legal research, to inmates.

However, even when new technology is planned for implementation, ongoing support 
from vendors and the cost of maintenance can both be perceived as risks. Several respondents 
reported that vendors understate costs or fail to provide long-term support. Others reported 
having limited vendor options because of their remote locations or dealing with local vendors 
that were not as experienced or competent as a larger vendor might be.

Many agencies face long-term problems because they lack IT management expertise. 
Although some facilities found success taking on projects themselves or hired entrepreneurial 
and knowledgeable staff to research and implement new technology, other facilities reported 
that “folks [who] have absolutely no background in technology are making decisions.” Another 
jail administrator explained the problem of technology planning in SRTB areas:

It’s difficult for small counties because we don’t have the IT leadership or the engineering 
leadership to design the systems so that 14 years from now we aren’t in the same boat. So 
we’ve been buying pieces off the Internet, wherever we can find things. If I were to give a 
grade to our system, I would say [a] D. But I don’t think I’m unique in that area. A lot of 
jails that are built, there’s no vision for the future. It just doesn’t feel like we have the leader-
ship or knowledge in that area to make good decisions.

Institutional corrections facilities reported mixed success with their JMSs and RMSs. 
Their representatives often reported JMS platforms not to be user friendly, not to function 
correctly, or to require connections to existing systems that are not possible with many older 
jails’ current infrastructures. For example, some tasks that might be logged in real time must 
instead be logged later on because of the complexity of some types of data entry. Many facilities 
use data systems based on law enforcement, which were not designed with corrections tasks in 
mind. Although common tasks should be streamlined, custom reports—designed to address 
needs better than the preloaded options—require programming expertise that many agencies 
do not have. Another issue is that data systems might not provide data in a usable format: “One 
of the main problems I have with the RMS is that I can’t get raw data out. . . . It’s aggregated, 
and I can’t break down numbers into smaller categories.” Redundancy and complexity were 
also common complaints. For example, using one prominent RMS requires users to “type in 
the same inmate information on six different screens.” Another interviewee reported that, with 
his agency’s system, one must “go three screens deep to get a booking number.”

Tribal jail administrators seemed aware of available software and hardware that would 
vastly improve operations but that they did not currently use—typically because of lack of 
resources to obtain and maintain the technology. In addition to wanting better information-
management and -sharing systems, administrators mentioned needing to increase the quality 
and number of cameras in their facilities, migrate log-keeping and notes to an electronic system, 
and improve Internet coverage and staff access to computers. However, as a few administrators 
explained, “ultimately budget and funding are considered the root causes of challenges”; “tech-
nology is not the priority, it’s a privilege. After personnel, staff, payroll, everything you need for 
inmates, including clothing and food, leftover money goes to wraparound services, then after 
that, which is usually nothing, comes technology.”
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Community Corrections

Community corrections respondents commented extensively on IT use and limitations, often 
highlighting their struggles with technologies that are considered standard in larger or urban 
agencies. The interviews made clear that agencies need mobile devices of some sort to improve 
their ability to work while not in the office and that most agencies were considering, testing, or 
using a variety of devices. The range of options and considerations noted (e.g., cost, connectiv-
ity, security), however, suggests that decisions about which technology is best for each agency 
varies significantly.

Poor cell phone coverage limited some agencies’ ability to use remote monitoring devices. 
One agency reported piloting remote breath testing using a cell phone to take a picture of the 
offender during the breath test but experienced problems with data coverage. Another agency 
head was hesitant to implement new technology because “there are places we don’t have cell 
service, so some technology wouldn’t work anyways.”

For some, this was addressed through radios in officers’ cars, “but even those [the radios] 
have dead spots.” Those in especially mountainous areas had significant trouble with cell phone 
reception, with one interviewee pointing out that the spotty cell phone coverage in his area was 
“a safety issue.”

Some interviewees reported skipping smartphones altogether in favor of tablets, which 
allowed easier navigation and viewing of forms while in the field. Most interviewees reported 
having at least some laptops or tablets available for officers; some reported that officers found 
the laptops too bulky, while others said that tablets were not secure enough to allow officers to 
access files while in the field.

Many agencies reported limited Wi-Fi access for officers while in the field or could not 
afford a data plan for all officers’ cell phones or remote devices: “We don’t have the money to 
do the data plans.” Officers thus rely on available Wi-Fi signals to be able to connect to the 
office and receive emails. In remote areas, however, Wi-Fi can be hard to locate and can pro-
vide unreliable connections, rendering their mobile devices less helpful. Several community 
corrections respondents reported insufficient bandwidth to fully utilize existing technology 
acquisitions (e.g., video visitation technologies and RMSs linked to external databases) or con-
sider new technology solutions.

Regardless of whether agencies allowed remote data access, all agencies with officers 
spending time in the field reported that remote access was or would be helpful in improving 
officer efficiency in the field. For example, “maybe if they [officers] have nonarresting contact 
with someone, if they could access the records during that kind of interaction, that would be 
very useful to them.”

One agency also suggested that the ability to set automated reminders for individual cli-
ents about meetings, court hearings, or treatment would help keep clients on track: “It’s human 
nature to . . . put your head in the sand when you don’t want to do something. So you try to 
take away all excuses why [the probationer] forgot the court hearing.” This could help reduce 
failure-to-appear charges and help clients successfully complete supervision. Further, many 
agencies are responsible for PSIs and have officers who have to spend time in the local jail meet-
ing with offenders and filling out paperwork. For these officers, remote access to data files, the 
ability to complete electronic forms on laptops or tablets, and collecting electronic signatures 
would be especially time-saving.

Agencies commonly reported a desire to go paperless—although most also indicated that, 
because of required connections with systems beyond their control—such as with state over-
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sight agencies or interactions with paper-based court systems—they had not been able to go 
fully or mostly paperless. Interviewees reported that electronic file access would make it easier 
to collect needed signatures on tablets or smartphones while in the field and send completed 
forms into the office without requiring the officer to take a paper version into the office or into 
court. Electronic files also would support more teleworking.

Data-Sharing and Interoperability

Related to IT challenges are problems with data-sharing and communication in the field, 
including problems with interoperability. Many respondents across agency types reported that 
not being able to access the data they needed to do their jobs well impeded their ability to carry 
out their duties.

Law Enforcement

As discussed above, many SRTB law enforcement agencies identified communication in the 
field as a primary challenge for their departments. One of the frequently discussed challenges 
was the need for interoperable radio communication with other departments and agencies. As 
one officer stated,

We have zero interoperability. . . . Think about a spontaneous event that involves people in 
real time needing information, needing to communicate. . . . This is one of those problems 
that is just waiting for an incident to happen like 9/11 to illustrate how these two people 
wearing uniforms couldn’t exchange critical information spontaneously when they needed 
to and someone got hurt or killed. This is a major technological issue.

Poor interoperability with other agencies was described as being the consequence of anti-
quated radio technology and weak radio-frequency strength, which were often related to fund-
ing and the physical geography of the jurisdiction. Addressing this point, one officer stated,

One problem is our radio communications system. . . . Our radio breaks down at least once 
a week. This makes it difficult to communicate with our local police officers, the [residents], 
park rangers, and the department of public safety. We spend a lot of money trying to fix it.

Data-sharing issues in law enforcement go beyond problems of interoperability. A law 
enforcement interviewee pointed out that many officers in border (along with small and rural) 
agencies do not have the security clearances required for close cooperation with federal agen-
cies, such as the FBI, although most of the officers are eligible. He suggested that the reason 
for this might be local police chiefs’ unfamiliarity with the required procedures of obtaining 
clearance or the lack of working relationships with the federal agencies in question. A related 
challenge is working and communicating with law enforcement across the border where there 
might be issues with trust across agencies.

One police chief from an agency near the U.S.–Mexico border noted high turnover and 
corruption among Mexican police as an obstacle to effective collaboration, forcing his agency 
to keep some distance from his Mexican counterparts: “We work with them but keep them at 
arm’s reach because of the corruption. We have to be careful about sharing information.”



Agency Interviews    59

Courts

Several court respondents noted that a lack of data-sharing infrastructure prevents judges and 
qualified staff from electronically accessing important databases. For example, judges in small 
courts might lack authentication controls needed to access case records. As a result, they must 
resort to manual queries or rely on the clerk of court to conduct electronic queries for them. A 
similar problem reportedly arises when small courts lack the scale necessary to afford flexible 
software license agreements, often asking multiple staff members to share a single computer’s 
license.

Some courts, owing to their small number of full-time staff, cannot support any opera-
tions outside standard business hours. This limitation reportedly delays officers conducting 
urgent duties, such as carrying out emergency child custody orders over the weekend, and 
prevents clients from accessing court information outside business hours. One respondent 
described the situation in her state:

[In this state,] if a cop runs across a child abuse or neglect situation during nonbusiness 
hours, they can’t remove child without a court order. If it’s 2:00 a.m., they have to be able 
to call a judge and have [the] petition reviewed. At one point, cops would have to drive to 
[the] judge’s house for a face-to-face meeting. Often a waste of time. A lot with technol-
ogy can be done with using fillable documents that can be prepared and sent over a mobile 
device—as long as you can get an electronic signature.

A lack of web infrastructure at some courts makes it difficult for the public to access 
public court records. A tribal respondent explained,

We have no access to state criminal justice databases, so judges often don’t know of out-
standing bench warrants or parallel cases in other jurisdictions. [Our reservation] is close to 
other reservations, but we do not have good coordination mechanisms with those reserva-
tions. So when people get in trouble in one reservation, they can just hop to the next one 
and avoid prosecution.

Respondents attributed this problem to insufficient resources to build and maintain a 
court website or public-facing web tools on their existing websites. This limited web function-
ality also restricts the court’s ability to conduct important community outreach.

Many electronic systems lack interoperability with external partners, making it difficult 
to share information with other agencies, such as local law enforcement, probation, and parole. 
As a result, such agencies might not be informed when a person in custody is eligible for early 
release. As one respondent explained,

We have multiple systems, only one of those I would categorize as a modern or current 
case-management system. The rest of them date back to the ’70s and ’80s, and they’re not 
robust, they don’t support electronic filing, they don’t support document imaging system, 
document-management systems, so we’re in bad shape, and we’re working to address that.

In a similar vein, one tribal clerk mentioned a lack of communication between reserva-
tions, despite geographic proximity. He explained that people easily skip from one reservation 
to another to avoid prosecution. These reservations all have individually customized CMSs, 
and he notes that a shared system would help avoid these problems.
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One court referred to the inefficiencies that traditional dispute-resolution procedures 
bring about. Compared with innovative practices that online competitors (e.g., LegalZoom) 
use, traditional offline procedures are slow, redundant, and expensive, which delays access to 
justice. One respondent explained how the court was not getting as many civil dispute cases 
because it lacks an online dispute-resolution capability:

The last five years of civil cases, we’re seeing confirmed nationally a trend we suspected was 
gaining speed, which is that civil cases are leaving the system at an accelerated rate. We 
think this is due to the widening gap between what people are willing to pay and complexi-
ties they’re willing to endure and what is actually required at the court. People are leaving 
the court for civil disputes. Some of this business is going to commercial online dispute 
resolution; seeing small claims and divorces going that way too. Ten years ago, it was only 
the high-end complex civil cases that went to private arbitration, but now [we are] seeing it 
much more broadly. Starting to think that courts need to provide similar online dispute-
resolution capability, to retain that kind of business.

One factor affecting court staff and judge information access was whether the court is a 
part of a unified (i.e., statewide) or decentralized court system. Small courts in decentralized 
states tended to more frequently voice difficulties with data-sharing and interagency coordi-
nation. The upshot is that these decentralized courts admit to more autonomy while some of 
their unified-court counterparts reported frustration about whether state-level policymaking 
authorities hear their unique needs or suggestions. As one respondent noted,

The state doesn’t have a clue what we do at this level. [State officials] need to come down 
here and work in one of these offices for a week. I feel like this local level should train the 
state, instead of the state training us.

An NCSC report (NCSC, 2010) and a RAND report on technology needs for courts 
(Hollywood, Woods, et al., 2015) both concluded that electronic access to court records was a 
significant need among courts of any size; the JIC interview findings suggest that this is espe-
cially true for small and rural courts.

The large flows of people and goods through border areas and the nature of work of 
border criminal justice agencies frequently require border agencies to collaborate with other 
entities, both within the country and internationally. This often leads to operational challenges 
involving data-sharing and interoperability. For example, court interviewees from border areas 
described how immigration-related offenses might require increased collaboration with federal 
law enforcement agencies:

If a [defendant] is an illegal alien and detained here for a state offense . . . once [that defen-
dant is] done with probation, they would be deported. But that is another law enforcement 
entity that does that. We only take care of the defendant until they get placed in probation 
and immediately deported; as for the length of time from [probation to deportation], that 
is unknown to me. That would be customs protection [sic] whenever they have time or 
when there is, I can’t really speak for them but is taken care of by customs border protection 
[sic]. As to a defendant who is also an illegal alien also would be sentenced to time to serve, 
the individual would carry out sentence at the [state] penitentiary. That would be under 
another [state] department of criminal justice. That would be out of our hands.
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Because populations often move fluidly across the borders in these areas, court respon-
dents noted that sometimes border courts must engage with courts and agencies that operate 
across international borders. For example, border courts might be required to enforce orders 
originating across the border and ensure that legal orders are recognized across jurisdictions. 
These issues would be relevant across states as well:

We have issues involving families and children that can cross back and forth fairly ubiqui-
tously. Our judges have to work with authorities in Mexico, when we’ve got kids who are 
wards of the court, divorce issues, where parties move fluidly back and forth. . . . We do 
occasionally have cases where, “How do you enforce orders from Mexico?” and vice versa, 
but more focused on apprehension and prosecution of criminal cases and, to the extent 
where we have issues involving dependents and wards of the courts and divorce, custody, 
trying to achieve family objectives in the cross-border environment.

Despite problems in collaboration, court respondents were generally positive about their rela-
tionships with officials across the border, noting that these cases tended to be relatively rare and 
are not unique to border courts:

Our contacts across the border are fairly limited. It hasn’t come to mind where we’ve had 
notable issues communicating across the border. Challenges communicating across agencies 
aren’t particular to being a border community. Our judges may need to contact resources 
in Mexico, and we’ve seemed to be able to do that. We’ve had judicial officers go to Mexico 
and vice versa, to share ideas and share things. It’s never come up as a major problem.

Institutional Corrections

Representatives from institutional corrections agencies also expressed a need for better interop-
erability and external information-sharing capabilities. One respondent noted that systems 
purchased from multiple IT vendors often do not work together as promised:

Our vendors will tell us they will work together and then, when the rubber hits the road, 
they don’t. Because we are not IT people, often we don’t know exactly what we’re looking 
for, so when we get it, we’re disappointed. I think that a lot of our smaller agencies have 
many different vendors. . . . Well, they are not actually going to work together. So we spent 
a lot of money for nothing.

Some facilities have access to statewide data systems, but this was not the norm. Data, 
including records from court agencies, law enforcement, and neighboring jail and prison facili-
ties, would help jail staff better identify inmate needs and risks. A respondent defined the 
potential for such an arrangement:

One thing that we have is this vision about us working together with neighboring coun-
ties to identify inmate discipline [disciplinary action taken against inmates for behavioral 
issues]. Track that from agency to agency. There are statewide agencies that do a little bit 
but not enough to make classification decisions.

Data-sharing limitations seemed to have a particularly acute effect on tribal agencies, 
which just received access to federal databases in 2015. Most, however, still lack access to 
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local offender data, which can present safety issues. Some tribal respondents noted the lack 
of access to complete criminal or incarceration records of their inmates. One administrator 
relayed a story about how the facility received an inmate on public intoxication charges who 
had, unbeknownst to booking and leadership, been convicted of murder decades earlier in 
another jurisdiction. Furthermore, the brother of the victim in that murder case was housed in 
the facility at the same time. If not for a corrections officer recognizing the inmate and alert-
ing his superiors, the consequences might have been severe. Tribes’ current inability to access 
criminal and incarceration records from other tribes, as well as from nontribal agencies, such 
as local and state law enforcement, creates major safety and security risks for inmates and cor-
rections officers alike.

Border corrections agencies reported having to work with a different set of criminal justice 
agencies from those working with most nonborder agencies, which exacerbated shortcomings 
in data-sharing and interoperability with other agencies, including local law enforcement, and 
federal agencies, including U.S. Customs and Border Protection. In some instances, agencies 
do not share information on criminal and incarceration histories, including previous offenses 
and risk-assessment data. Several police chiefs, including two who explicitly stressed bad com-
munication with federal agencies, echoed the lack of information-sharing:

We do not have interoperable radio communication with National Park Service or [U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection Air and Marine Operations]. This is a major issue because 
we cannot communicate in real time with these agencies. This creates extra work and risk 
for us. That is one of those problems that is just waiting for an incident to happen like 9/11 
to illustrate how two uniformed individuals couldn’t exchange critical information sponta-
neously and got hurt or killed.

Related to risk assessments is the fact that corrections agencies have to address unique 
residency issues and determine how that affects risk: “Because many probationers are from 
Mexico . . . during pretrial, should we let them reside in Mexico?” Another interviewee added, 
“Sometimes there are residents [who] live in Mexico but are U.S. citizens. If they live in a 
different country, there is no way to supervise them. Our officers can’t cross into Mexico.” 
Absconders, then, are a bigger challenge for agencies in border areas than for other agencies. 
Tribal facilities also face challenges caused by a lack of access to other facilities’ data, as dis-
cussed in the example above about the victim’s brother in the same facility as the convicted 
perpetrator, with this fact being discovered not through data exchange but because a correc-
tions officer recognized the former.

Community Corrections

Nearly all interviewees noted limited data access and data-sharing with other agencies in their 
states as common and significant challenges. Those in agencies allowing (or wanting to allow) 
remote file access cited challenges, including lack of access to a CMS that is web-based and 
thus accessible through any web browser, or a lack of apps created by the software vendor 
that would allow remote access to the data system through a smartphone or tablet. Some 
agencies—especially those using a required statewide CMS—reported that the system could 
not be accessed remotely and that officers had to use computers in the office through a virtual 
private network link to a central server: “It is extremely difficult to access this program in the 
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field. You basically have to be on site to access it.” Others reported that even using a virtual 
private network could be difficult: “It is cumbersome.”

Among agencies using mobile devices that allowed data access, interviewees were mixed 
on whether access to confidential information should be allowed. Some reported their own 
concerns about the security of mobile devices: Technology “is very important, but security and 
confidentiality of information are important, so you have to be careful about that too.” Others 
reported that their IT departments would not allow remote data access because of security: 
“You have to get special permission to access the CMS while in the field.”

Very few reported working in states where officers could readily access offender records 
regarding prior or current supervision in other counties. Some reported access to limited infor-
mation and the need to call an officer in another county for details—especially in those states 
where every county in the state can choose its own CMS. Others reported significant frustra-
tions with state systems that kept counties in individual silos, preventing an easy flow of infor-
mation between different state offices: “[Other agencies] generally fax over information, which 
our agency has to enter into our own system. We can’t share information electronically,” and 
“[We] do not have connectivity to other counties through our CMS technology.”

Some reported that their states were moving toward statewide CMSs that would allow 
easy data-sharing across jurisdictions: “The new system will help with communication between 
probation departments because they’ll be able to see other counties’ cases,” and “[Sharing data 
across counties using a statewide system is] not difficult at all. . . . We can tap into those things 
pretty easily.” Others reported that data-sharing across counties was unlikely to be easy or to 
happen any time soon: “I wish the state would recognize the benefit of having a sole system,” 
and “The new [state] system does not give us any information that we need.”

Despite these challenges, data accessibility and sharing were on the minds of most inter-
viewees: “There is a lot of detriment to not knowing what’s going on with a person in other 
places.” Limits on data-sharing among different agencies about active clients mean that an offi-
cer might not know whether a client is on probation in another county or has other restrictions 
from another county and might not be able to readily get information on a client’s performance 
on probation in another area. The need to share data was especially relevant for those officers 
conducting PSIs; in some agencies, those officers had access to different systems with more-
complete offender histories. Jackson et al., 2015, which identified the need for community cor-
rections agencies to improve “fragmented” systems of information-sharing and improve data 
extraction and use from existing systems, confirms JIC interviewees’ reports.

Community corrections agencies are required to work closely with courts and corrections 
agencies in order to operate effectively. Whether they need access to offenders in jail to con-
duct PSIs or coordinate services postrelease, need to work with the courts to determine the best 
technologies for supervision, or need to file PSIs or report on offender success on supervision 
to the courts, difficulties often arise when agency cooperation is necessary. Agencies reported 
a mixed bag of experiences working with these other agencies: “[My biggest challenge is] com-
munication with law enforcement and [the] court.” Agencies clearly have a need to make inter-
actions with these other agency types as easy as possible.

Beyond being able to work remotely on laptops or tablets from the courthouse, interview-
ees identified a range of areas in which court technology could help their work, including an 
electronic docket that would allow better notification of hearing dates and times, minimizing 
officer wait time in court. They also noted electronic filing of paperwork and electronic sig-
natures as areas of need. One interviewee reported receiving handwritten court information, 
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which, based on officer time in court, might not get entered into probation’s CMS until the 
next day. Another reported needing a better way to share information in the other direction: 
“We would like to e-file our presentence reports to decrease the amount of paper reporting we 
have to do,” and “We need something easier to use because the judge and county attorney all 
[sic] want copies of our documents.”

Other agencies reported relying on law enforcement for equipment, such as laptops or 
portable breath testers. Some agencies sent clients to the police station for required alcohol 
breath testing, and others received input from law enforcement on technologies, such as por-
table breath testers, that law enforcement use more regularly: “We rely on law enforcement.”

Thus, working with other agencies in the criminal justice system is difficult but required: 
“When you are out and networking with the schools, law enforcement, you have that informa-
tion to exchange, and that is how the criminal justice system works—the greater information 
you have, the more reliable the system is.”

Crime-Specific Challenges

SRTB agencies often have to deal more frequently with particular types of crime, as interview-
ees from law enforcement agencies, courts, and institutional corrections facilities highlighted.

Law Enforcement

Several SRTB agencies identified various crime-specific challenges within their communities. 
Officers reported problems related to alcohol and drug use, domestic violence, and drug and 
human trafficking. As one officer stated, “We’re battling a never-ending issue with prescription 
drugs, heroin, and amphetamines, just like any other agency out there.”

Furthermore, for some border agencies, drug and human trafficking were major chal-
lenges. Illustrating this issue, one officer stated, “We have information that drug and human 
traffickers use the . . . mountains as a route, which is pretty much confirmed by border patrol.” 
These drug trafficking and human trafficking challenges were not isolated to land. As one offi-
cer noted, “We have a substantial challenge with human and drug smuggling in the maritime 
. . . area. As security has increased on the landside border, there has been an increase in the 
maritime area for smuggling people and drugs.” These comments echo findings from the lit-
erature on human trafficking and the struggles of enforcement agencies to adequately address 
such problems and to identify and assist victims (Owens et al., 2014).

Three tribal police chiefs cited high rates of poverty, substance use, and violence in their 
respective communities as a challenge. Although this issue is not specific to tribal agencies and 
indeed some small and rural interviewees reported it as well, it is worth reiterating that tribal 
communities fare worse on a range of health and social outcomes than their nontribal coun-
terparts (Beals et al., 2005).

Other crime-related issues that respondents noted include the prevalence of casinos in 
some SRTB areas, which some interviewees felt created and attracted a significant amount of 
crime.

Three police chiefs operating near the U.S.–Mexico border highlighted money, drugs, 
and human trafficking and prostitution as substantial problems in their areas. One interviewee 
mentioned drug trafficking as an issue but explained that the problem typically originated in 
the contiguous 48 states rather than Canada. A few tribal interviewees offered examples of 
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needs and challenges that might have pertained to very specific contexts, such as trespassing 
and illegal trash dumping in archeological sites in the area that the agency served, and crime 
surrounding popular areas, such as casinos and a National Hot Rod Association–certified race 
track.

Courts

A border court respondent mentioned that increased attention was required for specific crimes, 
such as drug trafficking, and stressed the lack of adequate funding across all stages of the jus-
tice system. This is another issue that could affect courts throughout the United States but 
might be exacerbated in border areas, where concerns about such issues as immigration or traf-
ficking in illicit goods are heightened.

For example, one participant in a border area noted that law enforcement and prosecuto-
rial funds had increased for apprehension and prosecution of drug offenses, which had caused 
an increase in workload for court staff. As a consequence, other cases could lose priority and 
attention from the court:

For example, the [district attorney] has grant monies coming in to prosecute drug offenses 
in border areas, and we’re prohibited from applying for similar grant funding. When you 
fund one part of the justice system and not other agencies that are part of the system, you 
can create dislocations and inefficiencies that put us right in the middle. No guarantee that 
the state will step in and fill the gap. They’re getting additional human resources to pursue 
prosecutions and prepare cases and bring them to court, but whether it’s the court or pro-
bation system, the people who have to deal with the aftermath of those prosecutions, that 
can impact other cases in criminal or even civil areas, where you have to divert resources to 
what’s being filed by prosecutors. [This] can affect the defense bar because you need people 
to defend those cases.

Institutional Corrections

Institutional corrections agencies located in border regions expressed an increased need for 
contraband- and drug-detection technology, but modern technology solutions, such as the 
full-body scanners that the Transportation Security Administration employs at airports, are 
too expensive for most SRTB agencies to consider. This is a growing concern because the 
nature of drug and contraband trafficking into the United States is constantly evolving.

Infrastructure Challenges

Limitations in facility and technological infrastructure were common in SRTB agencies, par-
ticularly courts and institutional corrections facilities. Many facilities were reported to be old 
and in need of repairs and renovations in order to be suitable for technology upgrades. Other 
facilities were so antiquated that some technology acquisition would make sense only when a 
new facility is built. Facility shortcomings often created security concerns for employees, with 
some respondents reporting unreliable utilities, even including electricity and Internet connec-
tivity. In our sample, these issues were mentioned with more frequency among the court and 
jail interviews; other needs were more dominant in the law enforcement and community cor-
rections interviews (among the latter, this issue was not mentioned at all).
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Courts

Many court personnel commented on the poor condition of their facilities. Several respondents 
reported that they lack basic security measures, such as security staff, barriers between defen-
dants and judges, and screening technologies, such as metal detectors.

Some courts, particularly tribal courts, faced challenges with the structural adequacy of 
their buildings. One tribal court was operating out of a triple-wide mobile home that lacks any 
space for a jury and leaks during the rainy season. As a result, one respondent noted, “None 
of the eight [tribal areas] has held a jury trial for last 20 years. We don’t have room for a jury; 
we have a living room good for watching Sunday football, but really not for a court.” Another 
tribal respondent described a “traveling court,” which is housed in a conference room with 
exercise machines in the back, while another described leaks in the courtroom facility.

Some counties have very limited infrastructure for safety and security. As one respondent 
noted,

For counties, there is no push and no one holding them accountable. As court administra-
tor, I can talk until blue in the face to say, “please, we want more security, badges,” and 
make sure everyone is safe, but we can’t fund it ourselves. It’s a big deal and very frustrating.

Further, basic utilities, such as electricity, can be unreliable in some SRTB courts, making 
it extremely difficult to operate at times. As one respondent stated, “The power grid is ‘dirty.’ 
There are lots of surges that need to be protected against for the tech systems.” Many of these 
facilities also lack adequate security. As noted earlier, some courts, especially those in small or 
rural areas, lack basic technological infrastructure, such as broadband Internet and cell phone 
coverage. Without these basic services, respondents report, adopting other technologies that 
rely on them, such as GPS monitoring, is difficult.

Institutional Corrections

Interviewees reported managing a range of facilities; some had newly built facilities, while 
others were working in facilities that were more than 50 years old, and the age of the facility 
seemed to determine much about the level of technology present. Many older facilities present 
challenges for staff based on construction, layout, and space limitations.

Many tribal corrections administrators indicated that they oversee facilities that are ill 
suited for their roles. One administrator explained that the facility that the team currently 
inhabits was originally built as a rehabilitation center in the 1970s. The facility does not have a 
central command and control area, adequate space for visitation, or proper housing for female 
inmates. Another administrator explained that the ceilings in that facility were so low that it 
is impossible to install cameras in the pods, where they would not be at risk of tampering by 
inmates. One administrator mentioned that, even though the facility was recently built, the 
layout impeded supervision of inmates and management of the facility. There, the control area 
is on one end of the facility—not in the center—and the size of the facility creates a long travel 
time from one wing to another.

Recent changes in response to the Prison Rape Elimination Act (Pub. L. 108-79, 2003) 
(PREA), solitary confinement, and segregation needs—including changes implemented for 
medical reasons, safety reasons, or disciplinary issues—have heightened the need for changes 
in technology and related infrastructure in institutional corrections facilities. For example, 
most respondents mentioned that they had just upgraded, were in the process of upgrading, 
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or needed to upgrade their cameras because of new PREA rules. Even if a respondent did not 
mention PREA explicitly, it is a driving force for the focus on camera improvement. In older 
facilities, poor sightlines, narrow corridors, isolated areas, low ceilings, and outdated wiring 
that are more common to such facilities complicate challenges related to coming into compli-
ance with PREA and improving surveillance in general.

Renovations for new equipment, such as wiring or Wi-Fi repeaters for high-speed data 
and Internet access within the facility, are often prohibitively expensive and disruptive, espe-
cially for facilities operating at or near capacity. Some interviewees reported not planning on 
implementing new technology until a new facility was built—which could be several years into 
the future: “Everything right now hinges on whether we build a new facility or not.” Others 
reported having to implement technology piecemeal, over time, in order to be able to afford it, 
such as updating wiring one year and installing cameras the following year, or installing half 
the cameras in one year and the other half the following year, because budgets do not support 
a full upgrade at one time.

Resistance to Technological Change

For many SRTB agencies, the rarity of discretionary funding available for technology acqui-
sitions, along with the lack of technological infrastructure and training opportunities, con-
tributes to the slow adoption of potential technology solutions, even for known needs. These 
themes were noted among court and corrections respondents in our interviews.

Courts

Many court respondents described resistance to implementing technologies for routine court 
procedures. Several court respondents noted that the heavily used practice of manually filing 
forms can cause confusion and delay among the growing number of pro se (i.e., self-repre-
sented) litigants. Similarly, manual record management, reporting, and payout increases court 
caseloads because of the large time investment required of staff. A respondent noted,

The time constraints of when someone fresh to legal issues comes in and wants to file 
pleadings—it takes a lot of time to administratively guide these people through the pro-
cess. We’re seeing more and more self-help and hands-on in-person. .  .  . Monitoring all 
that, staying on top of that, is a huge responsibility, very time-consuming, and it has to be 
accurate.

As a result of manual filing, many people miss court deadlines and dates—a problem that 
an automated reminder system could avoid. In addition, for some courts, paper records are 
digitized by scanning documents individually, rendering digitization projects costly and time-
consuming. In addition, manual court reporting presents a bottleneck for some courts, given 
the shortage of court reporters in some geographic areas.

NCSC’s guides to rural court technologies suggest that online systems can help address 
some court tasks, such as citations, tickets, and fines, and reduce the need for some people to 
travel to a court in person. Such a system could alleviate some of the bottlenecks that inter-
viewees from small and rural courts reported.
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A few court respondents highlighted the tension between judges and administrators sur-
rounding the use of particular procedures or technologies. They described some courts as slow 
to adopt innovations because of a culture of distrust of technology and the fact that some 
staffers are content with the current technologies. Sometimes, a previous bad experience with 
technology leads to further resistance. For example, one respondent noted,

The problem with videoconferencing historically is that it’s not always done well. If not 
done well, then it’s a bad experience. Judges have low tolerance for bad experiences with 
technologies during live court hearings. [They] tend not to go back if they have a bad 
experience.

Some jurisdictions want to adopt new technologies or procedures but are hampered by 
political opposition. One respondent, for instance, favored the use of treatment services as an 
alternative to incarceration but did not receive the necessary political support to implement 
this practice. Effective technology implementation, one expert emphasized, requires not just 
technical expertise but also strong institutional leadership. As one respondent stated,

Another barrier or challenge is people’s natural adversity to change. That’s why you need 
someone with a vision, able to bring people along with them. Having some strong gover-
nance group in a particular court or area that would help figure out how to clearly identify 
your goals and how technology could help you and how to implement efficiently and get 
around roadblocks.

Federal and state organizations have worked to overcome this issue through education 
on technology and other innovative problem-solving solutions, providing seminars to court 
professionals to improve justice in rural areas (Mahoney, Carlson, and Baehler, 2006). With 
more-widespread knowledge on available technology and solutions that improve rural courts, 
these strategies could gain more-widespread acceptance.

Community Corrections

Among community corrections agencies, many were focused less on new and emerging tech-
nologies or very sophisticated technologies, such as kiosks for remote check-ins or remote GPS, 
alcohol, or drug monitoring, and more on improvements to basic technologies. For some, the 
focus on basics, such as phone systems, Internet access, and computers, arose out of need—
many agencies seemed far behind in terms of the sort of technology standards that are common 
in larger agencies.

For others, the focus on basics arose because they did not see the need for more-sophis-
ticated technology. For example, one interviewee talked about a kiosk check-in system: “We 
considered it, but we aren’t that busy to justify it with the number of clients”; another reported, 
“We don’t use [a kiosk] because so few people are coming into the office at one time that we 
don’t really need it.” Another common theme was that agencies are “getting by with what 
we have.” Even if they know about technology, many are not sure that it is appropriate, that 
they could afford it, or that a mobile technology would work in a rural area with limited 
connectivity.

Interviewees had very mixed responses regarding smartphones. Some agencies issued 
them to all officers; others only to supervisors or officers with high-risk clients. Others were in 
the process of piloting smartphones, and still others either did not feel that they were necessary 
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or did not have interest from staff or the budget to support an upgrade to smartphones: “It’s 
difficult to get older staff to move into the tech age,” and “[older officers] just didn’t get it.” The 
primary concerns with providing smartphones, among those who did not already use them, 
were the security of files accessed remotely, the uncertainty regarding how necessary smart-
phones actually were, and—with a tight budget—the concern about paying for a data plan in 
addition to the cellular service.

Legal and Policy Barriers

Interviewees from law enforcement agencies and courts in particular noted challenges created 
by external policies and mandates. Examples from law enforcement and corrections include 
mandates to increase camera utilization without sufficient funding for the implementing agen-
cies. Other policies forbid technology options with potential benefits, exemplified by doc-
ument e-filing, which is prohibited in many courts despite enthusiasm about the potential 
reduction in administrative costs from respondents. Court respondents in particular com-
mented on this issue. Tribal agencies face some legal barriers because of the way their agencies 
are administered.

Law Enforcement

Interviewees reported some issues stemming from policy developments. Two police chiefs men-
tioned that their states’ public records act required personal information to be scrubbed when 
a member of the public requests a camera recording. This created a potentially labor-intensive 
task for officers. An interviewee from a different state echoed this concern about costly requests 
for information, although not in relation to any concrete policy measure. Also in relation to 
policy surrounding the use of video, one chief explained that their state was a two-party con-
sent state, which put limits on officers’ ability to make and use recordings.

A law enforcement interviewee based in a Southwest border area felt that, because his 
agency dealt with immigration issues, political fallout stemming from the national policy 
debate on the issue and recent policy developments affected the agency:

We have the political fallout that comes with putting the police in the middle of immi-
gration issues. For instance, the [state law requiring law enforcement officers to determine 
someone’s immigration status during lawful stops in cases of reasonable suspicion that the 
person is an undocumented migrant] created antipolice culture, it made it very difficult for 
us to deal with our Hispanic community that is from Mexico. We have seen an increase 
in antipolice rhetoric and demonstrations in light of the immigration issues. The Hispanic 
population would be reluctant to report a crime for fear of deportation.

Tribal law enforcement agencies noted a range of challenges related to governance and 
tribal sovereignty. For instance, one tribal police chief explained that there was no existing 
tribal domestic abuse law his agency could enforce. Instead, prosecutable cases were handled as 
sexual assaults or batteries. One chief mentioned that the tribal community was guarded about 
its sovereignty and that its members did not want to share much information with outsiders 
and did not necessarily trust the police department. As a result, the chief felt that intratribe 
communication between her agency and the tribe was inhibited. Another tribal police chief 
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said that the tribe that his agency serves was reluctant to accept limits on its powers and that, 
as a consequence, the chief ’s primary challenge was informing the tribe of its legal parameters 
(“because they are sovereign, [members of the tribe] feel like they can do whatever they want”).

Another chief noted difficulties with government-to-government cooperation because his 
agency was established relatively recently. He found agreements, such as memoranda of under-
standing (MOUs), between his agency and nontribal partners difficult to establish, resulting in 
challenges, such as getting the local jail to accept the agency’s arrests and convincing the pros-
ecutor to take up the agency’s cases. In addition, the agency did not have a dispatch agreement 
in place with local and state police “because [those agencies] are not used to entering into an 
agreement with a sovereign nation.” Instead, they used cell phones to communicate. This lack 
of documented policies and procedures and the challenges it can present has also been identi-
fied in prior research on tribal law enforcement agencies (Wakeling et al., 2001).

Courts

Court respondents cited legal and policy barriers as significant obstacles in the implementa-
tion of technologies and best practices. One respondent explained that many activities, such as 
the signing of court documents, legally require a physical presence at courthouse. E-filing by 
lawyers, for example, is reportedly not authorized in that jurisdiction, and implementation of 
this practice would require a statutory change at the state level. Another respondent noted that 
some CMSs can be difficult to reconfigure and adapt to statutory and policy changes.

One of the interviewed experts said that state laws requiring a court in every county 
regardless of its caseload facilitated the economic struggles of rural courts. This legal impera-
tive highlights a perceived tension between justice access and financial sustainability.

Another challenge, one that is unique to tribal courts, has to do with issues of concurrent 
jurisdictions. These problems manifest differently among the tribes. One clerk explained that 
her tribe, which has a service area but not a reservation, is in a Pub. L. 83-280 state, meaning 
that the state has jurisdiction over criminal prohibitory issues but not enforcement of orders. 
Law enforcement in this tribe is virtually nonexistent. Another clerk noted that, because her 
reservation encompasses four different tribes across two states, “coordination and jurisdic-
tional issues .  .  . are constantly coming up.” Another aspect that these clerks mentioned is 
tribal courts’ inability to access the state court’s criminal database. Courts therefore cannot 
run background checks, which means that decisions about child custody and other issues are 
made without full information.

Another distinctive challenge that one clerk in a tribal court described and related to 
the unique position of tribal courts in the judicial system was that the tribe had five different 
codes. It was unclear what the law actually was, and the clerk had to gather disparate informa-
tion and rewrite portions of the law in order to try to codify that reservation’s laws.

Conclusion

Taken together, the SRTB interviews revealed a broad range of operational challenges that 
clustered around a few central themes. These tended to involve difficulties capitalizing on the 
human, financial, informational, and technological resources needed to operate safely, effec-
tively, and efficiently in environments that are geographically, economically, and politically 
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limited or unpredictable. These challenges tend to have negative impacts on their downstream 
investment options and their communities’ access to justice.

Funding shortfalls were universally mentioned and colored many of the other challenges 
that our 12 communities of practice face. Respondents throughout the spectrum of partici-
pating agencies reported that small budgets imperiled recruiting, retention, or training. The 
rarity of discretionary funding for technology acquisitions also contributed to slow adoption 
of potential technology solutions to known needs. These agencies suffer another disadvantage: 
They usually cannot take advantage of the economies of scale for technology acquisition that 
larger metropolitan-area agencies often do. As a result, these agencies often struggle to take on 
technology projects requiring large capital investments.

Rural and border agencies reported geographic isolation, which led to specific challenges 
ranging from getting jurors and defendants to courthouses on trial dates because of long travel 
times and a lack of transportation resources in the community, to border law enforcement 
agencies combating drug cartels with superior technological capabilities. Geographic isolation 
also creates staffing problems because of transportation times for police officers responding to 
calls, community corrections and court officers conducting community supervision, and jail 
staff transporting inmates for external health services and court appearances.

Agencies reported facing greater obstacles in IT management, including antiquated 
CMSs and JMSs, and less technology across SRTB law enforcement agencies than their urban 
counterpart agencies. Management and analysis software problems caused by poor interface 
design, needless complexity, or a lack of desired capabilities were also reported widely. All sec-
tors further provided evidence of insufficient IT capacity among personnel.

Facility and other physical infrastructure limitations were common in courts and institu-
tional corrections. Many facilities were reported to be old and in need of repairs and renova-
tions in order to be suitable for technology upgrades. Other facilities were so antiquated that 
some technology acquisitions would make sense only when planning for a new facility. The 
facility shortcomings often created security concerns for employees. Some agencies reported 
unreliable utilities, including even electricity and Internet connectivity.

Difficulties with information-sharing and interoperability across agencies were also widely 
reported. In border areas, this problem extended to tactical operations, including communi-
cations across systems to administrative needs, including court, criminal, corrections, immi-
gration, and medical and treatment record integration. Many respondents reported that their 
inability to access the data they needed to do their jobs well impeded their ability to carry out 
their duties.

Language barriers between practitioners and persons in the criminal justice system were 
common across sectors, especially in border areas. Finally, courts and corrections agency rep-
resentatives indicated a lack of transportation, job training, substance-use treatment, mental 
health treatment, and medical services for clients.

Many operational challenges that tribal agencies face are similar or identical to chal-
lenges that interviewees from nontribal small, rural, or border agencies describe. In addition, 
these agencies also face some unique challenges, particularly related to governance and tribal 
sovereignty.

In the next phase of JIC’s research agenda, described in Chapter Five, a select panel of 
experts met to discuss their perceptions of SRTB needs as our interview respondents described. 
They evaluated these themes based not just on their prevalence but also on their degree of 
importance and how amenable they are to change. Consideration of each of these criteria will 
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be necessary to develop a useful discussion about the technological solutions and innovations 
and their application to SRTB agencies.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Justice Innovation Center Advisory Panel: Identifying Science- 
and Technology-Related Needs to Address Pressing Issues

Through a literature review, interviews, and attendance at conferences, JIC has highlighted 
key issues that SRTB agencies face, as reported in the previous chapter. We now address the 
extremely important question of what might be done to address those issues. JIC’s advisory 
panel, made up of experts and practitioners representing the different agency and sector types, 
was tasked with addressing this question, identifying and prioritizing a set of science- and 
technology-related needs. We identified the panelists in a variety of ways, including recognized 
experts in the field who work with professional associations, professional association member-
ship, practitioners who have collaborated with RAND or NIJ in the past, and particularly 
knowledgeable interviewees. We purposefully selected members who would represent each of 
the 12 communities of practice and had complimentary experiences (see Table 1.1 in Chapter 
One).

Here, we define a need as a requirement for innovation to address a problem (or oppor-
tunity) that an SRTB agency faces. The prospective innovation was to be related in some 
way to science and technology but might include technological development, development of 
guidance and educational materials, development of training, development and dissemina-
tion of new business practices, and development and dissemination of model policies or even 
legislation. The parties asked to carry out the innovation might include NIJ but could also 
include other DOJ agencies, other federal agencies, commercial technology developers, aca-
demic researchers, and practitioner associations.

To generate and assess the needs, the advisory panel followed an approach developed 
through a set of prior RAND studies on criminal justice technology needs (Goodison, Davis, 
and Jackson, 2015; Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015; Hollywood, Woods, et al., 2015; Jackson et 
al., 2015; Silberglitt et al., 2015). Prior to the meeting, panelists were sent read-ahead material 
summarizing the top issues that SRTB agencies face, culled from our various information-
collection efforts. We then asked attendees to identify any additional major challenges that 
SRTB agencies face—that had not been specifically identified in the interviews—as well as 
technology-related ideas for addressing the issues that should be brought up in the meeting.

The JIC advisory panel convened on December 7 and 8, 2015, at RAND’s Arlington, 
Virginia, office. It devoted day 1 of the meeting first to reviewing the key issues that SRTB 
agencies face and initial ideas for solutions. Participants spent the rest of the day in four break-
out groups (one each on law enforcement, courts, institutional corrections, and community 
corrections) to foster discussion specific to the needs of each agency type.

Day 2 of the meeting focused on prioritizing needs for each agency type. We asked each 
participant to complete a survey specific to that participant’s agency type. The survey asked 
participants to prioritize—or rank order—each need identified in the discussion groups by 
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importance for their specific agency type. Participants also had the opportunity to write com-
ments as to why they rated a need the way they did. After we aggregated participants’ initial 
rankings, JIC researchers developed the overall prioritization (ranking) for each need, result-
ing in a list, for each agency type, of needs ordered from most to least important or relevant.

JIC used a formula to group the ranked needs into one of three tiers: tier 1 (high priority), 
tier 2 (medium priority), and tier 3 (lowest priority). Several days after the workshop, panelists 
had the opportunity to take a second online survey. This questionnaire showed participants 
the tier for each need, which was based on their initial rankings, along with the comments 
that panelists had made for each need, and offered participants the opportunity to vote needs 
into higher or lower tiers (higher or lower priorities). We then adjusted the rankings by taking 
into account each up or down vote, to produce a final ranking of needs in three priority tiers.

In looking at the issues that the interviewees raised across all agency types (as discussed 
in Chapter Four), we identified four top-level issue areas. Specific challenges can belong to two 
or more of these overarching issue areas. The issue areas are as follows:

•	 shortfalls related to IT, including interoperability, infrastructure, and difficulties upgrad-
ing to new systems

•	 shortfalls related to agency operations, including policies, governance, business processes, 
training, recruiting, and retention

•	 shortfalls specifically created by the geographic dispersion of many SRTB agencies, includ-
ing the challenges to having to cover large areas, travel long distances regularly, and 
having comparatively few services and resources locally

•	 shortfalls created by a lack of funding and other resources that can be especially acute for 
SRTB agencies.

We then captured the major reported shortfalls within each of these themes, resulting 
in a list of key issues for each breakout group, which JIC provided to the panelists in their 
read-ahead packets prior to the meeting. Table 5.1 summarizes the major shortfalls that were 
covered in each issue area by agency type. For the complete lists provided to the panel, please 
see Appendix D.

Needs That the Advisory Panel Identified

Through discussions in the breakout groups, participants identified a large number of needs for 
each agency type. JIC generated and prioritized a total of 239 needs, as follows:

•	 law enforcement: 66 needs
•	 courts: 75 needs
•	 institutional corrections: 52 needs
•	 community corrections: 46 needs.

Figure 5.1 shows the proportion of needs in each technology issue area—IT, operations, 
geography, and resourcing. Approximately one-third of all needs focused on IT and one-third 
on operations. The remaining third was split between funding and geographic issues. Within 
each agency type, however, different patterns emerged (see Figure 5.1). Law enforcement and 
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institutional corrections needs focused heavily on operations; court needs focused heavily on 
IT issues; and community corrections needs focused heavily on resourcing issues.

We also considered the breakdown of needs that participants classified as tier 1 (high pri-
ority) need in the ranking exercise; Figure 5.2 shows these results. Here, we do see substantial 
differences between agency types, with operational issues dominating top institutional correc-
tions needs. Eight tier 1 institutional corrections needs concerned a single operational issue—
providing mental health and other treatment services to inmates. Geographic issues played a 
larger role for courts, and resourcing played a larger role for law enforcement and community 
corrections agencies.

Appendix E provides the full list of tier 1 needs, sorted first by issue area and then by 
agency type. Within categories, needs are shown in priority order. Each need includes an oper-
ational problem and a corresponding specific need to develop and field a potential solution.

Key Themes from the Panel Discussions

Two general points of interest cut across all the breakout groups’ discussions.
The first is that the majority of issues and needs discussed were not SRTB-specific; they 

apply to larger agencies as well. The results were broadly consistent with needs identified 

Table 5.1
Summary of Major Reported Shortfalls Covered in Panel Read-Ahead Materials

Agency Type

Technology Issue

IT Agency Operations Geographic Funding and Resourcing

Law 
enforcement

•	 Interoperability
•	 Special interoper-

ability issues for 
border agents

•	 Infrastructure
•	 Impacts of large 

areas and long 
distances

•	 Difficulties in 
adopting new 
technologies

•	 Lack of 
specialization

•	 Difficulties in 
recruiting and 
retention

•	 Difficulties in rela-
tionships with the 
community

•	 Issues specifically 
for border agencies

•	 Issues specifically 
for tribal agencies

•	 Lack of key local 
resources

•	 Impacts of large 
areas and long 
distances

•	 General
•	 Technology funding
•	 Federal funding
•	 Special issues for 

border agencies

Court •	 Interoperability 
shortfalls

•	 Infrastructure 
shortfalls

•	 Difficulties 
of adopting 
technology

•	 Language barriers

•	 Process innovation
•	 Access to justice

•	 Distance challenges
•	 Shortfalls in local 

capabilities in rural 
areas

•	 Revenues
•	 Equipment
•	 Staffing

Institutional 
corrections

•	 Interoperability
•	 Infrastructure
•	 JMSs
•	 Qualified vendors

•	 Mental health 
and substance-use 
treatment

•	 Staffing

•	 Transportation •	 Budget
•	 Facilities
•	 Addressing health 

needs

Community 
corrections

•	 Interoperability
•	 Infrastructure
•	 IT support
•	 Remote data access

•	 Electronic files
•	 Substance-use 

testing
•	 Office 

management

•	 Transportation •	 Budget
•	 Service provision
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through RAND’s Priority Criminal Justice Needs Initiative (Hollywood, Boon, et al., 2015). 
All breakout groups had top-ranking needs related to improving the sharing and use of infor-

Figure 5.1
Needs, by Issue Area
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Figure 5.2
Tier 1 Needs, by Issue Area

Institutional
corrections

0 10 20 30 40 50

Percentage of needs identified

60 70 80 90 100

Community
corrections

Court 

Law
enforcement

Geography Information technology Operations Resourcing 

RAND RR1479-5.2

14

14

5

21

39

16

33

28

28

74

31

36

19

5

36

A
g

en
cy

 t
yp

e



The JIC Advisory Panel: Identifying Science- and Technology-Related Needs to Address Pressing Issues    77

mation, as well as needs for providing educational support to improve agencies’ knowledge of 
technology and how to acquire and use it effectively. Notable exceptions had to do with the 
needs related to geographic challenges (agencies have to cover long distances; people with key 
skills and service providers are not typically local) and resourcing challenges (smaller popula-
tions meant that SRTB agencies were extremely resource challenged; small size further reduced 
agencies’ capabilities to acquire technologies and seek grants and other funding). Tribal and 
border agencies also reported some sector-specific challenges. Under “Crosscutting Themes” 
later in this section, we discuss specific themes and needs that cut across multiple communities 
of practice.

The second point of interest is that panelists from all four agency types reported being 
challenged by some sort of major societal or cultural change. For law enforcement, it was the 
need to improve relationships with the broader community. For courts, it was the need to 
support an influx of litigants representing themselves (addressing litigants who did not speak 
English was a related concern). For institutional corrections, it was the need to provide greatly 
improved mental health and other treatment services to inmates. Finally, for community cor-
rections, it was the need to focus efforts on rehabilitation and positive behavioral change rather 
than continued punishment.

It should also be noted that the themes and needs do not map exactly onto the ones iden-
tified in the interviews because the experts were allowed to submit their own needs both prior 
to the meeting and during the sessions.

Law Enforcement Themes
Improving Relationships with the Community

The general need to improve relationships and build trust with the community was a very 
strong theme in the panelists’ discussions. The top-rated law enforcement need was to improve 
agencies’ abilities to work with the media. Another need was to disseminate strategies on how 
to increase agencies’ presence in their communities. Technically oriented needs included devel-
oping social media applications that allow members of the community to provide feedback and 
increasing the use of community feedback surveys.

Improving Information-Sharing for Law Enforcement and Leveraging Common Standards

Specific needs called for assessing the feasibility of state and national standards for sharing 
state- and federal-level data with agencies and developing corresponding patches for legacy 
systems to incorporate those standards. There was also a call to develop models for becoming 
compliant with the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) standard for report-
ing crime data.

Addressing Information-Technology Management Shortfalls

The top-ranking need here was to develop tools to help small agencies better determine their 
IT needs and match those needs with specific systems and vendors. Other needs specifically 
addressed IT system management. These included assessing mechanisms that enable vendors 
to administer agency systems remotely, assessing remote IT training opportunities, and devel-
oping low-cost solutions for fostering internal IT management and administration capabilities.

Improving Communication Infrastructure

Participants highly ranked a variety of needs here. The first was to consider mechanisms for 
replacing older analog equipment with newer digital equipment in order to improve effective 
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range. The second was to assess setting up a web-based marketplace for agencies to sell older 
but still effective communication equipment to SRTB agencies needing it (similar to eBay). 
The third was to work with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to ensure the 
consistency and availability of needed spectrum; some participants discussed problems with 
getting strongly needed frequencies assigned from the FCC in certain areas that (1) had been 
approved elsewhere and (2) did not appear to have any interference problems.

Getting a Better Understanding of Body-Worn Cameras

Participants called for additional information for SRTB agencies on the purchase, use, gover-
nance, and costs of BWCs.

Addressing Responses over Large Geographic Areas

Panelists saw the problem of responding over long distances as a high priority. The top-ranking 
need that emerged was the development of a model MOU for mutual aid to permit neighbor-
ing agencies to respond under specified conditions; note that this idea was somewhat contro-
versial with panel members.

Improving Resourcing

Participants recommended assisting agencies in building grant-development capabilities, both 
in general and specifically through TA centers that would help SRTB agencies with funding 
applications. Outside of grants, participants asked for assistance in identifying ways of financ-
ing equipment purchases in general. Participants specifically suggested pursuing the use of 
state procurement programs to help agencies save money.

Court Themes
Addressing the Surge in Pro Se Litigants

Participants saw addressing the influx of pro se litigants, many of whom had no experience 
with court processes and proceedings, as a major challenge. Specific needs here included devel-
oping a Turbo Tax–like app that would help litigants complete legal forms, as well as develop-
ing guides, brochures, and videos that would explain court procedures to the public.

Somewhat related to this theme was a need to expand SRTB courts’ capabilities to work 
with litigants who did not speak English. The top-rated need here was to explore ways to have 
interpreters certified for other fields (e.g., health care) rapidly certified to be translators for 
courts.

Improving Security and Resiliency at SRTB Courts

Several top-ranked needs applied to improving security and resiliency in SRTB courts. Three 
needs concerned physical security. These included providing continuity-of-operations planning 
tools, providing emergency response training, and evaluating courthouses’ abilities to respond 
to emergencies.

Improving Information-Technology Infrastructure for Courts in General

There was a strong desire to build up courts’ IT infrastructure in general. As noted above, the 
top-ranked need for courts was to lobby local governments to build up their Internet infra-
structure. There was also a high-rated need to assess whether courts could buy systems to lever-
age new First Responder Network Authority (FirstNet) capabilities.
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To assist courts directly, participants called for assessments of the use of satellite commu-
nications in areas not well served by cellular service. Similarly, there was a call to assess using 
general-purpose, low-cost communication systems (such as voice-over–Internet protocol ser-
vices) as potential replacements for purchasing customized communication systems. There was 
a related call to assess whether courts could use low-cost communication tools—notably, social 
media tools—to communicate with remote populations. More broadly, participants called for 
developing “reliable videoconferencing that is simple and works every time.”

Improving Information-Sharing for Courts

Participants stated a need to develop model policies and a planning process to determine what 
information will be shared and how, especially with the public, in developing new CMSs.

Improving Technology Training

There was one top-rated need to increase the use of online training courses for court staff, 
leveraging existing examples (Utah was identified as one potential model). Another called for 
creating and funding model technology or mentoring courts specifically for SRTB agencies. 
Participants noted that, although model technology courts exist, they are usually models for 
large jurisdictions.

Addressing Funding Shortfalls

Finally, there was a desire for increased technology-related funding of courts. One top-rated 
need here included funding for technology training, while a similar need called for funding 
of IT-related TA. The second requested that grants cover “broad and innovative uses” of new 
systems, rather than require funded systems that would be used for only a single purchase. The 
aforementioned call for local governments to build up their Internet infrastructures in general 
can also be seen as fitting in this category, as was the call to fund technology model or mentor-
ing courts.

Institutional Corrections Themes
Improving the Provision of Mental Health and Other Services to Inmates

Providing care services for inmates, especially mental health care, was one of the principal 
themes of the institutional corrections breakout group’s discussion. Participants discussed a 
variety of needs in support of this theme. The top-rated need from the group was for jails and 
academies to provide deescalation training. A related need was for jails to set up, train, and use 
specialized critical-incident or crisis-intervention teams to respond to inmates in crisis. There 
was also a call to provide agencies with a mental health assessment tool for incoming inmates 
that can be used to support decisions regarding care and placement.

Several needs related to getting external support for mental health care for inmates. The 
first was to help agencies develop good relationships with external mental health agencies. The 
second was a call for state-level mandates for agencies to work with jails to improve care for 
mentally ill people. The third was for assistance in creating partnerships with external agen-
cies to help place inmates with mental health problems. A final need was for agencies to create 
handbooks of services and resources (including housing, employment, and physical and mental 
health) that could educate inmates about available services prior to their release. To provide 
mental health services over long distances, participants called for materials on best practices 
for the implementation and use of telepsychiatry. To help gain momentum for providing care 
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services, participants said, agencies need to analyze inmate data to assess the impact of the 
mentally ill on their operations and on the criminal justice system in general.

Developing Corrections Personnel

The need to improve the capabilities of both agencies and individuals (as well as individ-
ual retention) was another top theme from the institutional corrections breakout group. As 
noted, deescalation training was the most requested type of training, with needs related to 
both initial deescalation training (the top-rated need from the breakout group) and ongoing 
deescalation and self-defense training. The second-rated need was a call for agency heads to 
better develop line staff (the front-line staff, such as corrections officers and patrol officers) and 
actively involve them in the workings of institutions (by involving them in committees, for 
example). The third-rated need was a call for increased academy training specifically on correc-
tions as opposed to law enforcement.

From an agency-wide perspective, there was a call for agencies to employ American Cor-
rectional Association (ACA) standards. Panelists felt that, even if agencies were not seeking 
formal certification, standards could still be useful in informing agencies about best practices.

Improving Information-Sharing, Especially Via Improving Jail-Management Systems

Needs here began with a call for a checklist of mandatory elements that should be in a JMS. 
Specific elements that panelists requested included generating data for state reports, generating 
data for federal reports, and providing for visual display of hot spots within a facility. This was 
followed by a need for developing a program for certifying commercial providers as experts 
in corrections IT systems, who could provide systems that were genuinely focused on institu-
tional corrections operations. Finally, there was a call for funding IT experts who could pro-
vide TA on corrections systems.

Addressing Funding Shortfalls

Panelists noted that agencies have to devote substantial time and resources to seeking funding 
and conducting procurement. The specific tier 1 need in response requested that federal grant 
regulations be modified so agencies could hire part-time employees to administer grants.

Community Corrections Themes
Refocusing on Rehabilitation and Positive Behavioral Change

Participants emphasized repeatedly that the most important takeaway should be that commu-
nity corrections has a broad-based need to transition to focusing on rehabilitation and positive 
behavioral change, not continued punishment, as its main purpose. This starts with a change 
in terminology; participants noted that community corrections officers work with clients, not 
offenders.

Corresponding needs here included, first, a call for the community to redefine the role of 
officers as a combination of law enforcement and social work, eliminating items outside of that 
scope. There was a similar call for officers to be able to connect clients with people who could 
provide “role-modeling behavior” in their communities. From a technical perspective, partici-
pants asked that performance information from monitoring technologies (e.g., GPS tracking, 
substance-use tests) be used to provide positive reinforcement, not just to punish lapses. Par-
ticipants also asked for new risk-assessment instruments that would not just assess a client’s 
risk of reoffending but specifically link the client to evidence-based treatment programs that 
would maximize that client’s chance of success. More broadly, participants asked for research 
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that would assess what types of monitoring of and data collection from clients would be most 
useful, in order to limit the burdens on officers, agencies, and clients.

It is also important to note that many of the top-ranking needs categorized under differ-
ent themes fell in the context of refocusing community corrections. For example, discussions 
of ways to make better use of remote technologies focused on how those technologies could 
provide rehabilitative services to clients.

Improving Information-Sharing

Participants focused information-sharing needs on providing the equivalent of a law enforce-
ment mobile data terminal for community corrections officers. The baseline and top-rated need 
in this area was to develop a tablet or phablet that would include CMS functions and integra-
tion, along with access to other key databases and other task-specific software. (A second tier 1 
need also called for giving connected laptops, tablets, or smartphones to corrections officers.)

The second need focused on the back end of providing information to community cor-
rections officers, i.e., on building statewide or regional platforms to conduct agency, state, 
regional, and federal information-sharing. The biggest feature of this platform was an alerting 
system that would update corrections officers when high-interest events happened (notably, 
rearrests). Participants also described the need to create common MOUs concerning necessary 
policies.

Two needs addressed IT support for workflows. The first was to migrate from legacy 
paper processes to digital workflows. The second was to provide support for dictation software, 
so officers could dictate their reports.

Finally, there was a top-rated need to develop and field access-control systems that would 
allow officers remote access to the information they need in the field while maintaining net-
work security.

Addressing Geographic Dispersion

The four top-rated needs from the community corrections breakout group all focused on ways 
to overcome geographic challenges. These were all in the context of providing rehabilitative 
services to clients.

Two needs addressed leveraging videoconferencing, with the top need focusing on the 
use of videoconferencing for officer–client visits and the other on videoconferencing for mental 
health and other service providers’ sessions. There are also requirements for verified security 
and privacy. Note that participants emphasized that initial meetings with clients needed to be 
in-person meetings but that later meetings could be conducted remotely.

A third need called for building relationships with law enforcement so that community 
corrections and law enforcement officers could reinforce each other’s efforts in remote areas. 
The specific example was for law enforcement to provide breath testing of clients using their 
existing equipment.

The final need in this area was for agencies to get catalogs of treatment facilities and pro-
grams available in their wider region. The catalogs were to include information on program 
capacity, costs, and effectiveness.

Addressing Funding Shortfalls

Finally, a top-rated need related to resourcing challenges was to provide agencies with support 
in identifying new grant opportunities and writing corresponding grant proposals. A second 
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related need was to help agencies better assess the feasibility and costs of technology upgrades 
to be funded through grants.

A third need applied to a different area of resourcing shortfalls. This need called for agen-
cies to develop staffing models that permit the use of support staff (i.e., nonsworn personnel) 
to support clients’ nontherapeutic needs.

Crosscutting Themes

Although needs tended to be tailored to their community of practice, some needs from differ-
ent groups were close enough to highlight themes cutting across the criminal justice commu-
nity in SRTB settings.

Improving Information-Sharing Between Agency and Other Governmental Systems

All breakout groups had some top needs calling for improved information-sharing between an 
agency’s systems and information repositories at the regional, state, and federal levels. Needs 
covered both reporting to these repositories and receiving information from them.

For reporting, expert panelists from the law enforcement group called for models to adopt 
the NIBRS crime data–reporting standard. The institutional corrections group called for JMSs 
to support state- and federal-level reporting consistently. The courts group more broadly called 
for planning as to what information should be shared and with whom—specifically, what 
information would be shared with the public.

For receiving information, the law enforcement group wanted to assess the use of standards 
and implementation of patches for getting access to repository information. The community 
corrections group similarly wanted access to repository data, especially data on high-interest 
events that would support alerts to community corrections officers in the field. This group also 
covered access control and network security.

Assisting Agencies with the Procurement and Management of Information-Technology 
Systems

All groups had needs to assist agencies with procuring and running IT systems. Law enforce-
ment and courts both had top-rated needs to assess remote training for IT, with courts adding 
calls for technology mentorship courts and TA funding more broadly, and law enforcement 
adding calls for a low-cost way to improve internal IT management capabilities in general. The 
law enforcement group also had a need to help agencies determine their IT needs and match 
them to specific commercial providers. The institutional corrections group called for training, 
certifying, and funding IT vendors and consultants.

Using Videoconferencing to Overcome Distance Barriers

The courts, institutional corrections, and community corrections groups all had needs related 
to assessing and using videoconferencing tools (including commercial tools) for both internal 
uses (hearings, client meetings) and external uses (treatment sessions).

Assisting Agencies with Obtaining Grants

The law enforcement and community corrections groups both called for activities that would 
educate agencies about available funding opportunities and then provide TA to help agencies 
write grant applications. The institutional corrections group also noted having to spend a great 
deal of time seeking and applying for funding.



The JIC Advisory Panel: Identifying Science- and Technology-Related Needs to Address Pressing Issues    83

Using Nonstandard Personnel

Three breakout groups had needs on assessing the use of nonstandard (i.e., nonsworn) person-
nel to carry out certain functions at lower cost. For law enforcement, it was remote IT system 
administrators; for institutional corrections, it was part-time grant administrators; and for 
community corrections, it was nonsworn staff to handle clients’ nontherapeutic needs.

Conclusion

The themes and needs identified here, and especially their priority rankings, set the stage for 
JIC’s subsequent work. The needs will be used to identify field studies that will have the great-
est impact on high-priority needs in order to ensure that the center’s work has utility for SRTB 
agencies.
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CHAPTER SIX

Conclusions

Technology makes significant contributions to the effectiveness, efficiency, and safety of the 
criminal justice system. Work to develop new technologies—and to find new ways of using 
existing technologies—can improve the efforts of law enforcement, the courts, and corrections 
agencies in many ways. However, the development and application of technology in these sec-
tors can be challenging. For a variety of reasons, this challenge is felt most acutely in SRTB 
areas. Ensuring public safety and residents’ access to justice is often difficult in these areas: 
Resources are often limited, and the geographic landscape can present significant challenges. 
At the same time, small agencies and those in rural, tribal, and border settings are less likely to 
use technologies considered standard in urban areas.

JIC’s work and the findings presented in this volume are designed to contribute to an 
understanding of and address barriers to the use of technology in SRTB areas in order to 
improve public safety and access to justice.

JIC’s efforts have considered the role of technology in SRTB criminal justice agencies 
through a variety of methods, including a literature review, in-depth interviews with nearly 
150 practitioners and topical experts, and focused discussions with an advisory panel of experts 
and practitioners. This information-gathering work highlighted the limited amount of existing 
research on the technology in JIC’s contexts of interest—SRTB areas.

JIC’s work thus far has included gathering additional information on the challenges that 
SRTB agencies face and prioritizing the needs of criminal justice agencies in SRTB contexts. 
JIC staff also began identifying relevant technology solutions that might address the highest-
priority needs and began planning for ways to assess those technology solutions as imple-
mented in real-world situations; these pilot evaluations were undertaken in JIC’s second year.

The main activities of JIC covered in this report focus on four main research goals that 
are the foundation of JIC’s efforts in this area: (1) identifying the unique operational needs of 
SRTB justice systems; (2) identifying potential, innovative, technology-based solutions to meet 
those needs; (3) conducting trials to evaluate technology solutions on criminal justice policy 
and practice; and (4) disseminating the results of JIC’s work. Findings from research goals 1 
and 2 were the focus of the current report.

Understanding Technology in SRTB Contexts

JIC was developed with the understanding that technology can make significant contribu-
tions to the effectiveness, efficiency, and safety of the criminal justice system and that work to 
develop new technologies—and to find new ways of using existing technologies—can improve 
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the efforts of law enforcement, the courts, and corrections agencies in many ways. However, 
JIC’s work during its first year confirmed that the development and application of technology 
in these sectors can be challenging—especially in SRTB areas.

JIC’s in-depth literature review revealed significant gaps in areas of interest to the center. 
Most of the existing research on technology in criminal justice agencies focuses on larger agen-
cies and those in more-urban settings. In addition, the bulk of existing research considers tech-
nology use in law enforcement agencies; significantly less attention has been paid to technology 
in courts and corrections agencies. Even less work has been done on tribal agencies or those 
located in border areas. The JIC literature review also found limited evidence for the effective-
ness or utility of technology; few rigorous evaluations of technology have been conducted with 
SRTB agencies. The limited evidence available leaves SRTB agencies without guidance on 
selecting clear and defensible technology priorities.

The JIC literature review described the general challenges in these underresearched and 
underresourced settings, identifying some differences across sectors (SRTB) and justice agency 
type or community of practice (law enforcement, courts, and corrections) that warranted care-
ful consideration. However, the small body of literature relevant to JIC’s work also identified 
relatively similar challenges across agency types. Prior work suggested that most criminal jus-
tice agencies saw a need to focus on improving “fragmented” systems of information-sharing 
among siloed agencies and improve data extraction and usability for a range of users. Improved 
training for handling offenders with mental health problems was also common across com-
munities of practice.

The discussion of the SRTB context for criminal justice agencies highlighted the dearth 
of research that has been done in these areas. Although it was limited, the literature review pro-
vided a foundation to help understand the ways in which technologies are already being used, 
the outputs and outcomes of their use, and the ways in which they could be used to address 
unmet needs. The review suggested that more attention be paid to the needs of SRTB agencies 
and informed the development of questions for the subsequent expert and practitioner inter-
views and the advisory panel discussions.

Gathering Input on Operational Needs from the Field: Interviews

To prioritize the acquisition of technologies for use in criminal justice agencies, and in light 
of the limited existing research on the topic, JIC researchers first had to gather additional 
information on the challenges that SRTB agencies face—challenges that might be addressed 
through technology solutions. To do that, JIC staff reached out to practitioners across the 
country to get firsthand information on their challenges and hear stories of their technology 
successes that might be shared with other agencies facing similar issues. From these in-depth 
interviews—we spoke with nearly 150 sheriffs, judges, court staff, jail administrators, proba-
tion office directors, and others in 38 states—JIC was able to pull together a picture of how 
technology is being used, how it could be used, and how to implement it in SRTB criminal 
justice agencies. In the process, JIC also learned about attempts to use technology that did 
not quite work but still provided important lessons on using technology in a criminal justice 
organization.

As with the literature review, we found a range of needs relevant to each community of 
practice and each sector, but there was also significant overlap in some of the most-pressing 
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challenges of which practitioners spoke in the interviews. These challenges often compromised 
the agencies’ abilities to provide access to justice for their communities in environments that 
are geographically, economically, and politically limited or unpredictable.

Funding shortfalls were universal and were the basis for many of the other challenges 
that respondents across sectors and agency types described. Small budgets affected agencies’ 
staff recruiting, retention, and training. Budgetary restraints were reported to make technol-
ogy acquisition difficult and slow, especially for technology solutions requiring large capital 
investments. Moreover, many small and rural agencies reported struggling to meet require-
ments from new policies or mandates because of limited resources. For example, new camera 
requirements in many jurisdictions for both police and corrections agencies can strain existing 
resources and facilities.

Small and isolated agencies reported limited ability to harness economies of scale, limit-
ing negotiating power with potential vendors. Some agencies joined buying collaboratives to 
take advantage of economies of scale or to reduce their costs and put more-expensive technolo-
gies in reach.

Challenges related to information-sharing and interoperability across agencies also were 
widely reported—confirming the findings from the literature review. Many respondents 
reported that not being able to access the data they needed to do their jobs well impeded their 
ability to carry out their duties. All sectors provided evidence of insufficient IT capacity among 
personnel, further contributing to difficulties in modernizing or upgrading existing systems. 
Many interviewees also complained about subpar RMSs and CMSs that did not meet their 
reporting and data-management needs.

The interviews identified a set of needs that SRTB agencies face that went beyond the 
information in existing published literature and provided new insights on the focus of JIC. We 
used the information gathered via the interviews to develop the agenda and discussion points 
for a JIC advisory panel meeting.

Gathering Input on Operational Needs from the Field: Advisory Panel

JIC’s interviews, conferences attended, and literature reviews highlighted key issues that SRTB 
agencies face. To dive deeper into understanding the needs of SRTB agencies and identify 
technology solutions, JIC convened a group of experts to prioritize the needs. The team classi-
fied prioritized needs into tiers 1, 2, and 3 (high, medium, and low priorities, respectively), and, 
as with interview results, there were some clear overlaps in priority needs across communities 
of practice. For example, from different perspectives, all agency types identified a need to be 
better equipped to address mental health concerns among the people they serve, whether that 
involves training law enforcement or corrections officers to address people in crisis or better 
reaching people in small and rural areas with needed mental health services via video technol-
ogy. Agencies also prioritized IT expertise as a significant need; many smaller agencies do not 
have in-house IT experts. Finally, panelists identified interoperability on a variety of levels as 
lacking; agencies want to share data with other agencies and jurisdictions, communicate with 
other agencies and first responders, and obtain better data-management systems. As found 
with the interviews, panelists identified geographic landscapes as barriers to providing services 
in rural areas and cited resource limitations as hindering progress on technology innovation.
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Identifying the highest-priority needs for each community of practice will allow JIC 
researchers to identify pilot research projects that will have the most relevance and impact in 
the field.

Synthesis of Lessons from the Justice Innovation Center’s Initial Work

JIC’s first year provided important information about challenges that SRTB agencies face, 
including gaps in existing technologies and in agencies’ ability to implement technologies 
effectively because of such issues as funding shortfalls, slow acquisition of technologies, and 
constrained data-sharing capabilities. The center’s work also identified several high-priority 
needs for criminal justice agencies in SRTB contexts, including better IT support, improved 
interoperability, and better capabilities for addressing mental health concerns. Table 6.1 sum-
marizes the key findings from JIC’s first year.

JIC’s first year of research helped to fill in some gaps in understanding the technology 
challenges and needs that SRTB agencies face. One important lesson that comes from look-
ing across the findings from the first year is that, although SRTB agencies face many common 
problems, each agency type also faces some issues that are prominent within that type of 
agency, such as the need for law enforcement agencies to improve relationships with communi-
ties or the need for courts to address the surge in pro se litigants. This means that technology 
solutions must not only be capable of addressing the broad challenges that SRTB agencies face 
(e.g., the need to cover long distances, lack of funding)—many of which are shared by agen-
cies of all sizes—but must also be capable of addressing the specific needs of each agency type 
and of individual agencies.

Another important lesson from the first year is that better data are needed concerning 
the effectiveness of technologies to address the challenges that SRTB agencies face. JIC’s lit-
erature review found only a few studies that examine the effectiveness or utility of technology 
in general, and very few rigorous evaluations of technology have been conducted with SRTB 
agencies. SRTB agencies need better guidance on how to select clear and defensible technology 
priorities.

JIC’s subsequent research will take steps to address these issues. In year 1, JIC staff began 
identifying relevant technology solutions to address SRTB challenges and needs; this work will 
provide a foundation for subsequent work focusing on assessing technology solutions in spe-
cific, real-world SRTB contexts. This work will help to build the knowledge base on technol-
ogy effectiveness in the SRTB context. We also intend to build up a set of tools and resources 
(e.g., website, searchable database) that agencies can use to develop customized technological 
solutions to address both the common issues that many agencies face and individual agencies’ 
specific needs.

Plans for Future Years

We will use the results from the advisory panel meeting to identify technologies that JIC will 
evaluate in its second year of funding. These evaluations will examine the costs and benefits 
associated with agencies’ adoption of new technologies, considering acquisition costs, staff 
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time, training requirements, system operation and maintenance costs, safety improvements, 
and performance outcomes.

Once we have selected technologies for evaluation, JIC staff will recruit agencies willing 
to participate in research implementations of the technology. These evaluation projects will be 
designed to provide important information that can be used to guide other agencies’ decisions 
on what technology to use, what pitfalls to avoid, and what improvements they might get from 
the technology.

JIC will also continue to update the literature review as new sources are published and 
identified. JIC researchers are also contributing to a wiki that is under development at RAND; 
the wiki will be a searchable database that all interested parties can query to locate information 
on different technologies in use across various communities of practice and in different SRTB 
contexts. The wiki will act as a clearinghouse for information useful to practitioners and others 
interested in learning more about technology in criminal justice agencies.

Table 6.1
Summary of Key Findings

Method Key Finding

Literature 
review

•	 Small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) agencies face many issues similar to those in urban areas, 
including gang activity and drug use.

•	 SRTB agencies also face unique challenges, including long distances, low case volumes, limited 
staff and infrastructure, and lack of community-based experts and resources.

•	 SRTB agencies have difficulty acquiring grant funding and training for new technologies and lack 
a centralized voice to affect policy and technological need assessment.

•	 Some issues are especially challenging for certain sectors, such as the court’s lack of mental health 
and substance-use programs and border agencies’ need to address drug and human trafficking.

•	 There is little existing research on the technology needs of SRTB agencies.

Interview •	 Interviewees universally mentioned funding shortfalls, and such shortfalls colored many of the 
other challenges that our 12 communities of practice face.

•	 The rarity of discretionary funding contributed to slow adoption of technology solutions and 
made it difficult for agencies to take advantage of economies of scale.

•	 Geographic challenges ranged from difficulties in getting jurors and defendants to courthouses on 
trial dates to long transportation times for law enforcement officers responding to calls.

•	 Information-technology (IT) challenges included antiquated case-management systems (CMSs) and 
jail-management systems (JMSs) and SRTB agencies’ lack of technology compared with their urban 
counterparts.

•	 Facility and physical infrastructure limitations were common.
•	 Difficulties with information-sharing and interoperability across agencies were widely reported.
•	 Language barriers between practitioners and people in the criminal justice system were common 

across sectors.
•	 Tribal agencies face some unique challenges related to governance and tribal sovereignty.

Expert 
panel

•	 The majority of issues and needs discussed were not SRTB-specific but apply to larger agencies as 
well.

•	 Panelists from all four agency types reported being challenged by some sort of major societal or 
cultural change.

•	 Key law enforcement needs focused on improving relationships with the community, improving 
information-sharing, and addressing IT shortfalls.

•	 Key court needs focused on addressing the surge in pro se litigants, improving security and resil-
iency at SRTB courts, and improving IT infrastructure.

•	 Key institutional corrections needs focused on improving the provision of mental health and other 
services to inmates, developing the capabilities of corrections personnel, improving information-
sharing through better JMSs, and addressing funding shortfalls.

•	 Key community corrections needs focused on transitioning to an approach that emphasizes reha-
bilitation and positive behavioral change, improving information-sharing, addressing geographic 
dispersion, and addressing funding shortfalls.

•	 Key needs across agencies included better information-sharing, assistance with procurement 
and management of IT systems, greater use of videoconferencing to overcome distance barriers, 
assistance in obtaining grants, and using nonstandard personnel to carry out certain functions at 
lower cost.
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Finally, JIC will continue to disseminate information about its work through a variety of 
channels. A redesigned website will be launched to highlight JIC work and will be regularly 
updated with information relevant to SRTB audiences. JIC researchers will continue to attend, 
present, and network at various conferences of relevance to SRTB criminal justice agencies. 
Through these conferences, JIC researchers will be able to talk about JIC work with varied 
audiences, present the results of its pilot research projects and other undertakings as they are 
completed, and keep abreast of new developments in the fields that might be of interest to prac-
titioners. JIC researchers will also publish technology reviews through the NLECTC system 
as part of TechBeat.

The results of the efforts described in this volume form the foundation for continuing JIC 
work with the goal of fostering innovation in SRTB agencies through technology. JIC’s work 
will guide NIJ’s investments as the national focal point for work on criminal justice technol-
ogy and shape the actions of other technology providers and adopters in this area. JIC will also 
continue to provide NIJ with guidance on where valuable TA resources should be spent to get 
the best value for its money. The continuing work of JIC will provide actionable guidance to 
SRTB agencies for prioritizing, planning, and implementing technology.
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APPENDIX A

Letter of Invitation to the Study, Letter of Support for the Study, 
and Justice Innovation Center Announcement Letter and Mission 
Statement

Invitation Email (Email 1)

Subject: Request for 60-minute phone interview for Justice Innovation Center
Dear [name]:
My name is [name], and I am a researcher at the RAND Corporation, which is a non-

profit research organization. The National Institute of Justice has funded RAND to lead the 
Justice Innovation Center for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies (JIC). 
The JIC ’s mission is to improve public safety and justice by identifying, evaluating, and dis-
seminating technology solutions to the operational challenges of small, rural, border and tribal 
justice systems.

As part of this mission, we are conducting a study to identify operational challenges that 
are unique to SRTB agencies or common for them. As part of this study, we are interview-
ing practitioners in SRTB agencies such as yours about these needs. I would like to invite you 
to participate in a telephone interview to discuss your perspective on these topics. For your 
reference, I’ve attached more information about the JIC and a letter about the study from the 
National Institute of Justice.

Our questions will cover the following topical areas:

1.	 What are some of the biggest challenges faced by [small/rural/tribal/border] depart-
ments like your own?

2.	 What are some recent noteworthy technology acquisitions? What did you purchase, 
why did you purchase it, and how is it meeting or failing to meet your expectations?

3.	 What are some technologies that you want to purchase in the future and why are you 
interested in them? Who makes the purchasing decisions and how far out do you plan 
your technology acquisitions?

4.	 Where do you learn about technology? Is there particular information about technolo-
gies that you want, but aren’t getting?

Are you free for a 60-minute phone call at any of the following dates/times? Depending 
on your availability, I will send you a calendar invitation with the 1-800 phone number and 
call details.
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Dates/times (all XX time zone):
Day Date Times

Thank you in advance for your consideration of this request.

Confirmation Email (Email 2)

Subject: Information about upcoming phone interview with JIC
Dear [name]:
Thank you for agreeing to participate! The Justice Innovation Center for Small and Rural 

Agencies (JIC) has three goals:

1.	 To identify the needs of small, rural, tribal, and border agencies;
2.	 To identify and evaluate technologies and solutions to meet these needs;
3.	 To support the adoption of innovations that meet these needs in a cost-effective manner.

To help meet these goals, we are interviewing practitioners from SRTB agencies like yours 
to find out about your perspectives on these issues. We will be asking you questions about the 
challenges and unmet operational needs your agency faces, and strategies you have considered 
for addressing them. The questions will cover three areas:

Area 1: Your Department’s Unmet Operational Needs (not necessarily related to 
technology)

1.	 What are some of the biggest challenges faced by [small/rural/tribal/border] depart-
ments like your own? We are particularly interested in the kind of challenges that might 
be different from those experienced by large/urban/non-border departments.

2.	 If the challenges you just described are not your most pressing, please describe them.

Area 2: Your Department’s Technology Use

1.	 Please tell us about recent noteworthy technology acquisitions. What did you purchase, 
why did you purchase it, and how is it meeting or failing to meet your expectations?

2.	 What are some technologies that you want to purchase in the future and why are you 
interested in them? Who makes the purchasing decisions and how far out do you plan 
your technology acquisitions?
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Area 3: How Your Department Learns about Technology

1.	 Where do you learn about technology? Is there particular information about technolo-
gies that you want, but aren’t getting?

2.	 How else can we help you make informed technology decisions?

Interviews will take place over the phone and should last no more than one hour. With 
your permission, we would like to record the audio of the interview for note-taking purposes to 
ensure that we capture your response accurately. We will destroy the audio after taking notes. 
All information will remain completely confidential and will be aggregated when reported. We 
will never refer to you or your specific agency without your written approval to do so.

We look forward to speaking with you on [date].
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Justice Innovation Center Announcement Letter

U.S. Department of Justice 

Office of Justice Programs 

National Institute of Justice 

Washington, D.C. 20531 

May 20, 2015 

Greetings: 

On behalf of the National Institute of Justice, I am pleased to announce the formation of the Justice 
Innovation Center for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies, operated jointly 
by the RAND Corporation and Arizona State University. The Justice Innovation Center is 
intended as a resource and a common voice for small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) agencies 
throughout the United States, which constitute the vast majority of agencies in our criminal justice 
system, but whose needs are often overlooked in the development and evaluation of technologies 
and solutions.  

The mission of the Justice Innovation Center is to “to improve public safety and justice by 
identifying, testing, evaluating, and disseminating technology solutions to the operational 
challenges that SRTB justice systems face.” The Justice Innovation Center has three main 
objectives: 1) to identify the challenges and unmet needs of SRTB law enforcement departments, 
correctional agencies, and courts; 2) to identify and evaluate technologies and solutions that address 
these needs in an effective and efficient manner; 3) to support the dissemination and adoption of 
these technologies and solutions throughout the SRTB community.  

As a first step in this process, the RAND Corporation will be interviewing SRTB agencies such as 
yours to learn about the challenges and needs your agency is faced with, as well as your use of 
various technologies to address these needs. Your perspective is incredibly valuable in providing 
information to us about where we should direct our efforts. We encourage your participation to 
ensure that a wide range of voices is heard and so that we might better serve the needs of your and 
other SRTB agencies. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this and consider our request. We look forward to hearing 
your feedback. 

Regards, 

Mike O’Shea 
Senior Law Enforcement Manager 
Office of Science and Technology 
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Justice Innovation Center Mission Statement

Justice Innovation Center for Small, Rural, 
Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies 

Mission Statement 

Innovative tactics and new technologies can drive large improvements in the effectiveness of 
law enforcement, corrections, and courts nationwide. Too often, however, these innovations 
are not designed for or never reach small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) justice systems. 

SRTB justice systems account for three quarters of all criminal justice agencies nationwide. 
However, because they are so widespread and have relatively few employees, they lack a 
centralized voice to influence the development of technologies and other solutions. 

To ensure that all criminal justice systems have a place at the table, the National Institute of 
Justice (NIJ) has developed the Justice Innovation Center for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border 
Criminal Justice Agencies (JIC) with the ongoing mission: 

To improve public safety and justice by identifying, evaluating, and disseminating technology 
solutions to the operational challenges of small, rural, tribal and border justice systems. 

To achieve this mission, the JIC will bring together researchers and SRTB justice 
system practitioners to pursue three goals: 
 
1. Identify unmet operational needs that many SRTB justice systems share. SRTB justice systems 

face a range of unique challenges or challenges for which the solutions available to large 
urban departments are impractical. The JIC will work hand-in-hand with practitioners from SRTB 
agencies to identify common operational requirements for which solutions are likely to 
contribute to large and widespread improvements in the safety, efficiency, and effectiveness of 
departments and agencies. It will also seek to identify types of barriers that may arise in the 
practical implementation and application of these technologies. 

2. Identify and rigorously evaluate new technologies or solutions to assess their effectiveness and 
cost-effectiveness when used by SRTB agencies. Field tests by the JIC will consider not just 
whether innovations deliver needed capabilities to SRTB agencies but also their effect on 
operations, full life-cycle costs (including acquisition, training, and operations and maintenance), 
savings in time and other resources, safety issues, and how to measure their performance and 
demonstrate effectiveness in terms relevant at the level of the individual agency. 

3. Support the adoption of innovations that meet the operational demands of SRTB law 
enforcement, courts, corrections, and community corrections agencies. The JIC will promote the 
exchange of innovative solutions identified by SRTB agencies spread across the United States to 
pool their knowledge and experience with new technologies, and will develop research-based 
guidance on technologies and other solutions that are proving to be effective in SRTB settings. 

The RAND Corporation is a research organization that develops solutions to public policy challenges to help make communities throughout the world safer and 

more secure, healthier and more prosperous. RAND is nonprofit, nonpartisan, and committed to the public interest. 

Santa Monica, CA | Washington, DC | Pittsburgh, PA | Boston, MA | New Orleans, LA | Cambridge, UK | Brussels, BE | Canberra, AU 
CP-811
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APPENDIX B

Interview Coding Framework

Table B.1
Interview Coding Framework

Superordinate Basic Subordinate

Person-worn, training, and 
weapons and force

Weapons and force

Personnel clothing, protection or 
augmentation

Vehicles Aircraft

Watercraft

Associated technologies

Ground

Technology needs and purchases Current technology needs Priority technology needs 

Future technology needs and 
purchases

Planned purchases

Other technology of interest

Past technology purchases, tests 
and inquiries

Currently employed

No longer employed

Purchasing decision process Deciding authority

Decision lead-times 

Budget information

Sources of tech information Help from JIC

Nontechnology needs Current nontechnology needs Priority nontechnology needs

Doctrine, tactics, knowledge 
development, and training

Technology-mediated (or 
technology-enhanced) training 
tools

Tools to assist live training

Specialist/technologist knowledge 
development and training
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Superordinate Basic Subordinate

Doctrine, tactics, knowledge 
development, and training, 
continued

Societal/legal knowledge 
development and training

Management leadership knowledge 
development and training

Officer/practitioner knowledge 
development and training

Facility operations technologies Organizational logistics

External/perimeter physical 
infrastructure

Internal physical infrastructure

Internal environment control

Internal access control

Delivering services to population

Implementation successes

Unassigned, needs decision

Third-party/other comments on 
technology

Information and communication 
technologies

Information analysis

Information collection

IT, basic systems

Information delivery (including 
communications)

Information management 
(including sharing)

Challenges Governance and policy challenges

Local context issues

Broader societal trends

Operational

Geographical

Demographic

Financial

Staff 

Technical

Contextual information

General comments on technology/
SRTB agencies

Table B.1—Continued
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Members of the 2015 Justice Innovation Center Advisory Panel

Table C.1
Advisory Panel Members and Their Affiliations

Name Position Organization

Alex Aikman Former court administrator

Bob Anderson Director Madison County Community Corrections 
(Tennessee)

Danny Ball Director Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Regional Center

Frank Billmayer Under sheriff Blaine County Sheriff’s Office (Montana)

William Brueggemann Sheriff Cass County (Nebraska)

Joe Budnick Chief probation officer District 10 probation (Nebraska)

Fernando R. Castro Deputy director San Carlos Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation (Arizona)

Paul Chavez Warden Laguna Pueblo Detention Facility (New Mexico)

Thomas M. Clarke Vice president of research and 
technology

NCSC

Jamie Clayton Correctional chief Imperial County Sheriff’s Office (California)

Richard Clukey Captain Penobscot County Jail (Maine)

William Daly Director Salt River Department of Corrections (Arizona)

Jim Dennis Executive director Corrections Center of Northwest Ohio

Kathleen Elliott Chief of police Gila River Indian Community Police Department 
(Arizona)

Kim Ellis Program administrator Small, Rural, Tribal and Border Regional Center

Dalberta Faletogo Court manager Coeur d’Alene Tribal Court (Idaho)

William A. Ford Supervisory physical scientist NIJ

Lee Foster Sheriff Newberry County (South Carolina)

Mark Greene Supervisory program manager NIJ

Carla Johnson Assistant chief Tucson Police Department (Arizona)

Shakeba Johnson Court administrator Seventh Chancery District Court (Mississippi)

Kate Jones Jail administrator McLeod County Jail (Minnesota)
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Name Position Organization

Sean Jones Court administrator Itasca, Koochiching, and Lake of the Woods 
counties (Minnesota)

Lawrence C. King Chief judge Colorado River Indian Tribes Tribal Court (Arizona)

Lonnie Lawson President Center for Rural Development

Fredric I. Lederer Director Center for Legal and Court Technology, College of 
William and Mary (Virginia)

Art Mabry State coordinator 24/7 Sobriety Program (South Dakota)

Neil Nesheim Area court administrator First Judicial District (Alaska)

Rodney Olson Court administrator Unit 2 (North Dakota)

Michael O’Shea Senior law enforcement program 
manager

NIJ

Jeff M. Pearson Chief of police Satellite Beach Police Department (Florida)

Joe Russo Program manager NLECTC

James Schneider Director Cass County Probation Department (Minnesota)

Steve Schuetz Physical scientist NIJ

Matthew Schwier Chief of police Chickaloon Tribal Police Department (Alaska)

Randall Soderquist Administrator Elko Justice and Municipal Courts (Nevada)

Matt Sparks Sheriff Rowan County (Kentucky)

Brett Taylor Director of operations Tribal Justice Exchange, Center for Court 
Innovation

Mark Vander Bloomen Chief of police Eagle River Police Department (Wisconsin)

Kim Wallace Chief of police City of Dover Police Department (Tennessee)

Lacie L. Wickum Administrator 24/7 Sobriety Program (Minnesota)

Table C.1—Continued
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APPENDIX D

Advisory Panel Read-Ahead Material

These materials, sent to advisory panel members before the meeting in December 2015, out-
lined the major issues and challenges identified in the interviews.
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Advisory Panel Meeting Read Ahead  
December 7-8, 2015 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the advisory panel for the NLECTC Justice Innovation 
Center (JIC) for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Agencies.  

Over the past year, the Justice Innovation Center (JIC) has conducted interviews with nearly 150 
agencies, attended dozens of conferences, and conducted a literature review to identify major 
challenges facing small, rural, tribal and border (SRTB) agencies. In this meeting, we would like 
you to identify ways to help address these needs.  

In this read ahead, we will review the format and agenda for the meeting, and summarize some 
of our observations to date on SRTB need for each of four criminal justice communities of practice 
(law enforcement, courts, institutional corrections, and community corrections).  
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Advisory Panel Format  
After reviewing the top needs we have learned date, we will ask the advisory panel to help us 
identify promising technology elements, including physical technologies, policies and procedures, 
and business models that might help address the operational needs we identified. We will then 
ask the panel to help us identify and prioritize specific needs for technology research, 
development, and dissemination that would have the greatest benefits for SRTB agencies.  

• On the morning of day 1, there will be brief introductions from the National Institute of 
Justice (NIJ) and the JIC, with the JIC’s presentation summarizing the top operational issues 
emerging from the agency interviews. Panelists will then introduce themselves, briefly 
giving an example of both a technology acquisition they are familiar with that did not 
work well and an acquisition that did work well (or at least seems promising). 

• From mid-morning on day 1 to the end of day 1, panelists will split into four breakout 
groups (law enforcement, courts, community corrections, and institutional corrections) to 
discuss top issues facing their field, promising technology elements.  

• The morning of day 2 will start with summaries of the top issues identified in each 
breakout group. The full group will discuss the breakout groups’ results, and whether there 
are priority needs that cut across the criminal justice system. 

• On mid-morning on day 2, the panelists will fill out an electronic questionnaire to assess 
the likely benefits to SRTB agencies of identifying practical solutions to each of the priority 
needs.  

• Finally, during the late morning of day 2, the panelists will discuss two special topics for 
the JIC ----- setting up an ongoing panel survey of SRTB practitioners and identifying what 
information products would be most useful for the JIC to develop for SRTB practitioners. 
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Agenda 
 

Day 1 Monday, December 7 

9:00 Introduction and Overview (National Institute of Justice / RAND) 

10:00  Introduction of Panel Members 

11:00  Break Out Groups (Law Enforcement, Courts, or Corrections) 

12:00 Break for Lunch 

1:00 Break Out Groups (continued) 

5:00 Adjourned 

Day 2 Tuesday, December 8 

9:00 Summary of Break Out Group Issues and Technology Solutions 

9:45 Group Discussion of Cross-Sector Issues and Technologies 

10:30 Electronic Panelist Assessment of Solutions 

11:15 Discussion of special topics for the JIC: 

• Ongoing panel survey of SRTB practitioners 
• What would make the JIC website most useful 

12:00 Meeting Adjourned 
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Top Operational Issues from Prior JIC Research 
Below, we have summarized the top issues and themes from our interviews with dozens of 
criminal justice practitioners, as well as our reviews of prior literature related to small, rural, tribal, 
and border agencies. Results are presented in the following order: law enforcement, courts, 
institutional corrections, and community corrections. The law enforcement discussion includes 
breakouts specifically for tribal and border agency issues. 

Broadly speaking, we identified four top-level themes in the issues. These include: 

• Shortfalls related to information technology, including interoperability, infrastructure, and 
difficulties upgrading to new systems. 

• Shortfalls related to agency operations, including policies, governance, ‘‘business’’ 
processes, training, recruiting, and retention. 

• Shortfalls specifically due to the geographic dispersion of many SRTB agencies, including 
the challenges to having to cover large areas, travel long distances regularly, and having 
comparatively few services and resources locally. 

• Shortfalls due to lack of funding and other resources that can be especially acute for SRTB 
agencies. 
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Law Enforcement Needs 
Information Technology Challenges 

• Interoperability.  
o Radio communications interoperability across agencies and with other first 

responder agencies  is lacking.  
o Data interoperability across agencies (e.g., with records management system and 

federal repository data) is also challenging.  
o Accessing key information needed in the field is difficult, in large part due to a 

lack of infrastructure (see below). 
• Special interoperability issues for border agencies.  

o Communications with partnering agencies across borders can be limited.  
o Communications towers and rules in neighboring countries can cause interference.  
o Border agencies may not have personnel with sufficient clearances to work with 

the FBI and other federal agencies whose work often brings them border regions. 
• Infrastructure.  

o Communications radio technology can be antiquated and /or lacking necessary 
equipment.  

o Other common field technology deficits include a lack of laptop computers and 
cameras in patrol cars, license plate readers, TASERs, and radios. 

• Impacts of large areas and distances.  
o Distances can make radio frequencies weak.  
o Distance, terrain features, and a lack of commercial cell coverage in large areas, 

can cause large gaps in coverage. 
• Difficulties in adopting new technologies.  

o Agencies suffer from a general shortfall in IT personnel capable of acquiring, 
installing, and maintaining core systems.  

o Technologies developed for larger departments are not always applicable to 
smaller agencies. 

Agency Operations Challenges 

• Lack of specialization. In small agencies, staff must become generalists for both the full 
range of law enforcement operations as well as technologies.  

• Difficulties in recruiting and retention.  
o Finding qualified candidates and retaining them is challenging, in part due to 

salary and equipment competition from larger departments.  
o Chronic understaffing and overwork can also result in burnout.  
o Finding multilingual officers can be especially challenging.  

• Difficulties in relationships with the community.  
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o Police-community relations problems (i.e., lack of trust) have created 
communication issues with community residents.  

o Language barriers have limited the amount of communication between the 
community and law enforcement, in both directions. 

• Issues specifically for border agencies.  
o Border agencies frequently struggle to establish trustworthy relationships with 

international law enforcement agencies.  
o Police involvement in immigration issues can further degrade community-police 

relations.  
o Language and cultural barriers between the police and immigrant communities can 

be particularly acute. 
• Issues specifically for tribal agencies. Information sharing and joint operations between 

tribal and non-tribal agencies are especially problematic due to tribal sovereignty and 
cultural issues.  

• Tribal locations do not necessarily follow traditional US postal service rules for addresses, 
making finding locations of calls and incidents and resulting data quality challenging.   

Geographic Challenges 

• Lack of key local resources. Juvenile detention facilities and jails may not be available 
locally, requiring officers to spend large portions of their shifts driving arrestees to facilities 
that are hours away. This travel time takes officers off-duty for much of their shifts.  

• Impacts of large distances. Agencies may be challenged by having to cover large 
swaths of territory, with patrols and responses separated by hours of driving.  

Funding and Resourcing Challenges 

• General. There is a lack of funding in general, to include being able to maintain 
sufficiently-sized law enforcement agencies needed to provide sufficient patrol levels, 
perform crime analysis, and train to maintain skills. The budget cutbacks post-2008 have 
made staffing and other shortfalls acute, especially in areas with high rates of substance 
abuse, domestic violence, drugs trafficking and human trafficking. The Attorney General’s 
recent limitations on using confiscated assets for funding have reduced budgets. Unfunded 
mandates, such as some states’ requirements that police use body worn cameras, have put 
further pressure on budgets. 

• Technology funding.  
o Funding to acquire or maintain key equipment, including radio communications 

systems and other key pieces of technology identified under ‘‘Infrastructure’’ above, 
is extremely limited.  

o Body worn cameras were seen as being especially expensive, in terms of 
purchasing the cameras and managing the resulting video footage.  
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o Limited funding also precludes staff from being able to attend technology 
conferences and training classes.  

o Because smaller agencies cannot buy in bulk, procurement costs can be more 
expensive per piece of equipment than in larger agencies. 

• Federal funding.  
o Respondents felt they were unlikely to compete successfully for federal technology 

funding against large agencies.  
o Agencies that win grant funding for new systems are then challenged by the long 

term costs of operating and maintaining that system. 
• Special issues for border agencies.  

o Border agencies can be especially challenged by high volumes of drug and 
human trafficking.  

o There are concerns that cuts to border security grants (Stonegarden, etc.) from DHS 
will reduce operational capacity. 
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Courts Needs 
Information Technology Challenges 

• Interoperability shortfalls.  
o A lack of sharing infrastructure such as authentication/ permission control and 

flexible license agreements prevent judges and qualified staff from electronic 
access to important case records.  

o Case management systems for civil, family, and criminal courts are antiquated or 
dysfunctional.  

o Components that should work together are incompatible (e.g. financial system is 
divorced from case management systems).  

o Some electronic systems lack interoperability for sharing information with external 
partners (e.g. police, probation).  

• Infrastructure shortfalls.  
o Communications infrastructure (broadband, cellphone coverage) is unreliable or 

unavailable and may hinder adoption of technological solutions (e.g. GPS 
monitoring).  

o Even basic utilities such as electricity can be unreliable.  
o There also is a lack of web infrastructure necessary to provide services to the 

public in some places. 
• Difficulties of adopting technology  

o Systems can be difficult to adapt to statutory and policy changes. 
o Many courts retain manual, paper-based workflows. Manual filing of forms can 

cause confusion and delay among the increasing number of self-represented 
litigants. Manual records management, payment, reporting, and payout increases 
caseloads due to the heavy time investment required of staff. Digitization efforts 
are often behind schedule, because they are manually intensive or costly.  

• Language barriers.  
o Courts lack adequate interpreter and translation services for the increasing number 

of non-English speaking clients.  
o Telephonic translation services may be inappropriate for longer proceedings. 

Agency Operations Challenges 

• Process innovation.  
o Dispute resolution procedures are inefficient compared to innovative practices used 

by online competitors and alternate dispute resolution providers. This is bad for 
ensuring that parties needing the courts use them and delays access to justice.  

o Courts may be slow to adopt innovations due to a culture of distrust of technology 
among many judges and other influential figures.  
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o Some jurisdictions are hampered by political opposition to alternatives to 
incarceration (e.g., treatment).  

o Technology standards for evidence are lacking. 
• Access to justice.  

o A lack of accessibility (such as mobile web optimization, use of plain language, 
and general user-friendliness) hinder clients’ attempts to participate in justice 
procedures.  

o Courts are unprepared to handle the increasing pro se population.  

Geographic Challenges 

• Distance challenges.  
o Lengthy travel time limits timely access to resources (e.g., IT support, training, 

treatment, reentry services) and delays implementation of change in outlying 
offices.  

o Many activities require physical presence at courthouse (e.g. original signature on 
court documents) due to legal rules, which requires lengthy travel times for all 
involved parties. This can limit the number of private bar attorneys willing to take 
cases in remote courts.  

o Public transportation is limited, which can be especially challenging for the elderly, 
those with license revocations (e.g. DUI probationers), and children who are 
involved in proceedings. 

• Shortfalls in local capabilities in rural areas. At a local level, rural areas experience 
severe limitations in: training opportunities and IT staff; treatment programs, service 
providers for mental health and substance use, and other local reentry/reintegration 
services (e.g. halfway houses, counseling); and legal service providers (e.g., lawyers, 
bonding agencies).  

Funding and Resourcing Challenges 

• Revenues. Courts suffer from budget instability due to broad socioeconomic trends (e.g. 
recession, unreliable tax revenue, declining civil caseloads). They can be over-reliant on 
specific industries for tax revenue (e.g. coal, oil). The declining working-age population in 
some areas also reduces tax revenue. 

• Equipment.  
o Small courts lack the resources to invest in sophisticated technologies.  
o Many courts lack basic security measures (e.g. security staff, barriers, screening 

technologies, cameras). 
• Staffing.  

o Small courts are unable to benefit from specialization of courts and judges (e.g. 
problem-solving courts).  
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o When a few judges are covering multiple courts, this can lead to different judges 
handling the same case, reducing continuity.   

o Small courthouses can mean the court shuts down if a single person is sick, at least 
until someone else can be found to fill in for them (but that person may be an hour 
or more away at a neighboring county court).  
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Institutional Corrections Needs 
Information Technology Challenges 

• Interoperability. Data, including records from court agencies, law enforcement and 
neighboring jail and prison facilities------ necessary for better identifying inmate needs and 
risks------ are difficult for jail staff to obtain.    

• Infrastructure.  
o Many agencies lack sufficient bandwidth to run systems including RMS, video 

visitation, telemedicine and remote arraignment. These problems lead to increased 
transportation and contracting costs, as well as added stress to staff and inmates 
as services must be conducted offsite.  

o Slow internet speeds hamper opportunities to offer inexpensive internet-based 
services such as job training and legal research to inmates.  

o Wiring in older facilities is not sufficient to support digital cameras and improved 
jail management systems.   

• Jail Management Systems.  
o JMS platforms are often not user friendly, do not function correctly, or cannot be 

used to full capacity with many older jails’ current infrastructure. Many JMSs are 
based on law enforcement needs, and were not designed with corrections tasks in 
mind.   

o Redundancy in data entry and needless complexity are common, and 
customization requires programming expertise that many agencies lack. 

• Qualified Vendors.  
o Reliable, ongoing support from vendors and the cost of maintenance are 

challenges. Vendors may understate costs or fail to provide long-term support.  
o Some areas suffer from limited vendor options because of their remote locations, 

or are required to deal with local vendors who are less competent than larger, 
more experienced vendors. 

Agency Operations Challenges 

• Mental Health and Substance Abuse Treatment.  
o A large number of inmates suffer from chemical dependency issues, physical 

health problems, and especially mental health problems, and correctional 
agencies lack sufficient resources to address the problems.  

o In agencies that cannot afford to keep social workers or nurses on staff inmates 
requiring care must be transported to external facilities, taking up valuable staff 
time and resources.  

o Reliance on external providers limits the ability of correctional facilities to respond 
to inmates in crisis.  
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o Limited aftercare or reentry support services for released inmates increase the 
likelihood that an inmate will return to confinement. 

• Staffing.  
o Many agencies face long-term problems due to a lack of IT management expertise.  
o Turnover makes it difficult to create institutional knowledge about IT systems and 

decisions.  
o In some states, retaining staff is difficult because being a correctional officer is no 

longer considered a stepping stone to becoming a law enforcement officer. In 
other areas, staff are hard to retain because after gaining some experience, staff 
leave to become law enforcement officers.  

Geographic Barriers 

• Transportation.  
o Geographic isolation limits agencies’ access to potential staff, treatment services, 

community interaction, and visitation for inmates.  
o In areas where the court system does not offer video arraignment, transportation of 

inmates to court, often for very short hearings, can take significant amounts of staff 
time and coordination.   

Funding and Resourcing Challenges 

• Budget.   
o Funding often lags need for institutional corrections, leading to low wages and 

slow adoption of new technology, and in turn difficulties attracting and retaining 
qualified staff.  

o Agencies frequently lack discretionary funds for technology acquisition. In some 
states, technology planning is handled at the state level and new equipment is 
implemented by mandate, reducing administrator decision-making power.  

o Diverse funding sources (local, regional, state, federal) require significant time and 
resources be spent on procurement and acquisition processes. 

• Facilities. Older facilities present challenges for staff that are exacerbated by Prison Rape 
Elimination Act (PREA) mandates, and changes in solitary confinement and segregation 
policies. In older facilities, challenges with getting into compliance with PREA------ and 
improving surveillance in general------ is complicated by poor sightlines, narrow corridors, 
isolated areas, low ceilings, and outdated wiring. Those in very old facilities may forgo 
technology improvements until a new facility is built. 

• Addressing Health Needs. Telemedicine and remote treatment services are the most 
promising approach to addressing significant inmate health needs, but they come with 
high start-up costs------ financially and otherwise. Many facilities lack the physical space for 
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and funding to purchase required equipment. Coordinating with providers and insurance 
companies can be a huge barrier to implementing telemedicine. 
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Community Corrections Needs 
Information Technology Challenges 

• Interoperability challenges. Limited data sharing with other agencies in the same state is 
a common and significant challenge. Data from agencies using mandated state systems 
are typically kept in county- or district-level silos. Other states allow each county to choose 
its own case management system, limiting the interoperability of systems between 
jurisdictions. Limitations on data sharing among different agencies regarding active clients 
reduce the ability of officers to determine client risk level.   

• Infrastructure challenges.  
o Some rural and border agencies struggle to support basic technologies, 

considered standard in larger or urban agencies.  
o Limited cell phone coverage and WiFi access are common in extremely rural 

areas. Cell phone coverage limits the ability of some agencies to use remote 
monitoring devices.  

o Officers sometimes have limited access to mobile devices because of cost and 
challenges with connectivity.  

o Agencies lack sufficient systems to track and collect supervision fees from clients. 
• IT Support. Small and rural agencies usually do not have the resources to support their 

own IT departments and rely on the county-level information technology departments to 
provide IT support to their offices. The ability of county IT offices can be limited in these 
areas and community corrections departments must compete with other county agencies 
and priorities for IT support. County IT departments may also have limited understanding 
of correction agencies’ needs. 

• Remote data access. Necessary access to client data for field officers can be 
challenging. Remote data access is complicated by reliance on a CMS that is not web-
based or accessible through any web-browser, or a lack of apps created by the software 
vendor to allow remote access to the data system through a smart phone or tablet. 
Security concerns can further limit the ease with which field officers access data remotely. 

Agency Operations Challenges 

• Electronic files. Agencies have limited ability to go paperless or limit their use of paper 
forms because of reporting and filing mandates from other agencies, including state-level 
oversight agencies and court systems. Agencies lack access to or the ability to use 
electronic forms, electronic signatures, and e-filing of court documents, like presentence 
investigations.  

• Substance testing.  
o Rapid drug tests using urine samples, used by most community corrections 

agencies, can be time consuming for staff and clients.   



116    The Justice Innovation Center for Small, Rural, Tribal, and Border Criminal Justice Agencies

15 | P a g e  
 

o Many agencies must rely on local law enforcement to conduct tests using their 
portable breath testers, which are more accurate but prohibitively expensive for 
community corrections agencies. 

• Office management.  
o Many agencies lack electronic systems that allow clients to check-in for meetings at 

the office in order to reduce the need for an administrative assistant to spend time 
interacting with clients and notifying officers about their schedule.  

o More limited record keeping systems regarding client meetings, payments, and 
reporting requirements reduce accountability on the part of the officer and the 
client. 

Geographic Challenges 

• Transportation.  
o In agencies where home visits are required------ especially among those with higher-

risk caseloads------ getting to clients and getting clients to services poses significant 
challenges.  

o Conducting home visits or employment checks and traveling to local courts across 
large districts reduces the caseload that each staff member can carry, increasing 
staff needs.  

o Getting clients to services that are far away is complicated by limited public 
transportation and the high costs of transportation like cabs. Difficulty with 
transportation reduces clients’ likelihood for successfully completing supervision.  

Funding and Resourcing Challenges 

• Budget.  
o Funding for technology upgrades is extremely limited.  
o Financial constraints are especially significant for agencies operating at the county 

level, where supportive or adversarial county boards can mean the difference 
between regular technology upgrades and repeating requests for technology over 
several years before receiving approval.  

o Limited resources restrict the number of staff agencies can hire or the amount of 
overtime officers can incur.  

• Service Provision.  
o The availability of high quality treatment programs and support services in many 

rural areas limited.  
o Agencies frequently have difficulties getting clients into services, whether due to the 

high cost of the program that has to be paid by the probationer, the lack of 
programs available in rural areas, or the lack of openings in existing programs.  

o Increased heroin use is creating an increased demand for drug treatment services.  
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o Specialized service provision and treatment, such as anger management treatment 
or shoplifting programs, are difficult to find and difficult to place clients into. 
Appropriate online programs or programs provided over remote video links are 
limited.   
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APPENDIX E

Tier 1 Needs from the Justice Innovation Center Advisory Panel, 
by Agency Type

Table E.1
Agency Types, Issues, and Recommendations: Geography

Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Law 
enforcement

Agencies suffer from a general shortfall in IT 
personnel capable of acquiring, installing, and 
maintaining core systems.

Assess the feasibility of giving approved vendors 
remote access.

Court At a local level, rural areas experience severe 
limitations in training opportunities and IT 
staff; treatment programs, service providers 
for mental health and substance use, and other 
local reentry and reintegration services (e.g., 
halfway houses, counseling); and legal service 
providers (e.g., lawyers, bonding agencies).

Provide access to reliable videoconferencing that 
is simple and works every time.

Evaluate the utility and feasibility of remote 
mental health evaluations and remote probation 
reports.

Lengthy travel time limits timely access to 
resources (e.g., IT support, training, treatment, 
reentry services) and delays implementation of 
change in outlying offices.

Evaluate the cost-effectiveness of telemedicine 
mental health, substance use, and other 
behavioral health services in rural areas that have 
no local mental health services.

Institutional 
corrections

Geographic isolation limits agencies’ access to 
potential staff, treatment services, community 
interaction, and visitation for inmates.

Research is needed on implementation and best 
practices for use of telemedicine (separate from 
telepsychiatry); JIC can also take lessons from the 
use of telemedicine outside of the corrections 
arena.

Community 
corrections

Conducting home visits or employment checks 
and traveling to local courts across large 
districts reduces the caseload that each staff 
member can carry, increasing staff needs.

Establish an in-person relationship first, then 
leverage remote technologies.

In agencies that require home visits—especially 
among those with higher-risk caseloads—
getting to clients and getting clients to services 
pose significant challenges.

Use videoconferencing for telehealth, medical, 
and mental health for home visits (might 
require legal or policy changes), with verified 
confidentiality and security.
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Table E.2
Agency Types, Issues, and Recommendations: Information Technology

Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Law 
enforcement

Data interoperability across agencies (e.g., with 
RMSs and federal repository data) is challenging.

Assess the feasibility of developing state and 
national standards to share data.

The NIBRS-in-five-years conversation (a mandate 
that a department must submit all data to NIBRS 
within five years) needs to take place.

Develop models to become NIBRS-compliant.

Distances can make radio frequencies weak. Upgrade analog systems to digital systems.

Communication radio technology can be 
antiquated or lack necessary equipment.

Assess the viability of a web-based system 
for trading and buying technology between 
law enforcement agencies (e.g., eBay for law 
enforcement equipment).

Data interoperability across agencies (e.g., with 
RMSs and federal repository data) is challenging.

Assess the scalability of developing patches to 
allow systems to communicate.

Radio communication interoperability across 
agencies and with other first-responder agencies 
is lacking.

Work with the FCC to ensure consistency and 
provision of needed radio spectrum to SRTB 
agencies.

Court There is a lack of web infrastructure necessary to 
provide services to the public in some places.

Governments with inadequate broadband 
services should develop improved broadband 
capabilities even if they must be shared across 
multiple local and state agencies.
Evaluate the cost-effectiveness of using satellite 
uplinks as an Internet and telephone solution in 
areas without cell phone service.

Courts lack adequate interpreter and translation 
services for the increasing number of non–
English-speaking clients.

Interpreters who are certified in other fields 
(e.g., health care or diplomacy) need simplified 
court certification processes that will encourage 
more to obtain court certification at lower cost. 

Privacy issues arise when records are digitized. When developing new CMSs, states and courts 
need to plan in advance what information will 
be shared with the public (or others). Model 
policies on information-sharing, such as those 
that NCSC developed, should be evaluated and 
disseminated. (Note: In the discussion, there was 
not a clear assignment of who should do this.)

Communication infrastructure (broadband, cell 
phone coverage) is unreliable or unavailable and 
might hinder adoption of technological solutions 
(e.g., GPS monitoring).

Assess the utility of low-cost general-purpose 
technology systems (such as Skype) for SRTB 
courts to use rather than purchasing customized 
systems. 

Assess the effectiveness and legality 
(or required changes to law) of using 
unconventional strategies for communicating 
with remote populations, such as use of 
Facebook or texting.

Assess new systems and technology that rural 
courts could use to exploit First Responder 
Network Authority (FirstNet) capabilities.

Courts need to see new technologies working to 
have confidence in them.

Establish or identify model or mentor 
SRTB courts demonstrating processes and 
technologies. The status could be competitively 
awarded to support visitors. This need applies 
to a range of court types.
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Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Institutional 
corrections

JMS platforms are often not user-friendly, 
do not function correctly, or cannot be used 
to full capacity with many older jails’ current 
infrastructure. Many JMSs are based on law 
enforcement needs and were not designed with 
corrections tasks in mind.

National organization should develop template 
for vendors to become JMS certified as experts 
in corrections management.

A national organization (e.g., NIJ, ACA) needs 
to develop checklist of mandatory elements 
that should be in a JMS, including the ability to 
generate required data for state and federal 
reporting and visual mapping of in-facility hot 
spots.

Reliable, ongoing support from vendors and the 
cost of maintenance are challenges. Vendors 
might understate costs or fail to provide long-
term support.

ACA or BJA should make IT experts available for 
consulting on IT specific to the corrections field.

Community 
corrections

Necessary access to client data for field officers 
can be challenging. Remote data access is 
complicated by reliance on a CMS that is not 
web-based or accessible through any web 
browser or a lack of apps created by the 
software vendor to allow remote access to the 
data system through a smartphone or tablet. 
Security concerns can further limit the ease with 
which field officers access data remotely.

Provide tablet or phablet (large cell phone) with 
integrated CMS and other work task software 
and remote access to important databases. 

There are many interoperability challenges. 
Limited data-sharing with other agencies in 
the same state is a common and significant 
challenge. Data from agencies using mandated 
state systems are typically kept in county- or 
district-level silos. Other states allow each 
county to choose its own CMS, limiting the 
interoperability of systems between jurisdictions. 
Limitations on data-sharing regarding active 
clients among different agencies reduce officers’ 
ability to determine client risk level. 

Build a statewide (and potentially broader) 
software platform that aggregates disparate 
systems to link agencies and allows selective 
access to data based on agency needs and 
requirements. This will integrate an alert system 
for immediate issues (e.g., rearrest) from other 
agencies. This will involve appropriate MOUs.

Some rural and border agencies struggle to 
support basic technologies that are considered 
standard in larger or urban agencies.

Implement access-control systems to allow 
Internet access for work tasks and maintain 
network security. 

Officers sometimes have limited access to mobile 
devices because of cost and challenges with 
connectivity.

Provide every officer with a tablet or laptop 
with a data connection.

Table E.2—Continued
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Table E.3
Agency Types, Issues, and Recommendations: Operations

Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Law 
enforcement

Police–community relations problems (i.e., lack 
of trust) have created communication issues 
with community residents.

Work with the local press to announce positive 
developments.

Develop a social media app through which the 
public can provide feedback.

Identify strategies for increasing agency presence 
in the community.

Increase reliance on community surveys to obtain 
feedback on agency performance.

Technologies developed for larger departments 
do not always apply to smaller agencies.

Develop protocols to help small agencies more 
precisely determine their IT needs and to match 
those needs with IT vendor products.

In small agencies, staff must become generalists 
for both the full range of law enforcement 
operations and technologies.

Identify and develop a low-cost solution to 
growing internal IT capacity.

Court Courts are unprepared to handle the increasing 
pro se population.

Develop TurboTax–like form completion for pro 
se litigants (or the public). 

Develop and distribute how-to videos in 
the courthouse and on YouTube explaining 
procedures. 

Courts often provide little or only ad hoc 
training to staff.

Provide online training resources for court staff, 
such as what Utah has developed (short videos 
and tests).

Provide scholarships for court staff to attend 
trainings.

Explaining court procedure to the public is 
challenging.

Develop or identify model resource guides, 
brochures, and website content for educating 
the public on court procedures.

There is a need for disaster recovery plans, 
including robust backup systems for court IT 
systems.

Courts need continuity-of-operations plans and 
planning tools. 
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Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Institutional 
corrections

A large number of inmates suffer from chemical 
dependency issues, physical health problems, 
and especially mental health problems, and 
corrections agencies lack sufficient resources to 
address the problems.

At a minimum, jails should provide staff with 
training in deescalation, and deescalation 
training should be done at academy.

Agencies should develop good relationships with 
mental and behavioral health agencies.

Mandates at the state level should require other 
agencies to work with jails on interacting with 
people who have mental illnesses.

Jails should use critical-incident and crisis-
intervention teams to manage inmates in crisis.

Agencies need information on what the best 
practices are for the implementation and use of 
telepsychiatry.

Create partnerships between law enforcement, 
jails, mental health, and health and human 
service agencies to address placement for people 
with mental health problems.

Agencies need a more proactive approach to 
mental health, including a good assessment tool 
that they can use before admission to identify 
mental health needs and help make decisions 
about care and placement.

Agencies should analyze inmate data to 
understand the effect that mentally ill inmates 
have on facility operations (e.g., the revolving 
door). 

Turnover makes creating institutional 
knowledge about IT systems and decisions 
difficult.

Agency heads should attend to the development 
of their line staff, make them feel heard, and 
involve them in committees to increase their 
investment in the agencies.

Academy training needs to focus specifically on 
corrections and not law enforcement.

Agencies should provide continued training on 
deescalation and self-defense for staff so they 
feel safe.

Limited aftercare or reentry support services 
for released inmates increase the likelihood 
that an inmate will return to confinement.

Agencies should create a handbook of resources 
in community (e.g., housing, employment) to 
provide to inmates upon release.

Accreditation processes are insufficient. Agencies should use ACA standards to measure 
their facilities, identify weaknesses, and see 
where improvement is needed. Even if they are 
not going after accreditation, these standards 
can provide information on best practices.

Table E.3—Continued
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Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Community 
corrections

Many agencies must rely on local law 
enforcement to conduct tests using their 
portable breath testers, which are relatively 
accurate but prohibitively expensive for 
community corrections agencies.

Maintain good, if informal, relations with law 
enforcement for reciprocal support, particularly 
in remote areas, where coverage is thinner.

Limited record-keeping systems regarding 
client meetings, payments, and reporting 
requirements reduce officer and client 
accountability.

Redefine the essential role of the probation 
officer as a client-focused hybrid of law 
enforcement and social worker, and eliminate 
tasks that fall outside that scope.

Limited record-keeping systems regarding 
client meetings, payments, and reporting 
requirements reduce accountability on the part 
of the officer and the client.

Identify and prioritize high domains in risk 
assessments, then link needs to research-based 
treatment programs.

The changing nature of community corrections 
requires an approach that is less punitive and 
more social work oriented.

Foster interactions for role-modeling behavior in 
the community.

Agencies have a limited ability to go paperless 
or limit their use of paper forms because of 
reporting and filing mandates from other 
agencies, including state-level oversight 
agencies and court systems. Agencies lack 
access to or the ability to use electronic forms, 
electronic signatures, and e-filing of court 
documents, such as PSI reports.

Eliminate antiquated bureaucratic processes that 
require paper forms or local hard-copy storage or 
that prohibit scanning.

Table E.3—Continued
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Table E.4
Agency Types, Issues, and Recommendations: Funding and Resourcing

Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Law 
enforcement

There is a lack of funding in general, including 
funds to maintain sufficiently sized law 
enforcement agencies needed to provide 
sufficient patrol levels, perform crime analysis, 
and train to maintain skills. The budget cutbacks 
post-2008 have made staffing and other shortfalls 
acute, especially in areas with high rates of 
substance use, domestic violence, drug trafficking, 
and human trafficking. The attorney general’s 
recent limitations on using confiscated assets 
for funding have reduced budgets. Unfunded 
mandates, such as some states’ requirements that 
police use BWCs, have put further pressure on 
budgets.

Sharpen definitions of small agencies, and 
develop organizational mechanisms to build 
grant-development capacity.

Develop TA centers for assisting agencies with 
funding applications.

Funding to acquire or maintain key equipment, 
including radio communication systems and 
other key pieces of technology identified under 
“Infrastructure” above, is extremely limited.

Research and identify options for financing 
capital equipment.

BWCs are seen as being especially expensive, in 
terms of purchasing the cameras and managing 
the resulting video footage.

Provide small agencies with better 
information on the acquisition, use, and policy 
development and long-term cost of adopting 
BWCs.

Agencies might be challenged by having to 
cover large swaths of territory, with patrols and 
responses separated by hours of driving.

Develop a model MOU for interagency mutual 
aid.

Limited funding also precludes staff from being 
able to attend technology conferences and 
training classes.

Develop distance-learning strategies for small 
and rural agencies.

Because smaller agencies cannot buy in bulk, 
procurement costs can be higher per piece of 
equipment than for larger agencies.

Explore leveraging state procurement 
programs to save money.

Courts Small courts lack the resources to invest in 
sophisticated technologies.

Provide TA services funded explicitly for SRTB 
courts.

Many courts lack basic security measures (e.g., 
security staff, barriers, screening technologies, 
cameras).

Provide emergency response training to court 
staff.

Establish widespread grading and evaluation 
of security at courthouses.

Funding in general is scarce. Government grant programs should 
encourage broad and innovative uses of 
purchased technology, not limiting purchases 
to single uses. 

Institutional 
corrections

Use of diverse funding sources (local, regional, 
state, federal) requires that significant time 
and resources are spent on procurement and 
acquisition processes.

Federal grants should allow funding for a 
part-time employee to administer grants.
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Agency Type Issue Recommendation

Community 
corrections

The availability of high-quality treatment 
programs and support services is limited in many 
rural areas.

Catalog available treatment facilities and 
programs in neighboring areas, including 
capacity, cost, and effectiveness.

Funding for technology upgrades is extremely 
limited.

Provide support in identifying new grant 
opportunities and writing grant submissions.

Assess feasibility, and plan for life-cycle costs 
of potential grant-funded programs.

Specialized service provision and treatment, 
such as anger-management treatment or 
antishoplifting programs, are difficult to find and 
difficult to place clients into. Appropriate online 
programs or programs provided over remote 
video links are limited.

Leverage program performance information 
that monitoring technologies generate into 
positive reinforcements.

Limited resources restrict the number of staff 
agencies can hire or the amount of overtime 
officers can incur. 

Use support staff for nontherapeutic needs.

Use dictation software for fillable forms in the 
field.

Routinely revisit data collection to minimize 
redundancy and verify that the data collected 
are useful.

Table E.4—Continued
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C O R P O R A T I O N

Technology is important to improving the effectiveness, 
efficiency, and safety of the criminal justice system. The 
development of new technologies and new approaches 
for applying these technologies has been and will likely 
continue to be an important catalyst for improvement in 
law enforcement, corrections, and the courts. However, 

use of technology in these sectors can be challenging, particularly 
for agencies located in small, rural, tribal, and border (SRTB) areas. 
SRTB justice systems account for three-quarters of all criminal justice 
agencies nationwide. Because these agencies are so widespread and 
have relatively few employees, they lack a centralized voice to influence 
the development of technologies and other solutions. To date, relatively 
little research has examined the needs of such agencies.

The National Institute of Justice created the Justice Innovation 
Center (JIC) to provide current, rigorous, and actionable information 
on technology needs and priorities specific to SRTB agencies. 
JIC’s purpose is to gather information on the challenges that SRTB 
agencies face, identify relevant technology solutions that can address 
those challenges, and assess these technology solutions as they are 
implemented in real-world situations. These activities will provide 
actionable guidance to SRTB agencies for prioritizing, planning, and 
implementing technology. The JIC research team consists of staff 
from RAND Justice Policy and the Arizona State University Center for 
Violence Prevention and Community Safety.

This report summarizes JIC’s research goals and efforts, including a 
literature review, in-depth interviews with nearly 150 practitioners and 
topical experts, and focused discussions with an advisory panel of 
expert-practitioners.
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