
Executive summary 

Research aim 

In previous research, the possibility of using mobile apps to promote the reintegration of (ex-) 

convicts had already been explored, but it was still unclear whether apps actually have this positive 

effect if they are used. The purpose of this literature study is to substantiate on the basis of (scientific) 

literature whether the use of an app can support the reintegration of (ex-) convicts. Since little 

research has been done on apps for convicts, we also looked more broadly at the effectiveness of 

apps that are used to promote reintegration in populations that are similar or have similar 

characteristics to (ex) convicts, such as people with addictions, probationers, young people with 

behavioural problems or people with psychological problems. 

Implementation of the study 

For the literature review, various databases (Web of Science, Scopus, PsycINFO, PubMed) were 

searched by menas of a carefully compiled query based on search terms in the categories 

'reintegration', 'mobile apps' and 'ex-convicts and similar populations'. The key concept of 

reintegration has been broadly defined and also includes factors that can promote reintegration 

and/or reduce recidivism. For the broader search among similar populations as (ex-)convicts, only 

review articles were included. We looked at 66 studies (of which 20 meta-analyses) in the broader 

search and 68 studies in the narrow search specifically aimed at apps for reintegration of (ex-) 

convicts. Articles were screened, after which an initial selection took place. The full-texts of the 

selected articles were then independently assessed for relevance and quality by three assessors. The 

quality of the reviews was assessed on the basis of the AMSTAR 2 criteria. The insights that emerged 

from the literature about mobile apps aimed at the reintegration of ex-prisoners were supplemented 

with practical insights from six interviews with ten behavioural experts. 

Scientific literature on the use of apps 

The literature review shows that most research has been done into apps for the treatment of mental 

disorders, depression and alcohol and drug addiction. Goals pursued in the apps mainly relate 

to behavioural change, using insights from cognitive behavioural therapy. There are also apps that 

are primarily aimed at providing insight into the behaviour of the user, for example with regard 

to substance use. Sometimes apps are also intended to support personal treatments, with the aim 

of increasing the patient's involvement and having the treatment continue to work outside 

contact hours. This can also include monitoring (data collection), which can be used as part of the 

personal treatment. Finally, making social support available and receiving social support are  

important goals of the apps. This concerns not only being able to contact the probation officer easily, 

but also participating in social networks, for example via a forum. 

Effectiveness of the use of apps for reintegration in similar populations 

We can only draw cautious conclusions about the effectiveness of mobile apps aimed at reintegrating 

populations similar to ex-convicts. It has at least not been proven that online treatments (of which 

apps are a subset) are ineffective. They are at least more effective than no treatment at all. 

Traditional treatments are predominantly more effective than stand-alone online treatments, but 

online treatments, in addition to personal treatments, do have a positive effect, especially due 

to the increase in therapy compliance and the possibility to monitor the client. By simply applying an 

online intervention, the risk of dropping out is actually higher. Particularly for the application of 

cognitive behavioural therapy (for mental disorders) in the form of an app, relatively large, 

positive effects are found (often compared to a waiting list control group). For mobile apps aimed at 

addiction, the effect sizes are much lower. In addition to the results of quantitative (review) studies, 



qualitative review studies report that apps can be useful in reducing symptoms of illness and 

increasing the quality of life.  

The effectiveness of a mobile app partly depends on its design. For example, we see larger effects 

with push-based interventions (the app determines the moment of action) than with pull 

interventions (the patient decides when he/she consults the app). Customization also contributes 

to greater effectiveness. If well designed, apps can provide this customization (for instance by means 

of modular design and/or automatic adjustments to the patient's profile and/or online behaviour).   

Effectiveness of the use of apps for the reintegration of (ex-)convicts 

The detention environment is a complex context that can influence the effectiveness of apps. An 

important question is therefore whether the above findings about mobile apps in similar populations 

also apply in the detention environment. Only a handful of studies have been conducted into 

apps in this specific context. This mainly concerns apps for psychological issues, such as 

substance use, psychological problems, social contacts and antisocial attitudes. Very little has been 

found about practical issues (such as financial management).  

A number of apps for (ex-)convicts have been described in the literature. Sometimes these are apps 

that have proven to be successful for other populations (such as addicts) and the extent to which 

they are also applicable to detainees has been investigated. Other apps are specifically designed for 

convicts. This can be a service platform for prisoners with the aim of guiding them to an optimal 

reintegration or to tackle a specific problem, such as aggression. The apps all use different 

intervention strategies, i.e. the content or 'active ingredients'. These are mainly Behavioural 

Change Techniques (BCTs). These include, for example, working on coping strategies, learning to 

deal with emotions or setting personal goals. The functionalities in the apps differ per intervention 

strategy. For example, a(n) (ex-) convict is helped in setting personal goals and is reminds of them 

by text message, there is the possibility to contact the probation officer or peers in a forum (social 

support), mindfulness techniques are applied to learn how to deal with emotions and impulse control, 

and more suitable coping strategies are practiced in various scenarios in the app. In addition, by 

means of monitoring, insight can be obtained into one's own behavior (feedback).  

A number of these apps are assessed for effectiveness, although the quality of the studies is usually 

low. However, the effectiveness of many apps was not investigated at all. For example, only user-

friendliness was examined. The most common intervention strategy in both apps that seem to be 

effective and those that have not been studied is working on coping strategies. 

Preconditions for the use of apps in practice 

Based on interviews with behavioural experts, earlier insights into mobile apps in the context of 

detention from the literature were supplemented with insights from practice. The experts noted that 

we are dealing with a very difficult target group: people often suffer from multiple mental 

disorders, addiction, low overall motivation, mild intellectual disability and/or poor literacy. This 

means that the following two aspects are important for the successful use of mobile apps in a judicial 

context: customisation and user involvement. Intrinsic motivation is very important for the 

success of an (online) intervention. This can be stimulated, for example, by co-creation, or involving 

the target group in the development of the app.  

Motivation to use the app (and behavioural change) is so important that there seems to be little point 

in using mobile apps for people who are not motivated (both (ex-)prisoners and probation 

officers/practitioners). The relationship of trust with the probation officer/practitioner is also 

important because of the perception of the danger to privacy when using apps.  

It goes without saying that most apps require a device (smartphone, tablet) and (limited) internet 

access. However, the cooperation of the probation officer/practitioner is one of the most 

important preconditions. Both clients and staff must (1) experience direct benefit from using the app 



- in other words, the direct benefits must exceed the direct costs - and (2) have the feeling that they 

determine what happens and not the app - in other words, they must have the feeling that they are 

in control. So even with push-based interventions (which seem to be more effective than pull-based 

interventions), the user should always be able to alter the settings that determine how often and 

which type of messages are pushed. 

Deploying the apps in practice 

According to the experts, an app for (ex) convicts could best be aimed at: 

1. Practical support in the five ‘areas of life’ (leefgebieden): proof of identity, housing, work 

or income, care and debts. The app then mainly serves to offer practical support, in the 

form of agenda functionalities (planning, re-minors), or as a helpdesk (providing 

information on practical matters, including referral function). As mentioned earlier, very 

little (scientific) research has been done on this subject. 

2. Behavioural change (focus on risk factors that can be influenced, such as impulse control 

or antisocial attitude). 

Ideally, both objectives should be combined, for example by learning to take responsibility for 

practical matters. In view of the problems of the target group, the goals aimed at behavioural change 

in particular take up a lot of time and require long-term personal guidance. The use of an app is a 

cost-effective way of providing more intensive (24/7) and/or longer guidance. In other 

words, the treatment window can be enlarged. 

Functional requirements 

Based on the literature review and the interviews, the following functionalities are found to be 

important for the success of the use of apps for the specific target group of (ex-)convicts: 

• Underlying theory. Intervention strategies based on cognitive behavioural therapy 

achieve the best results in online form. It is therefore important to involve behavioural 

experts in the development of an app. 

• Customization. Interviews and literature show the need to tailor apps to specific target 

groups. This can be done in two ways (1) by selecting user groups that are suitable for using 

the app (i.e.: not every target group is suitable) and/or (2) by tailoring the design of the 

app to the specific characteristics/needs of the client. The latter can be done in at 

least three areas: content, cognitive skills and personal characteristics. 

• Providing insight into one's own behaviour (feedback). Monitoring the progress of a user 

gives better results through a higher involvement and a higher willingness to 

change. It offers awareness and reflection. It is however important that the user does not 

feel controlled.  

• Importance of social contacts. Good social support is an important element in achieving 

intervention success that can easily be built into apps (e.g. a contact functionality). 

Communication can be built in with: probation officers/practitioner (although it must be taken 

into account that they do not want to be 24/7 accessible), peers and relatives/volunteers.  

• Control by the user. This is an important condition that applies to both the (ex-)convict and 

the probation officer/practitioner. Functionalities should always be offered optionally, 

where the user can turn them on or off at will, or at least adjust the intensity by means of 

altering the settings. 

• Positive approach. Positive emotions can be a powerful tool to stimulate or strengthen the 

necessary resilience in detainees to do things differently and better. 

• Reward systems. This can be done by drawing on the professional practice of game design. 

A good user experience ('game play'), which the player continues to immerse, stands or 

falls with a sophisticated automatic reward system. Rewards mainly work to increase already 

existing motivation.  



Implementation 

According to the interviewees, in order to stimulate actual use of an app, an app should not be offered 

as a separate (new) activity, but should always fit in with existing work processes. In other words: 

the app serves to support daily activities. This applies to both practical and psychological goals and 

applies to both (ex-)convicts and probation officers/practitioners. In an effective development and 

implementation of the app, the mutual involvement of three parties is required: (1) probation 

officers/behavioral specialists (2) users: here both (ex-convicts and probation officers) and (3) 

professional app developers. (1) Deliver the actual (theoretical) content of the app. Especially 

cognitive behavioural therapy leads to promising results in online form. For (2), co-creation is very 

important for motivation and to make the app complementary to daily activities. (3) This is necessary 

to develop a good app. The effect of a good game play should certainly not be underestimated.  

On the basis of our research, we cannot give a definite answer about the extent to which the results 

of apps for comparable target groups as (ex-)convicts can be translated to the detention context, 

because too little research has been done on this particular topic. Also, too little research has been 

doneon the effectiveness of apps for (ex-)convicts. However, the literature review and the interviews 

do indicate that the above-mentioned functionalities will be important ingredients for the success of 

apps for the target group at hand. 

 


