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In Ruback, Gladfelter, and Lantz’s (2014, this issue) study, we learn something 

simple and profound—that providing probationers with basic information about 

their restitution payment obligations, such as how much they owe, increases the 

likelihood that they will make payments. The benefits (i.e., increased payments) 
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seem to exceed greatly the labor time and postage costs of providing restitution 

information to probationers. 

There is, of course, the question of why. Perhaps the letters reminded 

probationers of their obligation and led them to view restitution as the morally 

right thing to do. Perhaps, more simply, the letters reminded them of what they 

were supposed to do and provided pragmatic information on which they could act 

(e.g., the amount due and where to send payments). The latter explanation seems 

the most plausible. For example, as part of the experimental design, the 

researchers provided one group with the information along with a rationale for 

why the probationers should pay. Including the rationale did not seem to lead to 

more payments and, indeed, could have reduced them. (Probationers might have 

resented being told what to do or the idea that they were being judged.) 

Many interesting implications flow from this study. For example, what if 

providing information can change probationer behavior more so than can threats? 

What if sanctions were structured in ways that did not rest solely on the notion of 

fear (i.e., deterrence), moral change, or rehabilitation, but rather the sanctions 

included a focus on providing information about obligations associated with 

probation? Even a small improvement might provide benefits that have ripple 

effects throughout the correctional system. For example, a considerable number of 

individuals in prison today are there because they previously had a “shot” at 

probation and failed in some way (e.g., through new crimes or violations of the 

conditions of probation). The courts take a dim view of this type of person, and 

the result can be that he or she gets sent to prison. If providing probationers more 
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information about their obligations could avert some violations or new crimes, 

then the pressure to rely on incarceration as a “last resort” might decline. 

Ruback et al. (2014) present a compelling case for restitution payment 

reminders as a potentially cost-effective approach for increasing restitution 

payments. I want to draw attention to a broader potential implication that turns 

our focus away from probationers and shifts it more generally toward offenders, 

the criminal justice system, and policy makers, respectively. A detour to discuss 

“information effects” first will ground the discussion of how information-based 

strategies might decrease crime and improve justice. 

 

Information Effects 

Providing information to people and, at the same time, making it easy for them to 

act on the information can produce socially desirable behavior changes. Examples 

from far afield of criminal justice illustrate this possibility. 

Recycling. People are more likely to recycle when they are told how to do so 

and when recycling bins are situated in easy-to-access places. I work in an “ivory 

tower” setting. It turns out that people who work in these settings are as 

susceptible as others to changed behavior in response to simple cues and 

opportunities. University faculty and staff recycle more when bins are available 

and easy to access and when a sign provides specific instructions along with an 

appeal to recycle (Austin, Hatfield, Grindle, and Bailey, 1993). In universities, 

people tend to be highly motivated and educated; yet neither characteristic seems 

to be especially relevant to this phenomenon. Rather, the recycling request and the 
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ability to comply or participate with little effort seem to be the critical factors that 

increase recycling. 

Household energy usage. An analogous phenomenon occurs with household 

energy usage. Meadows (2008: 109) described a study of what happened when 

electric meters were installed in Dutch homes in an Amsterdam suburb. In this 

suburb, some houses by chance had been constructed with the electric meter in the 

basement, whereas others had been constructed with the meter in the front 

hallway. The meters included an easily visible dial that indicated total kilowatt-

hour consumption during a given pay period. Researchers discovered that houses 

with the meter in the front hallway—highly visible and, indeed, difficult to 

miss—used one third less electricity than did the houses with the meter in the 

basement. 

Vehicle energy usage. Providing fuel usage meters in places other than homes 

can affect consumer behavior. For example, real-time information about estimated 

fuel usage while driving has the potential to promote energy-efficient driving 

habits (Stillwater, 2011). 

Food calories. When restaurants provide food calorie information in easy-to-

see locations, consumers purchase fewer total calories (see, e.g., Bassett et al., 

2008; Gerend, 2009). 

Illegal parking. Illegal parking in disabled parking spots declines when 

vertical signs, not just ground signs, are placed at these spots (Cope, Allred, and 

Morsell, 1991). Drivers tend to see vertical signs more frequently and easily than 

they do signs painted on the ground. 
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Handwashing in public restrooms (and the doctor’s office!). In public 

restrooms, visual behavioral prompts to wash hands can increase the likelihood of 

handwashing (Johnson, Sholcosky, Gabello, Ragni, and Ogonosky, 2003). 

Similarly, training and introduction of information, along with visual cues to wash 

hands, can increase handwashing compliance by health care workers (Bischoff, 

Reynolds, Sessler, Edmond, and Wenzel, 2000). 

Voter turnout. Voter turnout can be increased by providing information about 

upcoming elections (Lassen, 2005). 

These examples barely scratch the surface, but they highlight a theme. In each 

instance, the common denominator is that information—when provided in 

prominent, difficult-to-miss places and when placed in settings where it is easy to 

act on the information—can lead to socially desirable outcomes. 

Several important observations flow from the examples. Consider the electric 

meter illustration from the Amsterdam study. First, the change did not derive from 

focusing on individual characteristics. No attempt was made, for example, to 

encourage residents at one set of houses to be more virtuous or mindful about 

their environment. 

Second, no threat or penalty was involved. Rather, the “intervention” simply 

consisted of providing information to households in easy-to-see places where they 

could immediately act on the information. (This approach clearly is not a “cure 

all.” I remember looking in awe at my older brother one December morning in 

New Hampshire when I was a freshman in high school. Freezing temperatures 

had turned the house into a refrigerator. He went over to the thermostat and turned 
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up the heat. It of course says something about my childhood or perhaps my 

intelligence that I did not realize that this option existed; I knew what a thermostat 

was, but it never crossed my mind that I could adjust it myself. No parental 

firestorm ensued. But the thermostat quickly returned to the “below freezing” 

mark after my father came downstairs.) 

Third, the change was simple—all that was needed was to make it easy for 

people to see how much energy they were using. They then changed their 

behavior. The motivation to use less energy, or to pay less in electric bills, existed 

all along. It was the provision of kilowatt usage next to the thermostat that 

mattered. 

Fourth, this common-sense set of conditions extends to many aspects of life. 

As identified previously, when it is easy, almost effortless, to recycle, reduce 

household energy use or car fuel usage, consume fewer food calories, avoid 

parking in illegal parking spots, wash hands, and vote, people tend to do so. 

Fifth, the effectiveness of various information approaches likely varies across 

a range of conditions. Decay effects may set in—after a while, people might 

ignore a message. Conversely, repeated displays of information might reinforce 

the occurrence of socially desirable behaviors. Some individuals might be 

impervious to various cues and information, whereas others might be more 

susceptible to them. Playing to moral sensibilities could influence some people in 

some contexts and for some types of decisions. Many other such complexities 

might exist. Yet, they do nothing to undermine the basic insight that the mere 

provision of information in strategic ways, along with the creation of conditions 
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or opportunities to act easily on the information, can improve decisions and lead 

to socially desirable outcomes. 

 

Information and Its Potential Effects on Offenders, the Criminal Justice 

System, and Policy Makers 

We have crime laws, criminal justice sanctions, and correctional system policies 

that tend to emphasize sanctions or rehabilitation as a way to reduce crime or 

recidivism. Penalties and rehabilitation clearly can “work” sometimes. Under the 

right conditions for certain individuals, these policies could lead to crime 

reductions. However, the record or success is less than inspiring. During an era of 

mass incarceration, for example, little credible evidence remains that prisons, 

much less lengthy stays in prison, reduce recidivism (Cochran, Mears, and Bales, 

2014; Mears and Cochran, 2014; Mears, Cochran, and Cullen, 2014; Nagin, 

Cullen, and Jonson, 2009). 

An underlying assumption of punitive policies and rehabilitative policies, 

respectively, is that the individual has failings that, if addressed, should contribute 

to prosocial behavior. Severe penalties, it is hoped, will create a needed dose of 

deterrence; offenders somehow do not sufficiently fear the costs associated with 

offending. Rehabilitation, it is hoped, will correct criminogenic beliefs and 

attitudes and improve employment, education, and life skills; in turn, offenders 

will become law-abiding citizens. 

A focus on individual failings unites deterrence-based and rehabilitation-based 

juvenile and criminal justice policies. So, too, does the implicit belief that 
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“offenders” are just that—“offenders” who somehow must be changed. 

Ruback et al. (2014) show, in part,  that offenders seem in many respects to be 

like the rest of us—they sometimes make better decisions when provided with 

relevant information in an effective way and in settings or contexts where they 

can easily act on the information. That does not mean that penalties or 

rehabilitation are not needed. Rather, they simply are not the only or even the 

best, most cost-efficient way to improve decision making by individuals who 

might commit crime (whether previously convicted of a crime or not). 

Consider the probationers. Penalties were assigned, but few payments were 

made. Now consider convicted felons in general. Some get placed on intensive 

probation. Many will fail to comply with the various conditions or requirements 

placed on them. Other felons will go to jail or prison. There we hope that they will 

comply with various rules, participate in programming, and then continue to 

follow rules and seek assistance after release. Typically, they will not. If they act 

out in prison, then they receive further punishment or removal of privileges. We 

cannot be confident that the punishments improve behavior. We can, however, be 

confident that they create substantial financial costs. And when they backfire and 

result in more crime, human costs in the form of additional and avoidable pain 

and suffering arise. 

Changing individuals—their motivation, attitudes, beliefs, and the like—

seems to be difficult. It is potentially easier and cheaper to channel behavior in 

ways that require no particular individual changes, at least not to the person. 

Restitution, again, is illustrative. Instead of investing in expensive supervision or 
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counseling that seeks to change probationers, we might instead invest in various 

types of information provision at select times and places that would encourage 

prosocial behavior. Ruback et al.’s (2014) study focuses solely on restitution 

payments. However, the more general emphasis could be on providing useful, 

actionable information along a range of dimensions that might be helpful to 

probationer decision making. For example, correctional authorities might mail 

postcards to probationers describing a job fair on a given day in a nearby 

neighborhood along with public transportation details for getting there, or they 

might mail flyers with information about a parenting workshop or with 

information about specific effective parenting practices. Clearly, many 

probationers might ignore the postcards and flyers. But the better the design, the 

more focused the message or appeal, and the more proximate in time or space the 

opportunities to act on the information, the more likely that at least some 

probationers might take action. 

Similar possibilities exist for all aspects of the criminal justice or correctional 

system. Law enforcement officers could be provided with information about 

language to use with certain populations or in certain contexts, such as a call to 

respond to domestic violence. Language matters, but it can be difficult in stressful 

situations to respond with appropriate language that deescalates rather than 

escalates problem behavior. Visual cues located in strategic locations can help in 

such situations. Similarly, prisons could provide informational cues to inmates 

about what it takes to earn certain privileges. Daily updates about progress made 

toward certain privileges per inmate might be posted in inmate cells. Taking such 
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steps is, of course, easier said than done. However, the challenge is tractable. For 

example, research can be undertaken to identify where certain types of problem 

behaviors occur most frequently, to test different ways of presenting requests or 

information, and to determine which place-message combinations best increase 

compliance with particular rules. Similarly, progress toward behavioral goals can 

be tracked in various ways. Some may work best for certain inmates and not as 

well for others. Would such steps work? Perhaps not. But the risk of trying is 

minimal and so, too, is the cost. 

In some cases, information could result in decisions that could reap substantial 

financial returns. Consider supermax prisons. Several years ago, the Vera Institute 

began an effort to work with states to help them identify who was in their 

supermax facilities and why. Many states do not monitor supermaxes in such a 

way as to be able to answer a simple but important question, “How many of the 

inmates in supermax housing consist of ‘nuisance’ inmates?” The question is 

important because, by design, supermaxes typically have been designed to house 

serious and violent inmates. Vera worked with state correctional system 

researchers and helped them to learn that in some instances—contrary to what 

officials claimed and believed—large numbers of nuisance inmates were being 

housed in supermaxes. Hesitant to trust the results, the officials consulted with 

their own researchers and realized that indeed that was the case. In turn, they 

revisited their use of supermax housing (Browne, Agha, and Austin, 2012; see 

also Browne, Cambier, and Agha, 2011; Mears, 2013). The “magic” here 

consisted of providing relevant information—in this case, information that 
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corrections staff could act on. The implications of this simple step are 

considerable. For example, what if correction system directors were presented 

monthly with information about levels of inmate violence and reports, by inmates, 

of prison conditions? Officials could use such information to identify when 

inmate or officer reports indicated the potential for problems and, in turn, when to 

take some type of action. 

The potential for information to improve decisions goes beyond a focus on 

offenders or the correctional system. Nationally, we pass laws that frequently rest 

on incorrect assumptions. Policy makers, for example, might claim that crime is 

on the increase when it is not or that the public demands “tougher” sanctioning 

when in fact the public may demand both tougher punishment and more 

rehabilitation (Mears, 2010). What if public opinion polling data were regularly 

collected, statistical briefs were produced that provided information in easy-to-

understand ways across a range of dimensions (not just “support for tougher 

punishment” or “support for rehabilitation”), and the information and briefs were 

posted on congressional websites or distributed or posted widely? It might do 

little. In contrast, it might help to temper extreme legislation. Avoiding excessive 

swings in policy alone could save taxpayer money and avoid creating more harm 

than good. 

Similarly, if court officials were regularly provided easy-to-interpret court 

processing statistics and information about the prevalence and effectiveness of the 

sanctions and interventions that they employed, then better decisions might result. 

The goal in part consists of avoiding making unnecessary decision-making errors 
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(Forst, 2004; Mears and Bacon, 2009). Perhaps some judges excessively 

encourage plea bargains to terms of incarceration for minorities but not for 

Whites. Without empirical monitoring of different decision-making points 

throughout the processing of arrests, it is impossible to know for sure. If the 

monitoring occurs and court officials see no problems, fine. However, if they can 

easily observe significant minority disproportionality, then they at least know to 

investigate what might be causing it. 

 

Conclusion 

It would be Pollyannaish to believe that providing information alone will greatly 

reduce crime, improve criminal justice and correctional system decisions, or lead 

policy makers to enact better laws. Yet, it also would be irrational to allow 

unchecked errors in decision making to occur (Mears and Bacon, 2009). Ideally, 

rational decisions involve clear logic and empirical claims backed by research. 

Ideally, they also involve recognition of the assumptions on which policies rest. 

When we recognize that many offenders make decisions the same way that many 

nonoffenders do, as shown by Ruback et al. (2014), we are led to the insight that 

we might want to craft interventions for offenders in ways that would improve our 

own decision making and behavior. At the same time, since we know that 

criminal justice and corrections are filled with innumerable decisions and that 

many decision-making errors occur (Forst, 2004). Better information about 

decision making and these errors is one way to improve crime and justice policy. 

Provision of this information to those in a position to act on it is another. 
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Sometimes knowing that a problem exists can be enough to prod us to action. 

That is likely true of offenders as much as it is for policymakers, practitiones, and, 

well, everyone. 
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