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Understanding the access to and use 
of digital technology by people in the criminal 
legal system: empirical findings from Wales
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Abstract 

Background There is growing recognition of digital technology’s role in supporting desistance and improving 
the well-being and social inclusion of people in the criminal legal system (CLS). However, it remains significantly 
under-researched within England and Wales despite its implications for prison and probation policy and practice. This 
article provides empirical insights into the access to and use of digital technology and the digital competency of 41 
people with offending histories in Wales, UK. The study utilises and supports Reisdorf and Rikard’s (American Behav-
ioural Scientist 62:1273-1290, 2018) digital rehabilitation model, which highlights the interconnectedness of the digi-
tal and social world and the need for CLS support to integrate digital competency skills and access to digital technol-
ogy to help people desist from crime.

Results The study revealed that people experience varying levels of digital exclusion, from not owning any digital 
hardware (smartphones, laptops, computers, and tablets) to being unable to afford data for their devices and lacking 
the digital competency to use digital technology effectively. We highlight the implications for people accessing sup-
port that can facilitate desistance and the need for training to improve digital skills.

Conclusion Our findings further support Reisdorf and Rikard’s (American Behavioural Scientist 62:1273-1290, 2018) 
digital rehabilitation model. We argue that online and offline spaces are intertwined, and understanding and address-
ing the digital needs of people in the CLS is essential to prevent further marginalisation and support desistance 
and other positive outcomes.
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Introduction
The Internet and digital devices have become ubiqui-
tous over the past twenty years. As technology pervades 
every aspect of our lives, navigating and accomplishing 
tasks using technology is crucial (Zivanai & Mahlangu, 
2022). Fears of a ‘digital divide’ (Van Dijk, 2005) and 
‘digital inequality’ (DiMaggio et al., 2004) were expressed 

over fifteen years ago when internet usage was far less 
commonplace. Within the general population, current 
levels of access mean that internet non-users form an 
increasingly small minority. According to the Office of 
National Statistics, 96% of households in the UK were 
connected to the Internet (ONS, 2020), with only 16% 
of the adult population not using the Internet (Ofcom, 
2020). Despite growing recognition that digital technol-
ogy can play a significant role in supporting desistance, 
the digital exclusion and competency of individuals in 
the criminal legal system (CLS) in England and Wales 
(particularly those on probation) remains a black box 
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(Knight et  al., 2024a, 2024b; Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; 
Reisdorf & Jewkes, 2016; Reisdorf & Rikard, 2018).

A large body of research highlights that certain factors 
can help people desist from crime. For example, employ-
ment, education, pro-social leisure activities, a reduc-
tion or cessation of drug and alcohol use, good physical, 
emotional and mental health, positive relationships with 
pro-social friends, families, and partners, stable housing, 
financial stability, and the development pro-social iden-
tities (Bonta & Andrews, 2024). Contemporarily, access-
ing services and opportunities that can help people desist 
from crime will inevitably involve using the Internet and 
digital technology (Knight et  al., 2024a, 2024b; Reisdorf 
& DeCook, 2022). Research has highlighted that people 
who do not/cannot use the Internet face additional dif-
ficulties in finding employment and higher-paying jobs, 
managing their finances, accessing healthcare and health-
care information and accessing online education oppor-
tunities (Holmes & Burgess, 2022; Park, 2017; Robinson 
et  al., 2015; Watts, 2020). In today’s society, the online 
and offline realms are entangled and cannot be viewed 
in silos. Particularly since the COVID-19 pandemic, 
vast parts of the social world have moved online (Rob-
inson et al., 2020). ‘Digital competency’ no longer refers 
to a basic understanding of how technology works but 
increasingly alludes to whether an individual can use 
digital devices to achieve goals and solve tasks (Bauer 
et al., 2017). A study by Lloyds Bank (2023) highlighted 
that only 6% of the general population in the UK are con-
sidered to lack basic digital competency skills, and this is 
associated with older people (aged over 75), do not work, 
live alone, have no formal education, and have sensory 
impairment. The levels of digital competency of people in 
the CLS in the UK are unknown.

Well over a decade ago, Jewkes and Johnston (2009) 
warned that depriving incarcerated people access to 
modern technology was creating ‘second-class citi-
zens’, leading to a situation whereby the people will be 
as ill-equipped for modern life as a ’caveman’. Within 
prisons, technology is largely used for surveillance and 
monitoring purposes, with some prisons introducing 
technology to facilitate contact with families, such as vid-
eoconferencing and digital programs focused on behav-
iour change (Morris & Knight, 2018; Knight et al., 2024b). 
However, incarcerated people’s access to digital technol-
ogy and the online world is severely restricted for reasons 
of security or fear of backlash from the general public 
of incarcerated people having the “luxury” of internet 
access (Riesdorf & Jewkes, 2016; Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016; 
Van de Steene & Knight, 2017; Hadlington & Knight, 
2022). More recent research has highlighted that the 
lack of access to digital technology in prisons continues 
upon re-entry and acts as a barrier to desistance (Knight 

et al., 2024a; Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al., 2019; Reisdorf & 
DeCook, 2022; Reisdorf & Jewkes, 2016; Reisdorf et  al., 
2022). However, very little is known about people on 
probation’s access to and use of digital technology. Nota-
bly, Reisdorf and DeCook’s (2022) study highlighted the 
compound vulnerabilities linked to the digital inclusion 
of formerly incarcerated people in the USA. Poverty has 
been closely linked to the increased likelihood of digital 
exclusion and a lack of digital competency, with poverty 
also being closely linked to offending (Holmes & Burgess, 
2022; Knight, 2023; Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022). Despite 
the growing recognition of digital technology’s role in 
desistance, it has remained absent in prison/re-entry/
probation policy and practice.

Additionally, limited research has explored the digital 
exclusion/inclusion of people with offending histories in 
jurisdictions outside the USA. As such, this article pro-
vides empirical insight into the access to and use of digi-
tal technology in the community of people with offending 
histories in Wales, UK, and their confidence in using dig-
ital technology. The study aimed to explore:

• Do people have access to the Internet, and how and 
where do they access it?

• Do people own or have access to digital hardware 
such as smartphones, computers, laptops and tab-
lets?

• What do people use digital technology for?
• How competent and confident are people using digi-

tal technology?

As with Reisdorf and DeCook’s (2022) research in 
the USA, our exploratory study investigated an under-
researched area with a focus on Reisdorf and Rikard’s 
(2018) model of digital rehabilitation. Reisdorf and 
Rikard’s (2018) model highlights how the social and 
digital worlds are deeply intertwined, and people in the 
CLS need access to digital technology and digital com-
petency to access services and support that facilitate 
desistance. As such, this article contributes to digital 
inclusion and digital rehabilitation in three key ways. 
Firstly, our empirical findings add to the international 
literature of a significantly under-researched area to 
provide greater insight into people’s access to and use 
of digital technology, their digital competency and its 
implications for desistance. Secondly, with a drive from 
the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) in England and Wales to 
advance digital technology in the CLS (MoJ, 2022), it 
is vital to understand whether people can access and 
use technology. Therefore, we provide policy and prac-
tice recommendations to improve the digital inclusion 
of people in the CLS. Finally, our results support Reis-
dorf and Rikard’s (2018) model of digital rehabilitation, 
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which argues that improving digital inclusion and digi-
tal competency must be a vital part of the support pro-
vided by CLS organisations. We concur that the online 
and offline spaces are intertwined, and more attention 
needs to be paid to the role of digital technology in sup-
porting or impeding desistance. We need to understand 
and address the digital needs of people to avoid further 
excluding already marginalised people.

Literature review
England and Wales have one of the highest prison popu-
lations per 100,000 per capita in the Western world. The 
most recent figures reveal 87,869 people were incarcer-
ated as of March 2024 (HM Prison & Probation Service 
(HMPPS)/MoJ, 2024). Between October and Decem-
ber 2023, 11,931 people were released from prison, with 
238,765 under probation supervision as of December 
31st, 2023 (HMPPS/MoJ, 2024). The combination of sig-
nificant numbers of people in the CLS and the contin-
ued advancements and reliance on digital technology in 
navigating our social world places even more impetus for 
paying more attention to the nexus between the digital 
and social realms and desistance. Digital inclusion and 
digital competency are essential components of social 
integration for people involved in the CLS (Knight et al., 
2024a; Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; Reisdorf & Rikard, 
2018; Zivanai & Mahlangu, 2022). For example, finding a 
job and housing and accessing support services and state 
benefits are increasingly being done in the digital realm. 
These tasks often rely on people having access to digital 
technology and the digital skills to navigate the online 
world effectively.

Existing models of rehabilitation/desistance have failed 
to pay adequate attention to the role and importance of 
digital technology in the desistance process (Zivanai 
& Mahlangu, 2022; Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; Van De 
Steene & Knight, 2017; Knight et al., 2024a). Watts (2020) 
identifies three contributing factors to digital exclusion: 
lack of access to the technology, primarily due to pov-
erty; lack of motivation among those who do not believe 
digital technology is relevant or worth learning to use; 
and lack of digital skills/knowledge. Studies have also 
highlighted the compound vulnerabilities of people in 
the CLS, particularly the link between poverty/socioeco-
nomic adversity exacerbating digital exclusion as well as 
the intersectionality of other factors, including age, sex 
and race, that can widen the digital exclusion of people in 
the general population and people in the CLS (Homes & 
Burgess, 2022; Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; Reisdorf et al., 
2022). These are all key considerations when understand-
ing barriers to accessing and using digital technology.

Digital rehabilitation theory
Only in recent years has digital technology been included 
in rehabilitation/desistance theorisations. Building on 
Helsper’s (2012) corresponding fields model, which high-
lights the interconnectedness of the online and offline 
realms of everyday life, Reisdorf and Rikard (2018) devel-
oped a model of digital rehabilitation. Reisdorf and Rik-
ard (2018) applied Helpser’s (2012) model to the context 
of prison and post-prison. They argue that digital exclu-
sion within prison exacerbates digital exclusion upon 
re-entry and, thus, impedes social inclusion in the com-
munity (Residorf & Rikard, 2018). Previously, theories 
of rehabilitation/desistance have only focused on offline 
factors and have failed to comprehensively consider the 
role of digital technology and the online space in the 
desistance process. Reisdorf and Rikard note:

As parolees transition into the community, the 
resources of various fields during incarceration may 
negatively affect re-entry and readjustment. We 
contend that the digital realm could contribute to 
successful re-entry, yet the digital realm is not cur-
rently considered in re-entry practices and theories. 
Therefore, we depict the digital realm surrounded by 
a broken line rather than a solid line (2018: 1280).

Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) model posits that social 
and digital exclusion are deeply intertwined, operating 
within interconnected spheres that influence and rein-
force each other. As illustrated in Fig. 1. Reisdorf and Rik-
ard’s (2018) model retains the corresponding fields from 
Helper’s model (social, cultural, economic, and personal) 
and includes health as a separate field due to the com-
plex health needs and barriers of people in the CLS (see 
Skinner & Farrington, 2023). These fields are linked to 
factors that can support desistance, social inclusion and 
improved well-being.

The diagram illustrates a downward flow from prison to 
re-entry, indicating the transitional phase where individ-
uals move from incarceration back into society and the 
interplay between the digital world and the social world 
across the corresponding fields and resources that help 
to facilitate desistance and social inclusion (e.g. employ-
ment). Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) model highlights how 
digital exclusion in prison creates a cascading effect that 
extends into the community, leading to broader social 
exclusion across the corresponding fields. Addressing 
digital exclusion through targeted interventions at each 
phase (prison and re-entry) can help support rehabilita-
tion and reintegration (Reisdorf & Rikard, 2018). The 
following sections provide an in-depth explanation of 
Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) corresponding fields and 
resources to unpack the implications of the digital realm 
for re-entry, community supervision and desistance.
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Economic field
The economic field covers critical components of a per-
son’s life that can provide them with financial support 
and stability, such as employment/education, financial 
management and housing. Digital and financial poverty 
go together (Holmes & Burgess, 2022; Knight, 2023); 
these are often interconnected with other issues, such 
as lack of employment and housing, leading to multi-
layered ‘deep exclusion’ (Helsper, 2012). Legitimate 
employment is a protective factor supporting desist-
ance (Bonta & Andrews, 2024). It is well established 
that a custodial sentence disrupts work by physically 
removing the person from the workforce and inhibiting 
their ability to obtain/retain work post-release. Unem-
ployment, underemployment, and benefit depend-
ency are significant problems for people in the CLS 
(Loosemore et  al., 2020). In 2023, the MoJ reported 
that only 19.3% of people released from prison  were 
employed  within six weeks,  and 31.1% were employed 
within six months, with around 75% of the general 
population being in employment (MoJ, 2023). People in 
the community are already disadvantaged when seek-
ing employment due to the stigmas attached to being 
an ‘offender’ (Obatusin & Ritter-Williams, 2019). Digi-
tal exclusion and a lack of digital competency can act 

as further barriers to employment. For example, job 
advertising and applications have increasingly moved 
online. Without access to digital technology and the 
skills and capabilities to use the technology, people are 
excluded from employment opportunities, which Reis-
dorf and Rikard (2018) call economic relocation from a 
legitimate workforce.

Additionally, if someone successfully secures employ-
ment, salaries are usually paid virtually into people’s 
bank accounts. Over the last decade, there has been a 
drive towards online banking, and in more recent years, 
there have been significant closures of physical bank 
branches (Clark et  al., 2023). Banks as profit-making 
entities favour geographical populations which offer the 
lowest risk, retreating from less affluent and, therefore, 
less profitable areas where people with offending histo-
ries are more likely to live (Caplan et  al., 2021). Even if 
someone has a local branch where they can access sup-
port from the bank’s staff, opening an account can pose 
difficulties for people. Opening a bank account requires 
proof of address and a form of official ID. Many people 
may leave prison without a fixed abode and no ID. Apply-
ing for a passport, driver’s licence or citizen card is more 
conveniently done online or requires travel to a post 
office (which incurs further costs). Also, to pay for ID, if 

Fig. 1 Digital rehabilitation model. Source: Reisdorf & Rikard, 2018
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done online, a payment card is required—a bank account 
is usually needed to obtain a payment card. Furthermore, 
the shift to online applications for Universal Credit and 
Jobseeker’s Allowance (state benefits) creates significant 
challenges for individuals with limited digital skills. This 
is especially problematic for people leaving prison who 
receive only a £76 discharge grant. For them, the ability 
to apply for benefits quickly is crucial.

Within the general population, figures highlight that 
Universal Credit rates are 21% lower for those under 25 
(Department for Work and Pensions, 2022), making it 
difficult for some young adults to survive financially and 
pushing them towards insecure housing (Ahmed et  al., 
2021). People in the CLS already face stigma and discrim-
ination when securing housing (Berry & Wiener, 2020). 
Stable housing is also a key protective factor for desist-
ance (Low et al., 2023). However, stable housing relies on 
financial stability through state benefits or employment. 
For those unable to use digital technology to manage their 
finances and access employment/educational opportuni-
ties, this may also be a further barrier to housing. Social 
housing applications have increasingly moved online, and 
private housing searches are largely done online. There is 
a nexus between employment, finance/poverty, housing, 
and the digital space, particularly within the economic 
field. Without the digital hardware and skills to complete 
tasks related to housing, employment/education and 
financial management online, people in the CLS may face 
further economic exclusion (Reisdorf & Rikard, 2018).

Social field
Positive relationships with friends, families, partners, and 
the wider community are essential in supporting desist-
ance (Weaver, 2015). People coming out of prison and 
serving community orders face challenges reintegrating 
into their families, friendship groups, and, of course, the 
wider community. This is no easy task; research high-
lights that people in the CLS are significantly socially 
excluded and experience poverty, loss of social capital, 
stigma, and political exclusion (Murray, 2007; Musa & 
Ahmad, 2015). Particularly for people relocated to areas 
where their families do not reside, the digital space can be 
essential for maintaining ties to positive people via social 
media and video calling. Social networks are increasingly 
maintained through online spaces, and smartphone users 
tend to have more digital connections with friends and 
more ‘online only’ friends (Park & Lee, 2015). The digi-
tal realm offers further opportunities for people to build 
new pro-social networks via social media, which links to 
resources in the personal field below.

Personal field
The personal field is seen mainly as people’s leisure activ-
ities – engagement in pro-social leisure activities helps 
to support desistance (Bonta & Andrews, 2024). Dur-
ing incarceration, people’s activities are restricted to the 
prison regime and available resources (Reisdorf & Rikard, 
2018). Within the community, formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals participate in fewer leisure activities than their 
peers who are not involved in the CLS (Farnworth, 2000). 
Participation in leisure activities in the community may 
be restricted due to poverty, stigma and discrimination, 
lack of skills to identify leisure opportunities, or a chaotic 
lifestyle (Link & Williams, 2017). The digital realm allows 
people to explore what leisure opportunities are avail-
able in their community, access promotional discounts to 
reduce costs and sign up for free trials. Engaging in pro-
social leisure activities may also expand people’s social 
circles and positive connections to support desistance 
further in the social field.

Cultural field
Identity plays a vital part in desistance theories—people’s 
identities can change and are shaped by social experi-
ences (Fox, 2015). The intersectionality of race, gender, 
age and sexuality forms people’s identity and affects 
their CLS experience and desistance journey (Kreager 
et al., 2017; Reisdorf & Rikard, 2018). Reisdorf and Rik-
ard (2018) argue that the digital realm enables people 
to present themselves in a positive light and disassoci-
ate themselves from an ‘offender’ (outlaw) identity. Reis-
dorf and Rikard (2018) noted that, depending on their 
age and prison length, those re-entering the community 
may identify as digital natives or digital immigrants (see 
also Prensky, 2001). Digital technology changes rapidly, 
and the intersectionality of people’s identities may affect 
how quickly and effectively they adapt to digital culture 
in technology-dependent societies. Different societal 
groups experience varying degrees of digital exclusion 
(Homes & Burgess, 2022). As such, CLS responses must 
consider and respond to the individual characteristics 
of people that may influence their digital inclusion and 
competency.

Health field
People in the CLS have poorer physical and mental health 
than the general population (Skinner & Farrington, 2023). 
The National Probation Service (NPS) (2019) recognises 
that many people in the CLS face challenges in accessing 
primary care, which is required for basic healthcare and 
access to more specialist services. Generally, there is low 
engagement from people in the CLS with the National 
Health Service (NHS) primary care services (the NHS is 
nationwide free healthcare for people residing in the UK) 
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(NPS, 2019). The stigma of being labelled as an ‘offender’ 
has been cited as one of the barriers that prevent peo-
ple in the CLS from accessing healthcare (Schnittker & 
John, 2007). Lang et al. (2014) report that people serving 
community orders in an outer London borough had dif-
ficulty registering with a primary care physician (PCP), 
mainly because they did not have a secure address, which 
is linked to the issues mentioned in the economic field in 
terms of the difficulties in obtaining ID and secure hous-
ing and employment. Additionally, in recent years, there 
has been a move towards accessing healthcare through 
digital technology, for example, via online booking sys-
tems for PCP appointments, reminders of NHS appoint-
ments by text message and digital check-in terminals in 
PCP surgeries. During the COVID-19 pandemic, there 
was a move from face-to-face appointments to ’tele-
health’ appointments via video or telephone call, further 
restricting access for those experiencing digital exclusion 
(Eddison et al., 2022).

Methodology
The data collection for this study took place from May 
2022 to September 2022. The research occurred in a 
community-based drop-in/support centre called the 
’Hub’ in South Wales, UK. The Hub is a service that sup-
ports people who are and have been in the CLS. Our par-
ticipants had either been recently released from prison, 
were currently on probation, or had been on probation 
in the past but not in prison. For example, 39% (n = 16) of 
the participants had been released from prison within the 
last 24 months (n = 2 with the last 3 months, n = 3 with 
the last 9 months, n = 6 with the last 12 months and n = 5 
with the last 24 months). Other participants had been on 
probation within the last 24 months or were currently on 
probation. The majority of studies that have examined the 
digital exclusion of people in CLS have focused on people 
who have been incarcerated (Van De Steene & Knight, 
2017; Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; Reisdorf & Jewkes, 2016; 
Reisdorf et  al., 2022), with little attention being paid to 
people on probation. As such, this study fills a crucial 
gap in understanding the digital exclusion of people on 
probation and its implications for access to resources in 
Residorf & Rikard’s (2018) model of digital rehabilitation.

Convenience sampling was the most practical and 
appropriate method for this exploratory work. It allowed 
the researchers to base themselves at the Hub, where we 
were more likely to see the phenomena we were inter-
ested in investigating (Emmel, 2013). The Hub staff and 
researchers agreed that members were unlikely to be 
responsive to formal invitations to engage in the research. 
They would react more favourably to being asked 
directly by the team while we were in the Hub as it was 
a setting that the members felt comfortable in. Potential 

participants’ attendance at the Hub was unpredictable, 
and not everyone who attended could be approached. 
For example, some members came to the Include Hub 
whilst very angry or distressed or under the influence 
of drugs and alcohol. Building trust and rapport with 
the Hub members was crucial. As such, the researchers 
spent considerable time in the Hub before data collection 
began. We operated as volunteers, which involved mak-
ing the members feel welcome; we served them teas and 
coffee, chatted with them, and helped them with infor-
mation about accessing support services. The time in the 
Hub was vital for us to become ‘familiar faces’ to foster 
trust and engagement with the members. A total number 
of 41 members completed the survey and engaged in the 
observations. While we did not consistently collect data 
on the specific needs of our participants, the Hub staff 
reported that people who access the Hub often experi-
ence a range of complex needs. These include substance 
use issues, homelessness, unemployment, socioeconomic 
adversity, neurodiversity, and physical and mental health 
disorders. Table 1 provides contextual and demographic 
information about our sample group.

Data collection & analysis
The study used a mixed methodology to collect data – 
surveys and overt observations (with unstructured con-
versations) were used to understand people’s access to 
and use of digital technology. We utilised Reisdorf and 
Rikard’s (2018) digital rehabilitation model to inform the 
development of an online survey. For digital rehabilita-
tion to be possible, people must be able to access and use 
digital technology confidently. Without access and the 
skills to use technology, people may be unable to gain 
resources in Reisdorf and Rikards’s (2018) corresponding 
fields (social, cultural, economic, personal, and health). 
As such, the survey included questions that explored the 
members’ access to and use of digital technology, barri-
ers to using digital technology, and their levels of compe-
tence and confidence with digital technology.

The survey comprised thirty-eight questions and used 
primarily quantitative Likert scales, where people indi-
cated their responses ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree (see Appendix 1). For example, we used 
statements such as: ‘I feel confident using a laptop/com-
puter/tablet’, ‘I feel confident using a smartphone’. We 
also asked closed questions with ‘yes’/ ‘no’ responses 
to establish ownership and access to digital technol-
ogy and data. For example, we asked participants: ‘I 
have broadband/internet access where I live’, ‘I own a 
smartphone’, ‘I own a laptop/computer/tablet’. The sur-
vey also included qualitative questions for people to 
state what tasks they used different digital devices for. 
For example, we asked participants, ‘what do you use 
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a laptop/computer/tablet for?’  and ‘what do you use a 
smartphone for?’. We avoided using closed questions 
with options of what people might use digital technol-
ogy for to avoid leading them. The purpose of these 
questions was to examine if and what corresponding 
fields of Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) digital rehabilita-
tion model people’s usage of digital technology aligned 
to. Due to the relatively small number of participants, 
basic descriptive analysis was undertaken on the quan-
titative data, and we analysed the qualitative data from 
the survey thematically (see Bryman, 2016).

The survey was designed to be completed by par-
ticipants on an iPad, but approximately 50% of the 
sample needed help to complete the survey. Literacy 
levels tend to be lower among people in the CLS than 
among the general population (Hurry et al., 2005; Pris-
oner Learning Alliance (PLA), 2020). Some participants 
stated they could not read at the required level, while 
others felt they lacked sufficient digital skills to use a 
tablet independently. As such, we had to read the ques-
tions aloud and enter responses for some participants. 
This had several unexpected effects. Many participants 
wanted to explain or justify their responses, provid-
ing significant information about their use of digital 
technology. While we did not intend to interview par-
ticipants, these spontaneous disclosures provided rich 
contextual information that complements the survey’s 
quantitative data.

Additionally, overt observations were used to gain more 
holistic insight into the members’ use of digital technol-
ogy. In summary, we observed and discussed what type 
of hardware members were using, what tasks they used 
technology for, and their difficulties using it. A total of 
187 h were observed in the Hub. Due to the busy nature 
of the drop-in centre, it was not practical to record our 
conversations with members. Instead, field notes were 
generated and analysed thematically to better under-
stand digital technology’s role in the members’ lives. The-
matic analysis ‘is a method for systematically identifying, 
organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning 
(themes) across a data set. Through focusing on meaning 
across a data set, thematic analysis allows the researcher 
to see and make sense of collective or shared meanings 
and experiences’ (Braun & Clarke, 2012: 57). We first 
coded the data specifically looking for themes across the 
qualitative responses from the survey and fieldnotes that 
were related directly to our research questions and Resi-
dorf and Rikard’s (2018) model of digital rehabilitation. In 
the second round of coding, we analysed the data looking 
for other common themes and outliers, i.e. things that 
did not come up in all of the field notes but stood out as 
important points of analysis to advance research in this 
area. Two members of the team were involved in the cod-
ing to ensure the reliability and validity of the data analy-
sis. We found similar themes across the data, leading to a 
rich understanding of people’s use of digital technology 
and their use in terms of Residorf and Rikard’s (2018) 
corresponding fields.

Ethics
Ethical approval was granted by Swansea University’s 
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences Ethics and 
Research Committee. Participation was voluntary, and 
people were free to withdraw at any point. Informed 
consent was gained from all participants to participate 
in all research aspects and to  disseminate the findings 
anonymously.

Results
The following section outlines the findings from our 
study. The findings are presented in the following themes: 
access to digital technology, use of digital technology, 
competence (confidence and skills) using digital technol-
ogy and the need for training.

Access to digital technology
Participants were asked whether they owned digital 
hardware such as smartphones, computers/laptops/tab-
lets, and if they could access the Internet. Consistent 
access to technology is one of the first steps toward digi-
tal inclusion and improving people’s digital competency 

Table 1 Participant Demographics

We have only included the fields in which people self-disclosed aspects of their 
identity. For example, no one identified as Black, African, Caribbean or Black 
British. All participants were asked for their gender identity, and all identified as 
either male or female

Demographic Number of 
Participants

Percentage 
of 
Participants

Sex
 Male 35 85%

 Female 6 15%

Age Range
 18–25 2 5%

 26–35 8 20%

 36–45 17 41%

 46–55 6 15%

 56–65 7 17%

 Over 65 1 2%

Ethnicity
 White 36 88%

 Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 1 2%

 Asian or Asian British 2 5%

 Not stated 2 5%
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(Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al., 2019). People need the hard-
ware and Wi-Fi/data to engage in the digital and social 
world.

Our findings revealed that 41% (n = 17) of participants 
reported not having Wi-Fi where they lived  (see Fig. 2). 
Given that it is expected that 97.4% of households in 
the UK are expected to have internet access by the end 
of the 2022–23 financial year (IBISWorld, 2022), this is a 
striking finding. One reason for the lack of Wi-Fi was the 
cost. 27.5% (n = 11) of our participants agreed or strongly 
agreed that they could not afford Wi-Fi. This coincides 

with research highlighting the link between poverty and 
digital exclusion (Homes & Burgess, 2022; Knight, 2023). 
However, as illustrated in Fig.  3, 63% (n = 26) of par-
ticipants stated that accessing the Internet was easy for 
them.

People who did not have Wi-Fi at home would access 
the Internet in public spaces (mainly in the Hub and 
local libraries). 22% (n = 15) of our participants strongly 
disagreed or disagreed that accessing the Internet was 
easy. Some people would stand outside the Hub build-
ing on the weekends when it was closed to gain a Wi-Fi 
connection. Local libraries were an essential lifeline for 
people. However, since 2010, nearly 800 libraries have 
closed in the UK, which may act as a further barrier to 
accessing hardware and the Internet, particularly if visit-
ing the library incurs travel costs. Additionally, given the 
confidential nature of some essential Internet use, such 
as banking or benefits applications, conducting personal 
business in a public space may not be desirable.

Figure 4  illustrates participants’ responses about own-
ing a computer/laptop/tablet. Only 13 of our participants 
owned a tablet/laptop/computer, but 66% (n = 27) stated 
that they could access a computer when needed.

As noted, some of our participants relied on access-
ing digital hardware in public places such as libraries and 
within the Hub. However, their access depended on these 
spaces’ opening hours, and they could not freely decide 
when to use such hardware. For some, being able to 
access these spaces would involve costly and/or time con-
suming travel. Research has highlighted that consistent 
access to technology is important to build people’s digi-
tal skills (Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et  al., 2019; Reisdorf & 
DeCook, 2022).

In comparison, 70% (n = 29) of people owned a smart-
phone  (see Fig.  5). This is still significantly lower than 
the general population’s 96% in 2021 (Statista, 2022). 

Fig. 3 Ease in accessing the internet

Fig. 2 The percentage (%) of people who have access to Wi-Fi 
where they live
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Overall, ownership of digital hardware was lower than 
that of the general population.

However, 27% (n = 13) of people found it hard to 
afford all the data they needed to use a smartphone. 
A small number of our participants were also reluc-
tant to use smartphones as they feared they would be 
under surveillance by the Government and Police, and 
for some, there was a lack of trust in using the technol-
ogy. Slightly over half (55% (n = 22)) of the respondents 
stated that they worried about the privacy and safety of 
their information online. This may have implications 
for any technology introduced for people to use whilst 
in prison or on probation. If people have concerns 
about surveillance and safety, they may be reluctant to 

engage with the technology and face further exclusion 
or issues related to compliance.

The use of digital technology
We sought to understand what type of tasks people used 
smartphones and laptops/computers/tablets for and how 
this relates to Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) corresponding 
fields. Some participants cited multiple uses of laptops/
computers/tablets, as illustrated in Fig. 6.

When considering Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) frame-
work, the predominant use of laptops/computers/tablets 
falls within the personal and social fields. Our partici-
pants predominately used the technology to access social 
media sites (social field) such as Facebook, TikTok, Ins-
tagram, X, etc., as well as to watch videos and listen to 
music (personal field). Very few reported that they used 
the technology for tasks related to Reisdorf and Rikard’s 
(2018) health, culture and economic fields. People were 
not maximising opportunities to find training/education/
employment opportunities, apply for housing, benefits, 
or access health services. This was partly due to people 
lacking the digital skills and confidence to perform these 
tasks online. A lack of access and a lack of digital skills 
and confidence were the main reasons why ten peo-
ple stated that they could not or did not use laptops/
computers/tablets.

17% (n = 7) strongly disagreed with the statement ‘I 
know how to get apps for a smartphone’; some partici-
pants reported that they were only confident using a lim-
ited range of apps. 68% (n = 28) of respondents preferred 
to make phone calls rather than text, perhaps reflecting 
that people in the CLS tend to have lower literacy lev-
els than the general population (PLA, 2020; Hurry et al., 
2005). As illustrated in Fig. 7, it was also clear that many 
smartphone owners in the sample were not using their 
devices to their full capability.

Despite the varied capabilities of smartphones, the 
most common activity undertaken was calls (n = 19), 
followed by texts (n = 13). Regarding specific apps, 11 
people said they used social media such as Facebook or 
Instagram. Again, people’s use was predominately within 
Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) personal and social fields, 
with little evidence of use in the economic, cultural and 
health fields.

Confidence in using digital technology
Our participants felt marginally more confident using a 
smartphone than a computer/laptop/tablet  (see Fig.  8). 
This may be largely due to more people owning smart-
phones than computers/laptops/tablets and, therefore, 
being more familiar with how they work due to spending 
a longer time accessing and using one.

Fig. 4 The percentage of people who own a computer, laptop 
or tablet

Fig. 5 The percentage of people who own a smartphone
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Whilst people’s confidence levels were relatively 
high, it did not necessarily translate into adequate 
digital competency in terms of their skills, which var-
ied by task. For example, one female member used a 
computer for shopping but said that she did not under-
stand email and would ‘love’ to be taught how to use it. 
Overall, women and the two participants aged 18–25 
were less confident using digital technology. As the 
number of young people in the sample is so small, it 

is not possible to draw any inferences about the rea-
sons for the lack of confidence. As noted, the people 
who were able to access and use digital technology 
predominately engaged with tasks/activities related to 
Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) social and personal fields 
(e.g. using social media, browsing the web, listening 
to music, watching films) but did not or rarely used 
it for tasks/activities related to the economic, health 
and culture fields (job searches/application, online 

Fig. 6 The type of tasks people use laptops/computers/tablets for

Fig. 7 The type of tasks people use smartphones for
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education, training, financial management and appli-
cations, booking healthcare appointments etc.).

Some respondents stated they only felt confident 
doing a limited range of things. Some people expressed 
the fear of ’doing something wrong’ when using digital 
hardware. 49% (n = 20) of members surveyed agreed 
that the words people use about technology are con-
fusing. Those who agreed or strongly agreed were less 
likely to own a computer, although the majority owned 
a smartphone. One white man in his forties stated 
words  related to technology ‘went in one ear and out 
the other!’. Yet, he could frequently be observed at the 
Hub using the public computer to access Wikipedia 
and Google Maps, highlighting he  had a level of prac-
tical competence despite not being comfortable with 
terminology about technology. 42% (n = 17) agreed or 
strongly agreed with the statement, ‘I sometimes feel 
that technology is leaving me behind’. Some members 
mentioned the difficulties with basic issues such as set-
ting up hardware. One man in his twenties  stated that 
he had a game console at home but did not know how 
to connect it, so he had never used it. A woman in her 
thirties expressed an interest in using a projector for her 
voluntary work but appeared anxious about knowing 
how a projector worked and how to connect it to a lap-
top; she stated that help with this would be welcomed.

The need for training
Over one-third (13 of 40 participants (33%)) agreed 
or strongly agreed that they would like help using the 
Internet, which was a greater proportion than the 
23% of respondents who disagreed/strongly disagreed 
with the statement ‘I feel confident using the Internet’. 

Several members told us that they would like help using 
digital technology but did not feel able to join a for-
mal college class because they felt uncomfortable in a 
classroom environment and/or needed one-on-one tui-
tion. Many stated they would rather learn somewhere 
more informal, such as the Hub. 75% (n = 31) of people 
felt that training to use digital technology and improve 
their digital skills should be available. For example, one 
participant stated:

‘It would be handy for a lot of people to get more 
training in digital technology, especially for people 
who’ve been in prison a long time and they come 
out and everything’s smartphones’ (male, between 
36 and 45 years old).

Another participant stated:

‘I would like some lessons in how to use a com-
puter, maybe at the Hub. I think quite a few people 
would be interested in that’ ( female, between 56 
and 65 years old).

Many of our participants wanted to improve their 
lives, and 54% (n = 22) agreed or strongly agreed that if 
they had better digital skills, they would be more likely 
to get a job or a better-paid job. Given the disparity 
in access to technology and varying degrees of digital 
competency, training would be one step in supporting 
our participants’ becoming more digitally included.

Discussion
Our study has provided unique insight into the digital 
exclusions of people in the CLS by exploring their access 
to, use of, and competency in using digital technology. 

Fig. 8  Participants’responsestothequestions‘Ifeelconfidentusingasmartphone’and‘Ifeelconfidentusingacomputer/laptop/tablet’
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This is the first study that has specifically explored the 
digital exclusion of people in the CLS in Wales, and as 
such, there is a lack of comparable data within the UK. As 
most aspects and tasks related to our lives move online, 
people in the CLS require digital technology and digi-
tal skills to access, support, and opportunities related to 
Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) economic, social, personal, 
cultural and health fields. Our findings coincide with 
research in other jurisdictions and highlight the need to 
better understand and respond to the digital needs of 
people on a global scale to support desistance (see also 
Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; Reisdorf et al., 2022) As such, 
our findings add to the international literature on digi-
tal exclusion and digital rehabilitation and provide data 
that supports Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) digital reha-
bilitation framework. Our findings highlight that people 
reported lower access rates to digital technology than the 
general population, had lower levels of (digital) literacy, 
and engaged in few to no economic, health, or cultural 
uses. Our study further highlights the need to improve 
access to digital hardware, Wi-Fi and training for peo-
ple to use technology competently and confidently to 
access resources in Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) corre-
sponding fields to support desistance. Our data can help 
inform how organisations, practitioners and policymak-
ers can address the digital exclusion of people in the CLS, 
ensuring they are not further marginalised in an increas-
ingly digital world.

Factors that impede digital inclusion
Our findings coincide with Watts (2020) in that key 
contributing factors to the digital exclusion of some of 
our participants was a lack of access to digital technol-
ogy, which was mainly associated with economic adver-
sity and a lack of digital competency and confidence 
(see also Knight, 2023; Reisdorf et  al., 2022). For the 
people unable to access digital technology and/or can-
not use it, their digital exclusion has significant impli-
cations across all of the corresponding fields (health, 
economic, personal, social and cultural) and potentially 
their ability to desist from crime. Their lack of access to 
hardware and the Internet means that they are excluded 
from important information and support in the digi-
tal realm. As noted, these people are unable to inde-
pendently apply for training/education/employment 
online, apply and search for housing, carry out online 
banking, send and receive emails, use social media to 
keep in touch with friends/family and find and engage 
in online  leisure activities. For most people, the afore-
mentioned tasks are basic activities that are part of 
their daily lives. However, for a small number of people 
in our study, these tasks are completely alien to them. 

Further questions and challenges arise when consider-
ing how to get this group of people digitally included 
and digitally competent. This becomes even more dif-
ficult for people with more complex needs and chaotic 
lifestyles where digital upskilling may not be a priority 
for them.

As with Reisdorf and DeCook’s (2022) study, there 
was evidence of compound vulnerabilities within 
our group regarding the ability to use digital technol-
ogy,  to  afford the hardware and data, and their ability 
to complete basic tasks. Some of our participants could 
not read and write, which hindered them from using 
digital technology. Most of our participants also did 
not work or earn a living wage. As such, owning digital 
technology and having Wi-Fi/data at home was lower 
than in the general population. As our results revealed, 
buying devices and Wi-Fi/data was not possible for eve-
ryone. Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. (2019) highlight that a 
lack of stable access to devices and a lack of digital skills 
are key obstacles to digital equity. Poverty/affordability 
was a factor that acted as a barrier to digital inclusion 
for this group. Other research has also highlighted pov-
erty as a factor in digital exclusion, with poverty being 
closely associated with people with offending histories 
(Homes & Burgess, 2022; Knight, 2023).

Through digital maintenance theory, Gonzales (2016) 
highlights how people continue to struggle to maintain 
physical access to digital technology with access being 
unstable, which was evident in our sample. Gonzales 
(2016) found that even short times of disconnection 
due to technology maintenance issues lead to adverse 
effects, such as loss of health benefits or loss of jobs. 
However, it was not just the lack of access to hardware 
that acts as a barrier to digital inclusion but also a lack 
of digital competency. We found that people lacked the 
skills and confidence to complete tasks predominately 
related to Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) health and eco-
nomics fields. As such, people need to be supported 
to engage in what Zillen and Hargittai (2009) term as 
‘capital-enhancing’ uses of the Internet and digital 
technology. The economic field is particularly impor-
tant as it refers to tasks related to gaining employment, 
a key factor supporting desistance (Bonta & Andrews, 
2024). Along with consistent access to digital hardware, 
age, income, and education have also been identified 
as factors that affect people’s digital skills (Reisdorf & 
DeCook, 2022).

Digital rehabilitation – is it possible?
As research into digital rehabilitation theory grows, 
theory and empirical data must be translated into evi-
dence-based policy and practice guides. Unpacking and 
explaining what digital rehabilitation means in practical 
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terms for probation officers and other criminal legal 
(CL) practitioners is key to ensuring that appropriate CL 
‘interventions’ are developed. This article has explained 
Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) economic, social, cultural, 
personal, and health fields in terms of how digital exclu-
sion can manifest. However, more must be done to 
develop tangible policy and practice responses. Our find-
ings have highlighted that financial difficulties prevent 
some people from being able to afford digital hardware 
and/or data. Access is key to improving digital inclusion. 
However, this would require buy-in from the Govern-
ment and the private sector to subsidise hardware and 
data and is dependant on the political agenda and will 
of politicians. Even if access is improved, our study also 
revealed issues with people not trusting digital hardware 
and, therefore, not wanting to use it. Other studies have 
also highlighted trust and privacy as barriers for people 
in the CLS to use technology (Taylor & Bartels, 2024; 
Gurusami, 2019; Seo et al., 2022). Trust between individ-
uals and their probation officer is vital in developing ther-
apeutic relationships and supporting desistance (Sturm 
et al., 2022). If people in the CLS do not trust their pro-
bation officers, they may not disclose information about 
their digital access, skills, and other key information. 
Coupled with a lack of trust in digital technology, peo-
ple may be reluctant to engage with digital support if it is 
provided by probation services, which may act as another 
barrier to digital rehabilitation (Reisdorf et  al., 2022). 
Digital rehabilitation presents challenges for prison and 
probation policy and practice, and further research is 
needed to understand and address some of the concerns 
and obstacles raised in this article.

Research, policy & practice recommendations
To date, studies that have explored the digital inclu-
sion/exclusion of people in the CLS have (1) been rela-
tively small, (2) focused on prisons and, (3)concentrated 
in certain geographical areas. Larger-scale studies are 
needed to gain an in-depth understanding of the extent 
of digital exclusion and the levels of digital competency 
of individuals in prison and on probation. As technology 
advances and changes rapidly, we must ensure that mar-
ginalised people are not further left behind. Whilst there 
is a growing body of research, the implications of digital 
exclusion for desistance remains under-explored. Future 
research must examine the intersectionality of digital 
exclusion and digital competency in the context of age, 
gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, ability and neurodiver-
sity. Understanding how digital exclusion affects differ-
ent intersections of people will help to ensure that future 
policy and practice developments are responsive to dif-
ferent populations within the CLS, as one-size-fits-all 
approaches are likely to be ineffective.

To concur with Reisdorf and DeCook (2022), train-
ing to upskill people’s digital competency is required in 
prisons, upon re-entry and within community settings 
for those serving community orders. As noted, the digi-
tal world is vital to providing people with resources and 
opportunities in the real world. Failing to provide digital 
technology training to enable people to complete tasks 
such as applying for jobs, online banking, and access-
ing support services is setting them up to fail. However, 
as our findings highlighted, due to the stigma associ-
ated with being in the CLS, training needs to happen in 
spaces where people feel comfortable (such as the Hub) 
to encourage participation. This is particularly important 
for people who do not believe that digital technology is 
relevant or worth learning to use (Watts, 2020). Training 
for people in the CLS is only the first step. People also 
need consistent access to reliable technology (see also 
Gonzales, 2016). Ensuring people have digital hardware 
and data is likely one of the biggest challenges; as noted, 
this has political and financial implications. Finally, 
research is required to understand whether probation 
officers and other CL practitioners are aware of the impli-
cations of digital exclusion to ascertain if and how this is 
factored into supervision arrangements and support.

Limitations
While our study has provided new insights into the 
digital exclusion of people in the CLS, it is not without 
limitations. First, our sample size is relatively small, and 
our findings are not generalisable to the wider CLS. Sec-
ond, the people within our sample are not necessarily 
representative of all people in the CLS. As noted,  fur-
ther research is required with a broader range of people. 
Third, given the pilot nature of the project, we did not 
collect detailed information on the specific challenges 
faced by our participants (e.g., specific numbers of those 
experiencing poverty, homelessness, and substance use 
issues). While we have some of this information for some 
of our participants, we do not have it for all of them. 
This additional data would provide insightful contextual 
information for future studies to examine if there is any 
correlation between the complex needs of people and 
digital exclusion. Finally, our research focused on one 
specific geographical location in Wales, further limiting 
its generalizability.

Conclusion
The process of desisting from crime is intrinsically 
linked to overcoming significant socio-economic disad-
vantages, which for some can be exacerbated by digital 
exclusion (Reisdorf & DeCook, 2022; Reisdorf & Rik-
ard, 2018). This paper has highlighted the multifaceted 
challenges individuals face within the CLS in Wales, 
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UK. Our study has provided much-needed empirical 
insight into an under-researched area and provides fur-
ther support for Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018) model of 
digital rehabilitation. The rapid digitalisation of services 
post-COVID-19 has made digital competency essential 
for accessing critical protective factors in economic, 
social, cultural, personal, and health fields. However, 
digital exclusion remains a significant barrier, particu-
larly for those who lack access to technology and the 
skills to use it effectively. Significantly more research 
is required to understand the levels of access to digital 
technology and the digital skills of people in prison and 
on probation. If one of the key aims of prison and pro-
bation is to reduce re-offending/support desistance, 
then more attention must be paid to the ‘digital reha-
bilitation’ of people.
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