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Disclaimer 
The views, opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this Working Paper are 
strictly those of the author(s). They do not necessarily reflect the views of the New Zealand Treasury, 
Statistics New Zealand, or the New Zealand Government.  The New Zealand Treasury, Statistics New 
Zealand, and the New Zealand Government take no responsibility for any errors or omissions in, or for the 
correctness of, the information contained in these working papers. The paper is presented not as policy, 
but with a view to inform and stimulate wider debate. 
The results in this report are not official statistics – they have been created for research purposes from 
the Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) managed by Statistics New Zealand. On-going work within 
Statistics New Zealand to develop the IDI means it will not be possible to exactly reproduce the data 
presented here. 
Access to the anonymised data used in this study was provided by Statistics New Zealand in accordance 
with security and confidentiality provisions of the Statistics Act 1975. Only people authorised by the 
Statistics Act 1975 are allowed to see data about a particular person, household, business or organisation. 
The results in this report have been confidentialised to protect these groups from identification. 
Careful consideration has been given to the privacy, security and confidentiality issues associated with 
using administrative and survey data in the IDI. Further detail can be found in the Privacy impact 
assessment for the Integrated Data Infrastructure available from Statistics New Zealand.1  
The results are based in part on tax data supplied by Inland Revenue to Statistics New Zealand under the 
Tax Administration Act 1994. This tax data must be used only for statistical purposes, and no individual 
information may be published or disclosed in any other form or provided to Inland Revenue for 
administrative or regulatory purposes. 
Any person who has had access to the unit-record data has certified that they have been shown, have 
read and have understood section 81 of the Tax Administration Act 1994, which relates to secrecy. Any 
discussion of data limitations or weaknesses is in the context of using the IDI for statistical purposes and is 
not related to the data’s ability to support Inland Revenue’s core operational requirements. 
 

                                                
1 http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/snapshots-of-nz/integrated-data-infrastructure/privacy-impact-assessment-

for-the-idi.aspx  
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Executive Summary 

Home detention is an alternative to short-term prison sentences. This paper examines 
the post-sentence outcomes of offenders who started a prison or a home detention 
sentence in 2008 and 2009, in order to assess whether prison sentences tend to lead 
to poorer outcomes than home detention sentences, for comparable offenders and 
offences. Specifically, this study addresses the following question: 
 
• To what extent do offenders who serve a prison sentence have different re-

offending, employment and benefit receipt rates during and after their sentence 
than similar (matched) offenders who undergo home detention?  

The study population is adult offenders (aged between 20 and 59) who started a prison 
or home detention sentence in 2008 and 2009, which lasted between 30 days and one 
year, who had never before received a prison or home detention sentence. We use 
propensity score matching to match the offenders who received prison sentences with 
comparable offenders who received home detention. The method takes advantage of 
the detailed information in Statistics New Zealand’s Integrated Data Infrastructure to 
account for differences in the level of offending, and prior criminal, employment and 
benefit histories, as well as other factors.  
 
Our objective is to identify the portion of any difference in outcomes between the two 
groups that is due to the type of sentence, rather than other pre-existing differences 
(such as age, gender, offence seriousness or prior criminal history). We analyse 
outcomes over a three-year period after the start of the sentence. 
 
Main Findings 
 
Factors influencing sentencing 

When we modelled the likelihood of an offender receiving one type of sentence rather 
than the other, we found that offenders were more likely to go to prison if they were 
convicted of more serious types of offences; had high numbers of charges; or had 
worse criminal histories. Female offenders were more likely than males to receive 
home detention, as were older offenders. Those in the Māori and ‘other‘ ethnic groups 
were more likely than Europeans to be sentenced to prison, after adjusting for the 
effects of all other observed factors. These results are consistent with previous findings 
(Ministry of Justice, 2011). 

Reoffending outcomes 

We find little support for the hypothesis that home detention leads to more positive re-
offending outcomes in the medium term. The observed differences in the mean 
reconviction rates for offenders serving prison and home detention, two years after the 
start or end of a sentence, are not statistically significant. This is true of both breach 
and new offending reconvictions.  

 We do find evidence that people who received prison sentences were more likely to 
serve another prison or home detention sentence (including remand), by about 3 
percentage points (representing a relative impact of 70%) within two years of the start 
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of the reference sentence. However, the magnitude of this effect is small and it should 
not be over-emphasised, given the other results and the fact that we do not think we 
have adjusted for all important differences between the two groups through our 
research method.  
 
Our results on re-offending are broadly consistent with those of other international 
studies, which have typically found that incarceration either has no impact or has mildly 
criminogenic effects on future criminal behaviour, compared to non-custodial 
sentences. 
 
Labour market outcomes 

We find that home detention leads to more positive employment outcomes in the 
medium term. In the period from 1 year to 3 years after the start of the reference 
sentence (when everyone in the sample would have completed it), those who had 
served home detention were 6 to 8 percentage points more likely to be employed than 
those who were sentenced to prison (a relative impact of 19%). People who had served 
a home detention sentence were also less likely to be on benefit in this period than 
those in the prison group, by about 5 percentage points.  

We also find that offenders who serve home detention have a higher chance of 
retaining a job with a pre-sentence employer than those who go to prison. However, 
the proportion of home detention offenders who continued to work for a pre-sentence 
employer after their sentence ended was fairly low in practice, at around 18%, while 
around 13% of the prison sample returned to a pre-sentence employer. The relatively 
small difference in employer retention rates suggests that this feature of home 
detention is unlikely to exert a large influence on offenders’ future employment 
outcomes. 
 
Limitations of the research 
 
The results in this paper represent our best estimates of the impact of the type of 
sentence, but we are unable to measure some potentially important factors that may 
have had a significant influence on both the judge’s choice of sentence and the 
offenders’ post-sentencing outcomes. For example, we do not know whether an 
offender had access to a suitable home detention residence and/or had supportive 
family members. A suitable home residence is required as a condition of home 
detention, but it may also influence offender’s future employment, income support and 
re-offending outcomes.  
 
Motivation 

There is little evidence from New Zealand to quantify the impact of different types of 
sentences on the subsequent outcomes of offenders. Does the type of sentence that is 
imposed on an offender have any unintended consequences, such as more serious re-
offending, greater risk or employment loss or increased benefit receipt?  
 
Prison sentences are the most costly type of sentence to administer, and this is one 
significant reason to minimise their use. If prison sentences lead to poorer outcomes 
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for offenders in terms of re-offending and employment, this is an additional reason to 
minimise their use.  However, both these considerations sit alongside other public 
policy objectives, including ensuring that sentences are proportional to offending, 
consistent between offenders, and effective in protecting the public from people who 
have committed violent offences and may re-offend.   
 
Home detention was transformed from a way of serving short-term prison sentences to 
a sentence in its own right in 2007. The home detention sentence was reviewed by the 
Ministry of Justice in 2011.The review concluded that home detention was effective in 
reducing re-offending rates in the following 24 months, compared with prison (Ministry 
of Justice, 2011). However that conclusion was based on comparisons of unadjusted 
re-offending rates, rather than comparisons that took into account the differences in the 
offence and offender characteristics. Evidence on differences in labour market 
outcomes was not considered.  
 
This study aims to provide more rigorous evidence on the effects of the shift in the mix 
of sentences since 2007. This is relevant for assessing the nature and size of the 
benefits that were gained from the 2007 sentencing reforms.  
 
The study follows on from a collaborative research project between the Analytics and 
Insights team and the Ministry of Justice. That project estimated the impact of 
community work versus fine sentences on offenders’ subsequent outcomes (Morris and 
Sullivan, 2015). We found that convicted offenders are more likely to re-offend and be 
on benefit in a 3-year follow-up period if they received community work rather than a 
fine (for comparable offending and offenders). We use a similar empirical strategy for 
this study. However, there are several reasons why it is more challenging to determine 
the relative impact of prison versus home detention sentences. These issues are 
discussed further in the Methods section. 
 
 
 

Research question 

 
This study addresses the following question: 
 
• To what extent do offenders who serve a prison sentence have different re-

offending, employment and benefit receipt rates during and after their sentence 
than similar (matched) offenders who undergo home detention?  

We provide information on the unadjusted differences in the outcomes of offenders 
serving the two types of sentence and our best estimates of the portion of the 
difference that is due to the (reference) sentence. We consider both short-run 
differences in re-offending and employment during the period the sentence is being 
served, and the medium-term effects in the period up to three years after sentencing. 
We also explore the likely reasons for the differences, e.g. differences in employment 
rates may be partly or largely due to differences in re-offending patterns. 
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Background 

Before sentencing – an overview 

A criminal case for an adult offender (aged 17 years or over) begins when the police or 
some other prosecuting agency charge them with committing a crime. In all cases, they 
will first appear in a District Court, and if the offending is of a more serious nature the 
case may transfer to the High Court. If they deny the charge and enter a plea of not 
guilty, then the case will be adjourned to a later date. If they plead guilty or the charge 
is proved then the judge may convict them and impose a sentence (in some cases 
there may be a delay between conviction and sentencing). Most criminal cases are 
heard by a judge alone, more serious cases are heard by judge and jury. A case may 
often involve more than one charge and a particular charge may involve more than one 
sentence.   
 
The youth justice system differs significantly from the adult regime. It is focused on 
diverting young offenders away from the formal justice processes as far as possible. 
However, for more serious offending, young people aged 14 or over but under 17 at the 
time of offending are liable for prosecution in the Youth Court and the most serious 
cases may be transferred to a District Court or a High Court2. 
 
Once a person has been convicted a judge may request a pre-sentencing report, which 
will include more information about the offender and will help the judge decide what is 
the most appropriate sentence and what type of support might be required. The report 
will be compiled by a probation officer who gathers information from the offender and 
other relevant parties, including friends and family members, police and Corrections 
staff. If there are victims, there may also be reparation reports on how the offender can 
make amends.  
 
In some cases, a person may be held in custody while they wait for their trial or 
sentencing. This is called being remanded into custody. Any time spent on remand 
counts toward the completion of a prison term and should also be taken into account by 
a judge imposing any other sentence type.  
 
Home detention versus prison sentences 

Sentencing in New Zealand is governed by the Sentencing Act 2002 and by specific 
offence provisions and associated maximum penalties set out in other Acts.  The 
Sentencing Act sets out purposes of sentencing and principles of sentencing to be 
considered in the sentencing of each offender.  The Act also requires a judge to 
impose the least restrictive sentence that is appropriate in the circumstances.  For 
some offences further guidance is provided by way of guideline judgments issued by 
the Court of Appeal.  Within this framework, judges have a wide discretion to determine 
the sentence for each individual.  
 

                                                
2 Also all non - imprisonable traffic offences (even for under 17 year olds) are dealt with in the District Court unless the 

person has other charges arising from the same incident. 
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Imposing sentences for offending is a complex task for judges as they must reflect a 
number of potentially conflicting considerations in their judgments, for example, the 
need for any punishment to be proportionate to the severity of an offence whilst helping 
to rehabilitate and reintegrate the offender. Judges take into account a variety of 
factors, such as the seriousness of the offence, the interests of the victim, consistency 
with sentences imposed for similar offending and the personal circumstances of the 
offenders.   
 
The most serious sentence that can be imposed on an offender is prison. Home 
detention is an alternative sentence to prison and is intended for offenders who would 
otherwise have had a short prison sentence (of 2 years or less). Offenders can be 
sentenced to home detention for 30 days to one year. 
 
Home detention was introduced as a sentence in its own right from October 2007. The 
perceived benefits of home detention were that offenders can retain employment and 
maintain family relationships during the sentence; the downside is that they remain in 
the community and have a greater opportunity to commit crime (Ministry of Justice, 
2007).3 
 
Offenders sentenced to home detention must remain at an approved residence at all 
times under electronic monitoring unless their absence is authorised by a probation 
officer for a specific reason or in an emergency. The court may also impose additional 
conditions (e.g. restrictions on associating with particular people).  
 
Offenders sentenced to home detention are electronically monitored with an ankle 
bracelet and a home monitoring unit. The home unit communicates with the ankle 
bracelet, which is worn at all times, and transmits monitoring information to operators 
(typically) via mobile technology. The operators monitor for unauthorised absences and 
evidence of tampering with the monitoring equipment. 
 
Home detention can only be imposed if there is a suitable home detention residence. 
The people living in the residence must understand the home detention conditions and 
consent to the offender serving the sentence there. Information on the suitability of the 
home detention for each case is provided by the probation officer in the pre-sentencing 
report.  The probation officer will discuss the conditions with the offender and report on 
the willingness and ability of the offender to comply with the conditions. 
 
A person on home detention may be allowed to seek or maintain employment. They 
may be required to attend programmes that address the cause of offending. They may 
also have to do community work or pay a fine or reparation to their victims. 
 
 If offenders don’t comply with the requirements of home detention they may be 
charged for breaching conditions and their home detention sentence may be cancelled 
(in which case they are sent to prison). Offenders released from home detention or a 

                                                
3 Before October 2007, an offender serving a prison sentence could be granted leave by the sentencing judge to apply 

to the Parole Board to serve all or part of the prison sentence on home detention. Although it is still possible for 
prisoners to be released from prison to home detention, this study focuses only on those who were sentenced to 
home detention directly. 
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short prison sentence may be subject to post-detention conditions (e.g. they may be 
subject to a curfew). 
 
 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the number of adult offenders convicted in court and sentenced to 
prison or home detention from 2005 onwards. The underlying counts refer to the most 
serious charge and most serious sentence imposed on the offender per year. The 
number of home detention sentences has been relatively stable following their 
introduction in 2007, whilst prison sentences decreased slightly. 

Figure 1 - Trends in prison and home detention sentences 
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Source: Statistics New Zealand. NZ.Stat: Adults convicted in court by sentence type - most serious offence 

 
Why prison may have different impacts on post-sentence behaviour and 
outcomes than home detention sentences 

There are numerous ways in which the type of sentence that is served could affect an 
offender’s post-sentence outcomes.  These include: 
 
• Differences in accompanying treatments. Prison inmates may have better or poorer 

access to various rehabilitation programmes, education and employment 
assistance programmes than offenders who are serving community sentences.  

• Differences in impacts on family relationships and family resources.  Whether the 
offender continues to live at home could have a substantial impact on their 
subsequent family relationships and consequently their future re-offending and 
employment. 

• Differences in employment:  People on home detention are able to keep working in 
an existing job. Gaps in employment caused by prison sentences may lead to a 
loss of skills. On the other hand rehabilitation programmes undertaken while in 
prison may build skills and have a positive impact on future employment. There 
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may be a degree of stigma associated with the offence and punishment in the eyes 
of current and future employers – but this could apply to both types of sentences. 

• Peer effects. The type of sentence will influence the opportunities to stay in contact 
with peers and to make new contacts with other offenders. Direct contact time with 
other convicted offenders is higher in the case of prison and lower for home 
detention.  

• Direct psychological impacts, including perceived fairness. The type of sentence 
may influence the offender’s level of resentment at society and their desire to 
‘reform’. 

 
Although these are plausible reasons why differences in the type of sentence received 
might affect an offender’s behaviour and outcomes, past research findings indicate that 
the impact of a specific sentence may not always be detectable in practice. Viewed 
from a life course perspective, there are many other factors that also influence an 
offender’s post-sentence outcomes.  
 
International literature on the impacts of custodial sentences 

The literature on the effects of incarceration is divided between studies finding that 
prison sentences have a negative effect on re-offending rates compared with 
alternative sentences, and studies finding no significant impact. Very few studies report 
evidence of a ‘deterrent’ effect, whereby people who are sent to prison are less likely to 
reoffend. 
 
A review by Durlauf and Nagin (2011) concludes that little is known about the effects of 
imprisonment on re-offending. The existing research is limited in size, in quality, in its 
insights into why a prison term might be criminogenic or preventative, and in its 
capacity to explain why imprisonment might have differential effects depending on 
offenders’ personal and social characteristics. Compared with non-custodial sentences, 
incarceration appears to have a null or a mildly criminogenic effect on future criminal 
behaviour. The review’s authors do not believe that this conclusion is sufficiently firm to 
guide policy generally, though it does cast doubt on claims that imprisonment has 
strong specific deterrent effects. 
 
Nagin et al (2012) notes that the majority of studies using non-experimental methods 
point to a criminogenic effect of custodial sanctions when compared with noncustodial 
(p.5). They argue that much of this literature is prone to the criticism that persons who 
are sent to prison are more crime-prone in unmeasured ways, and as a result the 
apparent criminogenic effect of custodial sanctions is due to ‘selection bias’. A recent 
example is Cochran et al (2014), which uses propensity score matching methods, 
without any randomisation of the treatment or use of instrumental variable methods, to 
compare the effects of prison, jail, intensive probation and probation on reoffending.  It 
finds evidence of lower re-offending after less severe sanctions, such as probation or 
intensive probation. 
 
The number of experimental or quasi-experimental studies is very small and some 
have limitations of quality or relevance. However, several recent studies have used the 
random assignment of cases to judges and differences in judges’ sentencing 
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propensities to address the selection problem, including Berube and Green (2007), 
Green and Winik (2010), Nagin et al (2012) and Di Tella and Schargrodsky (2013).  Of 
these, only Di Tella and Schargrodsky found a significant difference in re-offending 
rates between those receiving prison and those receiving home detention. 
 
There is far less literature that considers the impact of custodial or community 
sentences on employment or benefit receipt (as opposed to re-offending). Kling (2006) 
studied the effect of prison sentence duration on the employment and earnings of ex-
prisoners, using matching and instrumental variable methods to reduce the effects of 
non-random selection into longer sentence durations. The paper finds no evidence that 
longer prison sentences have more adverse labour market consequences after release 
than shorter prison sentences. 
 
New Zealand literature on factors influencing sentencing decisions 

Triggs (1999) undertook a comprehensive statistical study using multivariate analysis 
of administrative data to quantify the relative effect of different factors on sentencing 
decisions across a broad range of offences and sentences. Although, the research is 
15 years old and the mix and types of sentences have changed, it still serves as a 
useful guide for understanding the different factors influencing sentencing decisions in 
New Zealand. As expected, she found that the type and seriousness of the major 
offence and the total number of charges in a case was strongly related to the sentence 
received, e.g. the most serious offences with the highest number of charges were 
much more likely to receive prison sentences compared to less serious sentences.  
 
Similarly, the prior criminal history of the offender was highly significant; higher 
numbers, rates and seriousness of previous convicted cases and shorter periods since 
last conviction increased the likelihood of receiving serious sentences. Previous 
sentences were also important in determining the current sentence, e.g. a prior prison 
sentences increased the likelihood of another prison sentence and decreased the 
chance of a lesser sentence. 
 
In terms of offender characteristics, females were more likely to receive community-
based sentences (excluding periodic detention) and less likely to receive prison, 
periodic detention or monetary sentences. Māori and Pacific Islanders were also less 
likely to receive monetary penalties although some of these patterns may be explained 
by other differences, such as differences in earnings and employment rates, which 
were not included in the analysis. As noted in the report, the analysis is limited by the 
availability of information in the administrative data. A judge may have access to other 
important information regarding the personal circumstances of the offender or 
participation in treatment that will also influence the type of sentence an offender 
receives.  
 
More recently, Goodall and Durrant (2013) examined the regional variation in 
sentencing of aggravated drink-driving in New Zealand. They applied multivariate 
analysis to a comprehensive justice dataset and focused on incarceration rather than 
community-based sentencing. They found regional variation in the use of incarceration 
sentences, although prior criminal history and offence seriousness had the biggest 
influence on whether an offender was sentenced to prison (or home detention). These 
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results pointing to some variation in sentencing gave us reason to believe that we could 
successfully apply propensity score methods for our own impact analysis. As discussed 
later in the Methods section, identifying impacts due to sentencing relies on the 
existence of some variation in sentences that is not completely explained by offender 
characteristics or past activities, such as criminal histories. 
 
 
Methods 

Data 

This study uses Statistics New Zealand’s Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI), which 
combines linked anonymised administrative data from the tax system with anonymised 
administrative and survey data from other sectors, including the justice, benefit, 
immigration and education sectors. The rich data allow us to control for important 
variables, including offending related variables; criminal histories; District Court; 
offender characteristics and prior employment and benefit histories.  
 
The tax data provide longitudinal monthly information on individuals’ employment, 
earnings and receipt of benefit income, over the period 1999–2012. The earnings data 
we analyse cover all wage and salary payments. We use these data to identify the 
calendar months in which any waged or salaried employment was undertaken, and the 
amounts that were earned. Monthly employment rates are constructed from these 
monthly wage and salary earnings data. Self employment activity is not included in our 
employment measures, which means our employment rates may underestimate the 
true employment rates.  In addition, because IDI contains no measure of hours worked, 
we are unable to distinguish between full and part-time employment.  
 
Benefit data are available for all the main types of benefit. We use the tax data in IDI to 
identify the calendar months in which benefit income was received. 
 
We use two sources of justice sector data: court data from Ministry of Justice on 
charges heard and sentences imposed and convicted offender management data from 
the Department of Corrections. The court data includes all cases from 1992 to 2012, 
not just those cases where a conviction was recorded. The Corrections data extends 
further back in time (early 1900s), although appreciable numbers of management 
periods only start to appear from the late 1970s onwards.  
 
The unit of analysis is a spell in prison or home detention, as identified by the 
Corrections dataset. This corresponds to a convicted case in the Ministry of Justice 
dataset. Each case can consist of multiple charges relating to different offences, and 
multiple sentences can be incurred. For each convicted case, we select a most serious 
offence and sentence. The most serious offence is the offence that is considered to be 
the worst offence of the case (a seriousness ranking is provided with the data) and the 
most serious sentence (in our case prison or home detention) is the most serious 
corresponding sentence. Information on the other charges in the case (if there are 
multiple charges) is also included in our model. Strictly speaking, we do not have a 
case identifier as this is not recorded in the IDI. In line with standard justice sector 
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practice, we identify a case using a unique combination of person identifier (de-
identified and encrypted) and a court outcome date. 
 
Study design 

We follow the same broad approach as our previous impact analysis comparing 
community work and fines (see Morris and Sullivan, 2015 for detail).  
 
 Offenders who serve a prison sentence are matched to a comparison group who serve 
home detention using propensity score matching (Rosenbaum and Rubin, 1983). The 
matching is based on the propensity to be sentenced to prison rather than home 
detention. The matching step also attempts to ensure that the propensity to re-offend, 
be employed or on a benefit following sentencing, is the same for both groups of 
offenders. 
 
 Ideally, we could control for all significant differences in the two groups by matching. 
Then we could calculate the relative impact of prison versus home detention by 
measuring the differences in the subsequent observed outcomes for offenders who 
were in prison compared to the subsequent outcomes of the matched comparison 
group. There are several reasons why identifying the impact of the sentence is more 
challenging for prison versus home detention than for lesser sentences such as 
community work or fines: 
 

• Unmeasured factors will play a more important role in influencing whether a 
judge imposes prison or home detention. For example, in order for a judge to 
impose home detention rather than a prison sentence, they must be satisfied 
that the offender has access to a suitable home detention residence, where the 
occupants consent to the offender serving the sentence in the home. The extent 
of family support is likely to influence the future outcomes of offenders with a 
supportive family likely to result in more positive outcomes while an 
unsupportive family may increase the chances of reoffending. Because this 
variable is unmeasured, it is not possible to eliminate its effects within our 
analysis. 

• There are relatively small numbers of people undertaking prison and home 
detention sentences. We cannot simply compare prison with any other type of 
sentence (e.g. community work). A reasonable alternative sentence is home 
detention. Small sample sizes can lead to poorer matching and less precise 
estimates (that do not meet statistical significance criteria). 

• Many offenders receive multiple sentences simultaneously. It is not uncommon, 
for example, for people sentenced to home detention to also receive community 
work at the same time. Offenders may also participate in various treatment or 
rehabilitation programmes during their sentence. This makes it more difficult to 
attribute any differences in post-sentencing outcomes to the reference 
sentence. 

• Furthermore, many offenders who receive prison or home detention sentences 
will be reconvicted and subject to further sentences in the years immediately 
following the reference sentence, which will affect their outcomes in the follow-
up period. 
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Study population 

The study population is adult offenders who were convicted in 2008 and 2009 and 
served a prison or home detention sentence that lasted for 30 days to one year. The 
reference period is chosen to follow the introduction of home detention sentences in 
late 2007 and to allow sufficient time for a 3-year follow-up period.  

We exclude offenders who had previously received a home detention or prison 
sentence in order that we can more confidently attribute the differences in subsequent 
outcomes to the reference sentence. We also exclude cases where a prison sentence 
was followed immediately by a home detention sentence or vice versa. 

We focus on people who were aged between 20 and 59 at the time of their sentencing. 
We exclude younger offenders (aged 17 to 19) because we need pre-conviction work 
experience and benefit histories for the matching.  

We include all types of offences, except those associated with the breach of earlier 
sentences. Offenders who breach their home detention sentences are unlikely to 
receive another home detention sentence. We pool all types of offence in our analysis, 
but include controls for the different types of offence in our analysis, using broad 
offence classes and the Ministry of Justice’s index of ‘seriousness’.  

Finally, we also require that each spell in prison or home detention identified in the 
Corrections dataset has a corresponding conviction record in the Ministry of Justice 
dataset (where the conviction date is within 5 days of the start of the spell). 

 
Propensity score matching 

The key question for our study is what would have happened to an offender who 
actually received a home detention sentence if they had instead received a prison 
sentence? We do not have a measure of the latter counterfactual situation but we can 
estimate it using propensity score matching (Rosenbaum and Rubin, 1983), which 
matches offenders who received a prison sentence to a comparison group who 
received home detention. The matching is based on the propensity to be sentenced to 
prison rather than home detention. The matching step also attempts to ensure that the 
propensity to re-offend, be employed or on a benefit following sentencing, is the same 
for both groups of offenders.  
 
The difference between the observed outcomes for offenders who received a prison 
and the estimated outcomes of the matched comparison group (who received home 
detention) provides an estimate of the relative impact of the sentences. However, this 
is only true if we can be sure that we have controlled for all important differences 
between the groups.  
 
The first step is to select a pool of potential matches for all the people who served 
prison sentences from those in the study population who served home detention. 
Cases (i.e. spells in prison or home detention) are only matched to each other if the 
gender and ethnicity of the offenders are the same and the broad category of offence 
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type is the same. In addition, the conviction dates must not be separated by more than 
4 months4.  
 
The next step is to estimate a logistic regression model that predicts a probability 
(called a propensity score) of receiving prison compared to a home detention using 
observed characteristics. The probability of receiving a prison sentence is modelled as 
a function of demographic characteristics; information about the current case and prior 
criminal, employment and benefit histories. The logistic regression results produce a 
propensity score for each case in the home detention group that can be used to select 
a comparison group for each case that involved a prison sentence. 
 
The third step involves matching each prison case with the potential matches in the 
home detention sample using the propensity score. There are several options available 
for the matching algorithm (Caliendo and Kopeinig, 2008). Our preferred method is 
radius matching with replacement5. We select all cases within a specified distance 
(radius) to a prison spell’s propensity score. Each individual ‘treatment effect’ is the 
difference between changes in the prison offender’s subsequent outcomes and a 
weighted sum of the changes in the matched offenders’ outcomes (with a weighting 
equal to the inverse number of comparison cases within the propensity score radius). 
The average treatment effect of the treated (ATT) is the average of all the individual 
effects. Standard errors are calculated by bootstrapping across all stages of the 
estimation (the logistic matching model and the calculation of the treatment effect). 
 
The variables that we use in our logistic regression model are summarised in Table 1.  

Table 1 - Factors included in the sentencing model 

Type Variable  
Demographic  
 Gender 
 Ethnicity 
 Age at conviction 
Offence related  
 Total charges in the convicted case 
 Court region 
 Month of conviction (during 2008 and 2009) 
 Broad offence-type 
 Seriousness of the offence 
Criminal history  
 Number of previous convictions 
 Prior conviction within last 5 years  
 Prior conviction for breach within 5 years 
 In remand in month prior to sentencing 
Employment history  

                                                
4 The four month period represents a compromise as we had insufficient numbers of observations to match exactly on 

each reference month. 
5 We use a modified version of code developed by R. Fabling  and L. Sanderson: see “Exporting and performance: 

Market entry, expansion and destination characteristics‘, Reserve Bank of New Zealand, Discussion Papers, 
DP2010/07 
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Type Variable  
 Employment status in month prior to sentencing 
 Number of months employed in 2-6, 7-12,13-18 and 19 to 36 months 

prior to sentencing 
Benefit history  
 Benefit status in month prior to sentencing 
 Number of months on benefit in 2-6, 7-12,13-18 and 19 to 36 months 

prior to sentencing 
Earnings  
 Mean earnings for employed people in 6 months prior to conviction 
 
We are guided in our choice of offending and criminal history variables by past studies 
on sentencing decisions in New Zealand (Triggs, 1999 and Goodall and Durrant, 2013) 
and by our prior study on the impact of community work versus fines.  
Further detail can be found in Morris and Sullivan (2015). 
 
Testing the quality of the match 

The fourth step involves testing the quality of the match. The key assumption is that 
after matching, there are no significant differences between the prison and matched 
group in terms of their likelihood to receive a particular type of sentence or their 
likelihood of re-offending, being employed or on benefit. This is known as the 
conditional independence assumption (Rosenbaum and Rubin, 1983) and we test this 
assumption by comparing the mean observed characteristics and prior outcomes of the 
two groups after matching. We regard the two groups as balanced if there are no 
significant differences in the covariate means between the treated and control groups 
(p<0.05).  
 
The choice of radius involves a trade-off between statistical precision and a high quality 
match. If the radius is too large, then we may be including comparison cases that are 
not well matched to the prison cases. On the other hand, if the radius is too small, we 
may have well matched comparison cases, but only a small number, so estimates will 
have low levels of statistical precision and a high share of cases will not be included in 
the analysis. We chose a propensity score radius of 0.03, because this resulted in 
equality of means for all but 3 of the 24 variables in the logit model. Furthermore, using 
a smaller calliper of 0.01 for which all variables balanced did not substantively change 
the observed differences in outcomes between the prison and matched comparison 
groups, but did result in significantly reduced sample sizes. Therefore, we accept the 
compromise of 0.03 in order to retain a larger proportion of the sample. 
 
We are unable to test whether unobserved variables are balanced. However, if the 
omitted factors influence an offender’s employment, benefit and re-offending outcomes 
following sentencing then they can also be expected to influence benefit, employment 
and offending patterns prior to sentencing. For this reason, we also visually examined 
prior histories of the two groups for all our outcome variables to ensure they are well 
balanced between the control and treated groups over the 3 years prior to sentencing.  
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Common support 

One issue in propensity score matching is that it is may not possible to match every 
prison case to a comparable case from the control population; some people who serve 
prison sentences may be too different to those who receive home detention. The area 
of overlap is called the area of common support. If this is large, then we can be 
reasonably sure that our observed differences in outcomes between the two groups are 
representative of the entire population. Conversely, if the overlap is low then our 
estimates may not be extrapolated to the wider population. All the comparison cases 
that are matched at least once to a prison case are considered to be in the area of 
common support and are referred to collectively as the matched comparison group6. 
We exclude prison cases where there are no comparators and home detention cases 
that are outside the area of common support. 
 
Outcomes 

We focus on outcomes for three years following sentencing because that is the extent 
of the data currently in the IDI. The outcomes of interest are: 

− Benefit receipt: the mean proportion of people receiving a benefit in any 
given month during the first, second and third years following the start of a 
sentence.  

− Employment: the mean proportion employed in any given month during the 
first, second and third years following the start of a sentence 

− In custody7: the mean proportion of people serving prison or home 
detention sentences (including remand) in any given month during the first, 
second and third years following the start of a sentence. 

− Reconvicted for breach: the proportion of people who were reconvicted for 
a breach of community or custodial sentence within 6 months, 1 year and 2 
years following the start of the sentence. We also calculate reconviction 
rates starting from the end of the prison or home detention sentence.. 

− Reconvicted (excluding breach): the proportion of people who were 
reconvicted for a new offence8 (i.e., excluding breach of sentence) within 6 
months, 1 year and 2 years following conviction. We also calculate 
reconviction rates starting from the end of the prison or home detention 
sentence. 

These are not mutually exclusive states as offenders may be employed, receive a 
benefit and be in custody in the same month. Similarly, we allow people who are in 
prison or home detention within a month to be in the employed or on benefit groups. 
 

                                                
6 We use a loose definition of common support. Strictly speaking, the common support is the range of propensity scores 

over which there are both treated and control cases. In practice, our definition allows a treated case to be slightly 
outside the true common support but the deviation is minor (no larger than the propensity score radius). 

7 We define ‘in custody ‘ loosely in the interest of brevity, because home detention is not a custodial sentence. 
8 We exclude any convictions for offences committed before the date of sentencing that were prosecuted in a separate 

case but convicted after the start of the sentence from the case analysed here.  
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Results 

Factors influencing sentence type 

Table 2 summarises the factors that were found to most influence whether a case 
resulted in a prison or a home detention sentence (for our sample of offenders who had 
not previously served a prison or home detention sentence). As expected, criminal 
histories and current case characteristics were important determinants of whether an 
offender was sentenced to prison or home detention. Higher numbers of prior 
convictions and more recent prior offending, including for breach of sentences, all 
increased the likelihood of a prison sentence rather than home detention.  

Table 2 - Summary table of factors influencing whether an offender receives a 
prison or home detention sentence 

 
  More  likely to 

receive home 
detention 

More  likely to 
receive 
prison 

Demographic Female   
 Older  at age of conviction   
 Māori (cf. European)  
 Other ethnicity (cf. European)  
    
Current case   Convicted towards the end of reference period (2009) 
 Seriousness of the offence   
 Higher total number of charges in case  
    
Criminal history Higher number of prior convictions  
 Had a prior conviction for breach of sentence in past 5 years 
 Had a prior conviction in past 5 years (excluding breach) 
 In remand in the month prior to sentencing 

 
Similarly, offenders with higher numbers of total charges in the case were more likely to 
receive prison sentences. Cases with conviction dates towards the end of 2009 were 
also more likely to receive a prison sentence (holding all other factors constant) than 
those convicted early in 2008.  
 
The one unexpected finding was that more serious offences (as measured by the mean 
seriousness score for the type of detailed offence code) were more likely to receive 
home detention than prison (other factors held constant). Subsequent analysis showed 
that this relationship was not present when short prison spells were excluded. 
Specifically, when we restricted the duration of all spells to be at least 3 months we 
found that more serious offences were more likely to receive prison. We conclude that 
there are a number of relatively short prison spells (between 1 to 3 months) that are 
associated with relatively minor types of offending. One reason could be that judges do 
not regard home detention as a practical alternative to prison for very short sentences 
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due to the time and cost required to set it up. Additionally, if an offender has spent time 
on remand the judge can impose a prison term to match it because it counts as time 
served but he/she cannot do this for home detention and any sentence imposed must 
then be served in full.   
 
The influence of demographic characteristics is clear. Female offenders were less likely 
than males to go to prison and more likely to receive home detention (and furthermore 
the share of females in our sample population was quite low). Older offenders were 
more likely to receive home detention rather than prison sentences than younger 
offenders, even after controlling for prior employment and earnings. People in the 
Māori and ‘other’ ethnic groups were also more likely than Europeans to go to prison, 
after controlling for all other observed factors.  
 
We did not find prior employment and benefit histories to be important factors in 
predicting whether a person received a prison or home detention sentence. We retain 
these variables in the logistic sentencing model because they are important for 
ensuring that the prior employment and benefit histories are balanced prior to starting a 
prison or custodial spell. 
 
Matched population 

Table 3 shows the numbers of cases in the study population and the matching rates 
achieved. The number of cases in the sample population is quite low, due to the 
various exclusions. For example, the total numbers of offenders starting a home 
detention or prison spell in 2008 and 2009 are 6,237 and 15,474, respectively, but after 
we impose restrictions on sentence duration and the age range of offenders and 
exclude offenders with prior spells in prison or home detention, the numbers are only 
2,070 and 1,611. We were able to find comparison cases for 63% of prison spells, and 
58% of the offenders serving home detention were included in the area of common 
support. 
 

Table 3 - Study population and matching results 

 
 Home detention Prison 

Full population 6,237 15,474 
Study population 2,070 1,611 
Proportion matched 58% 63% 

 

Demographic characteristics of matched population 

Some summary descriptive characteristics of the matched population (cases in the 
region of common support) are shown in Table 4 and illustrated in Figures 2 to 4. For 
comparison purposes, we also show summary statistics for all offenders who started a 
sentence in 2008 and 2009 and for the study population of offenders who met our age, 
sentence duration and prior criminal history restrictions.  
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As a direct result of our study design criteria (e.g. our decision to focus on people who 
had not previously served a custodial sentence), the average sentence duration and 
mean number of prior convictions within both the study population and the matched 
samples were much lower than for all offenders who received home detention or prison 
sentences in 2008 and 2009.  
 
The matched sample is broadly similar in profile to the study population, but it contains 
relatively fewer women and more Europeans. The matched prison sample is also 
somewhat older, with a higher proportion of individuals aged 25 and over. The average 
sentence duration and average number of prior convictions are similar when we 
compare the matched sample to the study population, suggesting that our final 
matched sample is similar to the study population in terms of its criminal history.   

Table 4 - Study population: proportion of cases by characteristics 

 
 Full population Study population Matched sample 

(unweighted)
 Home 

detention 
Prison Home 

detention 
Prison Home 

detention 
Prison 

Female 20% 9% 28% 14% 17% 11% 
European 41% 35% 44% 39% 51% 43% 
Māori 41% 56% 32% 45% 34% 45% 
Pacific 9% 7% 9% 10% 6% 7% 
Other ethnicity 10% 3% 16% 7% 9% 5% 
Aged 20-24  21% 24% 30% 38% 31% 34% 
Aged over 24 64% 61% 70% 62% 69% 66% 
Mean duration of 
sentence (days) 167 407 190 157 185 152 
Mean number of 
prior convictions 14.6 28.6 6.3 10.4 7.4 9.5 

 

Figure 2 - Proportion of female offenders – full and matched population 
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Figure 3 - Ethnic distribution – full and matched population 
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Figure 4 - Age distribution – full and matched population 
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In the analysis that follows, weights are applied to the home detention cases and these 
weights ensure that the demographic and prior offence profiles of the prison and home 
detention cases are closely matched. 
 

Employment and benefit outcomes 

Figure 5 illustrates the matching results for employment and benefit outcomes. Each 
figure shows the benefit rates (left panel) or employment rates (right panel) of offenders 
in each of the months before and after the start of the sentence. We show the mean 
employment and benefit rates for people receiving prison and home detention 
separately. (Recall that these are not mutually exclusive states as an offender can be 
employed and on benefit in any month). The top panel shows the results prior to 
matching (i.e. these are the mean proportions employed and on benefit for all cases in 
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our study population). The bottom panel shows results after matching, i.e., for all cases 
in the prison group that could be matched and the weighted mean proportions of cases 
in the matched comparison group.  
 
About half the people receiving home detention sentences were employed three years 
prior to their first sentence (top right). Employment rates are slightly lower (by about 
5%) for the same period for people in the prison population. There is a decline in mean 
employment rates for both groups in the year prior to the start of the sentence, followed 
by a sharp drop in employment rates after people start their sentences.  
 
Not surprisingly, the employment rate for people in prison drops more sharply than for 
people in home detention following the start of the sentence. However, the mean 
employment rate for people in prison does not reach zero even in the month where all 
prisoners are in prison (the sample is restricted to those who were in prison or home 
detention for at least one month). We measure employment using data on wage and 
salary payments and some lag between employment and the payment of income is 
possible. Employment rates for both groups rise to new levels two years following 
conviction, but the differences between the prison and home detention more 
pronounced than prior to conviction.  
 
Mean benefit rates (top left) for those serving home detention appear to reflect the 
changes in employment rates. The rate increases as the offenders start to serve home 
detention then drops back to a new level that is higher than the pre-sentence level. 
Conversely, the benefit rate drops sharply for the prison population as offenders start to 
serve their sentences. The mean benefit rate rises as more offenders come out of 
prison, eventually reaching a point where about half the people who served a prison 
sentence are on benefit.  
 
The employment and benefit rates of the matched samples are shown in the lower 
panels of Figure 5. Being sentenced to home detention or prison is related to changes 
in employment and benefit rates and some of this may be explained by the sentence 
itself. However some changes might affect both groups in a similar fashion, e.g. wider 
changes in employment associated with the Global Financial Crisis or the stigma 
associated with a conviction and the resulting impact on employment. We wish to tease 
out changes due to the type of sentence from the wider changes and these are clear to 
observe after matching (illustrated in the lower panels).  
 
The employment and benefit histories prior to sentencing are similar for the prison and 
home detention matched samples (as required). In fact, the benefit histories of the 
prison and home detention samples were similar even before matching and the 
matching process has introduced more variability in the mean benefit rates (bottom 
left). Two to three years after starting a sentence, about 45% of those who served a 
prison sentence are on benefit (bottom left) and 35% are employed (bottom right) in an 
average month, compared to about 40% on benefit and 40% employed for those 
serving home detention.  
 
We do not yet know whether the differences are statistically significant (no standard 
errors are shown). This will be discussed in the next section where we present the 
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summary results. Before we do that we also consider matching results for re-offending 
outcomes. 
 
Re-offending outcomes 

Figure 6 illustrates the re-offending outcomes of the study population and matched 
samples. We show the cumulative reconviction rates for people who served prison and 
home detention sentence for each month after the start of a sentence, split by the type 
of reconviction: 
 

− Reconvicted for breach of community and custodial sentence offences 

− Reconvicted for offences other than breach of sentences (“new offending”) 
 
There is a high likelihood of re-offending for both groups of offenders but those who 
serve a prison sentence were more likely to re-offend in the medium-term than those 
who serve a home detention sentence (see top panel, after about 15 months from the 
start of the sentence). The mean reconviction rate for new offending two years after the 
start of a sentence is 44% for those who serve a prison sentence compared to 27% for 
the home detention group before matching (top left). After matching, the new offending 
reconviction rates are 41% and 38% for the prison and home detention groups, 
respectively (bottom left).  
 
The reconviction rates for breaches of a community or custodial sentence are lower 
than the rates of new offending. The unadjusted rates are 28% for the prison 
population and 22% for the home detention group two years after the start of the 
sentence (top right).  
 
After matching (bottom right), the reconviction rates for breaches two years after the 
sentence start are higher for the home-detention group (28%) than the prison group 
(25%). This is consistent with people on home detention having more opportunity to 
breach during their sentence than those serving prison sentences. In fact, we might 
expect a greater difference in the breach rate, like that observed in the unadjusted 
breach rates in the year following the start of the sentence (top right). One complication 
is that we may be matching an offender who served a relatively short prison sentence 
with an offender who served a longer home detention spell. (The mean prison sentence 
duration was shorter than the home detention duration even after applying the 
matching weights). 
 
To aid in interpreting the re-offending results, we also show both types of reconviction 
rates measured from the end (rather than the start) of a prison or home detention 
sentence in Figure 7.  Now that we have removed the uncertainty about whether the 
offenders had equal opportunity to offend, we can see that there are only small 
differences between the prison and home detention reconviction rates for new 
offending after matching (bottom left). There are no differences in breach reconviction 
rates between the two groups for the first 6 months (bottom right). After that the mean 
reconviction rates for people who had served a prison sentence are higher than those 
who served a home detention sentence by a few percentage points. 
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Figure 5 - Employment and benefit status for offenders sentenced to prison and home detention, before and after matching  
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Figure 6 - Re-offending status for offenders sentenced to prison and home detention, before and after matching (cumulative rate of 
reconvictions after start of sentence, split by new offending and breach of sentences).  
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Figure 7 - Re-offending status for offenders sentenced to prison and home detention, before and after matching                 
(cumulative rate of reconvictions after end of sentence, split by new offending and breach of sentences).   
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Main results 

Table 5 presents our best estimates of the impact of serving a prison sentence 
compared to home detention. We provide two sets of estimates, shown in the first two 
columns. The first set gives the simple difference in outcomes between the two 
matched samples. The second set of estimates was generated by regressions that 
included control variables to adjust the estimates for any remaining pre-existing 
differences between the matched samples. These are our preferred estimates, which 
we focus on when discussing the findings and drawing conclusions. 
 
We observe the following short-term effects, within the first year after the start/end of a 
sentence: 
 

• People in the prison group were much less likely to be on benefit compared to 
home detention group, by 21 percentage points on average in the first year after 
the start of a sentence. Presumably, this result reflects the fact that people in 
prison do not receive benefits. 

• Similarly, people in prison were less likely to be employed, by 11 percentage 
points on average. This is consistent with people in home detention being able 
to maintain or seek employment while they are serving their sentence.  

• People in prison were less likely to be reconvicted for breach one year after the 
start of the sentence, by on average 6 percentage points. Presumably, some of 
this difference reflects the fact that people serving home detention have more 
opportunity to breach their conditions and be reconvicted than those in prison, 
whose transgressions may be dealt with differently. When reconviction rates are 
measured from the end of both sentences, this difference was smaller and not 
statistically significant. 

• New offending reconviction rates were on average 6 percentage points higher 
for the prison group compared to the home detention group one year after the 
start of a sentence. However, similar to the breach reconviction case, this 
difference became insignificant when reconviction rates were measured from 
the end of a sentence.  
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Table 5 - Adjusted differences in outcomes for offenders receiving a first prison 
compared to a first home detention sentence 

  
Difference 

method 
Regression 

method 
Mean proportion 
home detention 

Relative 
impact 

On benefit 0 to 1 years -22*** -21*** 55% 38% 
 [2] [2] 

1 to 2 years 5** 5*** 45% 12% 
[2] [2] 

2 to 3 years 7*** 7*** 40% 17% 
 [2] [2] 
Employed 0 to 1 years -10*** -11*** 31% 35% 
 [2] [2] 
 1 to 2 years -6** -6*** 38% 16% 

[2] [2] 
2 to 3 years -7*** -8*** 40% 19% 

[2] [2] 
In prison, home 
detention or on 
remand 

0 to 1 years -7*** -6*** 55% 11% 
[1] [1] 

1 to 2 years 2*** 3*** 4% 77% 
[1] [1] 

2 to 3 years 2*** 3*** 4% 66% 
[1] [1] 

Reconvicted for 
breach 
 
Measured from 
start of sentence 

within 6 months -10*** -10*** 14% 71% 
[2] [2] 

within  1 year -7*** -6*** 21% 30% 
[2] [2] 

within 2 years -2 -1 28% 5% 
[1] [2] 

Reconvicted for 
new offending 
 
Measured from 
start of sentence 

within 6 months  2* 2* 4% 62% 
[1] [1] 

within  1 year 5** 6*** 16% 38% 
[2] [2] 

within 2 years 3 4 38% 12% 
[3] [3] 

Reconvicted for 
breach 
 
Measured from end 
of sentence 

within 6 months 3 3 10% 29% 
[2] [2] 

within  1 year 7*** 4* 15% 53% 
[2] [2] 

within 2 years 8*** 5* 22% 41% 
[2] [3] 

Reconvicted for 
new offending 
 
Measured from end 
of sentence 

within 6 months 3 3 14% 22% 
[2] [2] 

within  1 year 3 4* 29% 12% 
[2] [2] 

within 2 years 3 5* 45% 10% 
[3] [3] 
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Number of 
observations Prison 1059    

 Home detention 1239 

Notes: The mean proportions on benefit, in employment and in prison/home detention/remand over a year are 
calculated by averaging 12 monthly binary indicators, where an indicator takes a value of one if an offender receives 
a benefit of any type (or is employed, in custody). We show both the raw differences of the outcomes of the prison 
group compared to the matched comparison group receiving home detention in the first column and a regression 
estimate that also controls for any remaining pre-existing differences in the matched groups, in the second column. 
The relative size of the difference compared to the mean value for offenders receiving home detention is shown in 
the right-hand column. Bootstrapped error estimates are shown on line below the differences. *** p<0.01,** p<0.05, * 
p<0.1. 

The medium-term effects that occurred one to three years after the start of the 
sentence (when all the offenders would have completed their original sentence) differ 
from the short-term effects. We find that:  
 

• People who served prison sentences were more likely to be on benefit (by on 
average 5-7 percentage points) than those who served home detention. This 
difference may reflect pre-sentence differences in benefit eligibility between the 
groups, if the offenders who serve home detention were more likely have a 
spouse or partner who was employed. 

• Correspondingly, people who served prison sentences are less likely to be 
employed than the home detention group, by about 6 to 8 percentage points 
(representing a relative impact of 16-19%) 

• There is an increased chance of having another spell in prison, remand or 
home detention if the first sentence is a prison sentence compared to home 
detention. The magnitude of the difference is small at 3 percentage points, but 
this corresponds to a high relative impact of about 70%. 

• There are no statistically significant differences between the two groups in 
reconviction rates for breaches or new offending two years after the start or end 
of a sentence. 

 
Note that the higher rate of return to custody experienced by the prison group is likely 
to have contributed to the differences in benefit take up and employment rates (given 
that people who are in prison do not receive benefits or hold jobs). Without this 
difference in return-to-custody rates (around 3 percentage points in an average month), 
the gap in benefit take-up rates may have been slightly larger and the gap in 
employment rates slightly smaller. 
 
Employment before and after the sentence 

Home detention allows an offender to work during their sentence and so it is 
theoretically possible for offenders to stay in a job with the same employer before, 
during and after the sentence period. People serving prison sentences do not have the 
same opportunity. In this section, we consider the hypothesis that home detention 
helps to raise future employment rates by allowing offenders to maintain a job they held 
before their sentencing.  
 
We define an offender as having a relationship with an employer if the person worked 
for the same employer for at least two out of six months. We observe whether an 
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offender has a relationship with an employer in the 6 months prior to the start of a 
sentence and in the 6 months following the end of the sentence. If the employer in the 
pre-sentence relationship is the same as the employer in the post-sentence 
relationship then we say that the offender has maintained an employer relationship. We 
used the matched samples of prison and home detention offenders in our analysis, so 
that the two groups are comparable in other respects. 

Figure 8 shows that employer relationships are relatively common for offenders serving 
home detention and prison sentences (about 50%) before the start of the sentence. 
The proportions drop to 44% and 36% following the end of home detention and prison 
sentences, respectively. However, the proportion of offenders who were with the same 
employer before and after their sentence is relatively low. Only 16% of offenders 
serving home detention maintained a relationship with the same employer before and 
after their sentence, and only 12% of the prison group.  

These results provide some support for the hypothesis that offenders serving home 
detention have a higher chance of maintaining existing employment relationships. 
Given that only 18% of the home detention group stayed with or returned to a pre-
sentence employer, however (compared with 13% of the prison group), this feature of 
the home detention sentence is unlikely to have a large influence on offenders’ future 
employment outcomes. 

 

Figure 8 - Employer relationships before and after sentence – matched 
population 
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Limitations of the research 

The results in this paper represent our best estimates of the impact of the difference in 
sentence, but we are unable to measure some potentially important factors that may 
have a significant influence on both the judge’s choice of sentence and the offenders’ 
post-sentencing outcomes. In particular, we do not know whether an offender had 
access to a suitable home detention residence or whether they had supportive family 
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members. A suitable residence is required as a condition of home detention. The 
presence of supportive family members may encourage an offender to look for 
employment and discourage them from reoffending. If the offender has a spouse or 
partner who is in employment, this could reduce the offender’s eligibility for income 
support, leading to lower rates of benefit receipt after the end of the sentence. These 
factors could generate a positive correlation between having a higher likelihood of 
getting a home detention sentence and having the pre-conditions for better medium-
term outcomes, a correlation we are not able to fully eliminate in our analysis.  
 
This study has focused on offenders who had not previously served a custodial or 
home detention sentence. The results may not hold for offenders with more extensive 
criminal histories.  
 
Offenders can receive multiple sentences simultaneously, and can undertake treatment 
or rehabilitation programmes at the same time as their main sentence. We do not have 
full information about these additional sentences and programmes undertaken, and do 
not attempt to adjust our estimates for any effects these additional treatments may 
have had.  
 
A fairly high proportion of the offenders in our matched samples were reconvicted and 
subjected to further sentences during the follow-up period. The outcomes of these 
offenders in the follow-up period are likely to have been influenced by the new 
sanctions as well as the original one. 
 
Conclusions 

 
Our results provide weak support for the hypothesis that home detention leads to more 
positive employment outcomes in the medium term. We identify significant differences 
in the employment and benefit outcomes of offenders who served a first prison 
sentence compared to those who served a first home detention sentence. However the 
magnitudes of the effects are fairly modest in size (5 to 10 percentage points), 
particularly given that we do not think we have adjusted for all important pre-existing 
differences between the two groups, and that the prison group might therefore be 
expected to have worse outcomes.  
 
Our results do not support the hypothesis that home detention leads to more positive 
re-offending outcomes, at least not in the medium-term. The differences in the mean 
reconviction rates for offenders serving prison and home detention are not statistically 
significant two years from the start or the end of a sentence. This is true for both 
breach and new offending reconviction rates.  
 
Prior to this study, we thought that there might be negative impacts on reoffending due 
to a prison experience (e.g., by bringing offenders in contact with other convicted 
offenders for the first time). However, if these negative effects exist then they must be 
quite small. It is possible that statistically significant effects might have been identified if 
the samples of offenders in our study had been larger. 
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Finally, we reiterate that we were unable to fully adjust for all the pre-existing 
differences between the prison and home detention groups using our data. We think 
that people who serve prison sentences are likely to have worse outcomes than those 
who serve home detention, due to factors that are not measured in IDI, and that the 
judge would be privy to more information than is available in the IDI when sentencing 
offenders. Given these study design limitations, there is a risk that the results are 
biased. We think the best approach is to regard the outcome differences presented in 
this paper as upper bound estimates of the true impacts of receiving a prison sentence 
rather than home detention.  
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