

Unenforceable  Probation  Conditions  as  Operational  Staff  Stressors
Background. US probation and parole officers supervise nearly five million people in the community and translate court‑ordered conditions into everyday supervisory practice. Yet little is known about how the design and enforceability of these conditions affect officers’ work and well‑being in day‑to‑day supervision. This article examines how probation officers (POs) perceive the appropriateness of probation conditions and how these perceptions relate to occupational stress. Methods. The study draws on semi‑structured interviews with 94 POs from 22 courts in a statewide US probation agency. Interviews focused on condition‑setting practices, perceived appropriateness of standard and special conditions, and challenges in monitoring and responding to noncompliance. Using Norman and Ricciardelli’s framework, which distinguishes operational stressors (from core job tasks) and organizational stressors (from institutional context), the analysis combined deductive and inductive coding to identify how POs describe problematic conditions, with particular attention to enforceability and day‑to‑day supervisory work. Findings. Concerns about realistic monitoring emerged as a central theme. Conditions that POs experienced as difficult to monitor in routine supervision, such as broad stay‑away orders without GPS, abstinence requirements without testing, and weapons bans without home‑visit authority, were described as generating anxiety, frustration, and a sense of ‘responsibility without power’. POs distinguished between conditions that were normatively appropriate but practically unenforceable and those that were both appropriate and workable. Enforceability concerns functioned as distinct operational stressors, shaping officers’ views of appropriateness, heightening perceived liability and role conflict, and straining supervisory relationships in ways that could undermine both control and rehabilitation goals. Conclusions. The findings suggest that frameworks for evaluating probation conditions should move beyond the traditional emphasis on relevance, realism, and research support to explicitly include enforceability. Designing conditions that are both appropriate and realistically enforceable for POs has the potential to reduce unnecessary operational stress, support a healthier balance between supervision and rehabilitation, and enhance the legitimacy and sustainability of community supervision for both supervisees and supervising officers.	Comment by my_pc: Q: the journal’s style is to have the abstract text written as continuous prose: I suggest removing the bold signals [e.g. Background could be replaced with <This study investigates how US [etc]> – or you could just remove them and leave text as is
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Research Summary
Probation and parole officers supervise nearly 5 million people, translating court‑ordered conditions into everyday practice. However, little is known about how enforcing these conditions affects the work and well-being of officers in day-to-day supervision. This study addresses this gap by examining how officers perceive the appropriateness of probation conditions and how these perceptions relate to work‑related stress. Drawing on semi‑structured interviews with 94 officers from 22 courts in a statewide agency, we analyze how officers describe problematic conditions. Concerns about realistic monitoring emerged as a central theme. Conditions difficult to enforce—such as broad stay‑away orders without GPS, abstinence requirements without testing, and weapons bans without home‑visit authority—were described as generating anxiety, frustration, and a sense of “responsibility without power.” Using Norman and Ricciardelli’s framework, the study identifies enforceability concerns as a central source of operational stress, shaping officers’ views of appropriateness and influencing perceived liability, professional control, and the supervision–rehabilitation balance.
Policy Implications
Findings suggest that enforceability should be explicitly incorporated into policy frameworks for setting conditions. “Realistic” must encompass not only what supervisees can reasonably do, but also what officers can feasibly enforce with available tools and authority. Reducing reliance on symbolic or unmonitorable conditions aligns with calls for parsimonious, achievable conditions that avoid “setting people up to fail.” A central implication is the importance of systematically incorporating officers’ experiential knowledge into condition‑setting processes through guidelines, pre‑sentence reports, or periodic audits. Recognizing that unenforceable conditions contribute to anxiety, distrust, and burnout underscores that condition design is relevant for workforce sustainability and public safety. Revisiting condition design through the dual lens of appropriateness and enforceability can support a system that is more effective, equitable, and sustainable for both supervisees and officers.
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introduction
          Probation  and  parole  officers  in the United States supervise  nearly  5 five million  individuals  in  the  community  and  are  responsible  for  translating  court‑ordered  conditions  into  day‑to‑day  supervisory  practice  (Kaeble,  2024;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes Taxman et al.20, 2020).  While  studies  document  how  the  number  and  intrusiveness  of  conditions  shape  client  outcomes,  especially  technical  violations  and  revocations  (Viglione, Paul, and Ray et al. 20, 2025),  far  less  is  known  about  how  conditions  themselves  affect  the  work  and  well‑being  of  the  officers  who  must  enforce  them  (Dir  et alet al. 20, 2021;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  Building  on  recent  calls  to  understand  probation  through  the  lens  of  occupational  stress  and on work distinguishing operational from organizational stressors (Alward &  and Viglione 20, 2025;  Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022;  Phillips  et alet al. 20, 2024),  this  study  examines  officers’  perceptions  of  condition  appropriateness  to  reveal  how  enforceability  concerns  emerge  as  a  distinct  operational  stressor.  Drawing  on  semi‑structured  interviews  with  94  probation  officers (POs),  we  find  that  conditions  officers  identified  as  ‘"inappropriate’"  due  to  lack  of  enforceability  contribute  to  experiences  of  anxiety,  frustration,  and  perceived  responsibility  without  power.
operational and organizational stressorsOccupational and Organizational Stressors

          Operational and organizational stressors are two types of occupational stress, or ‘harmful physical and emotional responses that occur when the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, resources, or needs of the worker’ (Hurrell and Sauter 2012: 231). Research  on  occupational stress among correctional  and  community  correctional  staff  increasingly  distinguishes  between  stressors  arising  from  the  content  of  the  work  and  those  stemming  from  the  organizational  context  (Duxbury  et alet al. 20, 2015;  Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022).  Organizational  stressors  include  chronic  issues  such  as  excessive  caseloads  and  paperwork,  lack  of  administrative  support,  limited  voice  in  decision‑making,  and  role  conflict  between  competing  job  demands,  all  of  which  have  been  linked  to  burnout,  reduced  job  satisfaction,  and  turnover  intentions  among  POsprobation officers  (Alward &  and Viglione 20, 2025;  Slate  et alet al. 20, 2003).  In  contrast,  occupational stressors operational stressors are  typically  conceptualized  as  exposure  to  client  trauma,  threats  to  personal  safety,  and  emotionally  demanding  work  with  individuals  who  have  extensive  histories  of  victimization,  violence,  and  offending.  These  stressors  often  contribute  to  secondary  trauma,  depression,  and  emotional  exhaustion  (Carleton  et alet al. 20, 2018;  Gayman &  and Bradley 20, 2013).
operational  and  organizational  stressors  in  probation  work
          In  a  study  of  probation  and  parole  officers  in  Ontario,  Canada,  Norman  and  Ricciardelli  (2022)  formalized  the  distinction  between  operational and organizational stressors within the broader context of occupational stress related to work in community corrections. organizational and occupational stressors for community corrections. They  defined  operational  stressors  as  those  emerging  directly  from  job  duties,  and  organizational  stressors  as  those  generated  by  structural  arrangements,  policies,  and  management  practices.  Within  their  framework,  exposure  to  potentially  psychologically  traumatic  events  and  secondary  trauma  are  key  operational  stressors,  whereas  insufficient  human  resources (such as overextended caseloads),  extensive  paperwork,  and  strained  workplace  relationships  represent  primary  organizational  stressors  (Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022).  Similarly,  other  studies  highlight  that  while  trauma  exposure  and  emotional  labor  are  central  operational  challenges,  high  caseloads,  administrative  demands,  and  limited  autonomy  are  prominent  organizational  drivers  of  burnout  and  psychological  distress  (Finn &  and Kuck 20, 2003;  Gayman &  and Bradley 20, 2013).
          
Applying  these  definitions,  stressors  arising  from  the  day‑to‑day  tasks  of  explaining,  monitoring,  and  enforcing  probation  conditions  are  operational  in  nature.  However, tThe  routine  supervision  of  probation  conditions  has  rarely  been  theorized  as  an  operational  stressor  in  its  own  right,  even  though  it  defines  the  substance context and  boundaries  of  officers’  daily  work  (Durnescu 20, 2011;  Mackey  et alet al. 20, 2023).  Addressing  this  gap  requires  closer  attention  to  probation  conditions  themselves  and  to  the  institutional  context  in  which  they  are  set,  interpreted,  and  supervised.
probation  work  and  the  setting  of  conditions

          Probation  conditions  sit  at  the  intersection  of  law,  policy,  and  street‑level  practice.  Standard  conditions,  typically  set  by  statute  or  agency  policy,  apply  to  most  people  under  supervision  and  include  refraining  from  new  offenses,  reporting  regularly,  maintaining  employment  or  education,  complying  with  travel  restrictions,  and  refraining  from  weapons  possession  (Doherty 20, 2015;  Petersilia 20, 2011;  Travis &  and Stacey 20, 2010).  Special  conditions  are  typically  imposed  by  courts  to  address  perceived  risk  and  need,  such  as  substance  use  treatment  or  testing,  mental  health  counseling,  electronic  monitoring,  curfews,  and  stay‑away  orders.  These  conditions  often  extend  into  highly  specific  aspects  of  everyday  life  or  impose  fines  and  fees  that  place  a  burden  on  the  individual  (Peled‑Laskov & Gideon, 2024; Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  The  number  and  breadth  of  these  conditions  can  create  dense  webs  of  behavioral  expectations:  More more conditions  and  greater  intensity  of  supervision  are  associated  with  higher  rates  of  technical  violations  and  revocations  without  clear  reductions  in  new  criminal  offending  (Dir  et alet al. 20, 2021;  Petersilia &  and Turner,  1990,  1993; Phelps 2013; Phelps and Ruhland 2022).
          
In  response  to  evidence  that  expansive  probation  conditions  increase  technical  violations  without  reducing  reoffending,  scholars  and  reform  advocates  have  advanced  normative  criteria  for  what  constitutes  “‘good”’  or  appropriate  conditions.  The  “‘three  R’s”––’—realistic,  relevant,  and  research-supported––—provide  a  framework  for  assessing  whether  conditions  are  tailored  to  the  individual,  proportionate  to  the  offense,  and/or  evidence-based  (Klingele 20, 2021;  Robina  Institute  of  Criminal  Law  and  Criminal  Justice 20, 2017;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  Realistic  conditions  reflect  what  individuals  can  feasibly  do  given  their  health,  resources,  and  circumstances;  relevant  conditions  are  tied  to  offense  behavior  and  criminogenic  needs;  and  research‑supported  conditions  rely  on  interventions  shown  to  reduce  recidivism  (Klingele 20, 2021; Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020).  However,  these  criteria  are  typically  applied  from  the  standpoint  of  sentencing  goals  (i.e.,  deterrence,  incapacitation,  rehabilitation,  etc.)  and  client  outcomes  (i.e.,  recidivism,  functionality,  etc.),  not  from  the  standpoint  of  officers’  abilities to monitor and implement the conditions in everyday practice.  to enforce the conditions in everyday practice.	Comment by Ronit Peled Laskov: In the three Rs of condition setting- the author(s) explains realistic but do not explain relevant. This should be explained also on page 4.
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officers’  perspectives  on  probation  conditions
          As  street‑level  bureaucrats  (Lipsky,  1980),  POsprobation officers  exercise  substantial  discretion  in  how  they  interpret,  implement,  and  respond  to  violations  of  conditions  (Ruhland &  and Scheibler 20, 2022).  Their  perceptions  of  whether  conditions  are  fair,  proportionate,  and  clearly  described  influence  both  clients’  sense  of  legitimacy  and  officers’  own  willingness  to  invest  in  supportive,  relational  supervision  (Blasko &  and Taxman 20, 2018;  Taxman 20, 2002;  Ugwudike 20, 2012).  Clients  are  more  compliant  when  they  feel  heard  and  respected  and  when  conditions  align  with  their  needs  and  aspirations,  which  underscores  the  importance  of  how  conditions  are  perceived  by  both  officers  and  individuals  under  supervision  (Skeem &  and Manchak 20, 2008;  Ugwudike 20, 2012). 
          
Few  studies  have  explicitly  examined  officers’  views  on  the  appropriateness  of  specific  probation  conditions  as  a  distinct  analytic  construct.  To  our  knowledge,  Mackey  et alet al.  (2022)  provided  the  only  systematic  attempt  to  do  so,  asking  probation  staff  and  individuals  under  supervision  across  the  United  States  to  rate  the  appropriateness  of  a  range  of  conditions  for  different  risk  profiles.  The  conditions  addressed  both  control‑oriented  and  rehabilitative  goals.  Their  findings  suggested  that  officers  favored  a  combination  of  treatment‑oriented  and  control‑oriented  conditions  and  that  they  implicitly  defined  appropriateness  as  the  suitability  of  a  condition  given  the  offense,  the  individual’s  risk  and  need  profile,  and  their  broader  socioeconomic  circumstances.  In  other  words,  a  condition  was  viewed  as  appropriate  when  it  was  perceived  as  proportionate,  feasible,  and  meaningfully  connected  to  factors  that  shaped  offending  and  desistance,  rather  than  simply  punitive  or  symbolic  (Mackey  et alet al. 20, 2022;  see  also  Klingele 20, 2021). 
          
Most  scholarship  discusses  fairness,  proportionality,  and  tailoring  in  prescriptive  terms,  arguing  that  conditions  should  be  realistic,  relevant,  and  grounded  in  evidence‑based  practices,  rather  than  empirically  measuring  appropriateness  as  experienced  by  officers  or  clients  (Klingele 20, 2021;  Robina  Institute  of  Criminal  Law  and  Criminal  Justice 20, 2017;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  Research  on  condition  design  and  reform  similarly  emphasizes  the  risks  of  excessive  or  overly  broad  conditions  that  burden  people  under  supervision  and  increase  the  likelihood  of  technical  violations,  especially  when  conditions  are  vague  or  numerous  (Durnescu 20, 2011;  Mackey  et alet al. 20, 2023;  Phillips, Mackey, and Taxman 2025; Ruhland &  and Scheibler 20, 2022;  Taxman 20, 2024;  Viglione, Paul, and Ray 2025Viglione et al., 2025).  However,  this  body  of  work  focuses  almost  exclusively  on  client‑level  consequences  and  sentencing  goals., rather than on how conditions shape POs’ day‑to‑day work. 
          
Existing  research  on  probation  conditions  has  not  addressed  important  questions  from  the  perspective  of  those  responsible  for  monitoring  these  conditions,  the  supervising  officers  themselves.  Prior  researchers  have  critiqued  conditions  for  being  unfair,  excessive,  or  insufficiently  tailored  but  have  paid  little  attention  to  how  officers  themselves  experience  these  conditions  in  everyday  practice  (Durnescu 20, 2011;  Klingele 20, 2021;  Mackey  et alet al. 20, 2023;  Ruhland &  and Scheibler 20, 2021).  In  particular,  conceptual  and  policy  work  has  specified  how  conditions  should  be  designed  but  has  not  examined  how  probation officersPOs  understand,  interpret,  and  manage  the  practical  demands  and  responsibilities  associated  with  supervision  (Robina  Institute  of  Criminal  Law  and  Criminal  Justice 20, 2017;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  Although  studies  have  documented  officers’  broader  concerns  about  liability  and  responsibility  for  supervisees’  behavior  (Drapela &  and Lutze 20, 2009;  Viglione 20, 2019;  Viglione, Paul, and Ray 2025Viglione et al., 2025),  these  concerns  have  not  been  examined  specifically  in  relation  to  officers’  perceptions  of  particular  probation  conditions or to the practical enforceability of those conditions.  To  date,  the  notion  of  “‘enforceability”’  has  not  been  developed  as  an  explicit  analytic  focus  in  this  literature,  and  probation  conditions  themselves  are  not  framed  in  terms  of  their  possible  implications  for  officers’  operational stress within the broader field of occupational  stress  (Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022).  Against  this  backdrop,  the  present  study  draws  on  semi-structured  interviews  with  probation officersPOs  about  their  day-to-day  supervision  work  and  their  views  on  probation  conditions  to  better  understand  how  officers  experience  conditions  in  practice  and  to  identify  how  concerns  about  enforceability  emerge  in  this  context.
the  present  study

          The  present  study  addresses  the  gap  in  understanding  how  probation officersPOs  perceive  probation  conditions  and  how  these  perceptions  relate  to  their  occupational  stress.  We  draw  on  semi-structured  interviews  in  which  officers  discussed  their  everyday  supervision  work  and  their  perspectives  on  the  appropriateness  of  the  conditions  they  supervise.  Using  Norman  and  Ricciardelli’s  (2022)  concept  of  operational  stressors  as  a  guiding  framework,  we  focus  on  the  categories  and  distinctions  officers  used  when  talking  about  conditions,  such  as  when  conditions  made  sense  to  them,  when  they  appeared  unfair  or  unrealistic,  and  when  they  felt  misaligned  with  the  individual  or  their  own  professional  role.  By  centering  officers’  perspectives  on  the  appropriateness  and  enforceability  of  conditions,  we  seek to incorporate  probation  conditions  into  the  theoretical  discussion  of  operational stressors within the broader field of occupational stress in community supervision to inform discussions on structuring community supervision in more sustainable ways for both supervisees and supervising officers.occupational stress in community supervision and to inform discussions on structuring community supervision in more sustainable ways for both supervisees and supervising officers.
methods
 The present study was conducted in a statewide probation agency in an East Coast US state in which POs are often excluded from the condition-setting process, creating concerns among staff about the appropriateness of conditions (Mackey et al. 2026). As noted in previous work, this creates friction between probation staff and other court actors, the former of whom report feeling unheard and excluded from the formal courtroom workgroup (Phillips, Mackey, and Taxman 2025). As a result, some seek recourse outside of the formal condition-setting process to make conditions favorable for themselves or their clients, such as filing violations with the explicit aim of modifying conditions they see as inappropriate (Mackey et al. 2025).          

WWe  conducted  interviews  with  staff  at  a sthe statewide  probation agency in an eastern U.S. state  before  conducting  a  randomized  controlled  trial  to  test  the  effect  of  a  quality  improvement  process  on  condition-setting  practices.  The  interviews  were  conducted  to  assess  the  agency’s  existing  condition-setting  and  violation/revocation  practices.  Our  interview  team  consisted  of  three  researchers  (one  university  professor  and  two  doctoral  students)  and  three  practitioners  with  experience  working  as  probation officersPOs  and/or  providing  technical  support  to  probation  agencies. 
Sample
          Leadership  at  the  agency  facilitated  access  to  probation  offices  by  identifying  22  potential  sites  (13  misdemeanor  courts  and  nine  felony  courts)¹)  for  the  interview  team  to  visit  across  the  state.  The  sites  represented  a  purposive  sample  in  all  five  mmisdemeanor  court  administrative  regions  and  felony  courts  (which  are  classified  as  a  nongeographic  region  of  their  own)  and  a  convenience  sample  in  sites  within  regions  selected  based  on  the  consent  of  the  chief  probation  officer (CPO).  Leadership  at  the  agency  sent  an  introductory  email  to  the  chief probation officerCPO  at  each  court  site  the  interview  team  visited.  After  this  introduction,  agency  leaders  were  not  involved  in  the  data  collection  process  to  preserve  anonymity.  No  sites  declined  participation. 
          
In  2022,  the  13  misdemeanor  courts  selected  employed  an  average  of  21  staff  members  (including  junior-level  associate  POsprobation officers,  full  POsprobation officers,  and  chief probation officersCPOs),  with  each  court  supervising  an  average  of  832  individuals  on  probation  and  an  average  caseload  size  of  40  individuals.  Comparatively,  all  62  misdemeanor  courts  in  the  state  employed  an  average  of  14  staffstaff,  supervising  531  individuals  per  court,  with  an  average  caseload  of  39  individuals.  Thus,  the  misdemeanor  courts  selected  had  higher  numbers  of  staff  and  larger  numbers  of  cases  per  court  than  the  average  statewide,  although  this  did  not  translate  to  higher  average  caseload  sizes.  A  similar  pattern  was  observed  among  the  felony  courts  selected:  they  employed  14  staff  on  average,  supervising  239  individuals  per  court,  with  an  average  caseload  size  of  18,  compared  to  statewide  averages  of  11  staff,  178  cases  per  court,  and  a  caseload  size  of  15  individuals  across  all  14  felony  courts.
Materials  and  Procedureprocedure
          The  interview  guide  (see  the  Supplemental  Material)  focused  on  the  condition-setting  process,  violationsviolations,  and  revocations,  appropriate  versus  inappropriate  conditions,  and  training  to  overcome  any  challenges  identified.  The  interview  team  used  the  interview  guide  to  structure  conversations  but  did  not  adhere  to  it  rigorously,  often  asking  probing  or  tangential  questions  in  a  semi-structured  interviewing  style,  as  described  in  Fontana  and  Frey  (2003)  and  Kvale  (1996). 	Comment by my_pc: Q: assume this is supplied/made accessible [it’s not ‘here’]
          
Splitting  into  groups  of  two  to  three,  the  interview  team  conducted  in-person  interviews  at  each  of  the  22  sites  from  June  to  August  2023.  Probation  staff  interviewed  at  each  site  represented  a  convenience  sample  based  on  who  was  available  and  willing  to  be  interviewed  in  the  allotted  time  at  each  site  (typically  2–3  hours).  The  interview  team  interviewed  probation  staff  privately  or,  in  some  cases,  conducted  focus  group-style  interviews  with  multiple  staff  members of different ranks.[footnoteRef:1]  Participants  received  a  1one-hour  training  credit,  which  counted  toward  meeting  the  required  number  of  credits  probation  staff  must  obtain  each  year.  All activities were reviewed and approved by the BLINDED George Mason University Institutional Review BoardAll research activities were approved by the BLINDED Institutional Review Board,  and  informed  consent  was  obtained  from  each  participant  before  the  interview. 	Comment by Ronit Peled Laskov:  A comment raised by one of the reviewers of the unenforceable paper: 
How many interviews were conducted versus how many focus groups? Was there a difference in these methods like length, information shared, or in the findings? Were the focus groups with individuals of the same rank?  [1:  Findings in the interviews were largely the same as those in focus groups. We did not observe systematic differences in findings across the methods used.] 

         
The  interview  team  conducted  an  average  of  three  interviews  (range  one  to  nine)  at  each  court  for  a  total  of  72  interviews  (64%  misdemeanor  court;  36%  felony  court)  and  94  interviewees  (57%  misdemeanor  court;  43%  felony  court).  Interviewees  ranged  from  chief probation officersCPO  to  junior-level  associate  probation officersPOs.  Thus,  the  interview  team  spoke  with  23.92%  of  the  393  staff  members  employed  across  the  22  courts,  with  response  rates  at  individual  courts  ranging  from  7.14%  to  80%.  This  response  rate  was  sufficient  for  the  study  goal,  which  was  to  establish  a  baseline  understanding  of  the  statewide  probation  agency  staff’s  perceptions  of  key  court  processes,  relationships,  and  challenges.
          
Most  interviews  (86%)  were  with  a  single  participant,  but  some  included  multiple  participants  (maximum  of  six).  In  cases  where  participants  were  not  available  during  the  visit,  the  interview  team  conducted  remote  interviews  at  a  later  date  (19%  of  interviews),  between  August  and  September  2023.  All  but  one  interviewee  consented  to  being  recorded  (typed  notes  were  taken  for  the  one  who  declined).  Interviews  lasted  between  11  and  76  minutes,  averaging  38  minutes.  The  audio  recordings  were  transcribed  by  professional  transcription  services.  See  Table  1  for  participant  demographics.	Comment by Ronit Peled Laskov: The interview that was 11 minutes - was that because they did not have a role in condition setting?	Comment by Faye S Taxman: no they did not have much to say
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
   Insert  Table  1  about  here
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Data  Analysisanalysis
          The  data  analysis  team  comprised  three  coders:  a  doctoral  student  and  member  of  the  interview  team  with  ethnographic  and  qualitative  interview  experience,  and  two  master’s-  or  doctoral-level  students  who  were  not  part  of  the  interview  team.  Including  two  coders  who  did  not  conduct  the  interviews  helped  to  identify  potential  researcher  bias  produced  through  preconceived  notions  that  interviewers  may  have  developed  from  conducting  the  interviews,  a  concern  highlighted  in  qualitative  research  methodology  (Maxwell 20, 2005). 
          
Data  were  coded  in  ATLAS.ti.  Analysis  began  with  primary-cycle  coding  of  all  interviews  (Tracy 20, 2013),  during  which  deductive  codes  categorizing  major  themes  drawn  from  the  interview  guide  (e.g.,  probation’s  voice  in  supervision  processes,  challenges,  perceptions  of  conditions, and so on;  see  Supplemental  Material)  were  applied.  During  initial  read-throughs,  the  team  also  identified  inductive  themes  in  the  data,  such  as  probation’s  relationships  with  various  court  actors.  Codes  for  these  relationships  were  also  applied  during  primary-cycle  coding.  The  final  primary-cycle  code  list  contained  28  codes,  which  appeared  in  the  data  between  13  and  235  times.  The  team  also  applied  demographic  codes  during  this  time  to  categorize  race/ethnicity,  gender,  and  age  based  on  interviewee  responses  to  these  questions. 
          
Next,  the  team  developed  a  secondary-cycle  code  list  to  fracture  the  elements  of  the  primary-cycle  coding  into  more  detailed  subcodes  (Strauss &  and Corbin,  1998).  These  secondary-cycle  codes  were  inductively  created  based  on  topics  mentioned  by  interviewees.  To  develop  this  list,  two  coders  first  independently  analyzed  a  transcript.  They  then  met  to  compare  their  work  and  resolve  any  discrepancies  by  discussing  which  codes  were  appropriate  and  to  what  sections  of  the  transcript  they  should  apply  (Tracy 20, 2013).  Eighteen  interviews  (25%)  were  coded  in  this  way. 
          
Following  development  and  verification  of  the  secondary-cycle  code  list,  the  three  coders  independently  coded  the  remaining  54  interviews.  They  largely  avoided  creating  new  codes  during  this  time,  relying  primarily  on  the  secondary-cycle  code  list  previously  developed.  The  final  secondary-cycle  code  list  contained  446  codes  (appearing  in  the  data  between  one  and  91  times).  Finally,  the  team  engaged  in  tertiary-level  coding  to  reassemble  the  previously  fractured  data  into  a  coherent  narrative  (Strauss &  and Corbin,  1998;  Tracy 20, 2013).  This  entailed  a  thematic  synthesis  of  the  secondary-level  codes,  wherein  the  team  categorized  them  into  distinct  domains.  Each  domain  was  then  described  in  an  analytic  memo.  Several  of  these  memos,  including  those  for  “‘Inappropriate  Conditions”’  and  “‘Unenforceable  Conditions,”’,  were  incorporated  into  the  following  findings. In reviewing coded material, we also explored whether patterns differed by POs’ rank, years of experience, or court type. These comparisons did not reveal systematic differences in how POs discussed unenforceable conditions; instead, references to unenforceability and related stressors appeared across roles, tenure, and court types.
findings
          Overall,  probation officerPOs’  perspectives  on  the  appropriateness  of  probation  conditions  were  mixed.  They  tended  to  view  treatment‑related  services,  including  employment  assistance,  as  appropriate;  however,  nearly  all  officers  also  identified  situations  in  which  conditions  were  challenging,  which  shaped  their  assessments  of  whether  a  condition  felt  appropriate  or  inappropriate  overall. 
          
Most  prominently,  officers  highlighted  unenforceable  conditions  as  the  primary  category  of  inappropriate  conditions,  emphasizing  the  practical  difficulties  involved  in  monitoring  them.  For  many,  unenforceability  was  not  merely  a  technical  or  legal  obstacle;  it  acted  as  a  direct  operational  stressor  that  generated  persistent  emotional  and  organizational  strain,  including  anxiety  about  liability,  loss  of  professional  control,  and  conflict  between  organizational  demands  and  ethical  standards.  Crucially,  this  issue  of  unenforceability  emerged  as  a  central  dimension  of  how  officers  judged  conditions,  even  though  it  is  not  explicitly  incorporated  into  the  “‘three  Rs”’  framework  (Robina  Institute  of  Criminal  Law  and  Criminal  Justice 20, 2017)  and  has  rarely  been  examined  as  a  source  of  operational  stress.  Accordingly,  in  this  article  we  focus  on  officers’  experiences  of  unenforceable  probation  conditions  and  their  implications  for  operational  stress,  and  we  will  present  other  difficulties  officers  identified  in  future  work. 	Comment by Ronit Peled Laskov: 	Comment by Ronit Peled Laskov: Please check if modification is needed

          Probation officersPOs  in  40  of  the  72  interviews  (56%)  discussed  unenforceable  conditions,  which  we  conceptualized  through  two  main  themes:  (a)  specific  conditions  and  situations  prone  to  unenforceability,  and  (b)  how  unenforceable  conditions  serve  as  a  source  of  operational  stress.
theme  1:  specific  conditions  and  situations  prone  to  unenforceability
          A  core  operational  challenge  identified  in  the  interviews  was  that  many  probation  conditions  are  difficult  or  impossible  to  enforce monitor in  practice.  Officers  attributed  such  unenforceability  to  several  factors,  including  a  lack  of  resources  for  consistent  monitoring,  vague  or  broad  wording  in  conditions,  reliance  on  self-reporting,  and  logistical  or  jurisdictional  limitations.  To  elaborate  on  the  concept  of  unenforceability,  we  provide  examples  from  four  common  types  of  conditions  that  officers  frequently  identified  as  unenforceable  (see  Table  2).  These  were  not  the  only  types  of  conditions  officers  described  as  unenforceable;  rather,  they  serve  as  representative  examples  that  illustrate  the  circumstances  that  can  make  a  condition  unenforceable.  Following  the  table,  the  analysis  explores  these  specific  conditions  in  greater  detail,  examining  how  officers  perceive  the  realistic  and  relevant  aspects  of  enforcementday‑to‑day monitoring and enforcement..
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Restricted  contact  and  locations
          According  to  the  study  participants,  restrictions  on  whom  clients  may  contact  and  where  they  may  travel  are  particularly  relevant  and  appropriate  in  domestic  violence  cases,  especially  when  there  is  an  identifiable  victim  at  risk.  However,  these  conditions  were  not  considered  appropriate  where  there  was  no  identifiable  victim. 
          
Officers  recognized  that  these  conditions  are  sometimes  unrealistic  and  presented  significant  enforcement  challenges.  Without  tools  such  as  GPS  monitoring,  probation officerPOs  must  rely  on  chance  encounters,  third-party  reports,  or  police  intervention  to  detect  violations.  One  officer  described  the  difficulty:  “‘Don’t  have  contact  with  anyone  in  the  community  …. . .  It’s  hard.  If,  by  chance,  we’re  drivin’  by  and  we  see  them,  oh,  okay,  well,  then  we  know.  Those  are  some  hard  conditions”’  (B5-2).  Enforcement  becomes  even  more  complicated  when  orders  are  for  multiple  locations,  as  noted  by  another  officer:  “‘Sometimes  [court  orders]  say  like,  stay  away  from  [street  names]  …. . .  The  only  way  to  really  enforce  that  is  if  you  get  a  police  report”’  (A11-1). 
          
Generally,  while  they  considered  restricted  contact  and  location  conditions  necessary  for  public  safety,  probation officerPOs  faced  significant  challenges  in  enforcing  them  because  of  the  lack  of  clear  definitions  or  effective  monitoring  tools,  such  as  GPS.  As  a  result,  many  officers  felt  they  could  not  proactively  enforce  these  conditions  and  instead  had  to  serve  a  reactive  role  triggered  only  when  a  third  party  caught  the  client  violating  the  condition.  This  created  significant  concerns  for  officers,  who  felt  compelled  to  ensure  compliance  with  these  conditions,  meaning  they  would  face  professional  consequences  if  they  could  not  proactively  monitorenforce  them.  These  liability  concerns  are  discussed  in  greater  detail  in  Theme  2.
Remaining  drug/alcohol  free
          Probation officerPOs  considered  mandatory  drug  testing  as  relevant  and  appropriate,  especially  when  the  client  was  currently  using  drugs  or  had  a  court  order  for  treatment.  However,  significant  challenges  arose  when  courts  imposed  a  general  condition  to  remain  drug-free  or  alcohol-free  without  mandating  regular  testing.  In  such  cases,  monitoring  compliance  became  nearly  impossible,  making  enforcement  largely  symbolic  and  forcing  officers  to  once  again  serve  in  reactive  roles.  As  one  officer  explained:  “‘They  say  remain  drug-free,  but  there’s  no  drug  testing,  no  drug  testing  ordered,  so  it’s  like  the  honor  system,  unless  they  get  picked  up  on  a  possession  charge”’  (A2-1).  Without  objective  testing,  drug  use  may  go  undetected,  and  officers  can  only  suspect  that  clients  are  not  complying  with  the  condition.  This  highlights  how  the  absence  of  regular  drug  testing  can  render  certain  probation  conditions  unenforceable,  forcing  officers  to  rely  on  obvious  signs  of  intoxication  or  new  offenses,  evidence  that  officers  felt  was  insufficient  to  proactively  assess  compliance. Similar concerns have been raised about sobriety‑oriented conditions that rely on surveillance and sanctions without adequate resources or supportive interventions (Piehowski and Phelps 2022).
Verifying  attendance  (employment &  and meetings)
          Probation officerPOs  expressed  concerns  about  enforcing  requirements  to  seek  or  maintain  employment,  often  drawing  parallels  to  similar  verification  challenges  with  mandatory  12-step  meetings,  such  as  Alcoholics  Anonymous  (AA)  or  Narcotics  Anonymous  (NA).  Regarding  employment,  officers  generally  believed  these  requirements  were  relevant,  especially  for  individuals  who  tended  to  encounter  difficulties  due  to  excess  free  time.  However,  verifying  compliance  proved  difficult;  while  some  felt  it  was  straightforward,  others  indicated  that  obtaining  reliable  verification  from  employers  is  not  always  possible  and  can  be  inconsistent  in  practice. 
          
These  verification  challenges  were  even  more  pronounced  regarding  mandatory  attendance  at  AA  or  NA  meetings.  Judges  frequently  ordered  clients  to  attend  these  meetings,  but  the  voluntary  and  anonymous  nature  of  these  groups  makes  external  monitoring  and  verification  challenging.  As  one  officer  stated,  “‘They  could  lie  right  to  my  face”’  about  attending,  adding,  “‘They  can  give  us  a  sheet  but  he  coulda  filled  it  out  himself”’  (A4-2).  In  both  employment  and  meeting  contexts,  the  difficulty  of  verification  aroused  officers’  suspicions  regarding  their  clients’  truthfulness.  Several  reported  concerns  that  clients  might  be  fabricating  employment  or  attendance  records,  which  officers  were  often  unable  to  corroborate  independently.
Weapons  possession  bans
          As  a  standard  condition  of  probation  and  supervised  release,  courts  typically  ban  firearm  possession  to  protect  public  safety,  in  accordance  with  federal  law  prohibiting  individuals  with  certain  criminal  convictions  from  possessing  firearms  or  ammunition  (18  U.S.C.  §  922(g)).  Probation officerPOs  must  explain  and  monitor  these  restrictions  and  may  seize  weapons  found  in  plain  view  during  routine  home  visits.  However,  a  full  home  search  generally  requires  reasonable  suspicion  that  the  supervisee  possesses  a  prohibited  weapon,  as  individuals  retain  constitutional  protections  against  arbitrary  searches  (United  States  v.  Knights 20, 2001;  U.S.  Courts 20, 2024).

          Probation officerPOs  generally  viewed  weapons  possession  bans  as  appropriate  but  expressed  frustration  over  their  limited  ability  to  enforce  them  without  any  authority  to  search  clients’  homes.  As  one  officer  noted,  they  cannot  really  check  to  see  if  someone  has  a  weapon,  which  makes  enforcement  largely  reactive:  “‘We  can  only  take  action  if  we  find  out  the  client  had  a  weapon,  but  we  can’t  really  help  enforce  it”’  (A7-2).  Again,  this  created  liability  concerns  for  officers  who  felt  they  could  respond  to  noncompliance  with  this  condition  only  after  a  client  was  caught  committing  a  crime  with  a  weapon.
theme  2:  unenforceable  conditions  as  operational  stressors
Research  shows  that  operational  stressors,  those  embedded  directly  in  the  core  duties  of  probation officersPOs, have  significant  ramifications  for  well‑being,  professional  identity,  and  the  integrity  of  community  supervision  (Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022).  POsOfficers  in  the  present  study  described  unenforceable  probation  conditions  as  a  pervasive  and  particularly  acute  source  of  such  stress,  affecting  daily  practice  at  multiple  levels.  As  reflected  in  the  following  examples,  these  effects  centered  on  three  interrelated  experiences:  (a)  liability  and  exposure,  (b)  frustration  and  ambiguity  in  monitoring and enforcement,  and  (c)  heightened  distrust  and  strained  relationships.


Liability  and  Exposureexposure
          A  significant  source  of  operational  stress  for  probation officersPOs  in  this  study  stemmed  from  concerns  about  liability  associated  with  conditions  they  experienced  as  unenforceable.  Officers  often  described  anxiety  about  professional  blame  or  exposure  when  they  were  formally  responsible  for  monitoring  conditions  they  could  not  realistically  check  or  control.  This  pattern  resonates  with  Norman  and  Ricciardelli’s  (2022)  discussion  of  officers’  sense  of  responsibility  without  power  in  community  corrections;  that  is,  they  feel  formally  accountable  for  clients’  behavior  and  outcomes  while  lacking  the  practical  authority,  tools,  or  information  needed  to  control  what  happens.  For  example,  one  officer  reflected  on  the  difficulties  and  anxiety  involved  in  being  expected  to  monitor  medication  adherence:
I  guess  the  unenforceable  ones  are  the  ones  that  send  us  for  a  loop.  We  get  a  little  skittish  about  [them].  Because  if  they’re  not  taking  their  medication,  it  could  fall  back  on  us  saying  why  didn’t  you  know  they  weren’t  taking  their  medication.  That’s  never  happened,  but  could  it?  I  don’t  know.  (A4‑2).
This  sense  of  vulnerability  extended  beyond  medication  monitoring  to  other  ambiguous  or  constrained  conditions,  such  as  prohibitions  on  pet  ownership,  where  home  visits  were  not  permitted.  Regarding  a  situation  in  which  the  client  was  ordered  not  to  own  animals  but  officers  could  not  visit  the  home,  one  officer  stated:  “‘We’re  not  dog  police,  but  by  the  same  token,  we  don’t  wanna  be  on  the  hook  if  this  guy  has  got  a  house  full  of  animals  and  then  somebody  calls  in  and  they  say  he  was  on  probation”’  (A11-1).
S
          Similarly,  liability  concerns  were  heightened  in  situations  lacking  adequate  monitoring  tools,  such  as  conditions  requiring  individuals  to  remain  drug‑  or  alcohol‑free  without  reliable  testing  mechanisms.  Another  officer  explained:
Conditions  were  to  remain  drug‑  and  alcohol‑free,  but  there’s  no  testing.  [Central  Office]  isn’t  gonna  care  if  we  didn’t  test  that  person  or  not  …. . .  How  are  we  supposed  to  enforce  that,  if  there’s  no  testing?  …. . .  It  puts  you  in  a  very  difficult  situation  to  defend  whatever  you  do  with  that  case.  (A13‑6).
Anxiety  was  further  intensified  by  ongoing  uncertainty  and  ambiguity,  as  described  by  another  participant  when  discussing  a  weapons  ban:  “‘You  never  know  what  they  have  hidden.  It  does  make  me  feel  uneasy  when  there  are  things  that  we  can’t  easily,  I  guess,  enforce  and  make  sure  that  they’re  actually  sticking  to  what  they’re  supposed  to  do”’  (A07‑2). 
          
Taken  together,  these  accounts  suggest  that  the  impossibility  of  ensuring  compliance  intensifies  anxiety  among  officers  and  reinforces  a  chronic  sense  of  vulnerability  and  strain  in  their  day‑to‑day  work.  The  recurring  theme  of  responsibility  without  power  points  to  a  fundamental  operational  stressor  that  may  affect  probation officerPOs’  well‑being,  professional  resilience,  and  sense  that  they  are  being  set  up  to  carry  responsibility  without  matching  capacity.
Frustration  and  Ambiguity ambiguity in in monitoring and Enforcementenforcement
          Unenforceable  probation  conditions  often  evoked  frustration  and  uncertainty  among  officers,  who  faced  demands  they  perceived  as  unattainable  and  that  undermined  their  professional  sense  of  control  and  agency.  Practical  obstacles  frequently  mentioned  included  situations  such  as  curfews  imposed  without  accompanying  GPS  monitoring.  An  officer  described  this  limitation  succinctly:  “‘Sometimes,  they  set  curfews  on  individuals,  but  there’s  no  GPS  order.  We’re  not  going  out  at  10:00  and  knocking  on  people’s  doors”’  (A02‑1). 
          
Officers  also  expressed  concern  regarding  vague  behavioral  expectations  that  lacked  clear  metrics  for  compliance.  Regarding  a  condition  prohibiting  “‘excessive”’  alcohol  or  drug  use  without  associated  drug  testing,  one  officer  stated:
One  of  the  conditions  was  no  excessive  alcohol  or  drug  use.  What  does  that  mean?  There’s  no  drug  testing  attached  to  that.  How  do  you  enforce  that?  What  is  excessive?  I  mean,  if  that  person  comes  in  drunk,  is  that  excessive?  I  can’t  test  ’em,  right?  What  are  you  supposed  to  do  about  that?  (A02-2).
In  some  cases,  officers  described  conditions  as  practically  “‘absurd”’  given  the  realities  of  day‑to‑day  supervision,  which  intensified  their  sense  of  futility.  One  officer,  reflecting  on  a  judicial  directive  requiring  clients  to  read  to  their  children  at  night,  commented:
We  had  one  judge  that  he  liked  to  give  a  special  condition  for  people  to  read  to  their  kids  at  night.  It’s  like,  how  are  you  gonna  monitor  that?  It’s  just  not  enforceable.  It’s  not  practical.  I  think  that’s  where  my  frustration  stems  from.  (A06‑7).
Such  examples  illustrate  how  unrealistic  or  symbolic  conditions  can  generate  a  sense  that  officers  are  being  asked  to  enforce  expectations  that  are  misaligned  with  their  role  and  tools.  Taken  together,  these  accounts  resonate  with  existing  literature  underscoring  how  ambiguous,  unrealistic,  or  poorly  defined  job  demands  contribute  substantially  to  loss  of  control  and  increased  work‑related  emotional  strain  among  probation officersPOs  (Alward &  and Viglione 20, 2025;  Butler  et alet al. 20, 2025).	Comment by my_pc: Q: no Butler ref listed
Heightened  distrust  and  strained  relationships
          Officers  suggested  that  unenforceable  conditions  can  heighten  distrust  and  strain  supervisory  relationships.  When  compliance  cannot  be  credibly  monitored,  officers  must  rely  on  clients’  self‑reports  while  simultaneously  being  held  responsible  if  those  reports  prove  inaccurate.  Several  officers  described  feeling  that  they  were  constantly  “‘on  the  lookout”’  for  possible  deception  because  they  lacked  independent  means  of  verification.  This  dynamic  clearly  emerged  around  conditions  that  extended  into  intimate  or  symbolic  aspects  of  clients’  lives,  such  as  restrictions  on  personal  relationships.  One  officer,  discussing  a  condition  that  probation  must  approve  certain  dating  relationships  for  a  probationer,  said:  “‘That  has  us  policing  dating  relationships.  We  don’t  know  the  person  that  they’re  dating.  We  can’t  run  records  on  them.  We  don’t  know  anything  about  them”’  (B10‑1). 
          
Officers  described  similar  concerns  when  they  were  required  to  verify  compliance  with  conditions  such  as  medication  adherence  or  attendance  at  AA  meetings  that  could  not  credibly  be  monitored.  One  officer  asked:  “‘How  can  you  verify  he’s  taking  medication?  He’s  showing  me  his  prescription,  but  I  don’t  know  if  he’s  taking  his  medication”’  (A03-2).  Another  reflected  on  attendance  mandates:  “‘A  lotta  judges  like  to  order  AA  meetings.  There’s  no  way  we  can …. . .  They  could  lie  right  to  my  face.  I  can’t  do  anything”’  (A04-2). 
          
In  these  circumstances,  professional  conflicts  can  arise  from  being  formally  responsible  for  tasks  officers  know  are  unrealistic  and  from  feeling  structurally  pushed  into  a  stance  of  suspicion  toward  clients.  Officers  noted  that  such  conditions  sometimes  made  them  feel  that  both  they  and  the  people  they  supervise  were  being  set  up  for  failure,  particularly  when  expectations,  such  as  not  using  a  phone  at  home  or  avoiding  any  contact  with  minors,  could  not  be  checked  in  ordinary  supervision.  As  one  officer  explained:
There  would  be  conditions  that  are  ordered  where  a  juvenile  has  to  …. . .  They’re  not  allowed  to  use  their  phone,  so  how  is  probation  supposed  to  monitor  that  they’re  not  using  their  phone?  There’s  no  way.  We’re  not  in  their  home.  We  don’t  have  cameras  in  their  home.  Just  little  conditions  that  it’s  almost  impossible  to  monitor,  and  it’s  just  a  lot  of  conditions  that  I  feel  like  are  gonna  set  up  the  probationer  for  failure.  (B05‑3).
Taken  together,  these  accounts  suggest  that  unenforceable  conditions  not  only  generate  anxiety  and  frustration  but  also  reconfigure  the  relational  terrain  of  supervision.  Officers  are  responsible  for  enforcing  expectations  they  cannot  observe,  often  relying  on  unverifiable  claims,  and  feel  they  must  assume  deception  as  a  default.  Over  time,  these  enforcement  expectations  can  strain  trust,  complicate  efforts  to  build  collaborative,  rehabilitative  relationships,  and  add  an  additional  layer  to  officers’  operational  stress  and  emotional  burdens.
discussion
Unenforceable  conditions  as  operational  stressors
          Our  findings  suggest  that  unenforceable  probation  conditions  are  a  distinct  type  of  operational  stressor  embedded  in  POsprobation officers’  core  duties.  While  prior  research  has  highlighted  exposure  to  trauma,  safety  concerns,  and  emotionally  demanding  client  work  as  central  operational  stressors  for  community  corrections  staff  (Finn &  and Kuck 20, 2003;  Gayman &  and Bradley 20, 2013;  Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022),  our  findings  indicate  that  the  design  and  enforceability  of  conditions  themselves  should  also  be  recognized  as  part  of  officers’  operational  stress  landscape.  Officers  described  how  broad  stay-away  orders  without  GPS,  drug‑  and  alcohol‑free  requirements  without  testing,  and  behavioral  mandates  that  depend  entirely  on  self‑report  create  situations  where  they  are  formally  responsible  for  behavior  they  cannot  realistically  observe  or  verify.  Rather  than  engaging  in  meaningful  monitoring  and  support,  they  often  rely  on  chance  encounters  or  unverifiable  information,  which  many,  as  Finn  and  Kuck  (2003)  also  noted,  experience  as  professionally  unsatisfying  and  anxiety-provoking. 
          
These  findings  extend  prior  research  that  identified  trauma  exposure,  risk‑laden  client  interactions,  and  emotional  labor  as  central  operational  stressors  while  treating  caseloads  and  paperwork  as  organizational  stressors  (Gayman &  and Bradley 20, 2013;  Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022).  In  our  study,  the  design  and  enforceability  of  conditions  emerged  as  part  of  the  immediate  task  environment  of  supervision  itself.  In  line  with  this  distinction,  unenforceable  conditions  can  be  understood  as  operational  stressors  because  they  arise  directly  from  the  routine  work  of  explaining,  monitoring,  and  responding  to  conditions,  and  appear  to  contribute  to  cumulative  strain,  role  ambiguity,  and  burnout  risk  among  POs within the broader field of occupational stress officers (Finn &  and Kuck 20, 2003;  Gayman &  and Bradley 20, 2013;  Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022).
Appropriateness  and  Enforceabilityenforceability
          A  key  contribution  of  this  study  is  the  finding  that  officers’  assessments  of  whether  conditions  are  appropriate  were  closely  tied  to  questions  of  enforceability.  When  reflecting  on  the  types  of  conditions  they  supervised,  officers  generally  described  treatment‑related  conditions  such  as  substance  use  treatment,  employment  support,  and  structured  activities  as  appropriate,  particularly  when  aligned  with  risk,  need,  and  everyday  circumstances, a  finding  similar  to  those  in  Mackey  et alet al.  (2022)  and  Taxman  (2002).  In  contrast,  conditions  that  could  not  be  credibly  monitored (where the officer could observe or verify the behavior)  were  repeatedly  described  as  problematic  in  practice,  even  when  officers  agreed  with  their  goals  in  principle.  In  other  words,  officers  often  felt  that  such  conditions  were  normatively  appropriate  but  practically  inappropriate  because  of  their  unenforceability,  and  they  tended  to  classify  them  as  inappropriate  when  they  could  not  monitor  or  respond  to  noncompliance  in  a  meaningful  way. 
          
This  finding  complements  existing  accounts  of  appropriateness,  which  focus  on  whether  conditions  are  realistic,  relevant,  and  research supportedresearch-supported  and  on  their  adequacy  given  the  offense,  risk–need  profile,  and  broader  circumstances  (Robina  Institute  of  Criminal  Law  and  Criminal  Justice 20, 2017;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  For  the  officers  in  the  present  study,  conditions  were  most  clearly  experienced  as  appropriate  when  they  were  practically  workable  and  when  there  was  a  reasonable  prospect  of  monitoring compliance and enforcing responses to noncompliance  and responding to noncompliance fairly  and  consistently.  Unenforceable  conditions,  in  contrast,  were  experienced  as  unfair,  unrealistic,  and,  in  some  cases,  as  undermining  the  perceived  legitimacy  and  effectiveness  of  supervision,  even  when  officers  endorsed  their  underlying  aims  (Durnescu 20, 2011;  Mackey  et alet al. 20, 2023).
Liability,  role  conflict,  and  responsibility  without  power
          The  theme  of  liability  highlights  how  unenforceable  conditions  intensify  operational  stress  and  role  conflict.  Officers  described  worrying  that  they  would  be  blamed  if  clients  failed  to  comply  with  conditions  that  were  impossible  to  monitor,  such  as  medication  adherence,  abstinence  requirements  that  are  not  supported  by  regular  testing,  or  weapons  bans  where  home  visits  were  restricted.  These  situations  created  a  sense  of  “‘responsibility  without  power’,”  in  which  officers  were  expected  to  guarantee  compliance  with  requirements  that  extended  into  domains  they  could  neither  fully  observe  nor  control  (Norman &  and Ricciardelli 20, 2022). 
          
These  experiences  echo  broader  concerns  about  policy practicepolicy-practice  gaps  and  liability  in  community  corrections.  Prior  studies  have  shown  that  officers  worry  about  being  held  responsible  when  clients,  especially  those  from  high‑risk  populations,  reoffend,  and  that  such  fears  can  contribute  to  role  conflict,  job  stress,  and  perceptions  of  legal  and  organizational  exposure  (Drapela &  and Lutze 20, 2009;  Morgan  et alet al. 20, 2002;  Slate  et alet al. 20, 2001, 20, 2003;  Viglione 20, 2018).  More  recent  work  has  begun  to  conceptualize  and  measure  perceived  liability  among  probation  and  parole  officers  as  a  distinct  construct,  showing  that  officers’  sense  of  being  personally  or  professionally  blamed  for  clients’  behavior  is  an  important  dimension  of  their  occupational  experience  (Viglione, Paul, and Ray 2025Viglione et al., 2025).  Our  findings  add  that  perceptions  of  unenforceability  sharpen  these  tensions:  When  officers  feel  accountable  for  outcomes  they  cannot  realistically  influence  or  verify,  unenforceable  conditions  become  a  focal  point  of  operational  stress  that  heightens  anxiety,  complicates  professional  judgment,  and  sustains  a  persistent  sense  of  exposure  in  day‑to‑day  work. 
          
Beyond  immediate  feelings  of  anxiety,  our  findings  also  point  to  the  potential  for  role  conflict  when  officers  are  formally  responsible  for  enforcing  conditions  they  experience  as  practically  unworkable.  Officers  described  being  tasked  with  guaranteeing  compliance  with  requirements  they  regarded  as  vital  for  public  safety  in  principle,  yet  impossible  to  monitor  in  practice.  These  accounts  suggest  that  unenforceable  conditions  may  sharpen  tensions  between  policy  expectations  and  the  realistic  scope  of  officers’  authority,  contributing  to  a  persistent  sense  of  professional  conflict  in  day‑to‑day  supervision.
Impact  on  the  supervision: –rehabilitation  balance  and  professional  engagement
          Our  findings  also  suggest  that  unenforceable  conditions  may  disturb  the  delicate  balance  officers  are  expected  to  maintain  between  supervision  and  rehabilitation.  Probation  work  traditionally  involves  holding  individuals  accountable  and  protecting  public  safety  while  also  supporting  change  and  reintegration  (Klockars,  1972;  Petersilia 20, 2003).  When  conditions  are  perceived  as  unenforceable,  this  balance  can  shift  in  several  ways.  First,  officers  may  feel  compelled  to  focus  on  documenting  noncompliance  or  protecting  themselves  from  blame  rather  than  investing  in  relational  and  rehabilitative  work.  Second,  unrealistic  or  symbolic  conditions  can  undermine  trust  and  rapport,  as  officers  and  clients  alike  recognize  that  some  requirements  cannot  realistically  be  met  or  monitored  (Mowen  et alet al. 20, 2018;  Skeem &  and Manchak 20, 2008). 
          
In  this  sense,  unenforceable  conditions  risk  weakening  both  sides  of  the  supervision–rehabilitation  equation.  They  consume  time  and  attention  that  could  otherwise  be  directed  toward  addressing  criminogenic  needs,  and  they  may  also  erode  the  perceived  legitimacy  of  supervision  when  clients  experience  conditions  as  arbitrary  or  as  “‘setting  them  up  to  fail”’  (Nanda 20, 2022).  Officers’  accounts  in  the  present  study  indicated  that  this  dynamic  can  foster  cynicism  and  frustration,  potentially  leading  to  disengagement  from  aspects  of  their  role  that  are  most  closely  linked  to  positive  outcomes,  such  as  problem‑solving,  support,  and  motivational  work  (Gayman &  and Bradley 20, 2013;  Wirkus 20, 2021).  Over  time,  sustained  exposure  to  conditions  that  feel  symbolic,  “‘absurd,”’,  or  impossible  to  monitor  appears  to  undermine  officers’  sense  of  purpose  and  professional  efficacy,  raising  concerns  about  longer‑term  professional  engagement.
Distrust  and  supervisory  relationships
          A  further  implication  of  unenforceable  conditions  concerns  their  potential  to  heighten  distrust  and  to  strain  supervisory  relationships.  When  compliance  cannot  be  credibly  monitored,  officers  must  rely  on  clients’  self‑reports  while  simultaneously  being  held  organizationally  accountable  if  these  reports  prove  inaccurate.  Several  officers  in  the  present  study  described  feeling  that  they  were  constantly  "‘on  the  lookout"’  for  possible  deception  because  they  lacked  independent  means  of  verification.  In  cases  involving  medication  adherence,  AA/NA  attendance,  or  bans  on  certain  activities  in  the  absence  of  monitoring  tools,  officers  felt  institutionally  accountable  for  outcomes  despite  lacking  means  of  verification,  leading  them  to  treat  clients’  accounts  with  suspicion.
           
In  these  circumstances,  the  very  structure  of  conditions  appears  to  invite  distrust:  officers  are  asked  to  establish  compliance  with  conditions  that,  in  practice,  can  be  known  only  through  clients’  self‑reports  or  through  rare  external  reports.  Over  time,  this  dynamic  may  erode  confidence  in  the  officer–client  relationship,  make  it  more  difficult  to  build  collaborative  and  rehabilitative  alliances  between  POsprobation officers  and  clients,  and  add  to  the  cumulative  emotional  burden  of  the  work  (Alward 20, 2024;  Epperson, Sawh, and Sarantakos Epperson et al.20, 2020).  At  the  same  time,  officers  expressed  concern  that,  if  clients  reoffend  or  violate  conditions  that the  officers  could  not  monitor,  supervisors  and  managers  may  still  hold  them  responsible,  which  can  undermine  trust  between  frontline  officers  and  their  superiors  as  well.  Our  findings,  therefore,  suggest  that  unenforceable  conditions  not  only  generate  anxiety  and  role  conflict  but  may also impact PO–client relationships also reshape the relational terrain of supervision in  ways  that  may  be  counterproductive  for  both  control  and  rehabilitation  goals.
Policy  implications  and  recommendations
          The  findings  here  suggest  that  enforceability  should  be  explicitly  incorporated  into  policy  frameworks  for  setting  and  reviewing  probation  conditions.  From  a  policy  standpoint,  what  is  realistically  enforceable  needs  to  encompass  not  only  what  people  under  supervision  can  reasonably  be  expected  to  do  but  also  what  officers  can  feasibly  enforce  with  available  tools,  authority,  and  time  (Robina  Institute  of  Criminal  Law  and  Criminal  Justice 20, 2017;  Taxman, Smith, and Rudes 2020Taxman et al., 2020).  Reducing  reliance  on  conditions  that  are  largely  symbolic  or  impossible  to  monitor  in routine supervision is  consistent  with  calls  for  more  parsimonious,  tailored,  and  achievable  conditions  that  avoid  setting  people  up  to  fail  (Durnescu 20, 2011;  Klingele 20, 2021;  Lopoo, Schiraldi, and Ittner 2023; Mackey  et alet al. 20, 2023;  Ruhland &  and Scheibler 20, 2021;  Taxman 20, 2024). 
          
A  central  policy  implication  is  the  importance  of  systematically  incorporating  probation officerPOs’'  experiential  knowledge  into  condition‑setting  and  review  processes.  Officers  in  this  study  demonstrated  that  they  could  distinguish,  with  considerable  precision,  between  conditions  that  are  meaningful  and  realistically  enforceable  and  those  that  are  purely  symbolic  or  practically  impossible  to  monitor.  This  frontline  expertise  echoes  earlier  arguments  that  practitioners’  insights  are  crucial  for  developing  workable,  evidence‑informed  community  supervision  policies  (DeMichele &  and Payne 20, 2007;  Petersilia 20, 2003).  Embedding  structured  officer  input  into  sentencing  and  policy  processes—for  example,  through  enforceability‑focused  guidelines  for  condition  setting,  presentence  reports  that  flag  conditions  likely  to  be  unenforceable,  or  periodic  audits  of  standard  and  special  conditions—can  help  narrow  the  gap  between  justice  system  intentions  and  supervisory  capacity  and  reduce  reliance  on  conditions  that  are  destined  to  be  unenforceable  in  practice.  In  addition,  encouraging  courts  and  other  condition‑setting  bodies  to  prioritize  conditions  that  come  with  clear  monitoring  mechanisms  (for  example,  testing  protocols,  information‑sharing  agreements,  or  authority  for  home  visits  where  needed)  would  help  ensure  that  conditions  are  enforceable  by  design. 
          
At  the  same  time,  recognizing  how  conditions  shape  officers’  operational  stress  highlights  that  reform  efforts  should  consider  not  only  how  conditions  affect  people  under  supervision  but  also  how  they  affect  those  tasked  with  enforcing  them.  If  unenforceable  conditions  contribute  to  anxiety,  role  conflict,  distrust,  and  burnout,  then  aligning  condition  design  with  realistic  supervisory  capacity  is  relevant  both  for  client  outcomes  and  for  building  a  more  sustainable  work  environment  for  probation  staff  (Finn &  and Kuck 20, 2003;  Wirkus 20, 2021).  In  policy  terms,  revisiting  condition  design  through  the  dual  lens  of  normative  fit  (whether  conditions  are  proportionate  and  tied  to  risk  and  need)  and  enforceability  (whether  officers  can  realistically  monitor  and  respond  to  them)  has  the  potential  to  support  a  community  supervision  system  that  is  more  effective,  equitable,  and  sustainable  for  both  supervisees  and  supervising  officers.
Limitations  and  future  research
          This  qualitative  study  provided  in‑depth  insights  into  probation officerPOs’  perspectives  on  unenforceable  conditions  as  operational  stressors,  but  several  limitations  should  be  noted.  First,  the  study  was  conducted  within  a  single  state  system,  which  may  limit  the  transferability  of  findings  to  jurisdictions  with  different  legal  frameworks,  organizational  structures,  or  supervision  practices.  Second,  the  analysis  relied  on  officers’  self‑reported  experiences,  which  may  be  shaped  by  recall  biases  or  social  desirability.  We did not systematically identify POs who wholly rejected the notion of unenforceable conditions, which may reflect both the sampling frame and the interview prompts, and suggests that future work should attend more closely to such negative cases. Incorporating  additional  data  sources,  such  as  observations  of  supervision  sessions,  file  reviews,  or  perspectives  from  other  stakeholders,  could  strengthen  and  triangulate  the  findings. 	Comment by Faye S Taxman: i don't understand this statement at all	Comment by my_pc: Q: with reference to the above comment on this text, is the issue the use of <identify>, where it’s being used to mean locate/find? [We did not find POs who [etc]; future work should seek to identify such POs for inclusion in the research]
          
Future  research  could  examine  how  judges,  prosecutors,  defense  attorneys,  and  people  under  supervision  themselves  understand  enforceability  and  its  consequences.  Such  inquiry  could  build  a  more  comprehensive  picture  of  how  conditions  are  set,  experienced,  and  enforced  across  the  system.  Quantitative  research  could  focus  on  the  prevalence  of  unenforceable  conditions  and  their  association  with  outcomes  such  as  revocations,  technical  violations,  and  indicators  of  officer  stress  or  burnout.  Finally,  intervention  studies  that  test  changes  in  condition‑setting  practices,  such  as  incorporating  enforceability  checks  or  structured  officer  input  into  presentence  reports,  could  help  determine  whether  the  kinds  of  reforms  suggested  here  can  improve  both  supervision  outcomes  and  officer  well‑being.
Conclusionconclusion
          POs  shoulder  a  critical  responsibility  for  supervising  nearly  five  million  people  in  the  community  and  translating  court-ordered  conditions  into  everyday  supervisory  practice.  Yet,  little  attention  has  been  paid  to  how  the  enforceability  of  these  conditions  affects  the  officers  themselves.  Our  findings  reveal  that  unenforceable  requirements  function  as  distinct  operational  stressors,  creating  situations  of  "‘responsibility  without  power"’  that  are  experienced  as  anxiety-provoking  and  potentially  harmful  to  both  supervision  goals  and  officer  well‑being.
 
By  bringing  probation officerPOs’  experiential  knowledge  to  the  center  of  the  analysis,  this  study  suggests  that  frameworks  for  evaluating  probation  conditions  should  move  beyond  the  traditional  emphasis  on  relevance,  realism,  and  research  support  to  explicitly  include  enforceability.  Designing  conditions  that  are  both  appropriate  and  enforceable  has  the  potential  to  reduce  unnecessary  operational  stress,  support  the  balance  between  supervision  and  rehabilitation,  and  enhance  the  legitimacy  and  sustainability  of  community  supervision  for  both  those  who  are  supervised  and  those  who  supervise  them.
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1           Unenforceable   Probation   Conditions   as   Operational   Staff   Stressors   Background .   U S   p robation   and   parole   officers   supervise   nearly   five   million   people   in   the   community   and   translate   court‑ordered   conditions   into   everyday   supervisory   practice.   Yet   little   is   known   about   how   the   design   and   enforceability   of   these   conditions   affect   officers’   work   and   well‑being   in   day‑to‑day   supervision.   This   article   examines   how   probation   officers   (POs)   perceive   the   appropriateness   of   probation   conditions   and   how   these   perceptions   relate   to   occupational   stress .   Methods .   The   study   draws   on   semi‑structured   interviews   with   94   POs   from   22   courts   in   a   statewide   U S   probation   agency.   Interviews   focused   on   condition‑setting   practices,   perceived   appropriateness   of   standard   and   special   conditions,   and   challenges   in   monitoring   and   responding   to   noncompliance.   Using   Norman   and   Ricciardelli’s   framework ,   which   distinguishes   operational   stressors   (from   core   job   tasks)   and   organizational   stressors   (from   institutional   context),   the   analysis   combined   deductive   and   inductive   coding   to   identify   how   POs   describe   problematic   conditions,   with   particular   attention   to   enforceability   and   day‑to‑day   supervisory   work .   Findings .   Concerns   about   realistic   monitoring   emerged   as   a   central   theme.   Conditions   that   POs   experienced   as   difficult   to   monitor   in   routine   supervision ,   such   as   broad   stay‑away   orders   without   GPS,   abstinence   requirements   without   testing,   and   weapons   bans   without   home‑visit   authority ,   were   described   as   generating   anxiety,   frustration,   and   a   sense   of   ‘ responsibility   without   power ’ .   POs   distinguished   between   conditions   that   were   normatively   appropriate   but   practically   unenforceable   and   those   that   were   both   appropriate   and   workable.   Enforceability   concerns   functioned   as   distinct   operational   stressors,   shaping   officers’   views   of   appropriateness,   heightening   perceived   liability   and   role   conflict,   and   straining   supervisory   relationships   in   ways   that   could   undermine   both   control   and   rehabilitation   goals .   Conclusions .   The   findings   suggest   that   frameworks   for   evaluating   probation   conditions   should   move   beyond   the   traditional   emphasis   on   relevance,   realism ,   and   research   support   to   explicitly   include   enforceability.   Designing   conditions   that   are   both   appropriate   and   realistically   enforceable   for   POs   has   the   potential   to   reduce   unnecessary   operational   stress,   support   a   healthier   balance   between   supervision   and   rehabilitation,   and   enhance   the   legitimacy   and   sustainability   of   community   supervision   for   both   supervisees   and   supervising   officers .     KEY   WORDS :   probation   conditions;   enforceability;   operational   stressors;   probation   officers;   community   supervision;   occupational   stress                   INTRODUCTION  

