
   The Modern Prison  Paradox 

  In  The Modern Prison Paradox , Amy E. Lerman examines the shift 

from rehabilitation to punitivism that has taken place in the politics 

of American corrections and explores its consequences for both crime 

control and community life. Professor Lerman’s research shows that 

spending time in more violent and castigatory prisons strengthens 

inmates’ criminal networks and fosters social norms that increase  the 

likelihood of criminal activity following parole. Additionally, Professor 

Lerman assesses whether harsher prisons similarly shape the attitudes 

of correctional staff. Her analysis reveals that working in more punitive 

prisons causes ofi cers to develop an “us against them” mentality while 

on the job, affecting their orientations toward inmates and support for 

rehabilitation. Moreover, the wariness and   stress ofi cers develop at 

work carry over into their personal lives, straining relationships with 

partners, children, and friends  . These results make clear that time spent 

within the coni nes of a correctional institution is not a deep freeze, 

during which individuals remain unchanged. Rather, prisons are small 

communities unto themselves, and the context of life inside them deter-

mines the kinds of people they produce. 

 Amy E. Lerman is Assistant Professor of Politics and Public Affairs at 

Princeton University. She previously served as Vice President of Policy 

Studies for the consulting i rm Attention America, worked as a free-

lance political speechwriter, and was a faculty member of the college 

program at San Quentin State Prison.   
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  Administrative segregation prisoners take part in a group therapy session at 
San Quentin State Prison, June 8, 2012.

Photo by Lucy Nicholson for Reuters. Reprinted with permission.   
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   He thought that in the history of the world it might even be 

that there was more punishment than crime but he took small 

comfort from it.  
 Cormack McCarthy,  The Road    (2006)  
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1

  The test of every religious, political, or educational system,  is the man 
which it forms.  
  If a system injures the intelligence it is bad. If it injures the character 
it is vicious.  
  If it injures the conscience it is criminal.  

 Henri Frederic Amiel,  Journal  (June 17, 1852)  

    In the early morning hours of Sunday, August 14, 1971, police cars in 

the small city of Palo Alto, California, were dispatched to the homes 

of 12 young men. Uniformed ofi cers knocked on their doors and noti-

i ed the men that they were being charged with armed robbery and 

burglary. They were read their rights, searched, handcuffed, and put in 

the back of a squad car. Each was taken to the police station, where he 

was summarily processed: photographed, i ngerprinted, and led to a 

holding cell. These dozen men were then transferred to prison, where 

they were to be incarcerated together for 14 days under the watchful 

eye of the warden and a rotating cast of 12 young prison guards. 

 Thus began a landmark experiment that offered scholars a remark-

able window on the socializing effects of prison. The experimental 

protocol was fairly straightforward. Twenty-four research subjects, all 

healthy and normal college-aged men, had been randomly assigned to 

play the part of either a prisoner or a prison guard. For two weeks, these 

men would live full time (in the case of the inmates) or work long shifts 

(in the case of the guards) in a simulated prison that had been carefully 

constructed in the basement of a building at Stanford University. 

      1 

 The Modern Prison Paradox     
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The Modern Prison  Paradox2

 The goal of the study, which would come to be known as  the 

Stanford Prison Experiment, was to examine “the extraordinary power 

of institutional environments to inl uence those who passed through 

them.”  1   In particular, the researchers were interested in the way that 

individuals adapt to the rules and roles of their situational context. 

The relatively long time frame of the study and the nearly total immer-

sion of the research subjects in the prison environment were necessary, 

according to the researchers, to “allow sufi cient time for situational 

norms to develop and patterns of social interaction to emerge, change 

and become crystallized.”  2   Essentially, the researchers set out to show 

that even “normal” people could be shaped by the contours of their 

environment and their relative position within it. 

 The results of the Stanford Prison Experiment are by now well 

known to any student who has taken an introductory psychology class: 

the experimental subjects quickly began to adapt to prison life. By only 

the second day, participants had begun to display intense emotional 

behaviors according to their assigned role. Prison guards developed an 

“us against them” mentality, becoming belligerent toward their charges. 

Inmates also succumbed to their new role. Some pushed back against 

their captors, refusing to comply with institutional rules. Others became 

depressed and in many cases withdrawn. The extent and speed of this 

adaptation surprised even the researchers. 

 The situation escalated in the days that followed. Ofi cers resorted to 

increasingly punitive tactics to force compliance with their edicts. The 

researchers witnessed prison guards intentionally humiliating inmates, 

calling them derogatory names, and punishing them for insubordination 

or other behaviors deemed unacceptable. In addition, the researchers 

noted that “none of the less actively cruel mock-guards ever intervened 

or complained about the abuses they witnessed.”  3   Those who occu-

pied the inmate role likewise became deeply immersed. Several inmates 

staged a rebellion, barricading themselves in a room. By the middle of 

the i rst week, others showed signs of severe psychological distress. The 

lead researcher, Philip Zimbardo, describes the scene that unfolded:

  The most dramatic of the coping behaviour utilised by half of the prison-

ers in adapting to this stressful situation was the development of acute emo-

tional disturbance – severe enough to warrant their early release. At least 

a third of the guards were judged to have become far more aggressive  and 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox 3

dehumanising toward the prisoners than would ordinarily be predicted in a 

simulation study.  4     

 Faced with an environment that encouraged nearly total adaption to 

their respective roles of the powerful and the powerless, these seemingly 

normal men began to act out in ways that would have been completely 

out of place in their regular lives; indeed, the demands of the institutional 

environment seemed to override their individual dispositions. Zimbardo 

writes, “We had created a dominating behavioral context whose power 

insidiously frayed the seemingly impervious values of compassion, fair 

play, and belief in a just world. The situation won; humanity lost.”  5   

Confronted by a rapidly deteriorating situation and concerned for the 

health and safety of the research subjects, Zimbardo and his colleagues 

terminated the experiment after only six days  .  6    

  Crime and Punishment in America 

 Over the past half-century, America has enacted a real-life version of 

the Stanford prison on an unprecedented scale. In just four decades, the 

size of the   state prison population has grown by more than 700 per-

cent   (see  Figure 1.1 ).  7   By 2008, the number of   incarcerated individuals 

in the United States hit an all-time high, with 1 in 100 adults in either 

prison or jail  8   and fully 1 in every 31 American adults under some 

form of correctional jurisdiction   (including incarceration, probation, 

and parole).  9   In the size of its incarcerated populations, America now 

has no equal;   it houses about a quarter of the world’s prisoners, despite 

having less than 5 percent of the world’s population. China, which has 

a population four times larger than that of the United States, is a distant 

second in the size of its imprisoned population, and most European 

nations have only about one-seventh the per capita incarcerated popu-

lation of the United States  .  10      

 These snapshots are startling. However, there are two important 

ways in which even these numbers underestimate the true scale of mass 

imprisonment. First, the incarcerated are highly concentrated by race, 

class, age, and geography. In America today, the prison has become an 

increasingly prevalent institution in citizens’ lives, but it is particularly 

so for youth, racial minorities, and the poor. For example,   while “1  in 

100” describes the proportion of incarcerated among the nation’s total 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox4

adult population, the i gure is 1 in every 9 for young black men and 

a whopping 1 in every 3 for young black men without a high school 

education.  11   Among young male Latinos who did not complete high 

school, 1 in every 14 is behind bars. 

 For these groups of citizens, rates of contact with criminal justice now 

rival the likelihood of experiencing more traditional landmarks of the 

life course, including getting married and owning a home. Today, a black 

man without a high school education is more likely to be found in a 

prison or jail than at work  .  12   Prison institutions have likewise replaced 

other, more conventional points of citizen contact with the state, emerg-

ing as “a major institutional competitor” to military service and second-

ary public education, particularly for racial minorities.  13   As Senator Jim 

Webb recently observed, “[T]he principal nexus between young African-

American men and our society is increasingly the criminal justice sys-

tem.”  14   For these individuals, imprisonment has become a “predictable 

part of experience.”  15   

 Likewise, the experience of   incarceration is highly concentrated in 

certain geographic areas. For instance, taxpayers in   Pennsylvania spend 

more than $40 million a year to incarcerate residents  sharing just a single 

low-income zip code in the state  .  16   In   Michigan, one-third of prisoners  
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 Figure 1.1.        Estimated number of jail and prison inmates in the United States, 
1910–2010  .

 Source : For 1910–1990: Justice Policy Institute,  The Punishing Decade : 
 Prison and Jail Estimates at the Millennium ; for 2000 and 2010, Bureau of 
Justice Statistics,  Correctional Populations in the United States ,  2010 .  
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The Modern Prison  Paradox 5

are sent back to a single county. About 80 percent live in Detroit, 41 

percent in only eight zip codes  .  17         A greater number of prisoners return 

to just seven neighborhoods in Houston than come home to several 

whole counties in Texas. And of the more than 50 community board 

districts in New York City, nearly three-quarters of prisoners in the 

entire state hail from just seven  .  18   Simply put, some areas have become 

“deep reservoirs of criminal justice involvement,” where punishment 

and prisons help to construct the “architecture of community life.”  19   

This has led some to criticize the very concept of “mass incarceration,” 

arguing that it is not the “masses” who are imprisoned so much as 

highly concentrated groups within certain locales  . As Todd Clear notes, 

“[I]ncarceration is not an equal opportunity activity.”  20   

 The second way in which acknowledging only a general upward 

trend of American incarceration obscures its true impact is that “1 in 

100” includes only those who are in prison or jail  on any given day . 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics estimates that by 2001 the   proportion 

of adults who had  ever  spent time in prison had reached nearly 3 per-

cent, and it was well over 16 percent for black men  .  21   These proportions 

would be signii cantly higher if jail time were included. To the extent 

that the effects of prison persist beyond the prison gates, the accumula-

tion of ex-prisoners in the population is certainly as important as the 

number of individuals imprisoned at any one time.  22   

 Not surprisingly, researchers have noted these patterns and trends 

with some alarm. However, scholars interested in the consequences of 

incarceration, particularly its effects on recidivism, have so far attended 

primarily to the effects of imprisonment relative to other forms of 

punishment (e.g., probation).  23   This focus rel ects a legitimate concern 

about recent growth in the total correctional population, and extant 

studies provide crucial commentary on the implications of America’s 

increasing reliance (and many would argue over-reliance) on incarcera-

tion. However, while the rapidly rising number of people serving time 

behind bars is important, so, too, are recent changes in the way that U.S. 

prisons are constituted. That is to say,  we must be concerned not only 
with who is being incarcerated in America, but also with how they 
are being incarcerated.  In this book, I analyze changes in the culture of 

American prisons over the last half century and assess  the consequences 

of variation in correctional administration for the types of people and 

communities that prisons produce.  
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The Modern Prison  Paradox6

  The Politics and Practice of Punishment 

 The modern period has been marked by two signii cant trends in the 

culture of American corrections. First, the   American criminal justice 

system over the past half-century has largely abandoned the goal of 

reforming inmates. Rehabilitation-oriented programming retrenched, 

leaving prisons to serve little more than a “waste management func-

tion.”  24   Famously summing up this new approach to crime control, 

James Q. Wilson commented: “Wicked people exist. Nothing avails 

except to set them apart from innocent people.”  25   In the contemporary 

era of warehousing and incapacitation, what goes on inside the nation’s 

prisons has become largely beside the point, with the exception of regu-

lar reassurances to the public that prisoners are being treated with the 

tough justice they deserve  . 

 The second change that accompanied the modern politics of crime 

control was the arrival of a new language of criminal justice, what 

Malcolm Feeley and Jonathan Simon term the “  new penology,” which 

focused on “the efi cient control of internal system processes in place 

of the traditional objectives of rehabilitation and crime control.” The 

cornerstone of this penological approach was a heightened attention to 

risk management.  26   In essence, as policymakers and prison practitioners 

began to doubt that prisons could really reduce recidivism, rehabilita-

tion became subordinated to the more concrete task of efi cient opera-

tional control; if criminal populations could not be transformed, they 

could at least be effectively managed  . 

   These shifting tides were compelled by substantial changes in the 

politics of crime control. In the i rst half of the 20th century, crime was 

largely absent from the national political agenda. Prisons were barely 

discussed in Congress, and imprisonment was used only sparingly by 

states.  27     For most of this period, the design and operation of correc-

tional institutions were instead left largely to specialists within the state 

and federal bureaucracy, such as criminal psychologists, social work-

ers, and custodial staff. This began to change in the 1950s and 1960s, 

however, as elected ofi cials on both sides of the aisle began to realize 

that appearing “tough on crime” was a winning  political strategy that 

offered few, if any, strategic downsides. Against a background of urban 

unrest and rising rates of crime, punishment quickly became a high-

proi le political issue    . The emergent view of offenders as violent and 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox 7

immoral predators left little public sympathy for prison-based services 

that might make incarceration a comfortable experience. Moreover, 

  on the heels of this “new punitiveness”  28   in political rhetoric came an 

inl uential report, titled “What Works? Questions and Answers About 

Prison Reform,”  29   which cast doubt on whether prisons could actually 

reform criminal offenders. As   faith in the rehabilitative potential of pris-

ons began to wane, support for continued funding of prison-based pro-

grams rapidly eroded  . 

 The end result of these dynamics is a modern correctional model 

that employs prisons as little more than tools for temporary contain-

ment, a set of institutions designed for “selectively incapacitating the 

wicked.”  30   As David Garland points out, “Treatment modalities still 

operate within [prison] walls, and lip service is still paid to the ideal of 

the rehabilitative prison. But the walls themselves are now seen as the 

institution’s most important and valuable element. . . . [T]he walls have 

been fortii ed, literally and i guratively.”  31   

 The results I uncover, however, make clear that time spent within 

the coni nes of a correctional institution is not a “deep freeze”  32   dur-

ing which individuals simply serve out their time unchanged. Rather, 

prisons are small communities unto themselves, and the context of life 

inside these state institutions has important consequences for the kinds 

of people they produce. In the chapters that follow I argue that,   for both 

incarcerated individuals and their keepers, navigating a more punitive 

prison entails the adoption of new social relationships and collective 

norms. However, rather than the   generalized trust   and cooperation that 

are often posited to follow from strong social connections,  33   America’s 

harsher prisons produce citizens who are less interested in – and argu-

ably less capable of – healthy (re-)integration into a broad and inclusive 

social community. In this way, the culture of the correctional institution 

has important repercussions for the ways in which a growing group of 

citizens think, behave, and interact  .  

  The Social Effects of the Punitive  Prison 

   In uncovering the effects of more punitive prisons, I start by examining 

the effect of incarceration on the social orientations of the imprisoned. 

Inmates often form close relationships with peers while behind bars, 

but this is particularly true in higher-security prisons, where social ties 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox8

result from the desire for companionship, but also the need for pro-

tection. For example, I i nd that inmates incarcerated in these harsher 

prison settings become signii cantly more likely to report that they have 

friends who “help me when I have troubles” and with whom they can 

talk “about everything” than do inmates who serve time in less punitive 

settings. 

   This expansion of personal friendship networks, despite providing 

meaningful camaraderie and coni dants, does little to ameliorate feel-

ings of loneliness, however. Inmates in more punitive prisons are no less 

likely to say that they “feel lonely” or that “no one really knows [them] 

very well.” Instead, the expansion of social networks that occurs in this 

type of prison results in the   adoption of criminogenic attitudes  ; those 

assigned to harsher prison settings are signii cantly more likely to agree 

that “some people must be treated roughly or beaten up just to send 

them a clear message” and to assert that they “won’t hesitate to hit or 

threaten people if they have done something to hurt [their] family or 

friends.” In sum, I argue that the social networks built between inmates 

in a more punitive prison seem at best to promote a   particularized trust   

that does not substantially mitigate feelings of isolation. At worst, harsher 

prison environments inculcate inmates with an increased propensity for 

interpersonal violence and aggression, and ultimately increase the likeli-

hood of re-offending following parole  . In fact, I i nd that assignment to 

a   harsher prison setting signii cantly increases recidivism  .   Using fairly 

conservative assumptions, I estimate that a more punitive prison culture 

might account for more than 64,500 crimes in the coming decade in 

California alone, which would be expected to include more than 13,000 

violent crimes, such as murder, rape, and violent assault  . 

   As in the Stanford Prison Experiment, I also i nd that the culture 

of prison institutions affects those individuals who hold formal power 

within the prison environment: the ofi cers tasked with the mainte-

nance of order and security  . Like the number of people incarcerated, 

the   ranks of people employed by the U.S. criminal justice system  have 

increased substantially, growing by 86 percent between 1982 and 

2003 to more than 2.36 million people (see Figure 1.2). As of March 

2003, almost 13 percent of all public employees (and a larger percent-

age of public employees in 15 states and the District of Columbia) 

worked in the criminal justice sector.  34   Much of this growth has been 

driven by the number of correctional employees. Between 1982 and 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:39, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core
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2003, corrections employment more than doubled, rising from about 

300,000 to more than 748,000. Corrections now accounts for more 

than 63 percent of state criminal justice employees, with police pro-

tection and judicial/legal employees accounting for the other 14 and 

22 percent, respectively.  35   Today, the criminal justice system employs 

more people than General Motors, Ford, and Wal-Mart combined.  36      

   Just as more punitive settings shape inmates’ social ties,   I i nd that 

harsher prisons affect the social relationships and attitudes of those 

who work behind their walls. In fact, the particular social patterns of 

inmates are mirrored in those of correctional staff. For correctional 

ofi cers, prison work often requires long hours spent in a hostile and 

chaotic work environment, marked by the need for constant surveil-

lance and feelings of threat. The result of this institutional context 

is the development of meaningful bonds between ofi cers, but also 

the adoption of an “us against them” mentality. In particular, ofi cers 

who i nd themselves working in harsher prisons develop harsher ideas 

about inmates than do their counterparts in less punitive prisons: they 

are more likely to express the belief that “most people who end  up 

in prison are there because of personal failure” rather than “because 

they did not have advantages like strong families, good education and 

job opportunities.”   They are also less likely to support the provision 

of rehabilitation programs and more likely to say that “rehabilitation 

programs don’t work because most inmates don’t want to change.” 

  Even more striking are ofi cers’ own assessments of how imprisonment 
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 Figure 1.2.      Justice employees by level of government, 1982–2003.
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The Modern Prison  Paradox10

shapes inmates; ofi cers assigned to more punitive prisons become 

more likely to say that the institution where they work causes inmates 

to become more violent and that inmates actually leave prison less 

prepared to be law-abiding citizens than when they entered. 

 The prison environment also shapes the interactions that ofi cers 

have with each other, with their superiors, and with friends and fam-

ily.   Ofi cers working in harsher prisons are more likely to report that 

they would turn to the union to help resolve work-related problems. 

Conversely, they become less likely to turn to their direct supervisors 

for assistance. This is particularly true of ofi cers who feel unsafe in the 

workplace  . Prison work and experiences of violence likewise impose 

substantial costs on ofi cers’ lives outside prison.   Unlike inmates, ofi -

cers must move between home and prison on a daily basis. For many, 

this transition can be a difi cult one. In his searing account of time spent 

as an ofi cer at Sing Sing Correctional Facility, Ted Conover describes 

the personal toll that the job took on him:

  “Leave it at the gate,” you hear time and again in corrections. Leave all the 

stress and bullshit at work; don’t bring it home to your family. This was good 

in theory. In reality, though, I was like my friend who had worked the pumps 

at a service station: Even after she got home and took a shower, you can still 

smell the gasoline on her hands. Prison got into your skin, or under it. If you 

stayed long enough, some of it probably seeped into your soul.  37     

 I i nd that ofi cers working in harsher prison environments are especially 

likely to experience work–family conl ict; these ofi cers are more likely 

to say that they have “become harsher or less trusting towards family 

members since I took this job” and that “what happens at work nega-

tively affects my relationship with my spouse/partner or children.  ”   

 In the last empirical chapter of the book, I turn my attention to the 

types of communities to which prisoners return. I start by analyzing 

survey data from 515 individuals living in diverse areas of Los  Angeles 

County, a geographic area that alone receives almost a third of all peo-

ple returning from prison in California. Within this one county, there 

is signii cant variation in the concentration of parolees. For instance, 

less than 1 parolee returns to the wealthy Beverly Hills zip code 90210 

in a typical year; in comparison, several consecutive zip codes in south 

central LA receive roughly 15 parolees for every 100 residents. This 

variation in communities’ ex-prisoner concentration is highly predictive 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.001
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:39, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Modern Prison  Paradox 11

of the social orientations of the individuals who reside there. I i nd that 

individuals living in areas of high ex-prisoner concentration are equally 

likely to say that they have friends and people in whom they can coni de 

as those in areas of lower concentration, and there is even some evidence 

that they engage in more frequent informal social interactions. However, 

their social networks are smaller; individuals living in higher-concentra-

tion localities report a lesser number of close friends and coni dants. At 

the same time,   people who reside in areas that receive a higher concen-

tration of ex-prisoners also report signii cantly less generalized social 

trust  . They are less likely to believe that “most people can be trusted” 

and substantially more likely to instead endorse the idea that “you can’t 

be too careful in dealing with people.” 

 In order to see whether this pattern holds beyond this one county 

and state, I then expand my analysis to a larger and more geographi-

cally diverse dataset.   Using survey data from nearly 12,000 individuals 

residing in 2,083 unique zip codes and spread across 13 states, I show 

that the patterns in Los Angeles County are not unique to this locale. 

Rather, the same patterns of atomized community that are evident 

among correctional ofi cers and inmates serving time in more punitive 

prisons are characteristic of the many poor, urban neighborhoods across 

the nation to which ex-prisoners predominantly return    . 

 Prisons are sometimes described as “total institutions,”  38   in that for 

a period of time they segregate individuals from the rest of society. This 

would seem to suggest that they are most productively studied as isolated 

communities rather than as extensions of the low-income cities and towns 

from which most incarcerated people come. However, nearly 95 percent 

of the imprisoned will eventually be released.  39   In   California, for instance, 

which operates the largest of the nation’s state prison systems, the average 

time in prison is 26 months.  40   This means that more than 40 percent of 

 people who are currently incarcerated in that state will be released from 

prison  this year   . In total, some 650,000 of America’s incarcerated move 

back and forth – and some then back and forth again – between prison 

and their neighborhoods each year.  41   When they leave the coni nes of the 

prison, these individuals are likely to bring with them the attitudes and 

behaviors they have learned. As the journalist Sasha Abramsky warns, 

noting that conl icts begun or sustained in prison are increasingly spilling 

out onto the street: “There is an awful lot of potential rage coming out of 

prison to haunt our future.”  42    
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  The Modern Prison Paradox 

 Institutions of punishment are often considered to be a necessary, if 

unfortunate, prerequisite of a thriving civil society and the establish-

ment of a legitimate state.  43   Indeed, protecting the lives and property 

of citizens through the creation and enforcement of criminal law is 

inarguably a fundamental role of government. In the liberal demo-

cratic tradition, law and order is at the heart of the   social contract   

and provides the foundation on which organized society is built. On 

this,   John Locke wrote: “Government being for the preservation of 

every man’s right and property, by preserving him from the violence or 

injury of others, is for the good of the governed  .”  44   

 Yet in this regard,   the modern American prison presents us with a 

troubling paradox. In the chapters that follow, I argue that the   crime 

control politics of the past half-century have given rise to institutions 

that (re-)create the conditions that arguably gave rise to criminality in 

the i rst place, and they do so in a particularly intense and toxic form. 

Within the harsh environment of the nation’s most punitive prisons, 

strategic social connections are formed, as individuals band together 

for mutual protection and exchange. However, the social ties forged 

in prison ultimately foster social norms that are anathema to broad-

based, cooperative community engagement    . 

 The result is that, by sending people to increasingly punitive and 

dangerous prisons, we do not resocialize them into the norms and 

roles of American culture. Rather, we socialize them into the norms 

and roles of  prison  culture. And “as one inmate serving a life term at 

East Jersey State Prison puts it, ‘You create Spartan conditions, you’re 

gonna get gladiators.’”  45   To the extent that the nation’s modern “law 

and order” institutions shape the social order in ways that weaken, 

rather than sustain, our communities and civil society, prisons may 

undermine the very collectivities they were designed to serve  and 

perpetuate the problems of crime and disorder they are tasked with 

preventing.  

  Departures 

 In making the argument that prisons in the modern era shape Americans’ 

social orientations in salient ways, I depart from existing literature on 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox 13

political institutions, prison effects, and social connectedness in four 

important respects: 

  1.     Centralizing the State 

 In most accounts, social networks and norms are construed to be a 

positive resource, a social good that inheres within formal and informal 

relationships. For instance, in his seminal work    Bowling Alone   , Robert 

Putnam implicates the “collapse” of social community in the emergence 

of a host of social ills.  46   Strong social ties provide individuals with emo-

tional benei ts, including the chance for fraternization, group identity, and 

the feeling of solidarity that comes with being part of a shared effort.  47   

  More extensive and deeper social ties can also promote a generalized 

sense of trust and feelings of communal belonging.  48   In turn, people who 

possess high levels of generalized trust are more involved than others 

in community life and are more likely to engage in economic exchange 

and cooperative behavior outside their immediate social group.  49   As Eric 

Uslaner writes, “Trust is the chicken soup of social life  .”  50   

   The idea that social relationships can serve a pro-social purpose is 

formalized in Pierre Bourdieu’s classic conception of “social capital,” 

wherein he invokes a “species of capital” that “allows its possessors to 

wield a power, an inl uence, and thus to exist, in the i eld under consid-

eration, instead of being considered a negligible quantity.”  51   Social capi-

tal can be leveraged by individuals toward varied ends – for example, 

to help i nd employment,  52   to mobilize political action,  53   or to trade 

and share property in informal markets.  54   Likewise, in the aggregate, 

social networks and the norms they engender foster a range of collec-

tive goods, from education and children’s welfare, and safe and produc-

tive neighborhoods, to economic prosperity, and health and happiness.  55   

Interpersonal trust can help promote and sustain a  productive economy, 

a peaceful and cooperative society, and a democratic government  .  56   

   In contrast, we know sizably less about the potential “dark side”  57   

of social ties, the “down side”  58   of social networks, or the possible 

“unsocial”  59   forms of interpersonal association. Social networks may 

be more or less present, but they may also take different forms.  60   Just 

as economic capital can be applied toward both charity and war, social 

connections can be deployed toward either more or less cooperative 

ends. As Francis Fukuyama remarks, “This does not disqualify it as a 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox14

form of capital; physical capital can take the form of assault ril es or 

tasteless entertainment, while human capital can be used to devise new 

ways of torturing people.”  61   While “darker”  62   incarnations of social 

connection have received substantially less attention than their more 

pro-social counterparts, they are no less a part of what gives social 

relations their broader meaning. 

 Even more signii cantly, there has been little systematic theorizing on 

the role of the state in shaping less pro-social kinds of interpersonal con-

nectedness. This is true even in the many studies that have been attentive 

to the interrelations between crime, community, and social organization. 

These studies regularly cite poverty, residential instability, urbanization, 

and other macro trends as primary contributors to a decline in social 

activity. However, with few exceptions,  63   the state as purposive actor is 

peculiarly absent from these accounts. What is still therefore missing is 

a  political  accounting of negative social capital – how it arises and what 

its relationship is to state power and public policy  . 

   While recognizing the importance of existing work, my intention in 

this book is to locate the state front and center within the study of social 

community and collective well-being. The argument I make seeks to 

avoid attributing the diffusion of countercultural norms to “indigenous, 

self-sustaining social organizational capacity.”  64   Instead, I start from the 

proposition that the state, through its policies and institutions, helps to 

shape the particular types of social attitudes and behaviors that form and 

persist within communities. This argument rests on two central claims. 

First, I argue here that government can play a formative role in shaping 

social organization in even its least pro-social incarnations. Second, I 

argue that it does this not only when it is derelict in its responsibility 

to mitigate poverty or when it  otherwise passively fails to ameliorate 

systematic disadvantage,  65   but also directly and proactively through its 

punitive policy choices and the culture of its carceral institutions  . 

   Understanding the collateral effects of the modern prison institu-

tion is therefore critical, i rst and foremost because mass incarceration 

represents what is arguably the most signii cant public policy shift of 

the modern era. As Elliot Currie has observed, “Short of major wars, 

mass incarceration has been the most thoroughly implemented govern-

ment social program of our time.”  66   With mass incarceration, the United 

States “embarked on one of the largest public policy experiments in our 

history”;  67   it is the “great public works project of our time.”  68   
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The Modern Prison  Paradox 15

 Moreover, with the exception of lethal force, coni nement is the most 

extreme power that the state regularly exercises against its citizens.  69     

Prisons therefore maintain a unique position among democratic institu-

tions, and their culture provides “a key index of the state of a democ-

racy.”  70   As Nicola Lacey remarks: “The state of criminal justice – the 

scope and content of criminal law, the performance of criminal justice 

ofi cials, public attitudes to crime,  and the extent and intensity of the 
penal system  – is often used as a broad index of how ‘civilized,’ ‘pro-

gressive,’ or indeed ‘truly democratic’ a country is.”  71  More broadly, 

criminal justice institutions are an especially important site for empiri-

cal investigation because they are a feature of nearly every organized 

state  72   and central to liberal notions of the   social contract  .  73   As political 

scientist John DiIulio notes, “Prison workers perform what is arguably 

one of the most essential functions of the sovereign state.”  74   The effects 

of prison institutions on individuals and communities should thus be of 

interest to any serious scholar of politics and the nation state.  

  2.     Emphasizing Institutional Variation 

   Scholars have long been concerned with the economic, social, and psy-

chological effects of incarceration.   Indeed, interest in prison effects 

dates as far back as Gustave de Beaumont and Alexis de Tocqueville’s 

 Du   syst   è   me p   é   nitentaire aux    É   tats-Unis et de son application en 
France , written following their tour of the southern United States in 

1831.    75   Since this i rst foray into American prison research, myriad 

studies have scrutinized the attitudes and behaviors individuals develop 

when they are exposed to the correctional environment. Researchers 

concerned with mental health and post-traumatic stress have examined 

the psychological pressures of incarceration,  76   the difi culties of prison 

adjustment have dominated prison memoirs,  77   and the contours of the 

inmate subculture have been addressed in scholarly studies of the soci-

ology of prisons.  78   Recently, the topic has even surfaced in the popular 

press, with  Time  magazine posing the question “Are Prisons Driving 

Prisoners Mad?”  79   

 Craig Haney, a prominent author on the “pains of imprisonment,” 

notes that by the end of the 20th century, there was relative agreement 

among scholars that prisons caused little serious psychological harm 

for most inmates. Summarizing the existing empirical literature, Frank 

Porporino suggested that “imprisonment is not generally or uniformly 
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devastating.”  80   Yet Haney rightly notes that this was hardly an 

endorsement; “statements to the effect that not everyone who passed 

through prison is irreparably harmed, devastated, or made insane by 

the experience represent fairly faint praise.”  81   Moreover, these studies 

too often obscured important ways in which the conditions of con-

i nement could vary across prisons, variation that could substantially 

affect the potential of imprisonment to help or harm.   

 My aim in this book is to map this variation in the form and culture 

of the prison institution and to document its consequences for individu-

als and community life. This focus provides a new empirical leverage 

on the consequences of the prison boom. Scholars of the carceral state 

have sometimes portrayed the American prison system as a monolith and 

written of the   “punitive turn” as a whole-scale shift in the culture of cor-

rections  . Yet, even in the 1950s, when Gresham Sykes and his contempo-

raries were penning their landmark prison studies, it is unlikely to have 

truly been the case that there existed “a remarkable tendency to override 

the variations of time, place and purpose [such that prisons were] apt to 

present a common social structure.”  82   Rather, as I detail in Chapter 2, 

at least since the 1970s there has been substantial   variation in the man-

agement of American prisons across states and regions  . In addition, the 

rise of highly sophisticated   inmate classii cation schemes has introduced 

greater and more systematic variation into the prison prototype  . 

   In the following chapters, I measure prison variation – how harsh 

or punitive a prison environment is – by relying on the security-level 

designation(s) of a given facility: whether it is a low-, medium-,  high-, 

or maximum-security setting. Using a facility’s security-level designa-

tion is theoretically advantageous in several respects. First, as I describe 

in Chapter 4, prison security levels in many ways approximate histori-

cal variation, in that   higher-security prisons place a greater emphasis 

on order and control over rehabilitation: they offer less freedom of 

movement, greater oversight, and a more limited range of programs  . 

They are also marked by higher rates of violence than lower-security 

settings. In contrast, lower-security prisons in many ways retain a more 

rehabilitative focus and less violent inmate culture  . In this way,   lower-

security prisons provide an (albeit imperfect) proxy for a pre-1970s 

model of prison administration, and higher-security prisons more fully 

embody the new punitiveness. 
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 More important, however, is that security level is one of the most 

identii able signii ers of institutional variation in the modern American 

prison system; as Gerald Gaes and Scott Camp observe, “Prison secu-

rity level, more than any other prison level variable, identii es varia-

tion in [both institutional and social] dimensions of prison regime.”  83   

Prison management and design may differ across institutions of the 

same security level,  84   but generally speaking, higher-security prisons 

are marked by more restrictive rules and protocols. Similarly, through 

increasingly mechanized classii cation procedures,  85   the security level 

of a prison serves as a primary predictor of inmate composition, 

including the prevalence of gangs, levels of violence, and the “criminal 

propensity” of individual inmates  . 

 By focusing on prison variation, I emphasize that prisons in the 

United States can and do take many forms; prisons are not homo-

geneous, and “the prison” as an undifferentiated concept is not all 

that useful. This variation has important implications, as correctional 

institutions can play a critical role in shaping social communities; as I 

show, variation in the way that imprisonment is practiced can produce 

widely disparate results  . 

   Understanding the effects of prison design also has important impli-

cations for public policy. Given the relatively low likelihood that the 

nation will ever abolish prisons, custodial versus non-custodial sanc-

tions is not the only or even the most pressing policy-relevant dichot-

omy. Instead, we must consider the consequences of different forms of 

incarceration – the various and varied ways that prison institutions  are 

(or could be) designed and run.  

  3.     Going Beyond “Just” Inmates 

   Extant research on correctional ofi cers is far less expansive than schol-

arship on inmates. However, interest in the “street-level bureaucrats”  86   

who work inside America’s prisons has grown exponentially over the 

past few decades. What was once an overly simplistic and even hos-

tile literature depicting prison custody staff as predominantly “less than 

quick witted” or “sadists,” and their jobs as requiring only “20/20 vision, 

the IQ of an imbecile, [and] a high threshold for boredom,” now encom-

passes a diverse set of descriptive and empirical studies that explore 

many aspects of correctional ofi cers’ attitudes and behavior.  87   Despite 
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this, however, published studies of prison ofi cers are still extremely rare 

in comparison with examinations of inmates. 

 Understanding the orientations of prison workers is a critical part 

of assessing the formal culture of the modern prison. Correctional 

ofi cers, on the front lines of the prison system, are responsible for 

the day-to-day execution of almost every aspect of prison life. They 

therefore play a primary role in shaping the institutional culture that 

inmates confront. Indeed, if the relatively casual contact that clients 

have with welfare administrators or their brief encounters with police 

ofi cers can have an impact on their attitudes, as previous research has 

suggested,  88   then the more intense and sustained contact that inmates 

have with correctional workers likely also has considerable effects. 

With this in mind, studies of correctional workers have begun to high-

light how ofi cers adopt and embody their professional norms and how 

they communicate these norms through their professional practice  .  89   

 We can consider correctional ofi cers not only as representatives of 

the state, though, but also as citizens who themselves may be affected 

by correctional policies and prison management. As I detail in the fol-

lowing chapters,   correctional ofi cers often face extremely high lev-

els of violence in the workplace – according to the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, this occupational group has one of the highest rates of non-

fatal work-related injuries  90   – and I i nd that many of these workers 

feel they are not given the training and resources they require to keep 

themselves safe on the job  . As bureaucrats, these individuals shape the 

administration of criminal justice, but as people and as citizens,  they 

are also affected by it. Like inmates, correctional ofi cers have daily 

experiences within the coni nes of a prison that are mediated by the 

design and implementation of institutional policies and practices. In 

fact, many career correctional ofi cers will spend more time in prison 

over the course of their lives than a large fraction of inmates. Thus, in 

addition to examining the socialization of prisoners, I explore the l ip 

side of the correctional coin: the ways in which prison work shapes the 

social lives, norms, and values of ofi cers. 

 In expanding the subject of inquiry, I hope to emphasize that choices 

about how to manage and organize prisons do not affect only inmates. 

Rather, they have consequences for a much broader array of people 

who are both directly and indirectly affected by the culture of this 

increasingly predominant state institution. Consider the following: 
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even if correctional employees and inmates are each linked to only 

three other individuals outside prison or jail – a child, a mother, and 

a friend, for example – the affected population  at any given time  

reaches a total of about 12 million Americans. That is roughly equiva-

lent to the combined populations of Hawaii, Rhode Island, Montana, 

Delaware, South Dakota, North Dakota, Alaska, Vermont, Maine, 

New Hampshire, Idaho, and Wyoming.  91   The population either directly 

or vicariously affected by incarceration increases dramatically once we 

also include the previously incarcerated, retired ofi cers, and the host of 

others who have encountered correctional institutions as prison coun-

selors, teachers, medical staff, or program volunteers.  

  4.     Testing Causality 

   Several recent, rigorous empirical studies have shown that incarcera-

tion in a harsher prison environment may actually increase rates of 

recidivism  .  92   However, despite extensive theorizing, we are still missing 

evidence for  how  different prison environments might shape criminal 

behavior. What happens during imprisonment that affects subsequent 

proclivities for crime? The handful of quasi-experimental studies that 

exist on this topic have left the mechanisms that link in-prison social-

ization and post-prison behavior largely unexplored, with prison as a 

proverbial black box in which some indeterminate change occurs. In 

this study, I argue that the social roles and attachments that are formed 

or solidii ed in prison play a pivotal role in determining the effects  of 

different types of institutions. 

   Inmates assigned to harsher, higher-security prisons are not placed 

there by random chance, however, but rather because of who they are 

and what they have done. In particular, inmates are placed in higher-

security settings because they have characteristics that make them more 

likely to engage in misconduct or to attempt escape. Thus, in higher-

security prisons, the average inmate has a higher likelihood of being 

afi liated with a gang, is serving more time for a more violent offense, 

and has a longer and more violent criminal record. We might therefore 

reasonably expect that differences in the social orientations of higher- 

and lower-security prisoners pre-date their incarceration. 

     The same is true of correctional ofi cers. For prison staff, demo-

graphic and attitudinal characteristics are likely to predict the type of 

institution to which they feel best suited and, over time, ofi cers will 
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select into the prison environment that conforms to their pre-existing 

orientations and beliefs. For instance, ofi cers who hold more punitive 

attitudes may prefer working in more punitive prisons. This makes it 

difi cult to determine the effects of different types of prison, as distinct 

from the differences individuals bring with them from the beginning  . 

   In a perfect world, we would randomly assign both inmates and 

correctional ofi cers to different types of prison and evaluate the out-

come. This would allow us to isolate the impact of the prison environ-

ment. Of course, this is both infeasible and wildly unethical. For this 

reason, extant scholarship on prison effects remains primarily “anec-

dotal, qualitative and phenomenological.”  93   This is not to say that we 

have learned little from these examinations and also from the many 

excellent quantitative, descriptive inquiries into prison effects that have 

emerged in recent years. However, only a handful of existing studies 

allow for the successful establishment of cause-and-effect relationships. 

For example, of the 300 relevant studies reviewed by Patrice Villettaz 

and her colleagues that estimated the effects of incarceration relative to 

non-custodial sanctions, the authors were able to i nd only four ran-

domized experimental studies, one natural experiment, and an addi-

tional 23 non-randomized quasi-experimental studies that employed 

a sufi ciently large number of control variables.  94   Even fewer experi-

mental or quasi-experimental studies examine the effects of incarcera-

tion in different  types  of prison, and nearly all such studies examine 

 imprisonment’s effects on recidivism only.  95   This has left open the ques-

tion of whether social orientations following imprisonment are  caused  

by the prison or whether they are instead a rel ection of the pre-existing 

resources and constraints that inmates and ofi cers bring with them 

from the start. The analyses that follow are therefore distinct in that 

they help to adjudicate between these potential explanations. 

 By relying on two unique sources of data and two quasi- experiments, 

the analyses presented in the coming chapters help establish that prison 

institutions actually  change  the social attitudes and behavior of indi-

viduals  . (I describe the specii cs of these research designs in Chapter 4.) 

My contention is that the particular contours of the prison environment 

actively shape the ways in which social groups coalesce, the collective 

norms that groups develop, and the ways that individuals behave when 

they return to society at large. Just as in the mock prison of the   Stanford 
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Prison Experiment more than 40 years ago, “the negative, anti-social 

reactions observed were not [only] the product of an environment cre-

ated by combining a collection of deviant personalities, but rather the 

result of an intrinsically pathological situation. . . . The abnormality here 

resided in the psychological nature of the situation and not [just] those 

who passed through it  .”  96   

 Separating “cause” from “correlate” is important not just as a meth-

odological exercise, but also for its public policy implications.   The dom-

inant model of inmate rehabilitation is often solely “person- centered 

and dispositional in nature (focusing entirely on individual- level 

change)  .”  97     Yet addressing only the stable characteristics of individuals 

that make them likely to recidivate following release from prison serves 

to obscure the ways that imprisonment itself can encourage criminality. 

I i nd that it is the environment to which individuals are exposed, in 

addition to the pre-existing features of these individuals, that explain 

their attitudes and behavior. If this is the case, then focusing exclusively 

on the dispositions of individuals is not enough. Instead, we must also 

seek to reform the institutional contexts in which they are placed.   This 

is not to deny that people have agency; individuals are surely respon-

sible for the choices they make. However, the results I present in the 

following chapters suggest that those choices are also a product of the 

circumstances in which they are made.   

    How Institutions Make  Citizens 

 By locating prisons as important state-centered sites of socializa-

tion, I do not mean to suggest that they are the primary places where 

social networks are produced, or even that they are the only arena in 

which social ties are transformed by the “right hand of the state.”  98   As 

Dietlind Stolle’s comprehensive review of social capital makes clear, 

“  the spread of generalized trust, and norms of reciprocity and social 

participation are complex phenomena and cannot be explained by one 

factor alone  .”  99     Rather, my broader point is that social connectedness 

and the state are interdependent and reciprocal; civil society and the 

state work together in a “dynamic and cooperative relationship”  100   to 

build the strong social dynamics that enable effective collective prob-

lem solving  .  101   
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 In this regard, the prison social context can help us to specify the 

dynamics of a more general set of processes. Prisons have a number 

of features that make them a strategic site for theoretical inquiry into 

how state policies and institutions “make citizens,”  102   shaping their 

social attitudes and behavior.  103   First, decisions about the particular 

prison institution to which an individual will be assigned are largely 

outside of his or her control. While some attributes of the individual will 

determine the type of prison to which he or she will be assigned, these 

characteristics are predictable, consistent, and observable. This helps to 

alleviate concerns that individuals are “selecting” into and out of their 

preferred social context. In addition, the boundaries for interpersonal 

interaction in prison are highly constrained. Prisons are extremely con-

trolled environments, in which individuals are limited in their freedom 

of movement; once inside the prison walls, individuals cannot freely 

choose where they will go and with whom they will associate. 

 Second, prisons place people into social interactions of lengthy dura-

tion – the average prison sentence in 2008 was about two years,  104   and 

many correctional ofi cers work 10- to 12-hour shifts for years or even 

decades on the job – and the context in which these interactions occur 

can lend social solidarities a particular intensity and importance. As 

Devah Pager and Michelle Phelps write, “Prisons can be unpredictable 

and dangerous environments, [so] access to the right social networks 

may be integral to a successful survival strategy.”  105   

 Finally, although the correctional institution represents a particu-

larly  stark form of state intervention, prison culture provides a useful 

microcosm of the social world. Prisons are small communities unto 

themselves. Like any small city or town, many prisons have schools and 

churches, factories and stores. Most residents get up every morning, eat 

breakfast, and go to work. After a long day, they eat dinner. Then they 

read or exercise; they play games, write letters, or watch television. They 

make friends; they make enemies; they change and adapt. Many fea-

tures of modern prisons – in particular, the extent to which they man-

age violence, provide resources, and promote cooperative interaction 

between individuals and groups – are not unique to these particular 

social environments, but are instead rel ective of the state’s capacity to 

administer to these concerns in a variety of contexts. 

 In important respects, then, the results I present in the following 

chapters provide a general rel ection on how the culture and constraints 
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people face in their daily lives help shape their social adaptation. This 

book is about prisons, but it is also a broader story about why political 

institutions matter for how citizens come to view their social world, 

how they interact with others, and how they experience and respond 

to the particular context in which they are placed.    
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  The founders of a new  colony,     whatever Utopia of human virtue and 
happiness they might originally project,     have invariably recognized it 
among their earliest practical necessities     to allot a portion of the virgin 
soil as a cemetery,     and another portion as the site of a prison.  

 Nathaniel Hawthorne,  The Scarlet Letter  (1850)  

  Over the past half-century, the United States has vastly expanded its 

powers to punish, rapidly increasing institutional capacity, public 

expenditures, and personnel devoted to this task. The most obvious 

rel ection of these changing trends in governance is the nation’s ris-

ing rate of incarceration. During the latter half of the 20th century, 

the prison admission rate skyrocketed.   In 1960, there were roughly 

330,000 prison and jail inmates in America; there were almost 2.3 mil-

lion by 2010  .  1   

   Scholars have long argued that this precipitous growth in the cor-

rectional population was not purely a functional response to changes 

in the crime rate, however.  2     In fact, rates of violent crime in the period 

from 1960 to 2004 increased most precipitously during the 1960s and 

1970s, rising about 125 percent. The same is true of property crime, 

which increased roughly 100 percent from 1960 to 1969.   In con-

trast, the number of adults under correctional jurisdiction remained 

relatively stable until the mid-1970s, and only then did it begin to 

rise. This growth subsequently continued during the mid-1990s   and 

      2 

 Politics and the Punitive Turn     
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Politics and the Punitive  Turn 25

beyond. Even as crime rates began to fall, prison admissions  continued 

to climb (see  Figure 2.1 ). 

 Crime, then, is only part of the story of how the prison population 

has grown; crime and criminal justice are not equivalencies.  3   Instead, 

while incarceration rates in the United States are not wholly discon-

nected from rates of crime,  4   growth in the number of the nation’s 

imprisoned resulted from of a set of concerted public policy shifts at 

the federal, state, and local levels.  5   As Kevin Smith concludes, “[T]he 

explosive increase in prison populations since the mid-1970s is largely 

a product of the most basic elements of the political environment.”  6   

The changing use and culture of incarceration rel ects the political val-

ues, priorities, and incentives of those in power. 

 My aim in this chapter is to review the contours of these changes 

and to explore their roots in the politicization of American corrections 

over the past half-century. I start by describing the partisan politics of 

crime control and the decline of the rehabilitative ideal. I then examine 
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 Figure 2.1.        Crime rates and prison admissions, 1960–2010.
     Source : Incarceration rate for 2000–2010 is from the  Sourcebook of Criminal 
Justice Statistics , table 6.009.2010; for 1960–1998 is from the  Historical 
Statistics of the United States , table Ec298–308; crime rates are from the 
 Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics , Table 3.106.2011.  
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The Modern Prison  Paradox26

the ways that modern prison institutions vary both across and within 

states, arguing that despite a national trend toward greater punitive-

ness, systematic variation across prison facilities has actually increased 

over time. 

    The Politics of Crime Control 

   The emergence of crime as a key political issue is a relatively recent 

occurrence. In fact, prior to the 1960s, the federal government made 

little mention of punishment, preferring instead to leave crime control 

policies primarily to the states.  7   This began to change in the mid-20th 

century, however, as crime rates around the country began to rise. 

Seizing on growing public unease over civil unrest, urban riots, and 

disorder,  8     Barry Goldwater   and other leaders in the   Republican Party 

began to decry “violence in our streets, corruption in our highest ofi ces, 

aimlessness among our youth, anxiety among our elderly.”  9   Scholars 

now widely view this strategy as an implicit appeal to southern white 

voters who were growing uncomfortable with the substantial gains of 

the civil rights movement and urban riots,  10   a tactic that proved effec-

tive in mobilizing these voters for partisan political gain  .  11   

 Building on this implicitly racial rhetoric,   Richard Nixon’s subse-

quent campaign for president helped launch a “tough on crime” move-

ment that would dei ne the politics of criminal justice for  decades to 

come.  12   Pointing to the Supreme Court’s due process revolution as 

responsible for weakening efforts at crime control,  13   Nixon promised 

to put an end to the coddling of prisoners, appoint more conservative 

justices to the bench, and return authority to police ofi cers.   As Gregory 

Caldeira suggests, “[T]he rate of crime did skyrocket in the midst of the 

Warren Court’s heyday, a time when the accused and convicted seemed 

to win a victory every week, and so it is not surprising that some should 

conclude that the Supreme Court was at fault.”  14   In a strategic move to 

paint themselves as the law and order party, Republicans promised to 

crack down on crime, painted criminals (and, implicitly, urban blacks) 

as a threat to the social order, and advocated for more and harsher 

punishment.  15   Some conservatives even called for the impeachment of 

Justice Warren  .    16   

   Quickly realizing that they were being outl anked on crime control, 

Democrats soon began their own calls to ratchet up state and federal 
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punishment.  17   Indeed, in some respects, liberal legislators in this period 

were caught in a political catch-22. Although some Democrats might in 

principle have supported a focus on rehabilitation and the root causes 

of crime, most feared the political cost of appearing too “soft on crime.” 

  This anxiety was personii ed in the unexpected defeat of Michael 

Dukakis, whose presidential ambitions were brought down at least in 

part by the specter of William Horton, a black convicted murderer who 

kidnapped and assaulted a white couple while on a weekend pass from 

prison during the candidate’s tenure as governor. In their description 

of this period, Philip Klinkner and Rogers Smith write: “The ‘Willie’ 

Horton imagery served several purposes for the Republicans – it not 

only conjured up white fears of black crime, but also reinforced the 

perception of many white voters that the Democrats were overly toler-

ant of social deviants (read, blacks).”  18   

 The Democratic Party quickly learned its lesson, launching a punitive 

policy “bidding war” to outdo Republicans on punishment. Of the “ide-

ological confusion” that would serve subsequently to delimit the conver-

sation over crime control, Michael Dukakis’s 1988 campaign manager, 

Susan Estrich, suggests: “The traditional structure of the liberal-conser-

vative crime debate is a debate between punishment and rehabilitation, 

between their responsibility for breaking the law and our responsibility 

for creating a rotten society. It is a debate you don’t hear very much, 

except when conservative talk show hosts are debating themselves,  for 

the very reason that the liberal position is politically untenable.  ”    19   

   The momentum of this “punitive turn” in criminal justice politics 

continued to build through the 1980s and beyond. Driven by the war on 

drugs and so-called quality-of-life policing, incarceration was imposed as 

punishment on a wider swath of individuals and for increasingly minor 

crimes. From 1984 to 1998, the chance of receiving a prison sentence 

after an arrest increased by more than 50 percent.  20   This represented a 

sizable change in the centrality of prisons to state crime control activi-

ties; in both political discourse and policy practice, incarceration went 

from a last resort to a central tool in the nation’s crime control arsenal. 

In addition, more punitive sentencing reforms, such as “  three strikes  ” 

policies, sentencing enhancements, and mandatory minimum sentences 

increased the amount of time individuals served. Meanwhile,   indeter-

minate sentencing laws that had been designed to take into account the 

psychological growth of inmates gave way to   truth-in-sentencing laws 
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The Modern Prison  Paradox28

that required inmates to serve the full length of their terms  .  21   The result 

was a truly unprecedented growth in the use and scale of imprisonment. 

In 1970, there were roughly 20 inmates for every 1,000 crimes commit-

ted. By 2000, there were 112 inmates for every 1,000 crimes.    22    

  Politics and Prison Culture 

 Growth in the size of the American prison population, as well as 

its changing composition, has engendered a great deal of discussion 

among policymakers, practitioners, and scholars of punishment and 

the penal state. At the same time that incarceration rates were rising, 

however, another important trend was taking hold: the country’s cor-

rectional system underwent a signii cant cultural shift,  23   a concurrent 

trend that was motivated largely by the same strategic partisan con-

cerns. Scholars now widely agree that this period was marked by the 

“  decline of the rehabilitative ideal,” a movement away from a guid-

ing view of criminal justice institutions (and prisons in particular) as 

reformatory and toward a model that emphasized deterrence, retribu-

tion, and (especially) incapacitation.  24   

   This was not so much a new occurrence as a return to an earlier 

model of prison practice. In fact, since its founding in the American 

colonies, the nation’s prison system has largely maintained a  consistent 

focus on deterrence as its primary goal  .  25     It was not until the early 19th 

century that prison reformers began to seriously introduce the idea that 

prisons could also serve to rehabilitate individuals, a goal that was based 

on the psychological, sociological, and moral belief that “an offender 

is someone who has erred but is capable of change.”    26   This rehabilita-

tive philosophy, or “  medical model  ” of corrections, which would come 

to characterize the i eld for a time, posited that correctional experts 

could administer “treatment” to inmates to cure them of the “disease” 

of crime and eventually allow them to return to society.  27   The belief 

was that reformation could be accomplished through the delivery of 

“constructive activity,” such as rehabilitation-oriented programs in 

prison, combined with the use of   indeterminate sentencing   and parole, 

which allowed authorities to hold inmates for as long as it took to see 

positive behavioral change. Public support for this ideal was extremely 

high well into the middle of the 20th century; Marc Mauer writes that 

“as late as 1968, a Harris poll showed that 48 percent of the public 
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thought that the primary purpose of prison  was  rehabilitation and that 

72 percent believed the emphasis  should be  on rehabilitation.”  28   

 Scholars place the death knell of the rehabilitation ethic sometime in 

the 1970s. In both responding to, and fanning the l ames of, growing 

public concerns about crime and disorder during this period, politi-

cians on both sides of the aisle worked to outdo one another in show-

ing how punitive they could be.  29   Over the ensuing decades, elected 

ofi cials became hesitant to seem overly sympathetic to “bad” criminals 

who were threatening the lives and property of the “good,” law-abiding 

public.  30   Instead, the ratcheting up of punishment became a power-

ful way for politicians to publicly express the “retributive urge” and 

appeal to voters who were seen as responsive to calls for vengeance. In 

the words of David Garland, the “language of condemnation and pun-

ishment. . .re-entered ofi cial discourse.”    31   

   In addition, politicians argued that harsher prisons could serve as a 

potential deterrent to criminal behavior. The idea was that, if the expe-

rience of incarceration could be made truly unappealing, those who 

served time would be loath to return, and those who had never been 

to prison might think twice before committing a crime that would 

send them there. This logic echoes the “principle of less eligibility,” 

expressed by Jeremy Bentham more than a hundred years earlier, that 

 the “ordinary condition of a convict ought not to be made more eli-

gible than that of the poorest class of subjects who work for an honest 

living.”  32   In other words, prison should not be made so appealing that 

it could incentivize those in the lowest stratum of society to commit 

crimes and thereby become eligible for the lifestyle incarceration pro-

vides. This notion swiftly took hold. By 2001, 59 percent of the public 

agreed with the statement “Prisons are too comfortable and criminals 

don’t mind being sent to prison.”    33   

   Moreover, in the absence of serving any successful deterrent func-

tion, imprisonment would at least incapacitate offenders for the length 

of their term. In this regard, a “new penology” emerged in correctional 

administration after the 1970s that found prison managers increas-

ingly consumed by “obsessive attempts to monitor risky individuals, 

to isolate dangerous populations, and to impose situational controls 

on otherwise open and l uid settings.” This change is clearly articu-

lated in work by Malcolm Feeley and Jonathan Simon. They describe 

the replacement of older models of penal administration, which were 
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focused on the individual – his or her “responsibility, fault, moral sen-

sibility, diagnosis, or intervention and treatment” – with a new model 

of correctional management that is “neither about punishing nor about 

rehabilitating individuals. It is about identifying and managing unruly 

groups. . . . The task is managerial, not transformative.”    34   

   The rise to prominence of these new models of imprisonment had 

help from within criminal justice circles, where conceptions of prison 

practice were also being rapidly transformed. Like the political trans-

formations already described, the 1970s were a turning point for ide-

ologies within the correctional bureaucracy. Most notably, in 1974, 

Robert Martinson released a controversial report titled “What Works? 

Questions and Answers About Prison Reform,” in which he concluded 

that “with few and isolated exceptions, the rehabilitative efforts that 

have been reported so far have had no appreciable effect on recidi-

vism.”  35   Long-standing critics of the rehabilitation philosophy seized 

on this “nothing works” report to bolster their argument that current 

correctional practice was irrevocably l awed and to urge a transition 

toward a more punitive approach. 

 The Martinson report brought together strange bedfellows. Liberals 

embraced the report, citing it as coni rmation of their growing con-

cern, drawn also from recent experiences with mental hospitals, that 

 rehabilitation could not successfully be accomplished in a coercive 

institution of forced coni nement. Furthermore, they argued that   inde-

terminate sentencing – providing inmates with a sentencing range and 

then periodically convening a panel of experts to judge whether they 

had been sufi ciently rehabilitated to warrant release – gave too much 

l exibility to so-called professionals, resulting in inconsistent decisions. 

In particular, liberal critics drew attention to the racial disparities 

they believed discretion produced  . Conservatives likewise welcomed 

Martinson’s conclusions. For those on the right, the report served as 

coni rmation of their contention that coddling criminals was ineffective 

and that the state should take a tougher approach. As James Q. Wilson 

and others argued, the role of the prison should be to “isolate and pun-

ish,” not to rehabilitate and cure.    36   

   What emerged was a reconceptualization of the rationale that 

undergirds punishment.  37     Explanations of criminal offending under 

the rehabilitation model often portrayed offenders as products or 

even victims of their circumstances, and crime as at least in part 
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attributable to society’s failure to provide adequate educational and 

employment opportunities  . In marked contrast, the new punitiveness 

positioned criminals as having transgressed the moral code by mak-

ing poor choices. Crime, like poverty, was “the consequence of indi-

vidual failure.”  38   Emerging from this new idea of criminality was the 

principle of just deserts: the proposition that individuals should take 

responsibility for their actions and reap the (harsh) punishment they 

were rightfully due. And while voices outside the Beltway continued to 

push for an older conceptualization of criminals as the canary in the 

coal mine – a visible symptom of the underlying problems of economic 

inequality, urban decay, and racial injustice – this frame was largely 

downplayed in popular political rhetoric. 

 As the   medical model   of rehabilitation was discredited, it made 

room for a new vision of offenders “as evildoers of society who are 

supposed to be punished and deterred through determinate and harsh 

sentences.”  39     At the heart of this new rhetoric were concerns about 

“the new dangerous class”  40   and the supposed threat posed by a vio-

lent new breed of intransigent criminal. This idea is perhaps best typi-

i ed in  Body Count , a book by three highly esteemed conservative 

voices on crime control, including political scientist John DiIulio. The 

book warned of “a new generation of street criminals”  41   that posed  a 

potential crisis-level threat to American law and order:

  Based on all that we have witnessed, researched and heard from people who are 

close to the action, here is what we believe: America is now home to thickening 

ranks of juvenile ‘superpredators’ – radically impulsive, brutally remorseless 

youngsters, including ever more preteenage boys, who murder, assault, rape, 

rob, burglarize, deal deadly drugs, join gun-toting gangs and create serious 

communal disorders.  42     

 According to the authors of  Body Count , this new breed of superpreda-

tor was emerging not as a result of economic inequality or a histori-

cal legacy of systemic racial discrimination, but rather from a growing 

“moral poverty.” Broken families and weakened civil society had resulted 

in a generation of people who failed to take personal responsibility for 

their own choices and had no meaningful moral compass to guide them 

toward pro-social behavior. From this starting point of both individual 

and cultural failings, the authors advocated a hardline approach to 

crime that would make unstinting use of incarceration. 
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 This “personal responsibility” frame for criminality proscribed a par-

ticular function for the prison. If criminality was rooted in the failure 

of social and political institutions to provide adequate social safety nets 

and afford ample opportunities for education and employment, then 

rehabilitation programs and restorative justice might be appropriate 

policy responses. However, if criminal behavior instead stemmed from 

poor choices and moral failings, then long sentences and harsh prisons 

were the better means to curb crime. 

 Data in the years after  Body Count  made clear that the darker predic-

tions of the superpredator claim had failed to materialize; in the ensuing 

period, rates of juvenile crime fell precipitously. In fact, Professor DiIulio 

later softened his position, writing articles that advocated a broader 

approach to crime control and “zero prison growth.”  43   Once the puni-

tive movement had taken hold, however, there was little room for older 

or more nuanced arguments; the punitive horse had already left the pro-

verbial barn. As DiIulio put it in a  New York Times  interview published 

a few years after the book: “I couldn’t write fast enough to curb the 

reaction.”    44     Tellingly, Martinson (of the Martinson Report) also later 

revisited some of his earlier conclusions, noting that some rehabilitation 

programs did appear to lower recidivism.  45    Yet as one historical account 

of correctional policy describes, “whereas Martinson’s nothing works 

article is among the most cited of criminological writings, his revisionist 

1979 essay earned scant attention.”        46     

    The Modern American Prison 

 What were the consequences of these political and policy develop-

ments for the practice of American corrections? Some scholars sug-

gest that there actually has been relative stability in the operation 

of American prisons over time,  47   citing a sizable disconnect between 

emerging “tough on crime” rhetoric calling for harsher prisons and the 

“lived experience of rehabilitation”  48   on the ground.  49   These authors 

note that changes in public discourse over corrections do not necessar-

ily translate into substantive administrative reforms.  50   Others suggest 

that there has always been some combination of goals and perspec-

tives guiding prison practice; prisons have long “braided” punishment 

and rehabilitation, practicing a penology that is both “volatile and 

contradictory.”  51   
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 However, while it may be true that the “punitive turn” was not a 

whole-scale and undifferentiated break with the recent past, it is also the 

case that modern shifts in the meaning and purpose of imprisonment 

called for practical changes in the form and function of American pris-

ons. Punitive reforms at the state level were further encouraged by 

federal dollars, provided in large amounts during the second half of 

the 20th century to any state willing to increase its capacity to convict 

and coni ne. For example, the federal government incentivized states 

to increase prison sentences by providing “  truth-in-sentencing” grants  , 

which lowered the cost of imprisonment. 

   Many states also began to reconceptualize the culture of corrections 

as it was practiced within prison institutions. In describing the politi-

cal backlash against what were perceived by many to be the nation’s 

“county club prisons,” Robert Worth writes:

  Punishment is in vogue, along with hard labor and “no frills” prisons, stripped 

of weight rooms, TVs, and computers. Republicans in Congress have added 

a no-frills-prison section to the Contract With America’s “  Take Back Our 

Streets Act  ,” and they have passed it as an amendment to the 1994 crime bill. 

Massachusetts Governor William F. Weld has argued that prisons should  be “a 

tour through the circles of hell,” where inmates should learn only “the joys of 

busting rocks.”   Alabama has already reinstituted the chain gang, forcing inmates 

to do hard labor in leg irons for up to ten hours a day  . State administrators and 

sheriffs, snifi ng the political wind, have begun to crack down . . . making prison 

life as harsh as possible.  52     

 During this period, Congress sought to “prevent luxurious conditions 

in prisons” by withholding federal funds to state prisons that allowed 

inmates access to privileges, such as weightlifting equipment, televi-

sions, and unmonitored phone calls.  53   In Alaska, for instance, voters 

adopted state constitutional language in 1994 that expressly added 

“community condemnation” to its list of standards for prison admin-

istration in that state. This served as an important precursor to the 

subsequent passage of a “No Frills Prison Act” in 1997, which sought 

to make sure that prisons were not “overly comfortable.”  54   Sociologist 

Francis Cullen writes that, in launching a “penal harm movement,” 

the United States entered into a “mean season in which it has become 

politically correct . . . to devise creative strategies to make offenders 

suffer . . . we are witnessing a movement whose supreme aim is the 

inl iction of penal harm.”  55   
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   Other states similarly pursued reforms. For example, author Mona 

Lynch documents the practices of a sheriff in Arizona who became 

well known for his extreme form of justice. Lynch reports that inmates 

in one 8,400-person county jail facility were forced to live in a “tent 

city” in the desert, located next to “an animal shelter, a waste treat-

ment plant and a garbage dump”; were served “post-date ‘green bolo-

gna’ and other surplus foods” and had their daily meals reduced from 

three to two; and were exposed to summer temperatures that regu-

larly reached 110–120 degrees. In addition, in order to “emasculate his 

male inmates,” the sheriff had their underwear dyed bright pink; and 

men, women, and juveniles alike were assigned to work on “publicly 

displayed ‘chain gangs’” whose mandated tasks included “public proj-

ects, such as burying the indigent in county owned cemeteries  .”  56   

 The effects of this paradigm shift went beyond the physical dis-

comfort and psychic humiliations faced by inmates, however. Once 

practitioners and policymakers began to question the basic idea 

that offenders could be successfully transformed into law-abiding 

citizens, rehabilitation-oriented programs within prisons quickly lost 

their appeal. The central question, as David Rothman rhetorically 

 poses, became: “If education and training programs are seen as futile, 

why should the state spend money on them?”  57     Indeed, perhaps 

most often cited as a key marker of the “new punitiveness” was that 

state and federal funding for rehabilitation programs substantially 

diminished    . 

     This devolution was particularly evident in prison-based higher 

education.  58   Prior to 1994, there were at least 350 of these programs 

in correctional facilities spread across most of the 50 states and the 

majority of their funding came from public i nancing.   The “punitive 

turn” aggressively targeted these expenditures, though; from 1982 

through 1994, conservatives in Congress annually proposed legisla-

tion that would bar receipt of federal Pell Grants to any incarcerated 

person. Finally, in 1994, Congress passed the   Violent Crime Control 

and Law Enforcement Act  . While only 1 percent of money distributed 

by the Pell Grant program was at the time going to pay tuition for 

people in prison, the 1994 legislation had devastating effects on prison 

college programs. Virtually overnight, programs across the country 

closed their doors.  59   
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 The disappearance of higher education programs from American 

prisons was a remarkable break from the past.   However, as criminolo-

gist Joan Petersilia notes  :

    The Pell controversy was but a small part of a huge and largely undocu-

mented trend to drastically scale back all prison vocational and education 

programs. At least 25 states report having made cuts in vocational technical 

training, the areas most likely to provide inmates with an alternative career 

when they leave prison. Most states now have long waiting lists for classes 

of any kind. Even in states where programs have not been cut, prison crowd-

ing has rendered them almost useless. Class size has increased so rapidly that 

the standard approach for elementary-level courses, according to one prison 

teacher, is “throw them the GED handbook and say ‘let me know when you’re 

i nished.’ ”  60     

 Not surprisingly, the decreasing availability of in-prison programs 

(and most likely their diminishing quality) described by Petersilia also 

led to declining participation rates. “Just over one-fourth (29 percent) 

of those released from prison in 1997 participated in vocational train-

ing programs (down from 31 percent in 1991), and only 35 percent 

participated in education programs (down from 43 percent in 1991). 

Just 13 percent of all inmates leaving prison in 1997 were involved 

in any pre-release education program.”  61   Bert Useem and Anne  Piehl 

i nd similar trends in data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics. They 

report that participation in academic programs in state prisons 

increased slightly from 22 percent in 1974 to 45 percent in 1986, but 

had declined again by 2007 to 36 percent. In addition, in-prison work 

assignments shrank from a high of 74 percent participation in 1974 to 

60 percent in 1997.    62   

   Useem and Piehl observe, too, that although the quality of these pro-

grams is difi cult to gauge, it almost certainly varies across prisons. As 

evidence, they cite Ann Chih Lin’s study of education programs in i ve 

prisons, noting that “real education” could be found in only three of 

the i ve facilities. In the other two, Lin reports, “staff’s i rst priority was 

to protect one another, especially from inmate assaults and manipula-

tion. Any relaxation of this cultural solidarity, which might be fostered 

by staff–inmate communication, threatened to initiate a spiral toward 

disorder.”  63   Lin suggests that such marked differences in the quality of 
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prison education were rel ected in student outcomes; after all, she chides, 

“there is little reason to expect that sleeping in a classroom would have 

an effect on test scores or recidivism rates    .”    64    

  Prison Variation and the Culture of Institutions 

 In the preceding sections, I described substantial changes in the trajec-

tory of prison management, and suggested that the politicization of 

crime urged a broad shift toward a new style of corrections. However, 

there is also a more nuanced version of this recent history, which com-

plicates the idea of a straightforward and homogeneous transforma-

tion. In fact, it is clear that focusing exclusively on a national return to 

punitiveness masks wide variation across regions and states, and even 

within state systems. 

 Most basically, scholars have documented wide disparities in state 

incarceration rates, as well as in the length of state prison terms, 

parole revocation rates, and levels of state spending on punishment.  65   

  Incarceration rates range from the low levels in states like Maine and 

Minnesota, approximately 150–200 inmates per 100,000 residents, to 

the high levels maintained by Louisiana, Texas, and others, which are 

above 700 per 100,000 ( Figure 2.2 ).  66   In fact, rates of  incarceration 

are more diverse across U.S. states than they are across all of Western 

Europe.    67      

   Less is known about how the  culture  of prison varies across state 

contexts. However, some accounts suggest that states also deviate in 

their administrative rules and day-to-day operations, as well as in 

their more informal inmate organization.  68     For instance, in  Governing 
Prisons , John DiIulio focuses his attention on classifying the formal, 

or administrative, state prison regime, identifying different models of 

correctional management across states that are predicated on different 

correctional philosophies. Through extensive site visits and interviews 

with correctional staff and management, DiIulio compares three dif-

ferent state prison systems: Texas, Michigan, and California. He argues 

that these three systems represent three distinct “keeper philosophies,” 

typifying a control model, a responsibility model, and a consensual/

mixed model, respectively.  69   

   Texas’s control model is marked by a highly regulated,  restrictive 

environment, which mandates clearly communicated punishments for 
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Incarceration Rate per 100,000

150−243 >243−317 >317−426 >426−580 >580−881

 Figure 2.2.      Incarceration rates by state. Imprisonment rate is the number of 
prisoners sentenced to more than one year per 100,000 U.S. residents. Based 
on census estimates for January 1, 2010.

 Source : Bureau of Justice Statistics, Prisoners Series, National Prison Statistics, 
1997–2010.  

poor behavior and rewards for good behavior. All rules are strictly 

enforced, movement is tightly controlled, and inmates are exhorted 

to “do their own time” and stay out of trouble. The responsibility 

model in Michigan, by comparison, focuses on inmates’ accountabil-

ity for their own conduct. “Whereas the control model involved poli-

cies and procedures intended to maximize the paramilitary content of 

prison life, the responsibility model involved measures that minimized 

the symbols and substance of formal administrative authority over 

inmates.”  70   The responsibility system has an elaborate classii cation 

system and grievance process, as well as an inmate self-government 

body and a wide variety of rehabilitation programs  . 

   The California system is in turn described by DiIulio as a mixed 

model, which is not focused exclusively either on control or on respon-

sibility. Rather, it stresses a less restrictive inmate environment while 

simultaneously promoting a strong formal hierarchy. The central tenet 
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of this model “is the notion that prison government rests ultimately on 

the consent of the governed – that is, the inmates.”  71   DiIulio notes that 

the Golden State’s powerful correctional ofi cers’ union had sought 

and won such concessions as the right of correctional ofi cers to carry 

concealed weapons while off-duty and that on-duty ofi cers wear 

military-style uniforms. At the same time, though, many ofi cers in 

the California system reported to DiIulio that they prided themselves 

on an informal relationship with inmates and the ability to speak to 

inmates in their own language  . 

   DiIulio stops short of claiming that one model of management is 

superior to the others, but he does argue that each form of manage-

ment ultimately leads to a different “quality” of prison life. He mea-

sures this using a trichotomy of characteristics: order, amenity, and 

service. Order is operationalized through concrete measures such as 

the number of violent incidents – assaults, rapes, riots, murders – and 

also subjectively by descriptors like “calm, stable, and predictable.”  72   

Amenity is measured with indicators such as the nutritional value and 

quality of food, as well as access to things like television, recreation, 

books, and exercise. Service is measured with traditionally rehabilita-

tive considerations such as work opportunities, educational program-

ming, and vocational training  . 

 Other scholars have likewise developed systematic typologies  for 

measuring variation across individual prisons and prison systems. 

In a study of criminal justice performance measures, Charles Logan 

expands on DiIulio’s tripartite measurement, identifying eight dimen-

sions on which prisons can be evaluated – Security, Safety, Order, Care, 

Activity, Justice, Conditions, and Management – and listing a wide 

variety of indicators describing each dimension (Table 2.1).  73   Each of 

these dimensions might reasonably be expected to affect the experi-

ence of inmates serving time in prison. 

 To the best of my knowledge,   there has been no comprehensive 

effort to classify state systems on all of these variables. However, sev-

eral studies have outlined variation across two or more states on key 

dimensions of the prison regime.  74   For instance, Mona Lynch argues 

that   prisons in Arizona and nearby states remained largely punitive 

even during the height of the rehabilitative era, operating according to 

the laws of “Sunbelt” or “frontier justice”    75   even as progressive reforms 

took hold in the Northeast. In a similar tradition, Robert Perkinson 
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 Table 2.1.   Dimensions of Quality of Coni nement 

  Security    Justice  
 Security Procedures  Staff Fairness 
 Drug Use  Limited Use of Force 
 Signii cant Incidents  Grievances, Number and Type 
 Community Exposure  The Grievance Process 
 Freedom of Movement  The Discipline Process 
 Stafi ng Adequacy  Legal Resources and Access 

  Safety   Justice Delays 
 Safety of Inmates   Conditions  
 Safety of Staff  Space in Living Areas 
 Dangerousness of Inmates  Social Density and Privacy 
 Safety of Environment  Internal Freedom of Movement 
 Stafi ng Adequacy  Facilities and Maintenance 

  Order   Sanitation, Noise, Food 
 Inmate Misconduct  Commissary, Visitation 
 Staff Use of Force  Community Access 
 Perceived Control   Management  
 Strictness of Enforcement  Job Satisfaction 

  Care   Stress and Burn-Out 
 Stress and Illness  Staff Turnover 
 Health Care Delivered  Staff and Management Relations 
 Dental Care  Staff Experience 
 Counseling  Education, Training 
 Stafi ng for Programs and Services  Stafi ng Efi ciency 

  Activity  
 Involvement and Evaluation 
 Work and Industry 
 Education and Training 
 Recreation 
 Religious Services 

   Source : Charles Logan, “Criminal Justice Performance Measures for Prisons,”  Study 
Group on Criminal Justice Performance Measures  (1993).  

has traced the history of race and criminal justice with an emphasis 

on the Lone Star State’s tradition of being “Texas Tough.”  76   To explain 

these regional differences, scholars have pointed to disparities in the 

development of state penal cultures over time, which left a legacy of 

geographic inconsistency in how prisons are managed.  77   

 A   more complete accounting is offered by Michelle Phelps, who 

compares state prison systems according to their relative focus on 

rehabilitation, as expressed in the proportion of prison staff who are 
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dedicated to programming relative to security-related tasks.  78   She i nds 

that the overall proportion of education and other inmate services 

staff has declined somewhat over time, particularly in the most recent 

decades. For instance, the ratio of education staff to inmates was nearly 

halved between 1990 and 2005. In addition, the proportion of inmates 

participating in such programs declined substantially.  79   However, she 

i nds that, in every decade since the 1970s, there has been greater varia-

tion across states than over time. This means that “many states provided 

more inmate services staff members [such as teachers, mental health 

professionals, and librarians] well into the 2000s than other states did 

as far back as 1979  , with a range of practices co-existing at every point 

in time.”  80   

    Intra-State Variation in Prison  Administration 

 At least in part, wide variation within modern state correctional sys-

tems was made possible by changes in the legal environment. During 

the 1960s,  81   courts gave greater scrutiny to prison conditions, expanded 

inmate habeas corpus, and intervened on behalf of inmates’ rights under 

the Eighth Amendment, ruling in  Wolff v. MacDonnell  (1974) that 

“[t]here is no iron curtain drawn between the Constitution and the pris-

ons of this country.”  82   The courts began to take a different tone in the 

1970s, though, reversing course from the expansion of rights that had 

occurred under Warren and Burger to the more conservative approach 

of Rehnquist and Roberts. “It is not so much that the courts reversed 

themselves . . . as that the courts drew a line in the sand: ‘this and no 

further.’”  83   The “hands-off” approach of the pre-1960s was replaced by 

a “one hand on, one hand off era” characterized by renewed deference 

to prisons and their administrators.  84   

   The dei ning moment for this change was the Supreme Court deci-

sion of  Bell v. Woli sh  (1979), which was “heralded apocalyptically” 

by prisoner reformers and rights advocates as “a fatal blow to the 

[prisoners’ rights] movement and by prison ofi cials as a vindica-

tion of their authority and competence.”  85   In  Bell , the Court argued 

that prison ofi cials should be allowed a great deal of discretion in 

determining how prisons should be run, including whether and how 

certain rights should be afforded.  86   This allowed states extraordi-

nary l exibility in deciding what policies to implement within their 

correctional systems  .   
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 In addition, greater institutional variation was made possible by a 

more intensive focus on streamlining and mechanizing correctional pro-

cedures.   As the “new penology” took hold, prisons became more offense-

centered than client-centered, and risk replaced welfare as the dominant 

framework guiding correctional practice  .  87   What resulted was a renewed 

focus on matching the “right” prison environment with the appropri-

ately designated group of offenders, through the process of custody clas-

sii cation. In addition to ensuring that risk was managed appropriately,  88   

classii cation was seen as a way to increase efi ciency and consistency, by 

focusing limited resources where they were most needed.    89   

   The history of prison classii cation dates as far back as the  workhouses 

of 1500s Europe, where certain subgroups of inmates, including juve-

niles, women, and i rst-time offenders, were separated from the general 

prison population. However, the classii cation of inmates into discrete 

categories was not routine in American prisons until the mid-1800s, 

when “increasing humanitarian concerns” led to some inmates – juve-

niles, the mentally ill, women, the sick and ini rm – being systematically 

isolated from the rest. In addition, prisons at this time sorted inmates by 

race, with specii c facilities designated to hold black offenders.  90   As late 

as 1940, though, a national survey found that half of all institutions had 

not established a classii cation scheme for new inmates  .  91   

   Emerging technologies in the science of risk management helped 

usher in a set of modernized classii cation systems. While the clinical 

assessment tools that dominated the early practice of risk evaluation 

came under attack as being too subjective, a number of highly quanti-

tative actuarial tools have been developed for correctional risk assess-

ment, including the VRAG, the SIR scale, Static 99, and the SONAR.  92   

These instruments bear little resemblance to the older “holistic but 

subjective” model that fell out of favor in the 1970s and 1980s.  93   

 Thus, increased discretion at the institution level, combined with a 

new emphasis on empirical classii cation and risk management, yielded 

a network of state prison systems that are each composed of a widely 

varied set of institutions. For instance, relying on the same marker of 

rehabilitation employed by Phelps – the ratio of inmate services staff 

to inmates in a given year – we see only a slight increase in mean val-

ues across institutions over the period from 1979 to 2005. However, 

there has been a substantial increase in the standard deviation of this 

ratio over time ( Figure 2.3 ).      
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  Conclusion 

 Terry Moe writes that political institutions serve two fundamental 

roles. First, they enable cooperation. By enforcing contracts and ensur-

ing commitment, they assist in overcoming collective action problems. 

A second important role of political institutions is as “weapons of coer-

cion and redistribution.”  94   Political institutions structure the political 

process, providing the “rules of the game” that help to determine “who 

gets what, when and how.”  95   At the same time, however, I  would argue 

that political institutions can serve a third function: institutions are 

symbolic representations of collective values, meanings, and norms. In 

this way, political institutions are not purely instrumental; they also 

serve an expressive function that is manifested in both their prevalence 

and form. As Matthew Holden notes, institutions are “ embedded in 
structures of meaning. ” Indeed, “[t]he very meaning of ‘institution’ is 

that values are settled within it.”  96   

 In the politics of criminal justice, the modern prison has become 

in many ways a physical expression of public condemnation and an 

outlet for the retributive urge. In the classic formulation of this idea, 

Emile Durkheim argued that punishment helps to reinforce moral soli-

darity among law-abiding citizens. Through the visible enforcement 
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 Figure 2.3.      Ratio of inmate services staff to prisoners by year and institu-
tion. Bars show mean ratios across institutions, with SD lines.

 Source : Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities.  
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of society’s moral code, punishment serves to delineate the rules of 

civilized society and create a sense of cohesion among the populace. 

The culling of lawbreakers from the ranks of the compliant serves as a 

way of fortifying the unity of “us, the good guys” by providing a vis-

ible “them, the bad guys.”  97   Yet, in modern debates over crime control, 

symbol has in many ways overtaken substance; in effect, more puni-

tive prisons became political leverage as much as policy tool. 

 This occurrence alone might not have altered the ways in  which pris-

ons operate. After all, political rhetoric often lacks substantive depth 

and leaves the more mundane details of policy implementation to aca-

demics, bureaucrats, and others within the policy community, a group 

John Kingdon describes as “hum[ming] along on its own, independent 

of . . . political events.”  98   As I have already described, however, the role 

of these potentially more insulated bureaucratic actors was concur-

rently altered, such that their inl uence on prisons began to wane. As 

Jonathan Simon notes, in the modern era, “the social scientist has less 

of a reason to be inside the prison and perhaps less of a welcome.”  99   

The result was a fundamental change in the cultural context of the 

prison institution, as prisons became both more punitive in focus and 

more managerial in practice. Where the rehabilitation ethic concerned 

itself with what went on inside the prison, the new politics of crime 

control championed a focus primarily on high walls (incapacitation) 

and long sentences (retribution). 

 This transformation did not come without a cost.     In the com-

ing chapter,   I will argue that the institutional variation I have just 

described has important consequences for how inmates and ofi cers 

experience and adapt to prison life. Both for incarcerated individuals 

and for their keepers, navigating the more punitive prisons of the mod-

ern era entails the adoption of new social relationships  .   The result, I 

suggest, is a disjointed form of community, which is best described as 

a collection of  densely knit  but  tightly bounded  social groups. Within 

these groups, strong ties are formed. However, competition over scarce 

resources and exposure to pervasive violence results in inter-group dis-

trust and hostility, and ultimately perpetuates a cycle of violence and 

criminality  .               
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  Neither a man nor a crowd nor a nation can be trusted  to act humanely  

  or to think sanely under the inl uence of great fear.  
 Bertrand Russell,  An Outline 

of Intellectual Rubbish, Unpopular Essays  (1950)  

      The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes identii ed crime control 

as the primary motivation for the creation of an organized state. In 

 Leviathan , Hobbes describes the state of nature as a place where com-

petition for power abounds, and each individual views all others pri-

marily as an obstacle to his own satisfaction.  1   Thus, “war of all against 

all” is inevitable. In this dismal scenario, wherein life is “solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish, and short,” people will willingly give up some measure 

of individual liberty in order to ensure their survival. For Hobbes, it 

is thus people’s desire for protection from robbery and violence that 

serves as a catalyst for the formation of government and justii es the 

subjugation of natural rights to a centralized authority that can enforce 

law and order. 

 In this conception of state power, government’s role as punisher is 

central, “because it is of the nature of punishment to have for end the 

disposing of men to obey the law.”  2   Through punishment, the state 

provides for the collective peace and order that, in turn, allows indi-

viduals to enjoy their freedoms. Punishment must therefore be severe 

enough to have a “contrary effect” rather than simply being viewed by 

the public as the (acceptable) cost of crime  .  3   

      3 

 Public Policy and the Creation of Community     
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   For John Locke, as for Hobbes, people enter into civilized  society 

for protection from each other and to impose the moral restrictions 

necessary for peaceful co-existence.  4   And while Locke, the father 

of liberalism, diverges from Hobbes concerning the state of man in 

nature and the nature of individual rights, he likewise underscores the 

fundamental role of government as the enforcer of legal compliance. 

While in nature anyone may punish transgressors, government creates 

a common judge to interpret the rules of natural law, safeguard prop-

erty, and arbitrate disputes. Punishment is therefore equally central to 

the liberal notion of political authority; the state constitutes a neutral 

authority able to judge the severity of an offense and dictate a propor-

tionate response.    5   

 In practice, as in theory, crime control is central to the liberal demo-

cratic state, as is the process through which the government may legiti-

mately infringe on citizens’ liberties in order to punish lawbreakers. 

For instance, the U.S. Declaration of Independence echoes John Locke’s 

sentiments that citizens have “inalienable rights” that government may 

not impede, that government is created to secure those rights, and that 

such a government derives its “just power from the Consent of the 

Governed.” At the same time, however, the writers of the Constitution 

were acutely aware of the need to impose order and to create a system 

of justice and accountability. It is perhaps not surprising, given this 

tension, that fully half of the amendments included in the Bill of Rights 

deal explicitly with the rights of the criminal and accused.  6   

 These conceptions of state power make clear that civil society, 

state power, and punishment are tightly interwoven. It is somewhat 

surprising, then, that there has been little rigorous research into the 

role of crime and punishment policies in shaping social and politi-

cal communities. In fact, extant literature probing the source of social 

ties focuses most often on the role of non-governmental actors, espe-

cially voluntary organizations.  7     Though Robert Putnam has become 

well known for this strain of research,  8   he was not the i rst to recog-

nize the importance of associational activity to American society and 

governance.   As early as the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville asserted that 

“only by the reciprocal action of men upon another can feelings and 

ideas be renewed, the heart enlarged, and human mind developed. . . . 

This, only associations can do.” To de Tocqueville, participation in 

civic organizations was an integral part of American democratic life, 
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as through such activity the average citizen “will discover, without  its 

being shown to him, the close tie that unites private to general inter-

est.” Thus, in his view, “[n]othing . . . deserves more attention than the 

intellectual and moral associations in America  .”  9   Samuel Huntington’s 

 Political Development and Political Decay  likewise addresses the role 

and character of associations and organizations, asserting their signif-

icance in providing stability and enabling democracy  .  10   

 While important, these studies have been criticized for their “curi-

ous neglect of politics”  11   and general inattention to the role of the 

state in shaping patterns of social interaction.  12   Moreover, even those 

scholars who do incorporate some role for the state in shaping social 

connectedness and generalized trust  13   have focused heavily on “stabil-

ity and path dependency in the realm of civil society.”  14   Some point to 

aspects of the historical state that continue to inl uence current pat-

terns of social connectedness.  15   Others concentrate on relatively static 

characteristics of the modern political state,  16   such as levels of democ-

racy  17   and vertical versus horizontal political relations,  18   as signii cant 

in determining the quality of social life.  19   As a result, despite their 

strengths, these studies often fail to pinpoint the particular public poli-

cies or processes that construct or break down social ties; as Dietlind 

Stolle rightly surmises, “[F]ollowing the institution-centered approach, 

we do not really know which aspects of government and which char-

acteristics of political institutions might be particularly benei cial in 

fostering trust, related cooperative values and social participation.”  20   

How might dynamic and specii c features of the modern state, such 

as the design of prisons and other public institutions, shape citizens’ 

social orientations and behavior  ? 

   In this chapter, I argue that the increasingly punitive nature of the 

nation’s prisons has substantial consequences for the individuals who 

pass through them, serving to propagate a particular form of commu-

nity among both inmates and ofi cers.   This highly atomized form of 

social organization is marked by a collection of discrete,  densely knit  
but  tightly bounded  social groups. They are densely knit in that indi-

viduals within each group are directly and closely tied to one another. 

However, these groups are tightly bounded in that there are few ties 

between different social groups. The result is that social networks 

and social trust work at cross-purposes. Networks within this frag-

mented community create meaningful solidarities between individuals 
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and within delimited groups. Simultaneously, however, these closed 

 communities actually serve to reduce generalized trust and ultimately 

promulgate countercultural norms of cynicism and aggression    . 

 Ultimately, I contend that the organizational culture of the mod-

ern prison can play a pivotal role in whether crime control institutions 

either accomplish or undermine their most basic task: controlling crime. 

The experience of prison is inl uenced by characteristics of the individ-

uals coni ned there, but also by the particular institutional context in 

which social relationships are created and maintained  .   As I will argue 

here, understanding the everyday culture of prison institutions is there-

fore central to understanding how criminal justice policies have shaped 

social communities in the United States over the past half-century.  

  The Changing Social Context of the American Prison 

 As I described in some detail in the preceding chapter, broad changes 

have occurred in the administration of American criminal justice. The 

end result of these relatively recent reforms was that American prisons 

became substantially harsher places in which to do time, offering fewer 

resources and services to inmates. This transition rel ected a changing 

conception of the purpose of corrections; according to the modern 

ethos of punishment, prison conditions should be austere, not refor-

mative and criminals should be punished, not educated.  21   In addition, 

a renewed focus on efi cient management prioritized the   classii cation 

of offenders and their assignment to appropriate levels of custody. This 

resulted in wider and more systematic variation in the formal culture 

of prison institutions within state correctional systems  . 

 During this period of carceral transformation, changes were con-

currently emerging in the    informal  culture of prison. In mapping the 

contours of the prison environment, scholars have described the for-

mal organization of the administrative regime and the informal culture 

of inmate society as two related but distinct dimensions.  22     The formal 

prison regime includes a wide variety of institutional factors, rang-

ing from the programs offered to inmates, to disciplinary procedures, 

to the security design of the physical structure in which inmates are 

housed  .  23   In contrast, informal culture describes the unofi cial but often 

strictly enforced rules of inmate behavior around such things as trading 

property, interracial relationships, and interactions with ofi cers and 
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other prison staff.   It also governs the functioning of an internal inmate 

 hierarchy, from the powerful “shot callers” to the lowly “new i sh.” 

 It is the informal culture of prisons that has historically dominated 

prison memoirs  24   and sociological studies of prisons  .  25   In the 1940s 

and 1950s, a rich tradition of prison sociology was concerned with 

dei ning and describing the contours of inmate society. Classic inqui-

ries of the period, most notably Gresham Sykes’s 1958  Society of 
Captives  and Donald Clemmer’s 1940  The Prison Community , took 

seriously the social organization of prison life. Throughout the 1960s 

and 1970s, too, inmate culture was regularly explored as a central sub-

ject of scholarly interest, spawning a robust literature.  26   These studies 

examined inmate society from a variety of perspectives: as a micro-

cosm of power relationships that could provide generalizable insights 

into hierarchy, authority, and role-taking; as a primary source of order 

maintenance within the prison, with which prison administrators must 

grapple in order to secure the safety and functioning of the institution; 

and as a   central socializing force   that shapes individual inmate out-

comes, particularly with respect to recidivism  .  27   

 A variety of forces led to a precipitous decline in research focused 

on prison culture and inmate social life. While a complete account-

ing is beyond the scope of this discussion, several specii c historical 

developments are worthy of note. The i rst is that ethnographic prison 

research of the kind pursued by Clemmer and Sykes became increas-

ingly difi cult to conduct. Perhaps in response to changes in inmate 

organization and demographics, and also as a result of shifting orien-

tations in correctional management that delegitimized certain types of 

professional knowledge, prisons became less hospitable to the “soak-

ing and poking” that characterized these early studies. The resultant 

obscuring of inmate culture was exacerbated further by restrictions 

placed on the publication of writing by inmates themselves. In partic-

ular, so-called Son of Sam laws introduced by many states starting in 

the late 1970s prohibited inmates from receiving royalties on stories 

of their crimes.  28   This precipitated a substantial decline in “portraits of 

life inside from the inmates’ perspective.”  29   

 At the same time that both ethnographic and autobiographical 

work declined, quantitative data about prison institutions also became 

less available, even on a permission basis. Some prison administra-

tors became more hesitant to freely distribute information on inmate 
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activities to “liberal” researchers, many of whom might be inclined  to 

criticize the expanding carceral system and its increasingly punitive 

character. In addition, as prison systems became progressively more 

budget-strapped and administratively burdened, many scaled back on 

collecting and distributing all but the most basic facts. For example, 

the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation – the 

largest of the U.S. state prison systems – dissolved its internal research 

organization in the mid-1990s, reinstating it only as recently as July 

2005. At the start of the 21st century, the data collected by that state’s 

correctional system was kept in more than 80 separate databases, 

many of which could not be linked.  30   

 Partly as a response to these practical difi culties, there have been 

substantial shifts in the foci of the sociology of crime in general and of 

prison sociology in particular. Jonathan Simon identii es three topics 

that have emerged over the past few decades to displace prison social 

organization as the “central site for research and theory building in 

the US”: the incarceration rate, both as a historical trend of interest 

and as it relates to shifts in objective crime rates over time; sentenc-

ing research; and the “fear of crime,” both its decoupling from real 

rates of crime and its consequences for the punitive tendencies of the 

American public.  31   All three of these topics are of clear scholarly and 

policy importance. However, the growth of research on these top-

ics has come at the expense of an earlier strain of prison sociology, 

one that focused attention on individual patterns of adaptation to 

prison life and the consequences of prison socialization for correc-

tional outcomes. 

 The result is a dearth of detailed knowledge concerning day-to-day 

life in the modern American prison. In focusing on the “managerial 

needs of prison governors” rather than the informal “society of cap-

tives,” the 1980s witnessed a new lens on the study and practice of 

prison administration, one that privileged “staff over inmates, formally 

authorized acts of authority over informal arrangements, and formal 

dei nitions of behavior over less measurable ways of collecting knowl-

edge.”  32   The result, as Simon aptly describes, was a “disappearance 

of inmate social life as an object of knowledge outside the precincts 

of the prison.”  33   This is not to say that there have been no important 

works on modern inmate culture. In particular, a number of excellent 

studies have documented informal organization in women’s prisons, 
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in maximum-security prisons, and in the United Kingdom.  34   I  mean 

only to suggest that Jonathan Simon’s assertion that “in the 1990s 

the whole question of the prison social order appears distant from the 

concerns of both social science and prison management”  35   rings nearly 

as true two decades later. 

 What we do know is that prisons have undergone a great many 

changes since the era of Sykes and Clemmer, “changes that are embed-

ded in the broader context of late-modernity that has, likewise, trans-

formed the world outside the prison in which its inhabitants are 

socialized.”  36     The 1960s witnessed the rise of a robust prisoners’ rights 

movement, bolstered by inmates’ newly won ability to bring claims 

about prison conditions under the Civil Rights Act.   During this period, 

black prisoners such as Eldridge Cleaver and George Jackson became 

well-known political i gures, authoring “revolutionary manifestos” 

about civil rights and the prison crisis  . Most important, inmates built 

powerful alliances with legal and civil rights organizations, from tar-

geted outi ts like the People’s Law Ofi ce and Prison Legal Services of 

Illinois to national organizations such as the American Bar Association, 

the American Civil Liberties Union, and the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People. 

 As they initiated legal battles, fought for legislation, and engaged 

in violent demonstrations, the “world behind bars became a site for 

political struggle and action in ways it had not been before.”  37   From 

1960 into the 1980s, prisoners and their defenders launched count-

less legal i ghts, including class action suits concerning the totality of 

prison conditions, at every level of the courts.  38   Indeed, James Jacobs 

describes this period as one in which “the courts [became] a battlei eld 

where prisoners and prison administrators, led by their respective legal 

champions, engage[d] in mortal combat.”  39   Throughout this period, 

prison reformers celebrated their successes and heralded the court’s 

newfound commitment to halting torture, segregation, and maltreat-

ment of people in police and prison custody.   Led by the Black Muslims, 

inmates and their allies waged a “broadscale effort to redei ne the sta-

tus (moral, political, economic, as well as legal) of prisoners in a demo-

cratic society. . . . The success of the Muslims on the constitutional issue 

of free exercise of religious rights brought the federal courts into the 

prisons  . The abominable conditions in American prisons kept them 

there.”  40   
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 The tide began to turn in the years that followed, though, as  funding 

for prisoner litigation became more difi cult to come by and restric-

tions were placed on government grants prohibiting their use for class 

action and civil rights suits.  41   In addition, although prison activists and 

o0rganizations continued to work toward reform, these groups failed 

to grow commensurately with the skyrocketing number of prisons and 

prisoners. This left relatively “fewer prison reformers to monitor far 

more institutions and inmates.”  42   At the same time, a series of high-

proi le prison riots, while shedding light on abysmal prison conditions, 

served to undercut public sympathy for the cause of prison reform. 

The “image of the prisoner as hero, revolutionary, and victim” began 

to quickly wane.  43   By 2004, James Jacobs, who had written so opti-

mistically in 1980 about the promise and success of the prisoners’ 

rights movement, noted that “penal institutions [now] have no politi-

cal constituency, except perhaps for the prison ofi cers’ unions in some 

states. . . . Forward momentum has been halted.”    44   

 The movement also mobilized countervailing forces. Some were 

skeptical that activist inmates were engaged in anything more than 

self-interested swagger; what was being passed off as a political 

movement was really just a bunch of criminals looking for plusher 

prisons, shorter sentences, or personal notoriety.   In some quarters, 

rioting and other forms of violent protest in particular were touted 

as evidence that inmates were “screwballs” at best and “psycho-

paths” at worst.  45   Others were concerned that the prisoners’ rights 

movement would itself motivate further violence, by urging hunger 

strikes, prison riots, and even revolution  .  46   Still others maintained 

the normative position that inmates did not deserve rights, given 

their status as violators of the legal and moral code, or expressed 

fear that extending rights to inmates would undermine the authority 

of prison workers.  47   

 Thus, as the civil rights movement waned, so did the movement for 

inmates’ rights.  48     Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the inmate hierar-

chies and informal self-government associations that had typii ed the 

prisons of the 1950s and 1960s began to break down  .   In their absence, 

gangs began to play an ever more important role in structuring prison 

social life. In sum, prison social dynamics came to rel ect the segrega-

tion and complexity that increasingly characterized the parallel world 

outside.  49    
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    In particular, modern prisons - like contemporary urban spaces - 

have been increasingly marked by gangs and gang-related violence. 

Reliable national estimates of the prevalence of prison gangs are dif-

i cult to obtain for a variety of reasons,  50   not the least of which is 

that there is extensive debate about how best to dei ne a gang and 

identify its members.  51   However, all available estimates suggest that 

prison gangs are rife in facilities across the country and few would 

disagree that the growth of prison gangs has become a serious con-

cern for the management of modern American prisons. For instance, 

Camp and Camp’s 1985 study found roughly 114 gangs, composed 

of about 13,000 inmates, spread across 33 of the 49 state systems 

they surveyed.  52   More recently, Knox and Tromanhauser have sug-

gested that there may be as many as 100,000 or more prison gang 

members in the country.  53   Some have claimed that this is an overes-

timate,  54   while others have put the current population of gang-afi li-

ated inmates at two times that number;  55   in fact, data from the FBI’s 

National Gang Intelligence Center estimates 230,000 gang members 

incarcerated nationwide.  56   Despite this wide variance, though, there is 

a general consensus that the population of gang-afi liated inmates has 

grown over time. A study by the American Correctional Association 

found that the number of inmates with ties to prison gangs more than 

doubled between 1985 and 1992, increasing from about 12,624 to 

46,190.  57   Similarly, a survey by the National Gang Crime Research 

Center found that gang membership in adult prisons increased from 

9.4 percent to 24.7 percent between 1991 and 1999.  58   

 In addition,   gangs now account for a substantial proportion of 

prison violence.  59   In one study, gang-afi liated and non-afi liated 

inmates were found to have similar socioeconomic backgrounds and 

educational levels, but gang members were more likely to have a juve-

nile crime record, to have had more previous arrests, and to have used 

a weapon. During incarceration, gang members were also less likely 

to participate in rehabilitation programs and were more than twice as 

likely to repeatedly violate institutional rules and to engage in physi-

cal confrontations with other inmates.  60   Another study found that 

prison gang members accounted for roughly 3 percent of the prison 

population, but were responsible for 50 percent or more of prison 

violence.  61   
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 Through its increasingly central role in the organization of prisons’ 

 informal social life, the emergence of gangs and violence contributed 

to a tectonic shift in inmate culture. As David Skarbek describes: 

   Prior to the late 1950s, inmates relied on decentralized norms to govern the 

inmate social system.   However, norms became ineffective at providing gov-

ernance because of three demographic shifts. First, the inmate population 

increased dramatically during this period. . . . Decentralized governance is less 

effective in larger, more anonymous communities because keeping track of 

people’s past behavior is more difi cult. Second, correctional facilities began 

to experience severe overcrowding, rel ecting increasing scarcity of inmate 

resources and a greater need to protect them. Third, an increase in the number 

and percentage of inmates incarcerated for narcotics-related crimes led to a 

thriving demand for illicit drugs. This created proi t opportunities for groups 

that had a credible threat of violence.  62     

 Thus, just as the formal culture of prison became harsher and more 

punitive, the social order of prison became substantially more aggres-

sive. In a 1993 study, Geoffrey Hunt and colleagues conclude that 

the prison in the age of the “Pepsi Generation” is “an increasingly 

unpredictable world in which prior loyalties, allegiances and friend-

ships [are] disrupted.”  63   Likewise, in describing the contemporary 

prison, criminologist John Irwin portrays it as “not chaos, but a dan-

gerous and tentative order” marked by racial violence, gangs, and a 

warehousing model of correctional administration that does little to 

address inmate needs.  64   Echoing this description, Loic Wacquant sug-

gests that a new culture of “increased levels of interpersonal and group 

brutality” has arisen, making the modern prison an “often unsafe and 

violent social jungle,” structured by a “deadly symbiosis” between the 

prison and the ghetto    .  65    

  Social Ties and Public Institutions 

 In the preceding section, I described changes in the informal culture of 

American prisons. These transformations are not unrelated to changes 

in the formal administration of corrections, however. Rather, the two 

are interrelated and one has important consequences for the other. 

 There are three primary ways that the formal rules and culture of 

prisons can inl uence the social networks and social norms of citizens: 
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by altering the composition of social networks, by creating and reify-

ing social identities, and by structuring the context of social interac-

tion. In the following sections, I briel y describe how prison  institutions 

can shape individual social connections through each of these general 

processes. 

    The Composition of Social Networks 

 Contact with others is the starting point for social organization. Most 

basically, as David Halpern points out, “it is clear that some forms of 

social engagement necessarily rely on there being other people to engage 

with – if you’ve got no one to play with, then you’ll just have to play 

alone.”  66   Through policies of incarceration, the state can affect the num-

ber and types of people with whom an individual interacts. That is, 

prisons place individuals within a physically delimited space that  alters 
the size and composition of social networks . Inmates are located at a 

prison that makes it more or less easy to receive visits from friends and 

family. For instance, according to one report, the average male inmate 

is housed about 100 miles away from his children – for women, the 

average distance is about 160 miles – and   incarcerated parents in state 

prison are sentenced on average to serve 80 months in state prison  .  67   

The ability of family members and friends to make this long trip, as well 

as to afford the relatively high cost of placing telephone calls to people 

in prison,  68   inl uences the likelihood that relationships will wane during 

incarceration. One study suggests that partners of the incarcerated may 

develop a new independence and self-sufi ciency while their partner is 

away, whether out of desire or necessity, which can substantially change 

the dynamics of the relationship.  69   More generally, inmates often i nd 

that they and their families “drift apart” during the lengthy separation 

of imprisonment, as life on the outside moves on without them.  70   

   Notably, the proportion of state prisoners serving time for non-

violent crimes, as well as those serving their i rst term in prison, has 

increased substantially over the past several decades. In 1979, about 

5.7 percent of inmates were admitted to prison for a drug offense and 

had no prior convictions for violent crimes. By 1991 the proportion of 

the inmate population with these characteristics was roughly 17.8 per-

cent.  71   To the extent that non-violent, i rst time offenders are actu-

ally more likely than violent and repeat offenders to be integrated into 

social networks and communities before going to prison, the effects of 
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incarceration on relationships with friends and family on  the outside 

may be particularly severe. As James Lynch and William Sabol note, 

“Removing more such people, who were integrated into social groups 

prior to imprisonment, increases the likelihood that those groups will 

be disrupted  .”  72   

   At the same time, people in prison encounter other inmates, who 

become their rivals, peers, or friends. Thus, through their ongoing inter-

actions, inmates are likely to affect one another in important ways. For 

example, in their study of juvenile prisons, Bayer, Hjalmarsson, and 

Pozen examine whether the composition of prisoners in a given cor-

rectional institution signii cantly affects rates and types of recidivism. 

Using data on 8,216 youthful offenders who served time in 169 juvenile 

correctional facilities in Florida, the authors show that the composition 

of the group with whom a youth is concurrently incarcerated serves to 

reinforce existing criminal tendencies: “[E]xposure to peers with a his-

tory of committing a  particular  crime increases the probability that an 

individual who has already committed  the same type of crime  recidi-

vates with that crime.”  73   Their analysis suggests that incarceration’s 

effects are inl uenced at least in part by characteristics of the peers with 

whom an inmate is imprisoned; different peers yield different outcomes. 

In sum, incarceration exposes individuals to a set of peers with criminal 

propensities, at the same time that it restricts contact with outsiders 

who might provide them with a countervailing or stabilizing   pro-social 

inl uence. 

 As with inmates, the prison environment inl uences the likelihood 

that certain groups of correctional ofi cers will have contact with one 

another (and not with others).   Like inmates, new correctional ofi cers 

also enter a social community with a particular set of characteristics. 

Ofi cers join the ranks of correctional staff, developing workplace col-

legialities, friendships, and hostilities. For example, a female or Latino 

ofi cer may be the only woman or minority employed at a particular 

prison, or may enter a facility where the staff is fairly heterogeneous 

by gender and race. The characteristics of others who are similarly 

situated within their institution will likely shape how ofi cers experi-

ence their work, and the values and lessons they glean.  74   Ofi cers also 

have interactions with inmates, and the type of inmates with whom 

they most commonly interact affects the quality of those interactions. 

An ofi cer working with female inmates relative to males, or violent 
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inmates relative to predominantly non-violent, may perceive his or  her 

charges in systematically different ways  .    

  The Creation of Social Identities 

   It is not only the ways that they enable or constrain social interac-

tions, however, that make prisons a signii cant source of social organi-

zation; these institutions also help to  dei ne social identities and confer 
 status . Through their direct contact with criminal justice authorities 

and through the social provisions the state provides (or withholds) 

within criminal justice institutions, citizens gain an understanding of 

how others value (or devalue) people like them  75   and receive signals 

regarding how they should value (or devalue) others. As Helen Ingram 

and Anne Schneider note, public policies can be the “primary means 

of legitimating, extending, and even creating distinctive populations – 

some of whom are extolled as deserving and entitled and others who 

are demonized as undeserving and ineligible. . . . Public policy is the pri-

mary tool through which government acts to exploit, inscribe, entrench, 

institutionalize, perpetuate, or change social constructions.”  76   Through 

participation in government programs and contact with political insti-

tutions, citizens “acquire a sense of their own status in the polity.”  77   

 Individuals receive and respond to these messages concerning the 

construction of social groups to which they and others belong. For 

instance, welfare policies may serve to stigmatize the poor, by portray-

ing recipients as “scamming” the system and as “lazy” and unwilling 

to work.  78   In the United States, welfare and other means-tested social 

programs have increasingly required recipients to show evidence of 

“personal responsibility” through mandatory drug testing, i ngerprint-

ing, and documented evidence of “sufi cient” job search activities. This 

“criminalization of poverty” has consequences for levels of social con-

nectivity with and among the nation’s poor,  79   breeding distrust and 

heightening inter-racial (and potentially inter-class) animosity.  80     More 

generally, selective or conservative welfare states, which employ com-

plicated rules for eligibility that separate out the “deserving” from the 

“undeserving,” are likely to “create or manifest societal divisions” and 

undermine generalized trust  .  81   

 Like welfare policies, criminal justice activities can encourage the 

 establishment of social roles. In ways both subtle and overt, pris-

ons and other institutions of crime control teach people that certain 
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attitudes and behaviors, rather than others, are normal and “role-

appropriate”;  82   the operational logics of the institution “provide indi-

viduals with vocabularies of motives and with a sense of self.”  83   As 

Jonathan Simon writes: 

 Crime is a genre, in the dramaturgical sense. It comes with certain kinds of 

roles; vulnerable victims, willing offenders, vigilant prosecutors, and harsh 

but fair judges (and all the deviant variations those set up). When we govern 

through crime we pass out these scripts to hundreds if not thousands of real 

people with little in the way of an audition and no accountability for the 

consequences.  84     

 In America’s more punitive prisons, the social role proscribed for 

inmates is a deeply dishonorable one. As inmates are classii ed, pro-

cessed, and put “into the system,” they are dei ned by the state as being 

part of a separate and distinct social category: the inmate, the gang 

member, the deviant, the criminal. Having one’s hair cut a certain way, 

being issued certain clothes to wear, and seeing a sea of others with 

a similar appearance all serve to reinforce this new sense of outsider 

belonging. Signii cantly, this social identity may stay with an individ-

ual long after he or she leaves prison; the collateral consequences of 

a criminal conviction have been described as “civil death”,  85   and long 

after i nishing a sentence, an individual remains both formally and 

informally dei ned by it as an “ex-offender,” “ex-felon,” or “ex-con.” 

   This stigma is both reinforced and personii ed by the relation-

ships between inmates and ofi cers. For inmates, prisons can provide 

a nearly totalizing experience of powerlessness and dehumaniza-

tion. While coni ned in prison, individuals must cede nearly complete 

authority over their bodies and choices. In most prison systems, an 

individual’s property or person may be searched at any time, without 

notice and without cause. In addition, freedom of movement is most 

often restricted or almost completely denied, and the state must be 

relied upon to meet the totality of one’s physical needs. “For state pris-

oners, eating, sleeping, dressing, washing, working and playing are all 

done under the watchful eye of the State. . . . What for a private citizen 

would be a dispute with his landlord, with his employer, with his tai-

lor, with his neighbor, or with his banker becomes, for the prisoner, a 

dispute with the state.”  86   This type of profound disempowerment and 

loss of control may have especially destructive effects on one’s sense 
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of efi cacy and power, “work[ing] to destroy the inmate’s  conception 

of him or herself as an autonomous being worthy of respect and self-

respect.”  87   

 In this regard, prisons can powerfully reshape social identity and 

orientations toward the broader social world. By identifying inmates 

as “offenders” and isolating them along with others dei ned by this 

negative valence, prisons may inadvertently create or reinforce an 

oppositional group identity. This profound stigma may lead inmates 

to reject the norms and values associated with the dominant culture 

from which they have been so wholly excluded.  88   

   A similar process of social marking and identity formation plays out 

for ofi cers within the prison environment. They, too, are clothed uni-

formly and required to maintain standards of haircut and grooming. In 

this way, they are also visibly identii able to one another as belonging to 

a particular group. And they, too, may come to conform to the expecta-

tions of their new social role, one that is dei ned both by solidarity with 

other ofi cers and in opposition to inmates. Some ofi cers surely feel 

valued in their professional role, as members of law enforcement who 

work in an especially dangerous setting.   However, like inmates, many 

correctional ofi cers report feeling that they are vilii ed by segments 

of the general public. As a recent report of the American Correctional 

Association commented, “[A]gencies will need to realize that they are 

appealing to a new generation of applicants who do not hold correc-

tions in high esteem.” The report cites evidence from one correctional 

workforce study that i nds negative public perceptions are now a signii -

cant challenge to recruitment. “Both television and movies expose and 

magnify accounts of corruption among a small percentage of correc-

tional ofi cers as well as portray images of dark, dank hallways inhab-

ited by i erce correctional ofi cers who abuse and exploit the inmates 

they supervise  .”  89   In this way, ofi cers, too, may come to feel that they 

occupy a stigmatized identity  .  

  The Context of Social Interaction 

 Finally, government helps shape the nature of social contact through 

the resources, structures, and supports it provides (or fails to provide). 

In many prison institutions, the institutional culture that predominates 

is marked by the real or perceived threat of violence, as well as a per-

vasive sense that formal authorities either cannot or will not  intercede 
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to reduce conl ict. In this context, where formal control is lacking and 

where resources are in scarce supply, gangs and other criminal net-

works may be perceived as providing the only means of protection 

from physical harm.  90   This helps to explain why the presence of gangs 

is posited to increase when violence increases. Criminal networks also 

rise up in order to help structure informal interactions – regulating 

commerce, enforcing codes of conduct, doling out punishment – in the 

face of feeble formal institutions and in the absence of other means of 

social coordination.  91   For instance, David Skarbek notes that “[o]rga-

nized crime provides extralegal governance to protect property rights 

and enforce contracts in power vacuums where legitimate govern-

ments cannot or will not do so, and a genuine, long-term demand for 

governance exists.”  92   Just as it does in the urban core, the “crumbling” 

of formal power in prison fuels an underground economy dominated 

by the retail and trade of drugs, where individuals serve as “entrepre-

neurs in violent predation.”  93   

 It is not only violence that matters, however, but also the availability 

of structured forms of interaction between diverse groups of inmates. 

For instance, when prisons offer education classes, church groups, and 

prison unions, they do more than provide inmates with literacy skills, 

religious teachings, and a living wage. They also provide them with 

classmates, fellow parishioners, and co-workers. Inside these programs, 

groups can be encouraged to mentor one another, communicate, and 

engage in cooperative behavior. In these circumstances, it is possible for 

people to get to know one another across diverse backgrounds, creat-

ing bonds predicated on the “perception of common interests and com-

mon humanity between members of the two groups.”  94   Well-designed 

and executed programs might therefore exert a powerful inl uence on 

social relationships between inmates, helping to reduce existing inter-

group conl icts; through structured contact, programs like vocational 

and educational training might help reduce out-group bias.  95   Such 

encounters may serve to build trust and interpersonal respect between 

otherwise hostile groups. Indeed, “if social and ethnic groups do not 

come into contact at all, there is no possibility of the formation of 

bridging social capital across groups to break down these [racial and 

ethnic] divides.”  96   

 In addition, the extent to which inmates feel that they are  being treated 

fairly and humanely by prison staff can have signii cant consequences 
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for the way they adjust and respond to imprisonment. When inmates 

encounter correctional ofi cers whom they perceive to be efi cient and 

compassionate, they are likely to gain coni dence in the system as a 

whole  97   and come to believe that others in their community can be 

trusted.  98   When ofi cers are instead experienced as unjust, incompetent, 

or even malfeasant, these observations may likewise be generalized to 

the broader social system.  99     Expressing this idea, Staffan Kumlin and 

Bo Rothstein suggest that citizens develop a generalized sense of trust 

when they feel services, laws, and sanctions are provided equally across 

society: “[People] draw inferences about others’ trustworthiness from 

how they perceive public-service bureaucrats. If social workers, local 

policemen, public-health workers, and so on act in such a way that they 

cannot be trusted, why should people in general be trusted?”    100   

   Ofi cers vary widely in how they conduct themselves and in the ori-

entations they adopt toward inmates.  101   Some ofi cers, perhaps most, 

maintain a wary but professional style of interaction with inmates.  102   

In the words of one prison administrator, however, prison culture and 

the contours of the professional role can make it difi cult for ofi cers 

to humanize their charges. “‘You have to understand,’ he urged, ‘that 

much of the job is treating prisoners in a mass. When you have to deal 

with a large group of people it is easy to see them as a big bunch with-

out any individuality. I think that is the biggest problem for the cor-

rectional ofi cer. He tends to dei ne everybody in terms of the lowest 

common denominator and that causes a lot of problems.’”  103   Stories 

of ofi cers calling inmates derogatory names, mocking them, or even 

physically harassing them emerge regularly in inmates’ formal admin-

istrative complaints and in informal accounts of imprisonment.   As 

John May describes, modern prisons too “often resort to isolation, 

power, manipulation, and force to keep the prison orderly. Inmates 

soon adopt these same tools.”  104   

   Less frequently, far more damning stories of ofi cer misconduct 

also emerge. For example, a decade ago, at a prison in California’s 

Central Valley, ofi cers were indicted for ostensibly setting up “gladia-

tor-style” i ghts between groups of rival inmates. The ofi cers involved 

were ultimately acquitted, but the state agreed to a large settlement 

for the family of an inmate who was fatally  shot by guards during a 

melee on the prison yard, and the prison subsequently changed its 

policies governing which groups of inmates were forced to exercise 
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together each day.    105   In the highly charged environment of prison, 

however, even far smaller departures from the everyday moral code 

of civilized society may be devastating to the institution’s ability to 

build legitimacy and respect. Commenting specii cally on the social 

and political meaning of the prison, Bert Useem and Anne Piehl write: 

“What legal institutions do (and how they do it) may signal society’s 

underlying attitudes and established norms. If prisons themselves are 

lawless, their expressive value in asserting the rule of law is lost or 

even in the negative.”    106   

   Conversely, the types of programs and supports that the prison insti-

tution provides can also send important signals to inmates concerning 

their status vis- à -vis society and the state. For instance, in writing of the 

value of prison rehabilitation programs, one practitioner argues that 

high-quality prison programs “announce to prisoners, to their families 

and to their communities that the institution supports the individual 

prisoner in his or her effort to build a safe, healthy life, and that the 

State is committed to allowing prisoners to grow as human beings, 

rather than to ‘keeping them down  .’”  107     In more punitive facilities 

where these types of programs are largely absent, inmates receive a far 

different signal. Implicitly, such institutions communicate to inmates 

that they are incorrigible, undeserving of aid, or beyond repair  . 

 Again, these dynamics are not specii c to inmates. In her account 

of prison ofi cers in England, Elaine Crawley describes the inordinate 

pressure individuals face to conform to the prevailing social norms, 

which in many prisons include harsh attitudes and aggressive behavior 

toward inmates. She writes: 

 In the prison setting it is not only prisoners who form cliques, gangs and loosely 

knit groups to meet the need for social approval. Prison ofi cers also coalesce 

into exclusive social groupings with shared interests, values and beliefs. . . . As 

one senior ofi cer commented: “I never cease to be amazed at how quickly the 

culture can grab somebody. . . . It’s cause you’re working in a very small, tight-

knit community. And if you are seen to do something extraordinary, you will 

be excluded. And nobody likes to be excluded, do they?”  108     

 Some scholarship suggests that ofi cers’ face-to-face interactions are 

limited by the solitary nature of their work, resulting in an absence 

of the type of strong solidarities evident among police ofi cers or 

 members of the military.  109   However, particularly when ofi cers 
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experience concerns about safety, they are likely to form alliances with 

one another for the purposes of protection. They may also unite for 

collective advocacy.  110   In California, for example, the correctional ofi -

cers’ union touts its members’ commitment to “walking the toughest 

beat in the state” as a way of describing and encouraging a sense of 

camaraderie from shared experience. 

 At the same time, prison violence and disorder may strain ofi cers’ 

relationships with direct supervisors and management. When violence 

is persistent, prison administrators may be perceived by ofi cers as 

unable to respond effectively or to prevent violence in the i rst place. 

However, the responsiveness of correctional institutions to incidents 

of violence may also have symbolic import for correctional ofi cers. 

Taking disciplinary action against inmates who commit acts of vio-

lence implicitly conveys to ofi cers that the institution values their 

safety, that someone is looking out for them, and that administrators 

are responsive to their concerns. Conversely, the feeling that assaults 

against staff are not dealt with, or are not dealt with sufi ciently, may 

increase ofi cers’ feelings of isolation and decrease feelings of safety. 

 Many correctional ofi cers also report feeling that they will be “hung 

out” by their direct supervisors; essentially, they will be held responsible 

for what happens while they are on duty, even when they were doing 

their best or were faced with situations outside their control. In one 

account, written by an experienced ofi cer at Stateville Correctional 

Center in Illinois, the author describes quickly discovering that he could 

not rely on his direct superiors for guidance or support. He writes of 

“weird phenomena” in the workplace, including “convenient tempo-

rary amnesia. . . . This phenomenon would occur when a supervisor . . . 

would give an ofi cer some instructions to carry out. If the slightest 

thing went wrong with the order while it was in progress, the whiteshirt 

that gave the original order would have a real hard time recalling that 

he had in fact given the order in the i rst place. This situation happened 

routinely and the ofi cer was left holding the bag.”  111     

  The Social Effects of the Punitive  Prison 

 Through each of the processes I have just described, prison culture 

matters for the creation of social communities. In violent and resource-

poor prisons, social networks among both inmates and ofi cers come 
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to be dei ned in opposition to and in conl ict with others, what Ioannis 

Evrigenis refers to as “negative association.” Among inmates, distrust 

of ofi cers and fear of incarcerated peer groups result in a balkanized 

social structure, consisting of multiple groups with few interconnect-

ing ties. In the same way, ofi cers’ frustration with administrators and 

their fear of inmate violence result in strong horizontal ties with weak 

vertical attachments. These features of the prison social landscape can 

be paramount for individual social orientations. As Evrigenis notes, 

“[N]egative association due to the fear of enemies constitutes a fun-

damental element of self-dei nition . . . , which is itself constitutive of 

community rather than its product.”  112   

 Thus, to the extent that prison social groups are formed and main-

tained in the context of violence, insecurity, and stigma, they can 

be expected to have two key features: they are simultaneously both 

 tightly bounded  and  densely knit . Putnam makes reference to these 

features of social groupings when he differentiates between bridging 

and bonding. Bonding, or exclusive social capital, ties together similar 

groups of people. By comparison, bridging, or inclusive social cap-

ital, builds connections across disparate networks or social groups. 

“Bonding social capital constitutes a kind of sociological superglue, 

whereas bridging social capital provides a sociological WD-40.”  113   

 Both types of social connection can produce social goods such as 

companionship and reciprocity. For example, as Frederic Thrasher’s 

early work on gangs points out, much of the behavior of gangs, includ-

ing “meeting face to face, milling, movement through space as a unit, 

conl ict, and planning,” is social in nature. “The result of this collective 

behavior is the development of tradition, unrel ective internal structure, 

esprit de corps, solidarity, morale, group awareness, and attachment to 

a local territory.”  114   In fact, gangs and other social organizations of this 

kind may be attractive to potential members precisely  because  they pro-

vide a meaningful sense of social belonging. This is likely to be particu-

larly important to those who otherwise lack interpersonal connections 

with family or community members. This interpretation is supported 

by Thornberry et al.’s examination of  juvenile gang involvement, which 

posits that the “perceived social benei ts of gang membership ‘will be 

viewed as a viable means of adjustment to the adolescent’s somewhat 

bleak world.’”  115   The same is true in prison, where gangs create norms 

of trust and provide protection within the bounded social group.  116   
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 However, bonding groups like gangs are often simultaneously oppo-

sitional in nature, systematically excluding those who fall outside the 

dei ned boundaries of group membership,  117   displaying preferential 

treatment to those who are part of the in-group,  118   and discriminat-

ing against those in the out-group.  119   In fact, especially when groups 

are formed in the context of fear, persecution, or threat, so-called neg-

ative association may itself be critical to the cohesion of the group: 

“As the in-group forms its identity, both the situation to be avoided 

and the various out-groups serve as focal points. Contradistinction 

from [out-groups] is one of the most important – in some cases the 

most  important – clearly identii able determinants of the in-group’s 

 identity.”  120   To the extent, then, that bonding occurs primarily through 

this process of purposeful differentiation and out-group distrust, social 

connectivity may have potential downsides, such as increased inter-

group competition, or even factional violence.  121   Such groups become 

dei ned by distinction from others who are perceived to be the source 

of competition and threat, as well as against formal authorities who are 

considered weak, uncaring, and/or untrustworthy. 

 The result is that, while negative associations may provide protec-

tive, social, and even economic benei ts to their members, the internal 

group cohesion built within these organizations is unlikely to trans-

late into generalized trust. A classic case of this phenomenon is the 

close-knit ties of the mai a. In this “backward society,” there are high 

levels of trust within the social unit; yet this does not translate into 

broader trust toward society. Instead, an “amoral familialism” devel-

ops, wherein individuals engage in mutual defection to advance the 

interests of their immediate families, without regard to others.  122   In 

contrast, generalized trust is actually created  outside  of social groups 

and associations, through the process of projection.  123   It is through the 

 generalization  of trust that the private social good is translated into a 

public social good; thus, critical to the positive role of associations is 

that membership not only foster trust between participants, but also 

help to build “sturdy norms”  124   of more generalized trust,  reciprocity, 

and inter-group cooperation.  125   If such generalization does not occur, 

then strong social ties instead produce only a more limited form of 

“bounded solidarity”  126   or “communal” trust.  127   

 Indeed, the norms and values of the type of social group likely to be 

formed in the context of violence and competition may actively foster 
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 dis trust of those outside the delimited inner circle, as well as antipa-

thy toward the norms of the dominant culture. When individuals form 

groups for the purpose of attaining “safety in numbers,” united in pur-

suit of mutual protection, they must secure themselves against the pos-

sible defection of individual members or collusion with outsiders. For 

instance, gangs may enforce codes of conduct by which individual gang 

members must abide, including restrictions on fraternization with non-

members and rivals. Likewise, when the security of the group is seen as 

dependent on the loyalty and commitment of each member and his or 

her willingness to participate in preemptive or retaliatory aggression, 

leaders may choose to foster a kind of xenophobia, contempt, or hostil-

ity of others in order to deter exit from the group.  128   

 Likewise, in this context, anti-social norms may be employed as a 

form of social currency. Describing the emergence of this phenomenon 

in the urban ghetto, Elijah Anderson suggests that aggression and vio-

lence become a form of clout in settings where other forms of power and 

markers of status are largely unavailable. In poor communities, where 

youth have little access to money or education that might otherwise 

dei ne their sense of self, they may turn to violence as a way of proving to 

others that they have value. In these neighborhoods, “despair is pervasive 

enough to have spawned an oppositional culture, that of ‘the streets,’ 

whose norms are often consciously opposed to those of mainstream 

society. . . . [S]treet culture has evolved what may be called a code of the 

streets, which amounts to a set of informal rules governing interpersonal 

public behavior, including violence.”  129   In a similar vein, Douglas Massey 

and Nancy Denton point to segregated disadvantage as creating a “bleak 

social work” in which “oppositional states are normative.”  130   

 In prison, particularly in facilities where resources are scarce and 

violence is pervasive, tight-knit social groups can similarly “anchor 

and reinforce oppositional cultures,”  131   asserting specii c norms that 

individuals are expected to follow.  132   Of particular concern are shared 

norms that encourage “subcultural values” by rewarding displays of 

dominance or aggression.  133   For inmates, codes of conduct may  emerge 

inside harsher prison settings that frown on “snitching” or other types 

of cooperation with prison staff and that condone or even encour-

age violence and retaliation. For ofi cers, social norms may encour-

age a hostile attitude toward prison administrators, an aggressive 

or overly harsh orientation toward inmates, and a “code of silence” 
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that prioritizes the protection of other ofi cers over the well-being of 

inmates or the functioning of the prison as a whole. 

 In many respects, then, the particular forms of social organization 

that develop inside harsher prisons – even those that seem difi cult to 

understand in another context – can be conceptualized as a rational 

response to features of the environment. In this, I echo Hans Toch and 

others who argue that “[d]isplayed elsewhere, much prison conduct 

would suggest twisted personalities or strained psyches. But inmate 

acts i t the prison situation. They may be no more than extreme, eva-

nescent adjustments to extreme, temporary trials. . . . It is easy to i nd 

objectively undesirable conduct among inmates – but it is hard to i nd 

dysfunctional acts.”  134   For inmates in more punitive prisons, even 

social bonds that spur violence against others provide both compan-

ionship and safety to their members. 

 The same logic holds for correctional ofi cers. Prison workers, like 

inmates, display a set of social dynamics that are readily understood 

as a practical response to an often unreasonable set of pressures and 

constraints. Indeed, even the most grievous injuries (both physical and 

psychological) suffered by inmates at the hands of overly aggressive 

prison staff might be comprehended, if not forgiven, within the context 

that they occur. One of the most disturbing aspects of the “siege men-

tality”  135   is that it can motivate and justify the inl iction of intentional 

harms on others. Under sustained duress, the injudicious use of violence 

can come to seem like an acceptable and even righteous response to 

perceived threat. In this context, what might reasonably appear to an 

onlooker to be aggressions carried out without cause may be perceived 

by the perpetrator as merely preemptive self-defense. 

 In sum, I suggest that when state institutions fail to provide for the 

basic safety needs of citizens, individuals will be more likely to turn to 

informal associations to resolve conl ict and distribute social goods.  136   

The social ties forged within these pockets of “bounded solidarity”  137   

can provide individuals with a sense of social belonging and  enable 

intra-group cooperation.  138   However, they may simultaneously serve 

to reinforce the authority of existing homogeneous ties, undermine 

respect for those outside one’s own social network, and promote 

norms of interpersonal hostility and violence. The state is thus not 

exogenous to civil society; it plays a critical role in determining not 

only the extent of associational life, but also its quality. 
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 In the American prison, social connections and identities are built 

within a particular context. The specii c attributes of this institutional 

context determine the nature of the resulting social groups. But neither 

the social group nor its inl uence on individuals is solely coni ned to the 

prison institution. As I have already noted, nearly all individuals even-

tually leave prison, either on a regular basis (as with correctional ofi -

cers) or following the completion of their sentence (as with inmates). 

Ultimately, as I will show, the social identities that are formed in the 

punitive prison have downstream effects for American communities 

and important consequences for efforts toward controlling crime.  
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  Paranoia is an illness I contracted in  institutions.  
  It is not the reason for my sentences to reform school and prison.  
  It is the effect, not the cause.  

 Jack Henry Abbott,  In the Belly of the Beast  (1981)  

  In the previous chapters, I have provided a wide- ranging overview 

of the changing landscape of corrections in the United States. This is 

important, I have argued, because variation in the culture of institu-

tions can play a signii cant role in shaping the way individuals interact, 

both within and beyond the prison walls. In the remainder of this book, 

I turn from this broad historical and theoretical background toward a 

narrower empirical investigation of the book’s central premise. 

 My aim in this chapter is twofold. First, I outline the case of 

California corrections. In the United States, nearly half of all pris-

oners are released to just i ve states, and   California alone accounts 

for about a quarter of all people released from prison.    1     As in the 

nation as a whole, California’s incarceration rates steadily increased 

over past decades, with the number of prison inmates growing from 

22,632 in 1979 to 168,350 as of 2006. In that year, there was about 

one state prison inmate for roughly every 168 adult Californians.    2   

Using three sources of data, in this chapter I examine the culture of 

California’s state prison institutions, with an emphasis on systematic 

variation in formal and informal dimensions of prison culture across 

different security levels. 

      4 

 The Culture and Consequence of Prison     
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 Having established the ways in which the prison environment 

varies across California’s security levels, I then explicate the specii c 

issues involved in estimating the effects of prison culture on individual 

 outcomes.   Most basically, assignment to a security level is not ran-

dom, but is predicated on specii c, pre- existing features of the indi-

vidual  . I therefore rely on two quasi- experiments, which I outline here 

in some detail.  

    California Corrections 

   California is frequently considered to have been in the vanguard of 

the prison rehabilitation movement. As Joshua Page points out, the 

Golden State vigorously pursued the rehabilitative ideal in its approach 

to corrections following the Second World War. “State ofi cials and 

penologists reasoned that if the Allies could defeat Fascism abroad, 

surely California could transform socially and psychologically afl icted 

offenders into well- adjusted, law abiding citizens.”  3   It is therefore par-

ticularly remarkable that California was also on the forefront of the 

move toward a more punitive approach to corrections. California’s 

inmate population is not without signii cant needs. For instance, about 

15 percent of inmates in the California prison system have less than 

an eighth- grade education.  4   Yet, while some of California’s prisons 

still offer basic education, most correctional facilities in the state have 

signii cantly decreased the number of rehabilitation programs they 

provide, largely embracing the new ideological regime. In fact, in her 

comprehensive  Understanding California Corrections , Joan Petersilia 

points out that California now enrolls a signii cantly lower percentage 

of inmates in vocational and educational programs than the national 

average:   31 percent of inmates nationwide participate in vocational 

programs and 38 percent in educational programs, compared with 

only 13.8 percent in California for the two types of programs com-

bined. Petersilia suggests that California’s comparative lack of educa-

tional and vocational programming is due both to the growth of the 

state’s prison population, which has strained the capacity of existing 

programs, and to the defunding of programs as a result of political 

pressure and perceived inefi cacy    .   Of the $9.77 billion CDCR budget 

for the 2007–2008 i scal year, about $456.87 million, or just 4.7 per-

cent, was allocated to offender programs.    5   
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   Part of this punitive transition can be explained by the broader con-

text in which criminal justice policies are crafted in California, which 

is highly politicized relative to that of other states.  6     Beginning in  the 

1970s with the passage of determinate sentencing, California’s political 

climate of crime control has been marked by intense and heated politi-

cal debate  . Several high- proi le ballot initiatives have been proposed and 

passed by voters that established particularly draconian sentencing poli-

cies, and the state’s political parties have consistently staked out fairly 

punitive positions on criminal justice policies in their public platforms.  7   

  In addition, the public sector union representing correctional ofi cers 

in the state, the California Correctional Peace Ofi cers’ Association 

(CCPOA), has been a powerful and well- i nanced i xture in California 

politics throughout the recent period. Along with other major interests, 

including the California District Attorneys Association and victims’ 

rights organizations, the union in the 1990s pushed a policy agenda that 

unequivocally called for a punitive approach to crime control. In a 1995 

policy paper, the union argued that rehabilitation is a “political philoso-

phy that absolves [convicts] of responsibility for their actions, makes 

excuses for behavior, and assumes [that the government has] respon-

sibility to change them.”  8   And against the argument that “we need to 

rehabilitate criminals,” the CCPOA reasoned:

  The unspoken assumption in this argument is the criminal  can  be changed 

by someone else. The premise of this statement is incorrect. No set of factors, 

sociological, psychological or biological, is sufi cient to explain the mind of a 

criminal. . . . Unless a person  wants  to change, you cannot make them change. 

In this regard prison ministry programs are probably the  only  worthwhile 

rehab type programs because they go to the heart and motivation of a person. 

The rest is expensive window dressing.   

 The political activities of CCPOA and its allies helped raise the stakes 

of criminal justice policy, increasing the importance of the issue and 

heightening political conl ict.  9   Through its powerful political action 

committee, the union made large contributions to public awareness 

campaigns that moved penal policy in a punitive direction; it employed 

professional public relations experts to campaign for stricter enforce-

ment of drug laws and increased prison terms; and through both 

i nancing and mobilization activities, the union supported candidates 

it considered to be supportive of its positions  .    10   
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   In addition, the politics of crime control in California have increas-

ingly centered around issues of overcrowding. Crowding has long been 

 a problem in the state’s prisons, but it has become a critical source of 

strain on the system in the recent period.   While the total design capac-

ity of California prisons was almost doubled between 1989 and 2004, 

increasing from 47,210 to 80,890, it has been outpaced by increases in 

the state’s inmate population (see  Figure 4.1 ).    

 In October 2006,   Governor Schwarzenegger   declared a state of 

emergency in response to the situation of overcrowding in California 

prisons. By the time of the governor’s announcement, almost 10 per-

cent of California inmates, or roughly 17,000 men and women, were 

being housed in “bad beds,” dei ned by Corrections Secretary James 

Tilton as “bunks in areas not designed as living spaces . . . converted 

gyms, hallways and lounges . . . [and] roughly 1,500 sleep in triple-

 decker bunks.”  11   These high levels of overcrowding severely affected 

all areas of prison capacity, from infrastructure to administration.   

“Crowding is so severe, the governor’s emergency decree [stated], that 

it has overwhelmed water, sewer and electrical systems at some prisons 

and fueled hundreds of prison riots, melees and smaller disturbances in 

the last year.”    12   

   Thus, despite the signii cant costs of criminal justice to the state,  13   

the modern  California prison system is critically dysfunctional. A 

report of the Little Hoover Commission described the system as “a 
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 Figure 4.1.      Population and design capacity of California prisons, 1989–2004. 

 Source : Offender Information Services Branch, Estimates and Statistical Analysis 
Section, Data Analysis Unit, California Department of Corrections.  
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billion dollar failure,” and evidence of the system’s problems abounds: 

California has one of the highest recidivism rates in the country; rates 

of assault, homicide, and suicide are higher in the state’s prisons than 

the national average; and   California prisons are home to some of the 

most notorious gangs in the nation.  14   (Indeed, California battles one 

of the highest per capita rates of gang association in the country.)  15       In 

addition, despite the $1.1 billion a year spent on prison health care, 

in 2005 U.S. District Judge Thelton Henderson ordered the prison 

health care system into court receivership, citing the needless deaths of 

inmates due to substandard care and “outright depravity  .  ”    16   

  Measuring   Variation in California State Prisons 

 As in other states, California’s prisons operate with a combination 

of centralized state authority and institutional discretion. Thus, while 

some of the issues I have just described are constant across prisons, 

there is substantial variation across the state’s 33 adult state prison 

facilities ( Figure 4.2 ). In addition, California’s adult institutions vary 

systematically according to a classii cation system that seeks to match 

groups of inmates with appropriate institutional settings commensu-

rate with their perceived risks and needs. (Appendix A details each of 

California’s prison facilities.)  17   State prisons are organized into four 

security levels, ranging from the least (Level I) to the most (Level IV) 

restrictive, and higher- security facilities differ from lower- security pris-

ons in terms of both formal and informal culture.    

     Three available sources of information help paint a more detailed 

picture of California’s prison security levels.   The i rst is the  California 
Code of Regulations, Title 15: Crime Prevention and Corrections , col-

loquially called the “Director’s Rules.” This document lays out the rules 

and regulations that govern adult operations and programs for the 

Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation  . The second dataset is 

from the COMPSTAT Branch of the Ofi ce of Audits and Compliance, 

produced as part of a series of statistical reports that provide “local-

ized management reviews” of individual institutions, parole regions, 

and administrative program areas. COMPSTAT reports from the 

Division of Adult Institutions offer data on a wide variety of facility-

 level  characteristics for adult prisons. Many institutions house more 

than one security level, and these reports do not provide sub-institu-

tional breakdowns. I therefore classify each institution by security level 
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according to the security-level designation of the majority of its inmates. 

Institutions with less than 50 percent of inmates in a single security 

level are excluded.   Finally, where administrative data are not available, 

I turn to the California Correctional Ofi cer Survey, an original data 

collection effort to gather the thoughts, attitudes, and experiences of 

correctional ofi cers working in the California state prison system. 

 I conducted the California Correctional Ofi cer Survey (CCOS) from 

April to October 2006. The survey asked ofi cers a series of closed-

 ended questions about a variety of topics, including job satisfaction, 

work stress, personal safety and security, attitudes toward inmates, and 

professional orientation. Surveys were sent to each correctional ofi cer 

through the mail, to his or her home address, rather than distributed 

at either union meetings or the workplace. This was intended to ensure 
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 Figure 4.2.        California correctional facilities. 

 Source : “California’s Correctional Facilities  ,” California Department of 
Corrections and Rehabilitation, 2008.  
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that ofi cers felt they could be honest about their work  experiences. 

Respondents were also assured that surveys would be completely 

anonymous and that no one outside the research team would have 

access to individual surveys. (The survey instrument and additional 

details of survey administration are included in Appendix B.) 

 The survey ultimately yielded 5,775 completed and returned sur-

veys, for a response rate of about 33 percent.  18   The large size of the sur-

vey sample provides a fairly representative cross section of ofi cers by 

race and gender ( Figure 4.3 ). Moreover, though response rates varied 

by institution, no facilities had to be excluded from analysis due to a 

paucity of respondents. (A breakdown of the survey sample by institu-

tion is provided in Appendix C.)     

      Comparing the Culture of Coni nement 

 Using these data, it is possible to compare the culture of coni nement 

across security levels.   In California, the most immediate feature of 

variation across security levels is related to physical infrastructure. 

Facilities are designated to house a particular security level or levels 

according to the “physical security and housing capability” they can 

offer.   As specii ed in Article 10, Section 3377, of the Director’s Rules:

  Level I facilities and camps consist primarily of open dormitories with a low 

security perimeter; Level II facilities consist primarily of open dormitories with 

a secure perimeter, which may include armed coverage; Level III facilities pri-

marily have a secure perimeter with armed coverage and housing units  with 
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 Figure 4.3.        CCOS response sample demographics  . 
  Note : Population data are taken from the Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation Ofi ce of Personnel Services for October 12, 2006. Sample race 
sums to more than 100% because some respondents selected more than one 
racial category. Sample  N  = 5,775; population  N  = 21,243.  
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cells adjacent to exterior walls; Level IV facilities have a secure perimeter with 

internal and external armed coverage and housing units . . . or cell block hous-

ing with cells non- adjacent to exterior walls  .    19     

 According to COMPSTAT reports, Level IV facilities are also the only 

security- level institutions that make use of “supermax” units, super-

 maximum secure housing units designed to segregate inmates thought 

to pose the highest risk to institutional security. 

   Inmates classii ed at different security levels also receive different 

levels of oversight, with security procedures and freedom of movement 

becoming progressively more stringent as custody status increases. 

Minimum- security inmates (Level I) can attend work assignments or 

activities “located either on or off institutional grounds” and super-

vision must be sufi cient to “ensure the inmate is present.”  20   In con-

trast, maximum- custody inmates (Level IV) may attend programs only 

within a segregated area of the prison and are required to be “under the 

direct supervision and control of custody staff” at all times.  21   Security 

procedures for inmates classii ed as either Level II or Level III custody 

fall somewhere in between.  22   Commensurate with these stipulations, 

higher- security facilities employ a greater number of custody staff per 

inmate. Data from COMPSTAT show Level II facilities (dei ned here 

as prisons housing more than 50 percent of inmates at this designa-

tion) reporting an average of 15 custody staff per 100 inmates. By 

comparison, the number of custody staff for every 100 inmates is 18 

at Level III and 22 at Level IV (see  Table 4.1 ; note that reliable data 

for Level I are not available).    

 In addition to offering greater oversight, higher- security prisons are 

differentiated from lower- security prisons by the number of programs 

and services they provide. Specii cally, higher- security prisons offer 

fewer vocational training programs, work assignments, and opportuni-

ties for substance abuse counseling. Consequently, smaller proportions 

of inmates at higher- custody facilities complete vocational training 

programs or substance abuse programs, or become certii ed within a 

professional industry. Higher- security institutions also provide fewer 

opportunities for participation in inmate “leisure” groups, which include 

Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous, as well as veterans 

groups and other social organizations, although the difference falls just 

short of statistical signii cance. Again,  participation rates in each of these 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:38, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


 Table 4.1.          Variation across California Facilities by Security  Level, 
Monthly Average 

 Level II  Level III  Level IV 

  Safety  

 Disciplinary reports/100 inmates**  3.9  6.3  7.7 
 Violent disciplinary reports/100 inmates***  5.1  11.25  25.8 
 In- cell incidents, same race/100 inmates  0.002  0.016  0.036 
 In- cell incidents, different race/100 inmates #   0.000  0.005  0.013 
 Incidents/100 inmates**  0.48  0.95  1.7 

  Order  
 Use of force/100 inmates***  0.20  0.36  0.90 
 In special housing units/100 inmates  0.000  0.000  0.64 
 Number of lockdowns**  2.13  1.56  5.13 

  Programs  
  Education  
 Capacity/100 inmates  16.8  17.8  16.9 
 Enrollment/100 inmates  13.1  12.0  12.4 
 GED completed/100 inmates  2.9  2.5  1.9 
  Vocational  
 Capacity/100 inmates**  5.9  4.8  2.1 
 Enrollment/100 inmates**  4.7  4.0  1.8 
 Training completed/100 inmates***  2.1  1.1  0.18 
 Industry certii cation/100 inmates**  5.3  3.9  0.72 
  Substance abuse  
 Capacity/100 inmates***  3.34  0.30  0.00 
 Enrollment/100 inmates***  2.93  0.26  0.00 
 Completed/100 inmates***  0.65  0.08  0.00 

  Work assignment  
 Available/100 inmates**  75.8  62.7  49.5 
 Assigned/100 inmates***  68.4  55.6  42.3 

  Inmate groups  
 Number/100 inmates  0.63  0.57  0.37 
 Attendance/100 inmates #   47.2  50.6  18.5 
 AA contact hours/100 inmates  129.8  221.6  348.1 
 NA contact hours/100 inmates  78.5  222.5  111.4 
 Veterans groups contact hours/100 inmates  4.7  6.4  2.3 

  Personnel  
 Total/100 inmates  26.1  30.4  36.7 
 Custody/100 inmates #   15.2  18.4  22.1 
 Education/100 inmates  0.84  0.79  0.77 
 Ratio education to custody #   .05  .04  .04 

  N   4  7  5 

     Note : Includes only facilities housing male inmates in which more than 50 percent are 

a single security level.  

   #  p  < .1, * p  < .05, ** p  < .01, *** p  < .001.    

   Source : COMPSTAT Division of Adult Institutions.  
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groups, where they are offered, are signii cantly lower at higher- security 

facilities, as measured by the overall number of inmate contact hours. 

Finally, higher- security facilities appear to proffer somewhat fewer edu-

cation staff per inmate than lower- security facilities (0.84 at Level II, 

0.79 at Level III, and 0.77 at Level IV) though this difference also does 

not reach statistical signii cance. 

   These data make clear that higher- security facilities operate with a 

different formal culture than lower- security settings. In particular, they 

offer fewer opportunities for inmates to interact through programs, 

informal organizations, and prison- based employment. At the same 

time, additional data show that higher- custody settings are marked by 

substantially more violence and disorder. Clearly there is no “objective” 

measure of the number of violent incidents against which to compare 

the prevalence of i led disciplinary reports or recorded incidents; dif-

ferent reported rates of violence are likely to be a rel ection of true 

disparities in prison disorder, but they also may rel ect differences in the 

extent to which violence is noticed and ofi cially documented by staff. 

However, the available data suggest that higher- security prisons experi-

ence more disciplinary infractions each month – on average, there are 

4 per 100 inmates at Level II, compared with 6 and 8 per 100 at Levels 

III and IV, respectively. Even larger disparities appear in the rate of  vio-
lent  disciplinary infractions, such as assault or battery on staff, inmate 

assaults on other inmates, riots and disturbances, the presence of weap-

ons, and murder or attempted murder. Level II facilities report 5 such 

incidents per 100 inmates, in comparison with 11 at Level III and 26 at 

Level IV. Likewise, serious events including violence and drug- related 

incidents are highest at Level IV and decrease in frequency at lower cus-

tody levels. Finally, in- cell incidents also vary across security levels, but 

only for incidents between inmates of different races, which are more 

frequent at higher-security prisons. 

   Unfortunately, administrative data detailing the proportion of 

inmates afi liated with gangs at each security level are not available. 

However, according to estimates from the CCOS, the proportion of 

inmates involved in gangs or gang activity ranges from 66 percent par-

ticipation at Level I to 69 percent at Level II, 71 percent at Level III, 

and fully 80 percent at Level IV ( p  < .001). Moreover, ofi cers attribute 

signii cant amounts of violence to these organizations. Fully a quarter 

of ofi cers across all prisons in the state reported that gang- related 
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violence occurs in their prison  a few times a week, with an additional 

10 percent reporting that gang violence is an everyday occurrence. 

However, ofi cers working at higher- security facilities report that gang 

violence is substantially more frequent on average ( p  < .001). The 

majority of ofi cers, 74 percent, also feel that gang- related activity, 

even when it arises as a response to inmates’ problems with staff or 

prison conditions, makes the prison less safe  . Again, however, this is 

more so the case at higher- level custody ( p  < .001). 

 Finally, COMPSTAT data show that institutional responses to vio-

lence are more frequent at institutions where disorder is more preva-

lent. These data help to paint (at least in broad strokes) a picture of 

the inmate–staff relationship. At higher- security prisons, there is a 

greater average monthly incidence of the documented use of force by 

staff against inmates (0.20 per 100 inmates at Level II, 0.36 at Level 

III, 0.90 at Level IV).   Maximum- security prisons also report a higher 

frequency of lockdowns, in which programs for all or part of the facil-

ity are canceled for at least 24 hours due to concerns about security. 

During these periods, inmates may be coni ned to cells for most or all 

of the day. On average, Level IV prisons experience 61.6 lockdowns per 

year, compared with 18.7 at Level III and 25.2 at Level II. In addition to 

being a rel ection of overall violence within the prison, the frequency of 

lockdowns reduces the actual availability of programming for inmates 

within the institution  .   

  Estimating Prison Effects 

 Taken together, these data suggest that higher- security prisons are 

marked by a formal and informal culture that is substantially differ-

ent from that of lower- security institutions    .   How might these myriad 

differences across prison institutions affect the socialization of those 

who pass through them? Do different kinds of prisons yield different 

outcomes? Or are the details of institutional design largely irrelevant 

to the subjective experience of the prison? 

 In the coming chapters, I test the idea that these substantial varia-

tions in prison culture have important consequences for the social adap-

tation processes of both inmates and ofi cers. One of the challenges 

of this analysis, however, is to sufi ciently parse out cause and effect. 

That is, if inmates and ofi cers in higher- security prisons have differ-

ent social orientations from those in lower- security  prisons, this may 
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be evidence of the causal effect of institutional culture. Alternatively, 

any descriptive differences between those at higher-  and lower- security 

may simply be a function of dissimilarities between groups that pre-

 date exposure to a particular prison environment. A simple compari-

son across security levels cannot distinguish between these competing 

interpretations. 

 To illustrate the causal effect of the prison environment, what we 

would like to do is compare the outcomes for a given individual were 

he or she to be placed in one type of prison, relative to what  would 
have happened  to that same individual had he or she been placed in a 

different type of prison. Clearly, this is not possible; the counterfactual  

condition is unobservable. Thus, we are stuck with a “fundamental 

problem of causal inference.”  23   That is, if a particular individual is 

assigned to Higher- Security Level A, we are unable to directly observe 

the outcome for that same individual if he or she had instead been 

assigned to Lower- Security Level B. 

 More formally, in estimating the effect of different types of prisons on 

individuals, we are interested in the potential outcome for a given indi-

vidual ( i ) if he or she is “treated” by being assigned to a higher- security 

prison ( T  = 1) relative to  what would have happened  to that same indi-

vidual under the “control” condition of a lower- security setting ( T  = 0). 

We would thus like to evaluate the treatment effect for that individual by 

comparing his or her outcome – for instance, features of his or her social 

network– under the treatment condition,  Y   i 1 , to his or her outcome under 

the control condition,  Y   i 0 :  
24   

  P   i    = Y   i 1   – Y   i 0  

   The obvious difi culty is that we cannot directly observe both out-

comes; a single person cannot simultaneously experience both condi-

tions, and so we are stuck with a missing- data problem  .  25   

 Random assignment is the “gold standard” solution to this prob-

lem. If inmates or correctional ofi cers are randomly assigned to differ-

ent types of prison, then with a large enough sample we can estimate 

the average effect by comparing the i rst group’s average outcome with 

that of the second. In other words, one group simulates the hypotheti-

cal condition for the other. In the case of perfect random assignment 

and with a large enough sample, treatment is independent of all cova-

riates, both observed and unobserved.   The average outcome  for the 
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treated group in the experiment serves as the counterfactual for the 

control group, and the average treatment effect ( ATE ) can be esti-

mated by comparing the expected outcome of the treated group (the 

group mean) to the expected outcome of the control group: 

  ATE = E ( Y   i 1   | T   i    =  1)  – E ( Y   i0    | T   i    =  0)      

 It is difi cult to imagine getting permission to implement this type 

of fully experimental design inside prisons, however, nor would it be 

ethical to do so. A great deal of attention and administrative oversight 

is devoted to ensuring the appropriate placement of inmates, and ran-

domly assigning inmates might risk increasing prison violence, riots, 

or even death to the subjects under study. Similarly, correctional ofi -

cers’ work assignments are dictated by a variety of factors, not the 

least of which is their personal preferences. Outside of slavery, we can-

not mandate that individuals work in a particular setting, and ofi cers 

would surely be resistant to being located at random prisons purely 

for the purpose of research. 

   In the empirical chapters that follow, I therefore rely on two quasi-

 experiments. The i rst estimates the causal effects of imprisonment, 

and the second estimates the causal effects of prison work. For both 

correctional ofi cers and inmates, assignment to a particular security 

level is not strictly random, so we cannot assume that the treatment 

and control groups in these cases are truly equivalent.   We must there-

fore make additional identifying assumptions in order to estimate the 

treatment effect. Specii cally, we must assume that assignment to the 

higher- security prison depends on some set of observable covariates,  X . 

This strong ignorability of assignment  26   allows us to estimate the aver-

age treatment effect for the treated ( ATT ), the quantity of interest, by 

  ATT = E { E ( Y   i    | X   i   , T   i    =  1)  – E ( Y   i    | X   i   , T   i    =  0)} 

 Using these dual quasi-experiments, I am able to estimate the causal 

effect of the prison environment on individual social outcomes  .   

    Estimating the Effects of Imprisonment 

 For   inmates, assignment to a particular prison is based on a clas-

sii cation score. This makes it difi cult to i gure out if differences 

across inmates are the result of assignment to a particular security 
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level or whether it is simply that inmates assigned to higher- security 

prisons are already different from those assigned to  lower- security 

prisons. However, a subset of inmates – those whose classii cation 

scores fall very close to the cutoff point determining assignment to 

a higher-  or lower- security prison – can be treated “as if” randomly 

assigned. Among this subgroup of inmates, observable and unobserv-

able characteristics that pre- date incarceration are comparable, but 

one group is assigned to a higher- security prison and the other to a 

lower- security prison. 

   The particular setup can be thought of as follows. Say that we are 

interested in the effect of a scholarship on how well students do in 

college. The scholarship is given to high school students who receive a 

1400 or above on the SAT. What we would really like to know is what 

would have happened to a given individual who received the scholar-

ship if instead she had not received it. However, we can obviously 

never directly observe this counterfactual. Simply comparing those 

who received the scholarship with those who did not is confounded 

by other differences between the two groups. For example, we know 

that SAT takers who get higher scores are more likely to have attended 

high- performing high schools and are less likely to have parents who 

did not attend college. These factors predict both SAT scores and how 

well students do in college. 

 The SAT is an imprecise measure of academic ability, though; it 

contains some amount of randomness, or “noise.” For instance, on 

any particular day, one student may have a cold and do worse than 

she otherwise would, while another eats her Wheaties and does par-

ticularly well. This means that students who scored a 1390 are likely 

to have characteristics that are, on average, statistically indistinguish-

able from students who get a 1400. However, the latter group will be 

“treated” with the scholarship and the former will not. Comparing 

only these subgroups of comparable students who have scores right 

near the cutoff helps eliminate potential confounders, such that the 

1390 scorers who do not receive a scholarship provide the counterfac-

tual condition for the 1400 scorers who do  . 

   The classii cation score that assigns inmates to higher and lower 

security levels functions somewhat like the SAT. Individuals enter-

ing the prison system are assigned a classii cation score, which is a 

composite of a set of individual items related to both background 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:38, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Modern Prison  Paradox82

characteristics and prior incarceration behavior, just as the i nal SAT 

score is a composite of correct and incorrect answers on a set of indi-

vidual  questions. Background factors taken into consideration and 

scored include age at i rst arrest; age at reception; term in years; gang 

involvement, as well as type of gang and method of verii cation (e.g., 

self- admission, tattoos and symbols); prior jail or county juvenile sen-

tence of 31+ days; and prior incarceration(s). Factors related to prior 

incarceration behavior include any serious disciplinary history; battery 

or attempted battery on a non- prisoner; battery or attempted battery 

on an inmate; distribution of drugs; possession of a deadly weapon 

(double weighted if within the past i ve years); inciting a disturbance; 

and battery causing serious injury. Inmates are then placed into a secu-

rity level according to the range in which their score falls.  27   A score 

of 0–18 designates Level I, 19–27 Level II, 28–51 Level III, and 52 or 

above Level IV. (A sample of the CDCR classii cation score sheet is 

available in Appendix D.) 

 This classii cation score is clearly imprecise, but it provides a rela-

tive measure of how dangerous or risky a particular individual is con-

sidered to be. Thus, inmates who have classii cation scores between 19 

and 27 have different average characteristics from those with scores 

between 28 and 51. For example, we would expect the former to have 

fewer previous arrests than the latter on average and to be incarcerated 

for less violent crimes. However, just as SAT 1390 scorers are similar 

in expectation to 1400 scorers, inmates with a 26 or 27 should look 

fairly indistinguishable in the aggregate from inmates with a 28 or 29. 

Because the 26 and 27 scorers happen to fall just below the classii ca-

tion cutoff point, though, and the 28 and 29 scorers fall just above it, 

the two groups will be sent to distinct types of prison facilities. 

 Thus, the 28 and 29 scorers can be considered the “treatment” group 

who experience incarceration in a higher- security prison, while the 26 

and 27 scorers can be considered the “control group” who experience 

incarceration in a lower- security prison. If we then i nd a gap between 

the treatment and control groups in our outcomes of interest, such as 

the extent and character of their social ties, we can have great coni dence 

that it is the result of the two groups having been assigned to different 

types of prisons. This estimation strategy is illustrated in  Figure 4.4 .    

 In addition, it is important to note that there is very little subjectiv-

ity in the individual items used to calculate the classii cation score; 
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Figure 4.4.        The inmate natural experiment: an illustration  .  

most are objective measures, such as the number of previous arrests 

or whether an individual was ever suspended or expelled from  school. 

This means that classii cation ofi cers tasked with compiling informa-

tion on each inmate have very little discretion in how scores are calcu-

lated, so will not be able to easily “game the system” by pushing scores 

just above or below the cutoff.  28   (Additional features of the security-

 level assignment process are detailed in Appendix E.)     

   This setup can be thought of as a classic “regression discontinuity 

design.” Regression discontinuity was introduced by Thistlethwaite and 

Campbell in the  Journal of Educational Psychology   29   and has since been 

applied to a wide variety of issues in education research.  30   A number of 

recent studies have also made use of these methods in criminal justice 

research.  31   Formally, the regression discontinuity model is estimated as

 Y b b X b Z ei iY bY X i ie+bb + +b Zibb+ 2

 where  Y i   is the outcome for individual  i , and  X i   is a continuous 

index, such as the SAT score in the example described earlier. The vari-

able  Z i   is a binary variable that denotes whether an individual is in the 

treatment or control group, such that  
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Z if X xi iif X Tr≥if Xiif X1

  Z if X xi iif X Tr<if Xiif X0

 where  x Tr   is some i xed value of  X . The decision rule for assign-

ment is known and can be observed; no unobservable variables affect 

assignment to treatment. In the case of the SAT score scholarship, XTr

is set at 1400. In a sharp regression discontinuity, treatment is deter-

ministic given  X i  , and the treatment effect can be estimated directly 

from the regression coefi cient,  b2 . In the “fuzzy” case, where the 

continuous score is not a perfect predictor of assignment, estimat-

ing a discontinuity at  x Tr  depends on the  probability  of treatment 

given  X i  :

 E Z X x Z X xi iX i iX  = Z = Pr 1      

 In the inmate classii cation system, those with scores equal to or 

above each cutoff ( X i   ≥    x Tr  ) are assigned to the higher- security “treat-

ment” group ( Z i  = 1), and those with scores below the cutoff ( X i  <  x Tr ) 

are assigned to the lower- security control condition ( Z i   = 0)  . 

   To verify that inmates who have classii cation scores that fall just 

below (a score of either 26 or 27) and just above (a score of either 

28 or 29) the cutoff point for assignment into Levels II and III are 

in fact comparable, I start by comparing their average demographic, 

criminal history, and personal history traits ( Table 4.2 ). On most rel-

evant covariates, the groups do not signii cantly differ. In their levels of 

education, scores on a   Current Violence Scale (measuring the “degree 

of violence in the present offense”)  , and length of prison sentence, 

those above and below the cutoff are on average statistically indistin-

guishable. There is some difference in the distribution of controlling 

offenses between the two groups, as those below the cutoff are more 

likely to be incarcerated for drug possession. There is also a slight 

difference between the two groups in terms of their number of cur-

rent charges at conviction. However, it is actually inmates who have 

classii cation scores that fall just  below  the cutoff that have the higher 

number of charges. The average age of the two groups of inmates also 

differs slightly between those with scores just above and below the 
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 Table 4.2.     Balance Above and Below Classii cation Cutoff  Points 

  Level II to Level III  

  Below  Above  Chi Sq.   F - Statistic 

 Age 16–30 (%)  80.6  83.4  1.693 
 GED (%)  78.7  80.6  0.510 
 Highest grade completed  10.69  10.69  0.001 
 Current charge (%)   

 Homicide  0.4  0.7  0.324 
 Sex offense  0.9  1.2  0.290 
 Assault  15.7  15.3  0.025 
 Robbery  10  7.5  2.529 
 Property  32.8  36.8  2.228 
 Drug possession  25.3  18.6  8.158** 
 Drug trafi cking  14  11.4  1.929 
 Domestic violence  5.8  5.8  0.001 

 No. of current charges or offenses  1.73  1.59  4.344* 
 Violence of current charge (scale)  4.2  4.37  0.488 
 Term in years  5.25  5.28  0.043 

    Data are for all offenders in the COMPAS database with an 839 placement score 

less than 2 points from the cutoff points for classii cation: 26 or 27 and 28 or 29. 

Individuals placed through administrative determinants or classii ed prior to 2003 are 

omitted.  N  = 1,264 (677 below the cutoff and 587 above).    

cutoff, though the difference is coni ned to the upper two age groups: 

those 31–40 years of age and those older than 41.    

 On measures of substance abuse, i nancial problems and poverty, and 

vocational and educational problems, the two groups are also equiva-

lent. There is likewise no apparent difference between those just above 

and just below the cutoff on three scales  measuring past criminality: the 

history of non- compliance (measuring  number of failures when previ-

ously placed in community corrections), history of violence, and family 

criminality. Though there is some difference between the two groups 

on the Early Socialization Failure Scale, individual items in the scale 

are largely comparable: on average, those with classii cation scores just 

below and just above the cutoff are equally likely to have been charged 

with a violent felony as a juvenile and they have equivalent numbers of 

juvenile felony charges. The disparity in socialization scale scores is due 

primarily to differences between the two groups in the probability of 

having been incarcerated while a juvenile and in histories of educational 
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failure, including skipping classes and suspensions or expulsions. In 

both cases, the magnitude of difference on these variables is small and 

only marginally statistically signii cant (p < .1).  32   In sum, descriptive 

statistics comparing the two groups of inmates suggest that they provide 

a reasonable simulation of random assignment. The quasi- experimental 

design therefore helps to rule out the possibility that pre- existing char-

acteristics of the individual account for any evidenced effects  .  

    Estimating the Effects of Prison Work 

 Empirical assessments of correctional ofi cers’ beliefs have progressed 

from relying on simple regressions to employing more sophisticated 

multi- level models.  33     However, surprisingly little is known about how 

the norms of rehabilitation or retribution are learned by correctional 

staff and whether changes in the formal culture of prison policy are 

rel ected in the attitudes of those who administer them. Despite a sig-

nii cant increase in the amount and quality of research on the sub-

ject of correctional ofi cers’ professional norms,  34   extant research has 

offered inconsistent i ndings. This has led some researchers to surmise 

that the “nuances of the correctional ofi cers’ job may not be amenable 

to survey research.  ”  35   

   One persistent problem in this literature is that methodological 

hurdles have continued to stymie attempts to establish causality.   In 

particular, as in most professions, several layers of self- selection are at 

work in determining an ofi cer’s occupational context. First, individu-

als choose employment that i ts with their personality, preferences, and 

interest. In corrections, ofi cers are tasked primarily with maintain-

ing safety and order, while counselors and program staff focus  more 

directly on rehabilitation and prisoner assistance. We should therefore 

expect individuals who hold different attitudes toward crime causa-

tion, punishment, and rehabilitation to be attracted to these differ-

ent occupational roles. For example, community and institutional case 

management ofi cers are more supportive of rehabilitation than cor-

rectional ofi cers.  36   

 A second layer of selection occurs as ofi cers sort themselves into 

particular types of penal facilities that rel ect their existing orientation 

toward corrections. For example, ofi cers with less punitive attitudes 

are more likely to be found working in a treatment facility or with 

younger offenders.  37   By the same token, correctional ofi cers choose to 
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work with inmates at a particular security level. Ofi cers who are less 

supportive of rehabilitation programs may prefer to work in a higher-

 security environment where fewer such programs are offered. More 

punitive- minded ofi cers may also prefer more restrictive or punitive 

prison settings because they believe them to be the “right” type of 

prison or because they are comfortable with the more contentious 

nature of the inmate–staff relationship that might typify such prisons. 

Some may also like the feeling of power associated with overseeing 

inmates who are coni ned to their cells more of the time or who have 

fewer privileges. Conversely, ofi cers who are more rehabilitation-

 oriented may select into a lower- security prison that offers more or 

higher- quality rehabilitation programs. In order to estimate the effect 

of prison culture, it is necessary to address these selection issues.   

   In this regard, CDCR procedures for placing new correctional 

ofi cers into particular work assignments provide an excellent quasi-

 experiment. The CDCR relies on its website, unemployment ofi ces, 

and active recruitment on military bases, as well as other traditional 

recruitment outlets like job fairs, in order to attract potential job candi-

dates  .   The minimum requirements to become a California correctional 

ofi cer are that individuals be U.S. citizens, be more than 21 years of 

age, have a high school diploma or equivalency, have no felony con-

victions, be in good physical condition, and be eligible to own or pos-

sess a i rearm  .   Prospective ofi cers who i t the hiring criteria undergo 

an extensive screening process, which includes a standard civil service 

written exam, a background check, a physical i tness test, vision and 

medical exams, drug screening, and a psychological evaluation.  38   

   Candidates who successfully complete the screening process are  then 

eligible for placement on the certii cation list, from which the incom-

ing class of cadets at the Basic Correctional Ofi cer Academy (BCOA) 

is chosen. Once at BCOA, cadets are provided with an inventory of all 

adult prison facilities in the state and are instructed to specify up to 

10 prisons (about a third of the state’s adult correctional institutions) 

where they would be willing to serve a twenty- four- month appren-

ticeship  .     Apprenticeship is the i nal, on- the- job training component 

of cadets’ mandated peace ofi cer training, during which they must 

acquire a minimum of 3,600 hours of professional experience.  39   Once 

assigned to an institution, apprentice ofi cers are not allowed to trans-

fer to another facility for the full twenty- four months. If a cadet has no 
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preference, he or she can note “statewide” in the paperwork, indicat-

ing a willingness to accept placement at any state facility. 

 The Peace Ofi cer Selection Ofi ce matches ofi cers’ preferences to 

available positions and provides cadets with placement offers. These 

allocations l uctuate depending on the critical stafi ng needs of the 

department. Thus, it is difi cult to predict trends in stafi ng needs at 

any given time. CDCR therefore makes clear in its hiring materials 

that positions are offered according to departmental needs, noting that 

“[o]fi cers are offered employment at locations with the greatest hiring 

need at the time of hire.”  40   When a cadet receives an offer, he or she can 

either accept it or choose to decline, in which case a waiver is issued 

and a new offer is generated. Cadets are allowed only three waivers 

before losing status as available- for- hire, at which time they must reap-

ply for candidacy. 

 According to ofi cial policy, ofi cers are, “whenever possible,” 

assigned to institutions close to where they live.  41   However, although 

the allocation of available positions l uctuates for a variety of reasons, 

some facilities are consistently considered “hard to i ll.” These facilities 

either are located in remote areas, making them difi cult to travel to, or 

are in counties where the cost of living is relatively high. Consequently, 

these facilities are among those with the highest transfer request rates, 

leaving positions frequently open. These facilities are therefore nearly 

always on a list of critical need for apprenticeship placements. 

 In an interview with staff at the Peace Ofi cer Selection Ofi ce, one 

senior staff member noted that the recent downturn of the economy 

has had a signii cant impact on apprenticeship placement, in the sense 

that apprentices are now more likely to indicate they are willing  to 

work anywhere in the state, in addition to being more likely to accept 

the i rst offer from the hiring ofi ce rather than opting for waivers. 

Placement ofi cers encourage cadets to think of apprenticeship as 

“paying your dues” and remind cadets that, though they may not serve 

their apprenticeship in an ideal situation, after completing the required 

hours, ofi cers who are working at an institution that is not their i rst 

choice may submit a transfer packet. Institutional reassignments are 

then made as positions become available and according to seniority. 

(Transfer requests can be submitted annually until an ofi cer is reas-

signed. However, the department receives between 80 and 100 transfer 
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requests statewide each day, so transfer out of a “hard to i ll” facility 

is never guaranteed.)  42   

 Given these procedures, it is likely that correctional ofi cers sort 

into their preferred security level and facility as they gain seniority 

within the CDCR. However, apprentice ofi cers have little control over 

their placement, and so are not able to select with much precision into 

a particular prison based on their preference. In addition, even when 

CDCR is able to meet ofi cers’ geographic preferences, self- sorting by 

security level does not necessarily follow, as the location of facilities 

is largely uncorrelated with the security level(s) they house; analysis 

reveals no correlation between the security level at a particular prison 

and the region in which the prison is located.  43   Thus, the result of 

the apprentice assignment protocol is that, among new recruits who 

are still in their probationary period, the institution and security level 

to which an apprentice is assigned are likely to be uncorrelated with 

individual- level characteristics, including his or her pre- existing social 

attitudes. That is to say, it is reasonable to treat correctional ofi cers 

in their i rst two years of work “as if” random assignment to security 

levels had occurred. 

 The California Correctional Ofi cer Survey (CCOS) contains a 

sample of 310 correctional ofi cers who are in their period of appren-

ticeship (dei ned as being in their i rst two years of employment), 265 

of whom are in their i rst year with CDCR. Among this group, the 

large majority work at security Level III ( N  = 65) or IV ( N  = 167).  44   If 

apprentices have indeed been arbitrarily assigned to a particular secu-

rity level, then the “treatment” of assignment to a maximum-  rather 

than lower- security post should be independent of all  observable 

characteristics. 

 As  Figure 4.5  shows, this appears to be the case. Apprentice ofi cers 

who are assigned to work with Level III and IV inmates are statis-

tically comparable in terms of their gender, age, level of education, 

current educational status, and race. The only discrepancy between 

apprentice ofi cers assigned to Level III and Level IV is their partisan 

identii cation: the proportion of self- identii ed Republicans at Level 

IV is somewhat higher than at Level III. However, as on other observ-

ables, the difference between the two groups is not statistically signii -

cant ( p  = .29).    

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:38, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Modern Prison  Paradox90

 These equivalencies support the claim that new ofi cers in the CDCR 

are assigned to posts arbitrarily; the data suggest that apprentice ofi cers 

are not sorting themselves or being sorted into different security levels 

conditional on their observable characteristics. To the extent that we 

then see differences between apprentice ofi cers across security levels, 

this is likely to be explained by the effect of correctional work  . In sum, 

while we cannot directly observe what would have happened to ofi cers 

assigned to higher- security prisons if they had instead been assigned 

to lower- security prisons, the group of apprentice ofi cers assigned to 

the lower- security setting simulates  the counterfactual outcome for the 

group of apprentice ofi cers assigned to the higher- security prison  .     

  Additional Issues: Generalizability and Specii cation 

of Mechanisms 

   There are two important caveats to these research designs.   The i rst is 

that the effects I estimate among subsets of inmates and correctional 

ofi cers may not generalize to the entire populations of each group, 

respectively  . Among inmates, the research design offers only “local 

independence”; that is, it is only individuals who have classii cation 
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scores in a small window around the cutoff who can be treated as 

if randomly assigned. The farther away from the cutoff point the 

“window” is opened, the less comparable the higher- security and 

lower- security inmates become. I therefore cannot say anything about 

whether the effects I i nd in this subgroup of inmates are similar to the 

effects of incarceration among the total inmate population. 

 This is particularly true given that, in this case, the other inmates 

(both those who have higher classii cation scores than the higher-

 security inmates in my subsample and those who have lower clas-

sii cation scores than the lower- security inmates in my sample) are 

themselves part of the “treatment” that the inmates I consider have 

undergone. That is to say, inmates who have classii cation scores that 

fall just above the cutoff, in addition to being assigned to a higher-

 security prison, are also the “least criminal” of the inmates similarly 

assigned, at least insofar as their relatively higher classii cation score is 

a measure of some true underlying tendency. Conversely, inmates who 

have classii cation scores that fall just below the cutoff, in addition to 

being assigned to a lower- security prison, are the “most criminal” of 

the inmates similarly assigned. We must therefore consider the over-

all culture of the institution, as well as inmates’ particular position 

within the social organization of prison life, to be components of the 

treatment.   

   Generalizability is likewise a potential issue among correctional 

ofi cers. Apprentice ofi cers might be unlike the total population of 

ofi cers in a number of ways, given that what attracts individuals to 

correctional work may change over time. Differences may be particu-

larly apparent when apprentice ofi cers are compared with those ofi -

cers who  are nearing retirement, as at least some of these more senior 

individuals may have entered the system before the punitive turn had 

fully taken hold. In addition, apprentice ofi cers are, by dei nition, just 

starting out in correctional employment. If the effects I i nd in this 

study are either heightened or mitigated over the years, as individuals 

accumulate work experience, I may under-  or overestimate the average 

effects for correctional workers over the course of their careers  . 

   A second limitation of these research designs is that they do not 

allow for adjudication between the different dimensions of prison 

culture, or the specii c mechanisms, that may account for the evident 

effects of incarceration and prison work. This is important, given that 
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there is some disagreement among scholars and practitioners about 

whether the formal or informal environment matters most for the way 

individuals experience prison.  45     However, as I have already described, 

  these institutional features do not vary independently across secu-

rity levels in the state; rather, higher rates of institutional violence 

and gang activity covary with the lesser provision of rehabilitation 

programming. 

 In fact, it is arguably impossible to separate out the myriad, highly 

correlated attributes of prison culture that shape the experience of 

prison and account for its psychological effects. Instead, there is rea-

son to think of these dimensions as theoretically linked, such that 

the functioning of each has direct consequences for the other. First, 

even if rehabilitation programs serve no truly rehabilitative purpose, 

they keep inmates busy in ways that mitigate tensions.   Thus, keep-

ing “inmates busy as bees in meaningful activities” might reduce the 

chances of rioting and other disturbances.    46   As Pennsylvania Superior 

Court Judge Robert Freedberg suggested, “[F]ew conditions compro-

mise safety and security in prisons more than idle prisoners.”  47   Even 

correctional ofi cers and others who are generally skeptical of making 

rehabilitation a primary purpose of incarceration  48   are therefore often 

supportive of rehabilitation programs because they see them as con-

tributing to the maintenance of order within the institution.  49   

 Conversely, the elimination of programs and harsher prison condi-

tions can breed resentment among inmates, leading to more violence: 

“Even dogs coni ned to cages for long periods of time go berserk. . . . 

Brutality breeds hate, and hate breeds violence.”  50   As I have argued 

extensively in the preceding chapter,   when prisons are experienced as 

harsh and unpredictable, inmates may band together in gangs or  other 

groups in order to obtain the safety that the institution is perceived 

as unable or unwilling to provide; in violent prisons as in unstable 

communities, inmate solidarities are often perceived as one of the only 

means of protection from physical harm.   

 The result is that informal and administrative cultures are likely 

to be mutually reinforcing.   As John DiIulio illustrated in his study of 

prison administration, correctional facilities that maintain order are 

able to provide more effective programming  .  51   When instead violence 

is pervasive, it is more difi cult for prison administrators to justify the 

risks associated with allowing inmates to congregate and converse. 
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Higher- security prisons thus have the dual consequence of placing 

individuals with more extensive criminal histories in sustained contact 

with each other and at odds with staff, while at the same time reducing 

opportunities for inmates to engage in activities that have the potential 

to build (pro- )social connections  .   

 The limitations I have just described are not insignii cant. However, 

these drawbacks are heavily outweighed by the advantages these 

research designs can offer. Namely, by relying on these two quasi-

 experiments, I am able to separate the pre- existing characteristics of 

correctional ofi cers and inmates from the causal effect of prison insti-

tutions, identifying the ways in which the prison environment actively 

shapes the social ties and collective norms of individuals.  
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   Tell me thy company, and I’ll tell thee what thou art.  
 Miguel  de Cervantes,  Don Quixote  (1605–1615)  

      Existing scholarship presents competing theories of the effects harsher 

prison environments might have on inmates’ social attitudes and pro-

pensities for crime. By one reasoning, incarceration of any kind will 

have little effect.  1   Indeed, underlying the modern concept of incapaci-

tation is the implicit assumption that prison time is a holding pat-

tern, during which individuals are removed from society and placed in 

institutions whose primary function is simply to contain them. Those 

who espouse this view of imprisonment argue that most inmates enter 

prison with an existing set of characteristics that have been shaped by 

formative experiences within families, school systems, and communi-

ties. The time that most inmates spend in prison is likely to be incon-

sequential relative to these other more salient sources of socialization, 

doing little to alter already deeply rooted predispositions. If this is the 

case, inmates exiting prison should be expected to be essentially no 

different than they were when they entered.   

   A rival school of thought argues that prisons can effectively dis-

courage crime, changing attitudes in ways that decrease the likelihood 

of recidivism. Emerging from an economic theory of rationality, deter-

rence theory argues that when deciding whether or not to commit a 

crime, individuals will weigh the possibility of being caught and sen-

tenced to a term of incarceration. The higher the “costs” associated 

      5 

 The Social Effects of Incarceration    
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with punishment and the greater the perceived probability of receiving 

it, the less motivated individuals will be to engage in criminal activity.    T 

he specii c deterrent effect might be particularly robust for  i rst-time 

offenders, who learn the harsh realities of prison and update their per-

ceived utility of re-offending accordingly. As Michael Windzio writes:

  When committing i rst offences, adolescent men have no clear idea of the 

“pains of imprisonment”. Juvenile male offenders incarcerated for the i rst time 

must learn how to arrange their everyday social interactions with inmates and 

prison staff. They have to deal with the process of i nding their position within 

the inmate hierarchy and have to cope with severe restrictions of autonomy. 

Moreover, being incarcerated means that friendships and social interactions 

with persons outside are extremely restricted and sometimes grievously missed. 

Under the assumption that both social integration and autonomy are basic needs, 

painful experiences with respect to both dimensions could be deterrent effects of 

imprisonment and might have an impact on criminal behaviour in the future.  2       

 Those who challenge this view, however, argue that imprisonment, 

particularly in harsher prisons, can actually have a   criminogenic effect  . 

Theories of “institutionalization” or “  prisonization  ” posit that the 

prison environment socializes inmates toward heightened criminality. 

Either through peer learning in so-called schools for crime or through 

the “hardening” required to survive in a prison environment that is 

often violent and unpredictable, incarceration can make inmates less 

trusting, more violent, and more likely to internalize the stigma associ-

ated with being a criminal.  3   Again, these effects may be particularly 

strong for individuals who are entering prison for the i rst time, and as 

a result are particularly susceptible to the socialization processes     that 

result from entering into an unfamiliar institutional environment.   

 These three frameworks provide conl icting expectations about the 

effects of incarceration. Likewise, while theories concerning the deter-

rent or criminogenic effects of incarceration have been much debated, 

empirical studies examining the effects of incarceration relative to other 

types of sanctions have revealed decidedly mixed results.  4     In a meta-

analysis of studies estimating the effects of custodial versus non-cus-

todial punishment, Villettaz et al. found only a handful that employed 

experimental or quasi-experimental methods. Of these, 2 revealed lower 

re-offending rates among those with custodial sanctions, while 11 were 

more favorable to non-custodial sanctions. An additional 4 results 

were favorable to non-custodial sanctions but were not statistically 
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signii cant. The remaining 10 results detailed in the meta-analysis 

revealed no difference between custodial and  non-custodial sentences.  5   

Other review articles have reported similarly inconclusive results. For 

instance, Lin Song and Roxanne Lieb described four studies comparing 

incarceration and probation and found that while two showed proba-

tion to be more effective in reducing recidivism, one demonstrated the 

reverse and the other evidenced no signii cant difference.  6   

 Both the deterrent and prisonization models of prison effects also 

provide reason to believe that different  types  of prisons will yield dif-

ferent modes of acculturation. However, their expectations point in 

opposite directions. To the extent that harsher prisons are seen as a 

higher price to pay for committing a crime, they should serve as a 

greater deterrent than less punitive prisons; as specii c deterrence theory 

suggests, individuals who spend time in them will be especially loath 

to return. Conversely, in harsher prisons, where there is more violence, 

peers with more extensive criminal histories, and fewer opportunities 

to participate in rehabilitation programs, individuals may be more 

likely to internalize the norms of hostility and aggression that prevail. 

This should be expected to increase recidivism following release.  7   

 Again, there exist only a small number of experimental or quasi-

experimental studies that estimate the effects of prison type on prison 

misconduct and recidivism.  8   However, the quasi-experimental stud-

ies that focus on recidivism generally concur that incarceration in a 

harsher prison environment increases rates of post-release offend-

ing. For instance, Keith Chen and Jesse Shapiro examined the effect 

of assignment to a higher-security prison on the recidivism rates of 

949 federal inmates released in the i rst half of 1987. As the authors 

point out, the small size of their sample precludes a dei nitive i nd-

ing, and statistical signii cance varies across their estimates. However, 

they found no evidence to suggest that harsher prison conditions deter 

crime. Instead, they estimated that inmates assigned to above-mini-

mum custody are 10–13 percent more likely to be rearrested within 

one to three years of release than demographically equivalent inmates 

assigned to minimum security.  9   

 In a second study, Gerald Gaes and Scott Camp used data  10   on a 

set of inmates who were randomly assigned to either an old or a new 

classii cation system. While most inmates were designated for the same 

security level by each system, a subset of about 561 inmates who would 
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have been placed in a lower-security prison under the old  system were 

instead placed in a higher-security prison by the new system. Gaes 

and Camp found that assignment to the higher-security facility had 

a   criminogenic effect   on these inmates, increasing rates of recidivism 

relative to those assigned to the lower-security setting.  11     

 These are well-designed examinations of imprisonment’s crimino-

genic effect. However, recidivism is not the only outcome of interest; 

incarceration in a higher-security prison may have other measurable 

effects worthy of inquiry. In particular, by limiting the outcomes we 

are interested in to re-offending behavior only, we have likely missed 

a wide array of incarceration’s social and psychological impacts. In 

addition, because they focus only on a single behavioral outcome, 

existing experimental studies give us little purchase on the  mecha-
nism  through which serving a prison sentence in a higher-security 

prison might alter propensities for crime. In this chapter, I argue that 

the type of prison institution in which an individual is incarcerated 

has important consequences for his social ties and social norms in 

ways that help to explain changes in the likelihood of subsequent 

criminal behavior.    

  Socialization and the Institutional Environment 

 Data compiled by Bert Useem and Anne Piehl suggest that many of 

the most serious markers of prison violence have in fact declined over 

the past few decades. For instance, the number of inmate homicides 

decreased substantially from 1984 to 2000, from 90 per year to 49. 

  The number of staff killed by inmates and riots has also declined; nine 

prison workers were murdered in 1982, compared with two individu-

als killed in the line of duty in 2000.   There were seven riots in 1982, 

compared with four in 2000. On all of these measures, however, the 

ratio of mortalities to the total population has always been very small. 

For instance, even the 90 individuals killed while incarcerated in 1984 

constituted only 23.6 per 100,000 people in prison in that year. 

 Non-lethal forms of violence and disorder, however, are substan-

tially more common, and on these measures, downward trends are 

less compelling (though still sometimes present). In particular, assaults 

on inmates declined in the 1980s and early 1990s, from a high of 41.1 

per 1,000 inmates in 1984 to 30.9 in 1990 and 25.5 in 1995. Assault 
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rates then increased slightly again in the following period,  returning 

to 29.2 per 1,000 inmates by 2000. (Assaults on staff changed little 

over this period, remaining fairly stable at about 15 assaults per 1,000 

inmates.)  12   These rates of violence are extraordinarily high. As a point 

of comparison, consider that in the neighborhood of Los Angeles with 

the highest per capita violent crime, the total rate is just 12.2 incidents 

per 1,000 residents.  13     This measure includes homicide, rape, aggra-

vated assault, and robbery. 

   When sentenced to a term of incarceration, prisoners thus frequently 

i nd themselves thrust into an unpredictable and violent social world. 

It is not surprising, then, that the prison environment can invoke feel-

ings of extreme fear, depression, and helplessness in inmates.  14   For 

example, in his testimony before the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee 

on Corrections and Rehabilitation, a former member of the California 

State Assembly who served 29 months in federal prison described 

being imprisoned as feeling  

  . . . like an amputee. I was cut off from my family, my friends, my work, my 

church and my community. Then, with my stumps still bleeding, I was tossed 

into a roiling cauldron of anger, bitterness, despair and often violence. In 

prison, inmates are completely defenseless. They are deprived of the usual 

ways we protect ourselves. They do not choose where to live and sleep, they 

have no choice in their companions, they cannot avoid going in dark places, 

and they are prohibited from arming themselves for self-defense.  15     

 Some inmates may turn to imagined or actual attempts at escape 

in order to cope with these inordinate stresses. Others may choose to 

turn within themselves, “withdraw[ing] into fantasy based on fondled 

memories of the past or imaginary dramas of life after release”  16   rather 

than engaging with those around them. Indeed, a variety of forces may 

preclude a prisoner from seeking the company of peers. An inmate may 

see him- or herself as different from other prisoners, less prone to vio-

lence or criminality.  17   Alternatively, internalization of the stigma asso-

ciated with being labeled a “felon” or “offender” may cause an inmate 

to maintain distance from others with similar social standing.  18   In one 

study, for example, many ex-inmates within a community, despite their 

high concentration, chose not to speak of their prison experience with 

neighbors who had also served time behind bars because of the shame 

associated with the experience.  19   
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 Yet, despite the urge some prisoners may have to avoid social inter-

action,  ethnographic explorations of the prison social order suggest 

that most inmates do engage with others to at least some degree while 

incarcerated.  20   As Gresham Sykes suggested in his classic study of 

social organization in a maximum-security prison, the callow inmate 

encounters a choice between two paths: “On the one hand, he can 

attempt to bind himself to his fellow captives with ties of mutual aid, 

loyalty, affection, and respect, i rmly standing in opposition to the ofi -

cials. On the other hand, he can enter into a war of all against all in 

which he seeks his own advantage without reference to the claims or 

needs of other prisoners.”  21   He concludes:

  However strange it may appear that society has chosen to reduce the criminal-

ity of the offender by forcing him to associate with more than a thousand other 

criminals for years on end, there is one meaning of this involuntary union which 

is obvious – the individual prisoner is thrown into prolonged intimacy with 

other men who in many cases have a long history of violent, aggressive behavior. 

It is a situation which can prove to be anxiety-provoking even for the hardened 

recidivist and it is in this light that we can understand the comment of an inmate 

of the New Jersey State Prison who said, “The worst thing about prison is you 

have to live with other prisoners.”  22     

   In this chapter, I suggest that incarceration reshapes individual 

social ties and ways of interacting in complex and important ways. 

To counter the “pains of imprisonment,” inmates band together for 

the purposes of companionship and mutual protection.  23   And because 

inmates are isolated from the outside world and often come to see 

administrators and staff as responsible for their suffering (or at least as 

unable or unwilling to prevent it), peer relationships play a prominent 

role in shaping the experience of imprisonment.  24   

 Moreover, I show that both the criminal history of the individual 

 and the relative culture of the prison  matter for whether and how 

socialization occurs. Specii cally, I provide evidence that assignment to 

a higher-security prison   shapes individuals’ attitudes and behavior in 

criminogenic ways and that it does this most signii cantly for inmates 

with the lowest levels of prior criminality. In conclusion, I suggest that 

individual social networks adopted in higher-security prisons do not 

result in productive norms of mutual benei t. Rather, harsher prisons 

produce a different kind of social network, one that yields far more 

anti-social results    .  
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  Measuring Inmate  Outcomes 

 To measure inmates’ social networks and social attitudes, I rely on data 

from the   Correctional Offender Management Proi ling for Alternative 

Sanctions (COMPAS), a risk and needs assessment tool employed by 

the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. COMPAS 

was designed by Northpointe Institute for Public Management, Inc., a 

private correctional research consulting i rm, for use in the supervision 

and case management of individuals in the state’s correctional system. 

Surveys were conducted with inmates roughly 120 days before release 

from prison and gathered information on 141 separate items, combin-

ing ofi cial records, a self-report survey, and a semi-structured interview 

( Figure 5.1 ). The COMPAS system then uses these individual items to 

automatically calculate scores on 22 separate scales. Four of these scales 

are predictive, assessing the likely risk of post-release violence, recidivism, 

failure to appear, and community non-compliance. In addition, 7 scales 

describe criminal and anti-social behavior; 8 describe social and personal 

adjustment; and 3 describe social and criminal psychometrics. (A full list 

and description of the COMPAS scales are given in Appendix F.)      

   As with any survey that touches on sensitive topics, there are valid 

concerns about the veracity of responses to questions on the COMPAS 

survey. This is a particularly important issue when surveys are admin-

istered under some degree of duress, as might be expected with a risk 

assessment conducted on individuals about to parole from prison. 

While it is impossible to dei nitively coni rm the honesty of subjec-

tive responses, the COMPAS system does include two separate  validity 

tests: a “lie test” that checks for “defensiveness in responding” and a 

test for randomness and inconsistency. 

 

Entry Covariates

determining

assignment 

COMPAS Release

Imprisonment

 Figure 5.1.      Timing of inmate data collection.  
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 The lie test is designed to l ag individuals who may be lying in order 

to “look good,” by identifying extreme answers to eight questions that 

would be expected to elicit moderate responses. For example, strongly 

agreeing with the statement “I have never felt sad about things in my 

life” is considered suspect, in that most individuals have felt sad at 

some point. Likewise, most people would not strongly disagree with 

the statement “I feel unhappy at times,” as most people feel unhappy 

at least some of the time. Anyone who gives extreme responses to three 

or more of these statements is automatically l agged as potentially dis-

torting answers.  25   

 The second validity test seeks out inconsistencies that may indi-

cate a careless or random responder. The test is modeled after the 

Variable Response Inconsistency (VRIN) test in the Minnesota 

Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI-2), a well-known empiri-

cal assessment tool for the identii cation of psychological disorders. 

Like the VRIN, the COMPAS test matches responses to pairs of 

statements that are expected to be highly correlated. For example, 

most of those who respond with “agree” or “strongly agree” to the 

statement “If someone insults my friends, family or group they are 

asking for trouble” would be expected to also agree or strongly 

agree with the statement “I won’t hesitate to hit or threaten peo-

ple if they have done something to hurt my friends or family.” The 

COMPAS test matches 37 such pairs of statements and records the 

proportion of mismatches between paired responses. As with the lie 

test, respondents who give a particularly high proportion of suspect 

responses (those in the highest 5 percent of the distribution) are 

l agged for closer scrutiny.    

  Effects on Inmate Isolation 

   To estimate the effects of imprisonment, I start by examining indi-

viduals’ self-reported descriptions of their social networks. COMPAS 

contains a Social Isolation Scale, which describes “feelings of social 

isolation and loneliness . . . feeling close to friends, feeling left out of 

things, the presence of companionship, having a close best friend, feel-

ing lonely, etc.” ( Table 5.1 ). The scale is an additive linear index of 

eight separate items. For each statement, respondents are asked to 
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indicate whether they “strongly agree,” “agree,” are “not sure/neutral,” 

“disagree,” or  “strongly disagree.” Responses are coded 1–5, with a 5 

indicating a high degree of social isolation.    

 Raw scores on the scale are then converted to decile scores, rank-

ing individuals relative to the appropriate gender-specii c norm group: 

either male incarcerated or female incarcerated. A decile score of 1 

means that the score falls in the lowest 10 percent of the  corresponding 

population; a 2 indicates a score that is above 10 percent but below 

20 percent relative to the norm group; a 3 that the score is above 

20 but below 30 percent; and so on up to a score of 10. In this way, 

the decile score provides an easily interpretable measure of individual 

scores as compared with the total relevant group. 

 The Social Isolation Scale has high internal reliability (Cronbach’s 

alpha of .797), making it appropriate to combine the items into a 

single scale. However, a factor analysis reveals that the items are best 

 Table 5.1.       Items in the COMPAS Social Isolation  Scale 

 Statement Wording  Mean  Std. Dev.  Factor  Factor Description 

 I have friends who 
help me when I have 
troubles. 

 2.43  1.16  1  Supporting networks 

 I have friends who enjoy 
doing things with me. 

 2.14  0.97  1  Supporting networks 

 I feel very close to some of 
my friends. 

 2.29  1.08  1  Supporting networks 

 I can i nd companionship 
when I want. 

 2.08  0.88  1  Supporting networks 

 I have a best friend I 
can talk with about 
everything. 

 2.26  1.15  1  Supporting networks 

 I feel lonely.  2.40  1.17  2  Belonging 
 No one really knows me 

very well. 
 2.49  1.18  2  Belonging 

 I often feel left out of 
things. 

 2.25  1.04  2  Belonging 

 SCALE 
 (Possible range 8–40) 

 18.32  5.53  –  – 

     Note : Data are from completed offender assessments in the COMPAS database 

through October 2006. Those placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed 

prior to 2003 are excluded. A variable is considered part of a particular dimension if 

it loads higher than 0.40.  N  = 9,331.      
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described as two separate dimensions.  26   The i rst dimension evaluates 

connections to supporting networks, probing the extent to which an 

individual maintains meaningful social connections. Five items load 

high on this factor, including “I have friends who help me when I have 

troubles”; “I have friends who enjoy doing things with me”; “I feel very 

close to some of my friends”; “I can i nd companionship when I want”; 

and “I have a best friend I can talk with about everything.” The remain-

ing three variables load high on the second dimension, measuring feel-

ings of social belonging. These items include “I feel lonely”; “No one 

really knows me very well”; and “I often feel left out of things.”   

   To estimate the causal effect of custody assignment on individual 

social isolation, I rely on the regression discontinuity approach detailed 

in the preceding chapter. In the sample of inmates as a whole, there 

appears to be no signii cant difference in social isolation between those 

with classii cation scores just below and just above the cutoff between 

Levels II and III. On average, the two groups describe having the same 

supporting networks and feelings of belonging. However, a signii -

cant effect of assignment to a higher-security prison appears when the 

sample is divided into subgroups by criminal history. For those in the 

bottom three deciles of criminal involvement – those with relatively 

low prior contact with the criminal justice system as measured by pre-

vious jail, conviction, arrest, or probation – there is a signii cant differ-

ence between the two groups. Specii cally, among inmates with a low 

criminal history, those with classii cation scores that fall just above the 

cutoff for higher-security assignment have an average Social Isolation 

Scale score that is about 1.28 points lower than those with scores just 

below the cutoff ( p  < .05). This suggests that those with higher scores, 

who are more likely to be placed in a higher-security prison, actually 

report  less  social isolation ( Table 5.2 ). This gap cannot be explained 

by pre-existing differences; as in the sample as a whole, the subgroup 

of inmates with low criminal histories that fall above and below the 

cutoff for classii cation are statistically equivalent in their pre-existing 

characteristics. (Details on  balance within the low criminal history 

subgroup are provided in Appendix G.)    

 How do we interpret the magnitude of this effect on social isolation 

scores? For a more intuitive sense of this between-group difference, it 

is helpful to consider the corresponding gap in social isolation decile 

scores. As already described, COMPAS deciles provide a relative, 
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rather than absolute, measure of social connection; they describe 

where an individual’s score falls among the total population of gender-

corresponding inmates. 

 For those with low criminal history, the gap of 1.28 points on the 

Social Isolation Scale translates into almost a full decile difference. 

Those with classii cation scores just below the cutoff have a median 

decile score between 4 and 5, and a mean score of 5.12. That  implies 

that this group is, on average, more socially isolated than about 

51.2 percent of other inmates. By comparison, those with classii ca-

tion scores that fall just above the cutoff have a median decile between 

2 and 3, and a mean decile score of 4.24. This group, on average, is 

more socially isolated than only about 42.4 percent of inmates. The 

difference in means of 0.88 deciles is statistically signii cant ( p  < .01).   

   It is also possible to consider the two dimensions of the Social 

Isolation Scale separately – the extent of social networks and one’s 

reported feelings of social belonging. Comparing the two groups on 

each set of indicators shows that the effect is driven primarily by 

changes in an individual’s social networks rather than feelings of 

belonging. Inmates with scores just above the cutoff are more likely to 

 Table 5.2.     Effect of Classii cation on Social Isolation,  by Criminal 
History 

 Social Isolation  Social Isolation Subscales 

 Scale  Decile  Networks  Belonging 

 Low criminal history 
 Mean difference  –1.28  –0.88  –0.83  –0.46 
  F   4.49*  7.18**  3.74*  2.30 

 Medium criminal history 
 Mean difference  0.79  0.51  0.50  0.31 
  F   2.17  3.25  2.02  1.66 

 High criminal history 
 Mean difference  –1.11  –0.55  –0.72  –0.40 
  F   2.66  2.34  2.08  1.55 

    *** p  < .001, ** p  < .01, * p  < .05.  

   Note : Low criminal history inmates are those with a decile score of 1, 2, or 3 on the 

Criminal History Scale; medium inmates are those with a decile score of 4, 5, 6, or 

7; and high inmates are those with a decile score of 8, 9, or 10. Those placed with an 

administrative determinant are excluded. Low  N  = 278 (134 cases below cutoff and 

144 above).    

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:38, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Social Effects of  Incarceration 105

report having friends who provide support and companionship; those 

just below the cutoff have an average social network score of 11.39, 

while those just above the cutoff have an average of 10.56, for a gap 

of –0.83 ( p  < .05). By comparison, there is no signii cant difference 

between the two groups in feelings of belonging.   

   Concern may still remain that the effects evident here are the result 

of other factors that differ between the two groups. As a further test of 

these between-group differences, I therefore examine the relationship 

between the Social Isolation Scale and having a classii cation score 

that falls just above or below the cutoff, controlling for other fac-

tors. I do this by regressing the Social Isolation Scale on the classii -

cation score, a dummy variable for having a score above and below 

the cutoff (coded 0 for scores between 19 and 27 and 1 for scores 

between 28 and 51), and the full set of demographic, criminal history, 

socialization, and personal history controls detailed in Appendix G.  27   

In this multivariate model, the estimated effect on social isolation of 

having a score above the cutoff rather than below is –1.2 ( p  < .05). 

When I examine the same model but instead estimate the effect on the 

social isolation decile score, the gap corresponds to a decline of more 

than two-thirds of a decile at the cutoff ( − 0.71 deciles,  p  < .01). These 

results are shown in  Figure 5.2 .  28      

 Finally, I conduct a set of placebo tests to further assess the mean-

ing of these results. If the difference in social isolation I have uncov-

ered is truly the effect of being assigned to a higher-security prison, 

we should expect the cutoff point for assignment to Level III to be 

the only value of the classii cation score between 19 and 51 where a 

signii cant  discontinuity appears. To test this postulation, I simulate 

cutoffs between each set of points along the classii cation score. For 

example, instead of the true cutoff point between 27 and 28, I desig-

nate a simulated cutoff point between 19 and 20. I then run the same 

regression analysis, substituting the simulated cutoff point for the true 

value. I do this at each pair of consecutive points and I expect to i nd 

no signii cant effect at any cutoff value except in the “true” regression, 

which uses the actual cutoff point. The placebo tests coni rm expecta-

tions. As anticipated, the only statistically signii cant gap in social iso-

lation scores is at the true cutoff point; compared with the signii cant 

discontinuity found at the true cutoff ( p  < .01), none of the simulations 

yields a discontinuity with a  p  value of less than 0.1. 
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  “  Criminal” Peers and the Prison  Effect 

 The data presented here suggest that assignment to a higher-security 

setting decreases social isolation among inmates with a low criminal 

history. Inmates assigned to higher-security prisons are more likely to 

agree with sentiments such as “I feel very close to some of my friends” 

and “I can i nd companionship when I want.” However, there are at 

least two possible explanations for this effect. It may be that individu-

als form more extensive or salient attachments to peers inside harsher 

prisons. Alternatively,   it may be that assignment to a higher-security 

prison strengthens an inmate’s relationships with his family and/or 

friends on the outside. 

 This latter interpretation of the results seems unlikely. Maintaining 

close ties to loved ones outside prison is likely to be especially hard for 

individuals incarcerated in higher-security prisons, where visitation is 

generally more controlled. In some cases, physical contact with visitors 

is restricted or entirely prohibited. In other higher-security settings, 
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 Figure 5.2.      Predicted effect of classii cation score on social isolation decile 
scores. 

  Note : Sample includes only those in the lowest three deciles of the Criminal 
History Scale. Inmates placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed 
before 2003 are excluded.  N  = 1,207.  
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inmates and their visitors are completely separated by a wall of glass. 

In addition, the available data show no evidence of an effect of security 

assignment on family ties. The COMPAS survey asks respondents how 

often they have contact with family, either in person, on the phone, or 

by mail. Among low criminal history inmates, a comparison of means 

shows no signii cant difference between the two groups in terms of the 

extent of family contact; inmates with classii cation scores that fall just 

above the cutoff report the same average frequency of contact with 

family as those with scores that fall just below the cutoff.   

 A more likely explanation is that individuals assigned to higher-

security prisons adopt new or strengthened social bonds with concur-

rently incarcerated peers.   COMPAS asks several questions that probe 

the characteristics of friendship networks, including how many of a 

respondent’s friends have ever been arrested, have served time in jail or 

prison, are taking drugs regularly (more than a couple times a month), 

or are gang members. As  Table 5.3  shows, inmates with classii cation 

scores just above the cutoff have signii cantly more friends who have 

been arrested, friends who have been jailed, and friends involved in 

gangs. A multiple regression model similar to the one described in the 

preceding section coni rms these differences, particularly with respect 

to gang associations; all else equal, inmates assigned to a higher- 

rather than lower-security prison report signii cantly more friends or 

 acquaintances who are gang members ( p  < .001). The size of the effect 

 Table 5.3.         Effect of Classii cation on Social Network  Composition 

 Mean Below 
Cutoff 

 Mean Above 
 Cutoff  Difference 

 Family contact  1.47  1.50  0.03 
 Criminal associates (index)  7.67  8.55  0.88* 

 Friends arrested  2.02  2.27  0.25* 
 Friends jailed  1.89  2.12  0.23* 
 Friends do drugs  1.94  2.09  0.15 
 Friends in gangs  1.82  2.07  0.25*** 

    *** p  < .001, ** p  < .01, * p  < .05.  

   Note : Sample includes those in the lowest three deciles of criminal history who have 

a classii cation score of 26 or 27 (below the cutoff) and 28 or 29 (above the cut-

off). Those placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed prior to 2003 are 

excluded.  N  = 278 (134 cases below cutoff and 144 above).    
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suggests a jump of about 10 percent of the scale ranging from “none” 

to “most” of one’s friends who are involved in gangs.  29        

 These results bolster the contention that, rather than isolating 

themselves or otherwise avoiding prison social life, many inmates 

choose (though some perhaps with reticence) to integrate into the 

social order of inmate society. Signii cantly, the institutional context 

in which inmates i nd themselves inl uences the extent and character 

of the social networks they adopt; those assigned to higher-security 

prisons report more extensive social networks and a higher propor-

tion of criminal peers. Several questions naturally follow. In particular: 

Are these changes in inmates’ social networks consequential for the 

attitudes inmates develop while incarcerated? And do inmates who 

gain more criminal associates while in prison evidence an increased 

propensity for recidivism following release? 

 We can consider at least three potential ways that the social net-

works adopted in prison might encourage subsequent offending.  30   

First, incarceration provides individuals with peers who can  reinforce 

problems with addiction, encouraging the continuation of (or return 

to) substance use and abuse. Addiction, in turn, has been shown to 

be highly correlated with the commission of crime.  31   Second, prisons 

coni ne individuals together who can share information and resources 

related to criminal activity, facilitating the creation of social networks 

among inmates that translate into subsequent co-offending partnerships. 

Finally, peers can exert a signii cant social pressure, encouraging or 

reinforcing the adoption of aggressive, violent, or otherwise anti-social 

attitudes. In each of these ways, social interactions with high-risk peers 

can make prisons “schools for crime” that ultimately result in higher 

rates of subsequent illegal behavior. It is this i nal explanation related to 

social norms that I explore in more detail in the following section.     

  Effects on Criminal Cognitions 

   In addition to measuring the composition of individual social net-

works, COMPAS includes a set of 10 psychometrics designed to 

measure “cognitions that justify, support, or provide rationalizations 

for the person’s criminal behavior. These include moral justii cation, 

refusal to accept responsibility, blaming the victim, and rationalizations 

(excuses) that minimize the seriousness of crime.”  32   Like the Social 
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Isolation Scale, the variables that make up the Criminal Cognitions 

Scale actually measure multiple dimensions of this concept. The i rst 

dimension measures norms of violence and interpersonal aggression. 

Four variables in the scale measure this underlying dimension. These 

items include “Some people just don’t deserve any respect and should 

be treated like animals”; “Some people must be treated roughly or 

beaten up just to send them a clear message”; “If someone insults my 

friends, family or group they are asking for trouble”; and “I won’t 

hesitate to hit or threaten people if they have done something to hurt 

my friends or family.”  33   

 The second dimension is composed of four other variables that 

measure the perceived legitimacy of the law ( Table 5.4 ). These items 

include “When people get into trouble with the law it’s because they 

have no chance to get a decent job”; “Some people get into trouble or 

use drugs because society has given them no education, jobs or future”; 

“When people do minor offenses or use drugs they don’t hurt anyone 

except themselves”; and “The law doesn’t help average people.” Two 

additional items, “A hungry person has a right to steal” and “When 

things  are stolen from rich people they won’t miss the stuff because 

insurance will cover the loss,” load on both dimensions.    

    Table 5.5  compares average criminal cognition scores of inmates 

with classii cation scores that fall just below the cutoff (a score of 

either 26 or 27) with those who have scores just above the cutoff (a 

score of either 28 or 29). As with effects on criminal networks, the 

data show no difference in the total sample. Again, it is only among 

those in the lowest tercile of criminal history that placement in a high-

er-security prison has an   attitudinal effect  , predicting an increase of 

1.8 points on the Criminal Cognitions Scale. The corresponding mean 

cognition decile score is 5.98 below the cutoff and 6.7 above, a sta-

tistically signii cant gap of 0.72, or roughly three-quarters of a decile 

( p  < .05).    

   As with the Social Isolation Scale, it appears that one dimension 

of the Criminal Cognitions Scale is primarily driving the results. 

    The effects of higher-security prison assignment on criminal cogni-

tions appear to be attributable primarily to changes in the cognitive 

 dimension related to norms of aggression rather than changes in per-

ceptions about the legitimacy of the law. When the two dimensions are 

estimated separately, there is no signii cant difference between the two 
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 Table 5.4.     Items in the COMPAS Criminal Cognitions  Scale 

 Statement Wording  Mean  Std. Dev.  Factor  Factor Description 

 Some people just don’t 
deserve any respect and 
should be treated like 
animals. 

 1.77  0.80  1  Norms of violence 

 Some people must be 
treated roughly or beaten 
up just to send them a 
clear message. 

 1.96  0.87  1  Norms of violence 

 If someone insults my 
friends, family or group 
they are asking for trouble. 

 2.67  1.09  1  Norms of violence 

 I won’t hesitate to hit or 
threaten people if they 
have done something to 
hurt my friends or family. 

 2.32  1.06  1  Norms of violence 

 The law doesn’t help aver-
age   people. 

 2.38  1.03  2  Legitimacy of law 

 When people get into 
trouble with the law it’s 
because they have no 
chance to get a decent job. 

 2.15  0.99  2  Legitimacy of law 

 Some people get into trouble 
or use drugs because 
society has given them no 
education, jobs or future. 

 2.37  1.08  2  Legitimacy of law 

 When people do minor 
offenses or use drugs they 
don’t hurt anyone except 
themselves. 

 2.51  1.22  2  Legitimacy of law 

 A hungry person has a right  
 to steal. 

 2.12  0.93  1 
 [2] 

 Norms of violence 
Legitimacy of law 

 When things are stolen from 
rich people they won’t 
miss the stuff because 
insurance will cover the 
loss. 

 1.97  0.85  1 
 2 

 Norms of violence 
Legitimacy of law 

 Scale (possible range 10–50)  22.23  5.92  –  – 

     Note : Data are for all completed offender assessments in the COMPAS database 

through October 2006. A variable is considered part of a particular dimension if it 

loads greater than 0.40. A factor is in brackets if the loading for that variable is higher 

than 0.30 but lower than 0.40.    N  = 16,043.    
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groups in regard to the legitimacy of law. Rather, it is in the degree to 

which people espouse justii cations for harming others, such as “Some 

people just don’t deserve any respect and should be treated like ani-

mals,” that a statistically signii cant effect appears; when combined 

into an additive linear index, group differences on this subscale are 

highly signii cant ( F  = 9.123,  p  = .003).   

 The effect of assignment on criminal cognitions remains signii -

cant even when potential confounders are accounted for. Estimating 

criminal cognitions in a multiple regression again shows a signii cant 

discontinuity at the cutoff point between security levels. The slope 

coefi cient for the assignment variable is 1.85 ( p  < .001), and regress-

ing criminal cognition decile scores on the full set of predictors shows 

a jump of more than two-thirds of a decile (0.72,  p  < .01) at the cutoff 

point for classii cation (see  Figure 5.3 ).  34        

  Criminal Cognitions as Peer Effect 

   It is clear from these data that assigning inmates to higher-security pris-

ons signii cantly increases the prevalence of anti-social attitudes. The 

question remains, however: What accounts for these effects? Do these 

attitudinal changes result from changes in inmates’ social networks? 

 Table 5.5.     Effect of Classii cation on Criminal Cognitions Scale,  by 
Criminal History 

 Mean Below 
Cutoff 

 Mean Above 
Cutoff 

 Difference 

 Total (all deciles)  23.4  23.8  0.4 
 Criminal history deciles   

 Low (1–3)  22.9  24.7  1.8*** 
 Medium (4–7)  23.5  23.5  0.0 
 High (8–10)  23.7  23.4  –0.3 

    *** p  < .001, ** p  < .01, * p  < .05.  

  Sample includes those with a classii cation score of 26 or 27 (below the cutoff) and 28 

or 29 (above the cutoff). Those placed with an administrative determinant or classi-

i ed prior to 2003 are excluded.  

  Low criminal involvement,  N  = 278 (134 cases below cutoff and 144 above); medium 

criminal involvement,  N  = 375 (206 cases below cutoff and 169 above); high criminal 

involvement,  N  = 229 (122 cases below cutoff and 107 above).      
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Or are these social and attitudinal outcomes two independent results 

of assignment to a particular institutional environment? 

 As I have already shown, there is no signii cant difference between 

inmates with classii cation scores just above the cutoff and those with 

scores just below in terms of their frequency of family contact. Thus, 

it is unlikely that this accounts for the attitudinal changes experienced 

by inmates assigned to higher-security prisons.   These effects could 

also be explained if inmates assigned to higher-security prisons are 

more likely to retain or attract criminal associates outside prison. Such 

pre-existing social ties, if strengthened during incarceration, might 

explain increases in anti-social attitudes. However, given that inmates 

in higher-security prisons most often have their contact with the out-

side world more strictly controlled than do those in lower-security 

settings, this also seems implausible. A more likely explanation  is 

that the changes in social attitudes that result from incarceration in a 
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 Figure 5.3.      Predicted effect of classii cation score on criminal cognition 
decile scores. 

  Note : Sample includes only those in the lowest three deciles of the Criminal 
History Scale. Inmates placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed 
prior to 2003 are excluded. Line is subgroup LOESS i t.  N  = 1,207.  
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higher-security prison can be explained by characteristics of the prison 

environment itself. In particular,   criminogenic attitudes   may be com-

municated and reinforced through the newly acquired social networks 

formed between concurrently incarcerated peers. 

 Existing work provides substantial evidence that peer delinquency 

is highly correlated with individual criminal attitudes.  35   However, 

there are a variety of potential explanations for this type of group 

homogeneity. Conformity is one explanation (that individuals change 

their attitudes, adopting the prevailing norms of their peers), but alter-

native explanations include self-selection (that individuals choose 

peers whose attitudes are congruent with their own) or selective 

elimination (that the least conforming members of a peer group are 

purged or choose to leave voluntarily).  36   In addition, it may be the 

case that the social group itself has little inl uence and that instead all 

of the  individual members of the group are affected by the same out-

side inl uence (e.g., poverty or inadequate educational opportunity). 

Each of these explanations would help account for shared norms (and 

behaviors) among members of a social group. A key distinction is that 

only the i rst and last explanations, conformity and equivalent outside 

inl uences, involve a  change  of attitudes. If instead self-selection or 

selective elimination is at work, the characteristics of peers do not 

actually shape an individual’s social norms, but instead only rel ect 

them. As Robert Putnam writes, describing the difi culties of sorting 

out cause and effect: “These studies have been at the center of a rigor-

ous debate, mostly over whether they have actually proven anything 

besides the tendency of like-minded people to congregate in the same 

places. . . . Critics rightly note that the most sophisticated statistical 

analysis has trouble identifying the invisible forces that might cause 

‘birds of a feather’ to l ock together.”    37   

   Additional evidence from the COMPAS survey provides further 

context in which to consider prisons’ attitudinal effects. First, com-

paring the attitudes of inmates with classii cation scores that fall just 

above or just below the classii cation cutoff with the average scores 

of all inmates within their respective security level suggests that the 

effect of higher-security assignment on social norms could plausibly 

be a peer effect. As  Table 5.6  shows, inmates within the small win-

dow around the cutoff value appear to converge in their attitudes 
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with those around them, socializing in the direction of their peers. The 

total sample of COMPAS inmates in Level II custody has an average 

decile score of 5.5 on the Criminal Cognitions Scale. The subsample 

of inmates with classii cation scores just below the cutoff, which des-

ignates them for assignment to Level II, has an average decile score of 

5.9. By comparison, inmates in the COMPAS sample as a whole who 

are assigned to Level III custody have an average decile score of 6.5, 

and those with classii cation scores just above the cutoff have an aver-

age score of 6.7.    

   Further analyses show that the effects of assignment to a higher-

security prison on criminal cognitions vary in important ways accord-

ing to the gang status of inmates when they enter and exit prison. For 

the purposes of analysis, I categorize individuals into four broad cat-

egories of gang afi liation: an inmate enters and exits prison without 

gang afi liation (abstainers), enters without gang afi liation and leaves 

with gang afi liation (joiners), enters with gang afi liation and leaves 

without gang afi liation (renouncers), or enters and exits prison with 

gang afi liation (maintainers). In the data, gang afi liation is  designated 

either by an inmate’s self-admission or by a staff member who can 

support such a claim with “at least three independent source items,” 

including at least one that provides a “direct link to a current or former 

 Table 5.6.     Criminal Cognitions Relative to Incarcerated  Peers 

 Criminal Cognition Decile Scores 

 Full COMPAS Sample  Classii cation Scores Just 
Above and Below Cutoff 

 Level I  5.3 
 ( N  = 4,309) 

 Level II  5.5 
 ( N  = 1,868) 

 5.9 
 ( N  = 134) 

 Level III  6.5 
 ( N  = 985) 

 6.7 
 ( N  = 144) 

 Level IV  6.7 
 ( N  = 35) 

     Note : Inmates assigned administrative determinants or classii ed prior to 2003 are 

excluded.     Inmates with classii cation scores above or below cutoff include low crimi-

nal history only.      
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validated member or associate of a gang.” Source items can include evi-

dence of a gang-related offense, tattoos or symbols, written materials, 

such as training materials or constitutions of particular gangs, photo-

graphs with gang connotations, or other kinds of information coming 

from staff or other agencies, including testimony from informants or 

information about known gang-afi liated associates.  38   (A sample of 

the CDCR gang designation form is included in Appendix H.) 

 Unfortunately, creating these four subsamples within the already 

limited subgroup of inmates whose classii cation scores fall just above 

or below the cutoff signii cantly diminishes the sample size, leaving 

both joiners and renouncers with fewer than 20 cases. However, the 

available data do suggest that those who abstain from gang member-

ship or renounce membership during incarceration show no signii -

cant effects of assignment to a higher-security prison. It is only among 

joiners and maintainers that a signii cant effect of security-level assign-

ment on social norms appears. In fact, among those who join a gang 

while in prison, having a classii cation score above the cutoff  predicts 

an increase of about 2.63 deciles on the Criminal Cognitions Scale ( p  

< .1). There are substantially more data on those who maintain gang 

membership ( n  = 290), and for this group a score above the cutoff 

predicts an increase of 0.73 deciles in criminal cognitions ( p  < .05), 

with particularly signii cant effects on the dimension related to norms 

of violence ( p  < .05). This suggests that both the acquisition of a gang 

afi liation during incarceration and the maintenance or strengthening 

of gang ties during a period of incarceration may facilitate the adop-

tion of anti-social norms. 

 Attitudinal effects among those who maintain gang ties remain 

signii cant when demographic and personal history variables are 

controlled for.  Figure 5.4  shows the results of a regression model esti-

mating the effect of having a score above or below the classii cation 

cutoff on criminal cognition decile scores, all else equal. The sample 

here is limited to “maintainers” – those inmates who enter and exit 

prison as gang members. For this group, even when other potentially 

relevant factors are controlled for, having a classii cation score above 

the cutoff predicts an increase of almost a full decile in criminal cog-

nitions (0.88) and the effect is statistically signii cant at conventional 

levels ( p  < .05).          
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  Effects on Recidivism 

   I have provided substantial evidence here that higher-security prisons 

actually promote potentially criminogenic social norms. However, it 

is still possible that the anti-social attitudes measured by these scales 

represent only posturing by inmates, a pretense taken on by individu-

als seeking to assert themselves in an environment where heightened 

criminality is the norm. It is also possible that these attitudes do not 

persist beyond imprisonment, but are specii c to the environment in 

which they are adopted. If this is the case, then the attitudinal changes 

I have just described are unlikely to predict subsequent behavior. 

 The data do not allow me to directly analyze the durability of attitu-

dinal effects.   However, previous research provides evidence that crimi-

nal attitudes are strong indicators of the likelihood of future criminal 
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 Figure 5.4.      Discontinuity in criminal cognition decile scores for gang 
maintainers. 

 Note : Sample includes only those in the lowest three deciles of the Criminal 
History Scale and only those inmates who enter and exit prison as gang mem-
bers. Inmates placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed before 
2003 are excluded. Line is subgroup LOESS i t.  N  = 290.  
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behavior. In fact, meta-analyses have consistently identii ed criminal 

psychology as one of the strongest predictors of prison misconduct, 

as well as of criminal conduct and recidivism  ;    criminal cognitions are 

one of the “big i ve” risk factors in predicting criminal behavior.    39     In 

addition, criminal associates are among the most critical predictors of 

criminality, particularly for gang members.    40   

   In addition, the Criminal Cognitions and Social Isolation Scales I have 

employed here were specii cally designed to predict the risk of future 

offending. In a study by Northpointe Institute for Public Management, 

the i rm that developed the COMPAS tool, the predictive validity of 

COMPAS measures was assessed using data on 2,328 probationers 

across 18 county-level probation agencies in an “eastern state.”  41   The 

authors found that both the Social Isolation and Criminal Cognitions 

Scales are highly signii cant predictors of felony recidivism. In another 

preliminary validation study of the COMPAS scales in use for California 

inmates, David Farabee and Sheldon Zhang examined data on 515 

state inmates and found a signii cant and positive  correlation between 

the Criminal Cognitions Scale and two indicators of recidivism: return 

to custody and non-technical parole violation within a year of parole. 

The strength of these correlations was equivalent to the relationship 

between recidivism and having a history of non-compliance (the num-

ber of times in the past an individual was arrested or charged while 

on parole or probation). In a follow-up study, the same authors (along 

with Robert Roberts and Joy Yang) showed that COMPAS measures 

are quite comparable to equivalent variables in the Level of Service 

Inventory–Revised (LSI-R), which is among the most well-known com-

mercial risk and needs assessment tools currently in use. They found 

that the California COMPAS tool does an acceptable job of predicting 

general risk of recidivism, though it falls just short of the conventional 

threshold for acceptability in predicting future violence.    42   

   Additionally, I am able to directly examine the critical question: 

Do individuals assigned to higher-security prisons evidence behav-

ioral differences following parole in the form of increased recidivism? 

  In line with previous studies, I i nd a signii cant effect of assignment 

to a higher-security prison on the likelihood of recidivism following 

release (see  Figure 5.5 ). Among inmates with a score that falls just 

below the cutoff for assignment to a higher-security prison, the rate of 

recidivism in the i rst three years following release is about 61 percent. 
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By comparison, about 68 percent of those with classii cation scores 

that fall just above the cutoff return to prison within this time period 

( p  < .01).   Even more signii cantly, the percentage of those returning to 

custody for new offenses, as opposed to returning only for violation 

of parole, is also different across the two groups. Among those with 

classii cation scores that fall above the cutoff, the percentage of those 

returning for new offenses is 5 percent higher relative to those with 

scores below the cutoff ( p  < .05).    

 The effect size, though seemingly small, is substantively quite sig-

nii cant when placed in broader context. A quick back-of-the-envelope 

calculation helps to make this clear. According to the COMPAS data, 

roughly 11 percent of those who are released from prison had an initial 

classii cation score that is comparable to the population I have focused 

on here – a score that falls just above (28 or 29) or below (26 or 27) the 

assignment cutoff. By construction, a third of these individuals are in 

the low criminal history group, among whom there was a  signii cant 

effect of incarceration. We can estimate, then, that about 47,400 indi-

viduals have been paroled in California over the past decade who can 

be considered directly comparable to the subsample I have examined. 

This is an extremely conservative estimate, as it assumes that only 
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 Figure 5.5.      Effect of classii cation score on recidivism. 

 Note : N paroled = 134 (Level II), 144 (Level III). Inmates assigned administra-
tive determinants or classii ed prior to 2003 are excluded. Only inmates with 
classii cation scores above or below cutoff and lowest three deciles of criminal 
history are included.  
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those with classii cation scores that fall in this small window around 

the classii cation cutoff experience these criminogenic effects.   

   If all of these inmates had been assigned to a Level III facility, we 

would expect about 32,232 of them (68 percent) to return to custody. 

In total, those individuals would be responsible for the commission of 

14,827 (46 percent) new crimes. Now let us assume instead that all 

of these individuals had been incarcerated in Level II prison settings. 

In this case, we would expect that 28,914 of them (61 percent) would 

recidivate, 11,855 (41 percent) for the commission of new crimes. 

The difference even under this very conservative assumption is nearly 

3,000 additional crimes.   

 It is also useful to briel y consider an upper bound on this estimate, 

calculating a much less conservative (but still quite plausible) number 

of additional crimes that can be attributed to the more punitive envi-

ronments of California’s higher-security prisons. To do this, I relax the 

assumption that the recidivism effects of incarceration hold  only in 

the small sample of individuals who fall just above or below the clas-

sii cation cutoff. Instead, let us assume that there is some effect for all 

low criminal history inmates of having been assigned to a more puni-

tive, more violent, less rehabilitation-focused higher-security prison 

environment, as compared with a less punitive, less violent, and more 

rehabilitation-focused lower-security prison environment. Let us again 

assume that, on average, individuals assigned to Level II are 5 percent 

less likely to commit new crimes following release than individuals 

assigned to Level III. 

     In 2007, there were 129,261 individuals   released from prison in 

California.  43     Given average rates of recidivism, a 5 percent reduction in 

new crime commissions, even among just those parolees who entered 

prison with criminal histories in the lowest tercile, would amount to a 

decline of about 64,630 crimes over a 10-year period. Assuming a dis-

tribution of crime categories that is equivalent to those among recidi-

vists in the COMPAS data, this would be expected to include nearly 

2,000 murders, as well as 3,000 rapes and roughly 8,400 assaults.    

    Punitive Prisons and the Production of Crime 

 California’s large prison population, as well as its relatively high recid-

ivism rate (see  Figure 5.6 ), makes it something of an outlier. However, 
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in its general patterns it is certainly not alone. The vast majority of 

inmates who spend time in prison will eventually return to their com-

munities, and subsequent rates of recidivism are consistently high across 

the country. The Bureau of Justice Statistics estimates that roughly a 

third of prisoners are incarcerated more than once, and among those 

who go to prison twice, four-i fths will return.  44      

 In this chapter, I have shown that prisons are important sites for 

the transmission of collective norms and values, shaping individuals’ 

attitudes and behavior; a prison is not a “behavioral deep freeze”  45   

and incarceration is not merely a period of incapacitation. Rather, con-

i ning people in more punitive prisons increases the extent of their 

social ties, while simultaneously exacerbating alienation from law-

abiding society and lowering the probability that they will successfully 

reintegrate into the community. Indeed, as early as 1973, just as the 

nation’s “punitive turn” had begun to take hold, the National  Advisory 

Commission on Criminal Justice Standards warned that “[t]he prison, 

the reformatory, and the jail have achieved only a shocking record of 

failure. There is overwhelming evidence that these institutions create 

crime rather than prevent it.”  46   The growing punitiveness of America’s 

prisons is likely only to have exacerbated these undesirable effects. 
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 The results presented here locate prison social context front and 

center within the important debate over specii c deterrence. According 

to the deterrence theory of criminal behavior, people obey the law out 

of fear that they will be punished if they are caught breaking it. Thus, 

people should be increasingly likely to obey the law the more they 

believe they will be caught and the harsher they perceive the resulting 

punishment.  47   There is signii cant debate, however, about whether and 

under what circumstances people actually make the kind of rational 

calculations on which deterrence theory relies.  48   

 In addition, deterrence is a costly form of social control, as it 

requires constant oversight and a signii cant investment of resources. 

For instance, it is extremely difi cult for societies to deter drunk driv-

ing through the threat of punishment alone, as through their own 

experience people will discover that the true likelihood of discovery 

is low.  49   As Tom Tyler notes, “Given that the regulation of  behavior 

through social control is inefi cient and may not be effective enough 

to allow a complex democratic society to survive, it is encouraging 

that social theorists have recognized other potential bases for secur-

ing public compliance with the law.”  50   These “potential bases” include 

both external social pressures and internalized social norms that foster 

respect for and compliance with the law.  51   For instance, in the public 

at large, breaking the law constitutes a shared social taboo. This helps 

to explain why people are less likely to jaywalk when in the presence 

of others who are waiting at a light.  52   More broadly, an individual’s 

perception of the social desirability of obeying the law is highly predic-

tive of whether or not that individual will be law-abiding.  53   

 Social groups may also foster an intrinsic form of social control. 

That is, to the extent that social group members internalize the norms 

of the group, external controls are no longer needed to maintain indi-

vidual compliance; people will effectively police their own behaviors. 

For example, though it is highly unlikely that people will be caught if 

they cheat on their taxes, most people report their income accurately 

every year.  54   This suggests that the likelihood of compliance with a 

norm might be dictated as much by internal mechanisms as by exter-

nal threats of punishment or promises of reward. 

 Conversely, social groups that promote norms of lawlessness or 

aggression may promulgate competing “oppositional norms.”  55   Like 

norms of compliance, when these anti-social collective mores are 
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internalized, social groups can shape the behavior of their members 

even when direct peer pressure is no longer present. In the case of 

incarceration, social ties built in prison may contribute to the perpetu-

ation of criminal activity following parole, resulting in higher rates of 

crime and recidivism.           
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  You shall have joy, or you shall have power, said  God;  
 you shall not have both. 

 Ralph Waldo Emerson,  Journals  (1842)  

    In the preceding chapter, I presented evidence that incarceration can 

create communities of inmates that are best described not as relations of 

“mutual aid, loyalty, affection, and respect” or as a “war of all against 

all,” but instead as a precarious combination of the two. As Gresham 

Sykes pointed out, describing the social dynamics of inmate life: “In 

actuality, the patterns of social interaction among inmates are to be 

found scattered between these two theoretical extremes. The popula-

tion of prisoners does not exhibit a perfect solidarity yet neither is the 

population of prisoners a warring aggregate. Rather, it is a mixture of 

both and the society of captives lies balanced in an uneasy compro-

mise.”  1   The social effects of higher- security prisons, in particular, are 

marked by both solidarity and strife; inmates form strong social ties, 

but these groups serve as the basis for development of contentious 

and sometimes even violent inter- group norms. Thus, life for inmates 

within the prison setting may be experienced simultaneously as “pre-

dominantly cohesive” and as “a jungle- like existence.”    2   

   Inmates are not the only group of people who spend substantial 

periods of time within these institutions, however. In addition, correc-

tional ofi cers and other prison staff can and do accumulate years of 

work in the prison environment. Like inmates, ofi cers interact with 

      6 

 The Social Effects of Prison Work     
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others on a regular basis while inside the prison, and the character of 

 these interactions is intricately tied to the context in which they occur. 

 In this chapter, I turn my attention to the effects of different prison 

regimes on correctional ofi cers’ professional orientations and per-

sonal relationships. I argue here that, as with inmates, the culture of 

prison institutions can have powerful consequences for ofi cers’ social 

ties and attitudes, both within and beyond the prison. Specii cally, I 

show that prison custody level matters for the social orientations ofi -

cers develop toward others within the prison (i.e., inmates, peers, and 

supervisors), as well as the relationships they have with family mem-

bers and friends outside the prison walls. The pattern of effects I i nd 

among ofi cers mirrors those I uncover among inmates: for those who 

work within more punitive prisons, daily experiences can be condu-

cive to the construction of strong social solidarities with peers, while 

simultaneously incubating a broader sense of social distrust.  

  The Effects of Prison Work 

 Ofi cers’ most fundamental workplace interactions occur with inmates, 

and these encounters are necessarily complex. In one sense, ofi cers are 

tasked with securing the safety and health of the incarcerated. Thus, one 

primary role they carry out within the institution is addressing potential 

violence between inmates. At the same time, though,   ofi cers are charged 

with administering the “pains of imprisonment  ,” by restricting freedom 

of movement and preventing escape. Some ofi cers may see these two 

sets of tasks as overlapping.   For instance, even among ofi cers who 

believe that inmates should be punished and that prisons should not 

try to rehabilitate, levels of support for specii c rehabilitation programs 

are often quite high because such programs are seen as keeping inmates 

busy and reducing levels of violence.      3   Others, though, may regard these 

dual roles as being in fundamental tension with one another.  4   

 There are at least three ways that features of prison work might 

shape ofi cers’ attitudes toward inmates and correctional work – for-

mal training, direct experience, and informal socialization – and these 

pathways are not mutually exclusive.   First, prison systems spend a great 

deal of time and money on ofi cer training. In California, for instance, 

correctional ofi cers attend a 16- week training academy prior to their 

i rst work assignment, during which time they complete 640 hours  of 
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academic, physical, and weapons curriculum. This intensive training 

period “seeks to instill the skills and experience needed to function in a 

prison setting and to build esprit de corps among the cadets.”  5   By com-

municating explicitly to trainees how correctional administrators view 

the nature of prison and the correctional ofi cers’ role within the system, 

the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation seeks to indoctrinate 

new ofi cers into the norms and culture of state prison work. Yet while 

training is the most direct way for prison systems to communicate partic-

ular responsibilities and roles to correctional staff, the efi cacy of formal 

curricula may be conditional on other factors such as structural incen-

tives, organizational capacity, and commitment to the training regime.    6   

   A second way that professional work can shape ofi cers’ orientations 

is through their occupational experience. What ofi cers learn in training 

may sometimes be at odds with the informal rules that govern prisons 

in practice,  7   and, over time, day- to- day experiences in the prison set-

ting may lead to the development of a more individualized philosophy 

that guides how individual ofi cers conduct themselves. For instance, 

in describing his i eld training as a Baltimore city police ofi cer, Peter 

Moskos writes that “on the street, as the trainee becomes a police ofi cer, 

the desire to help or ‘serve’ the public lessens as part of a greater shift 

from a public- centered ideal to more police- centered ideals: minimizing 

unpleasant dealings, avoiding paperwork, and getting home safely.”  8   

 Like police, correctional ofi cers may adopt particular perspec-

tives in response to the resource constraints and contextual cues that 

they face in their work environment. For ofi cers, their formal role 

within the prison is increasingly a paramilitary one, which emphasizes 

hierarchical ranks (ofi cers, corporals and sergeants, lieutenants and 

wardens), military- style discipline, and the maintenance of order and 

security through the use of force when necessary. However, ofi cers 

also are encouraged to use their discretion to resolve issues within the 

coni nes of the law. As one correctional ofi cer described it, “We were 

told to follow orders, but cross reference the orders to legal interpreta-

tions. We were taught laws, regulations, and post orders and told to 

interpret them and use our best judgment. Less ‘Take the hill!’ and 

more ‘Take a look at the hill, report on the hill, try to talk to the hill, 

and  maybe take a stroll over the hill.  ’”  9   

   Third, new ofi cers’ attitudes might be shaped by those around 

them. This process of informal socialization can be both vertical 
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(supervisor–subordinate) and horizontal (peer–peer)  10   and can be 

transmitted through both the explicit and implicit cues provided 

by other ofi cers.   For example, as I have already described in detail, 

new ofi cers participate in an apprenticeship program following their 

formal training, which includes on- the- job training at their assigned 

prison. During this time, ofi cers are expected to absorb the practical 

details of their posts, as well as the nuances of prison organizational 

culture, in large part through observation of and guidance from more 

experienced ofi cers. They also receive more formal training during 

this time, including ongoing professional curricula and mandated 

supervision. Horizontal and vertical inl uences can be mutually rein-

forcing.    11   Alternatively, lessons gleaned from peers may run counter to 

the ofi cial organizational mission, as ofi cers grasp “the gap between 

how things must be done (the formal rules) and how things should be 

done the informal rules that develop over time. . . [and discover that] 

some violations of the book of general orders are so ingrained as to be 

standard operating procedure.”  12   

   These processes shape how ofi cers relate to inmates, supervisors and 

also peers in prison. However, unlike inmates, ofi cers leave the prison 

at the end of every shift and return to their homes, where they may be 

expected to interact with friends and families. Like other profession-

als who work long and irregular hours, employment can place signii -

cant strain on personal relationships.  13   Compounding this are overnight 

shifts, mandated holdovers, and signii cant amounts of overtime that can 

regularly intrude on family and social life. Even more difi cult, though, 

is that i lling their professional role may require ofi cers to develop a 

certain amount of rigidity, aloofness, or even aggression. This hardened 

workplace persona, which is particularly likely to develop for those 

working in violent or otherwise threatening institutions, may be difi cult 

to shed at the end of the day.  14   When they bring home the wariness and 

strain of the workday role, ofi cers’ feelings and behavior may conl ict 

with loved ones’ expectations of what is desirable or appropriate in the 

role of partner, father, mother, or child. For example, in her qualitative 

study of prison workers, Elaine Crawley quotes one ofi cer’s description 

of how correctional work affected his family life:

    I thought I’d seen everything when I joined [the correctional workforce],  but 

I knew nothing. My family thought I’d changed; I’d got a lot more coni dence. 
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But the change resulted in my divorce. My wife said I’d become more 

methodical . . . [I’m] much more suspicious. And I think that’s what made us 

split up.  15     

 Though limited, extant empirical evidence suggests this ofi cer’s expe-

rience may not be unique; a 2004 study found that many correctional 

ofi cers report at least some degree of work–family conl ict to be a 

signii cant personal and professional issue.  16   Another study found 

divorce rates among correctional ofi cers to be twice the national 

average.  17        

  Experiences with Violence and Feelings of Safety 

   The experiences many ofi cers have on the job are distinct from those 

of workers in other sectors of employment. In particular, incidents 

of non- fatal workplace violence are higher for correctional ofi cers 

than for workers in any other profession, with the exception of 

police ofi cers.  18     Relatively few California correctional ofi cers have 

been killed in the line of duty; only 20 state correctional employees 

have been fatally wounded on the job since 1952. Fifteen of those 

killed were stabbed to death, two were bludgeoned, two shot, and 

one thrown to his death from a tier. Of those killed, the majority 

(17 of 20) were custody staff, including 14 correctional ofi cers.    19   

Yet, despite the relative rarity of  fatal  violence against correctional 

staff in the California system, the rate of non- fatal violence against 

correctional staff is high.  Figure 6.1  charts the number and rate of 

assaults and batteries against staff in California prisons for each year 

from 1989 to 2004.  20   As the bars show, the annual rate of assault or 

battery incidents against staff increased by more than 340 percent 

in just a decade and a half. As indicated by the lines in  Figure 6.1 , 

the rising number of assaults against staff is not merely a function of 

a growing population of inmates. Rather, levels of violence against 

staff when considered as a rate per population of inmates have almost 

doubled.    

 The frequency with which individual ofi cers report having per-

sonally been the target of violence is therefore quite high. Roughly 

16 percent of respondents to the CCOS reported having been assaulted 

personally at least once over the past six months, and 12  percent 

reported having been personally injured in a direct assault during that 
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time period. Among those who had been assaulted, fully 40 percent 

reported having had this experience more than once. Similarly, among 

those who reported having been injured in a recent attack, 42 percent 

were injured multiple times. Nor are physical assaults against staff the 

only type of violence that correctional ofi cers experience, or even the 

type experienced most frequently. For instance, fully 79 percent of ofi -

cers reported having responded to inmate- on- inmate violence at least 

once in the past six months. Of these, 17 percent had been injured at 

least once.   

 These occupational experiences vary systematically across 

California’s prisons, in ways that are likely to shape ofi cers’ attitudes 

toward the purpose and goals of corrections, as well as their orienta-

tions toward inmates.   In particular, as shown in  Table 6.1 , although 

rates of experience with violence are high overall, a larger propor-

tion of ofi cers at higher- security prisons reported having had personal 

experiences with violence than did ofi cers at lower- security prisons. 

Likewise, assaults and injuries were reported to be more frequent. As 

might therefore be expected, ofi cers’ perceptions of their  personal 

safety while at work also differ across security levels. Overall, about 
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 Figure 6.1.      Number and rate of assault/battery incidents on correctional 
staff. 

 Source :  Inmate Incidents in Institutions  and  Historical Trends, 1984–2004  
Data Analysis Unit, California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. 
Rate is relative to the total inmate population on December 31 of that year.  
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half of correctional ofi cers (53 percent) report that they do not feel 

safe when on the job. When asked specii cally about working with 

inmates, the percentage of those indicating concern about safety is 

even higher: almost 60 percent report feeling unsafe when working 

among inmates. However, ofi cers working in lower- security prisons 

are signii cantly more likely to disagree that they “rarely feel safe when 

I am at work” and more likely to agree that they “feel safe when work-

ing among the inmates.”       

  Attitudes toward Inmates and Corrections 

   Do ofi cers’ varying experiences at work affect their attitudes toward 

inmates and their orientations toward corrections? Previous studies 

provide conl icting evidence on whether security level is signii cantly 

related to ofi cers’ attitudes toward correctional work. One study found 

that minimum- security staff are more optimistic about inmates.  21   By 

comparison, another study of six Midwestern prisons suggested that 

ofi cers in minimum- security prisons are more punitive,  22   and a third 

study found no relationship between security level and support  for 

either custody or rehabilitation.  23   

 Table 6.1.     Personal Assaults, Injuries, and Perceptions of Safety  by 
Security Level 

 At Least 
One Assault 
 (%) 

 At Least 
One Injury 
 (%) 

 Mean 
Assaults 

 Mean 
Injuries 

 Perceptions 
of Safety 
Index 

 Level I  5  5  0.06 
 (0.31) 

 0.10 
 (0.65) 

 0.63 
 (0.20) 

 Level II  9  7  0.12 
 (0.43) 

 0.12 
 (0.54) 

 0.55 
 (0.19) 

 Level III  14  11  0.18 
 (0.51) 

 0.21 
 (0.89) 

 0.53 
 (0.20) 

 Level IV  18  15  0.24 
 (0.60) 

 0.32 
 (0.36) 

 0.50 
 (0.20) 

    Data exclude ofi cers who have worked primarily with more than one security level 

over the past six months, as well as ofi cers working with female inmates. For mean 

scores, standard deviation is shown in parentheses. Perceptions of safety is an index 

combining two statements – “I rarely feel safe when I am at work” and “I feel safe 

when working among the inmates” (reverse coded).  N  = 317 at Level I; 783 at Level II, 

1,519 at Level III, and 1,864 at Level IV.      
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   CCOS data help to adjudicate between these differing expectations. 

In a simple descriptive comparison, the data show that ofi cers work-

ing in higher-  and lower- security prisons hold distinct attitudes toward 

a variety of rehabilitation programs ( Figure 6.2 ).  24   Specii cally, ofi cers 

working at higher security levels are signii cantly less likely than those 

at lower security levels to agree that inmates should be offered GED 

programs, college education, vocational training, or drug and alcohol 

treatment, and these differences across security levels are all statisti-

cally signii cant ( p  < .001). However, variation in attitudes is largely 

in the  strength  of support for each type of program rather than the 

percentage of ofi cers at each level who agree that the provision of ser-

vices is at all desirable. Ofi cers in higher- security institutions are less 

likely to “strongly agree” that vocational, GED, and drug and alcohol 

programs should be offered to inmates who want them.    

 Attitudes toward rehabilitation as a correctional philosophy also 

vary somewhat by security level, though the differences are smaller. 

Ofi cers at the lowest security level are more likely than those at the 

highest to say that the purpose of a prison is more rehabilitation than 

punishment (15 percent at Level I and 13 percent at Level IV), to 

agree that rehabilitation should be a central goal of prison (49  percent 

at Level I and 43 percent at Level IV), and to disagree that prisons 

are for public safety, not to help inmates (35 percent at Level I and 
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 Figure 6.2.      Support for rehabilitation programs by security level. 
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31 percent at Level IV). Again, differences between security levels are 

all statistically signii cant ( p  < .05 for all questions), despite being 

substantively small.   

   Additionally, ofi cers differ in how they think of and relate to 

inmates. Not surprisingly, when asked to assess the dangerousness of 

the inmates with whom an ofi cer has had the most contact over the 

past six months, there are signii cant differences across security lev-

els ( Figure 6.3 ). Ofi cers working in Level I prisons consider almost 

half of the inmates with whom they work (45 percent) to be “not 

dangerous” and only a small percentage (18 percent) to be “very dan-

gerous.” At each successively higher security level, ofi cers perceive a 

larger proportion of inmates to be dangerous and very dangerous, and 

a smaller proportion to be not dangerous. At Level IV, ofi cers per-

ceive the highest percentage of “very dangerous” inmates (69 percent) 

and the lowest percentage of inmates deemed to be “not dangerous” 

(6 percent).  25      

     It is impossible from surveys alone to know the extent to  which 

these varying attitudes toward inmates predict differing behavior in 
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the workplace. However, the data do suggest that there is a strong cor-

relation between working in a higher- security prison setting and the 

way that ofi cers describe the quality of interactions with inmates. In 

the CCOS sample as a whole, ofi cers at lower custody are more likely 

to characterize the relationship between ofi cers and inmates at the 

prison where they work as generally pleasant. Compared with 57 per-

cent of ofi cers at Level I, substantially smaller proportions of ofi cers 

at Levels II, III, and IV say this is the case – 52, 49, and 39 percent, 

respectively ( p  < .001). The same patterns hold in characterizations of 

ofi cers’ personal interactions with inmates. Compared with 34 per-

cent of ofi cers at Level I who describe their own interactions with 

inmates as “more pleasant than most other ofi cers,” this is true of 

24 percent of Level II ofi cers and 22 percent of ofi cers at both Level 

III and Level IV ( p  < .001).   

   Finally, it is worth noting that ofi cers at higher- security prisons are 

more likely to believe that incarceration in the prison where they work 

has a detrimental effect on inmates (see Figure 6.4). Data from the 

CCOS indicate that fully half of correctional ofi cers believe that incar-

ceration in the prison where they work causes inmates to become more 

violent. Roughly a third believe that when inmates leave prison they 

are less prepared to be law- abiding citizens than they were when they 
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LeveI I Level II Level III Level IV

% agree that prison makes inmates more violent

% agree that prison makes inmates less prepared to re-enter society

 Figure 6.4.        Ofi cer assessments of prison socialization by security level  . 
Security levels are for men’s prisons only. Level 1  N  = 309; Level 2  N  = 784; 
Level 3  N  = 1,916; Level 4  N  = 1,864.  
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entered. A larger proportion of those working in higher- security set-

tings believe that prison has these negative effects, though. Compared 

with 41 and 40 percent of ofi cers at Level I and II prisons who believe 

that serving time at the prison where they work makes inmates more 

violent, 46 percent of ofi cers at Level III and fully 61 percent of ofi cers 

at Level IV prisons assert this belief ( p  < .001). Similarly, compared with 

25 percent of ofi cers at Level I facilities who believe that when inmates 

leave prison they are less prepared to be law- abiding citizens than they 

were when they entered, 27, 30, and 38 percent of ofi cers voice this 

opinion in Level II, III, and IV prisons, respectively ( p  < .001)  .    

  Orientations toward Supervisors and Peers 

   In addition to concerns about safety, ofi cers report a wide variety 

of work- related problems. First, ofi cers’ evaluations regarding both 

the consistency and adequacy of institutional responses to  violence 

are mixed. Less than a third of ofi cers (about 28 percent) report that 

disciplinary action is always taken in response to incidents of inmate 

violence against staff. By comparison, 27 percent of ofi cers feel that 

action is rarely taken, and 8 percent report that disciplinary action 

when a staff member is assaulted is either very rarely or never taken. 

Moreover, even when some type of action is taken, many ofi cers feel 

that it is too often insufi cient; in the aggregate, only 8 percent of ofi -

cers across the state say that disciplinary action taken in response to 

staff assaults is always adequate, whereas about 22 percent of ofi cers 

report feeling that actions taken in response to inmate- on- staff vio-

lence are either very rarely or never adequate. 

 More generally, when presented with a series of work- related issues, 

a signii cant number of ofi cers report having experienced at least some 

of them in the past six months: 31 percent report issues with an inmate 

or inmates; 28 percent report problems concerning performance feed-

back or recognition; 27 percent report a problem with another staff 

member; 23 percent report harassment by a supervisor or manage-

ment; and 22 percent report issues concerning work schedule, atten-

dance, leave, or pay.  26   

 Despite the relative frequency of these varied and important issues, 

though, nearly half of ofi cers (47 percent) report feeling that when 

they have a problem at work, there is no one they can talk to who 

will really help them solve it. The extent to which ofi cers feel they 
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can rely on horizontal relative to vertical sources of support to help 

resolve issues is substantially different, however. Compared with just 

half of ofi cers (55 percent) who report that if a work- related prob-

lem arose in the future they would consider contacting a supervi-

sor to resolve it, about 70 percent report that they would consider 

contacting CCPOA. 

 Many ofi cers say that they would not reach out for help because 

they do not believe it would make a difference. A higher percentage cite 

the belief that contacting their supervisor (46 percent) would not help 

resolve their issues than say this is true of the union (38 percent), how-

ever. A larger proportion of ofi cers express hesitation about reaching 

out to direct supervisors for other reasons, too, as compared with con-

tacting the union: 38 percent of ofi cers do not trust their supervisor, 

compared with only 14 percent of ofi cers who do not trust the union; 

44 percent would not contact a supervisor because they  are concerned 

about a negative reaction from management, but this concern is only 

a factor for 29 percent who would not contact the union; and while 

25 percent would not contact a supervisor because they are concerned 

about negative reactions from co- workers, only 14 percent cite this as 

a factor in their decision not to contact the union. The only exception 

to this pattern is that 14 percent of ofi cers believe that contacting 

their supervisor would require too much time and effort, compared 

with a slightly larger percentage of ofi cers (23 percent) who believe 

this to be the case with the union. 

 Again, there is a signii cant correlation between the security level at 

which ofi cers work and their willingness to contact a supervisor for 

help. The difference is primarily coni ned to the lowest security level, 

though. Compared with 64 percent of ofi cers at Level I, 57 percent of 

ofi cers at Level II, 56 percent at Level III, and 54 percent at Level IV 

would consider doing so ( p  = .01). In contrast, there is no signii cant 

relationship between security level and ofi cers’ reported willingness 

to contact the union to help resolve work- related problems. 

 One explanation for this difference is the variation ofi cers report 

in their concerns about violence. In the data, ofi cers who feel safe at 

work are as likely as those who feel unsafe to consider using the union 

as a resource to solve problems. By contrast, ofi cers’ willingness to 

contact a supervisor is negatively correlated with their perceived per-

sonal safety in the workplace. Specii cally, of those who report that 
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they rarely feel safe at work, 49 percent say they would consider con-

tacting a supervisor to resolve problems. By comparison, 64 percent of 

those who report feeling safe at work would think about contacting a 

supervisor ( p  < .001). 

 The relationship between perceptions of workplace safety and 

ofi cers’ preferred resources for problem solving remains signii cant 

when additional controls are introduced. In a set of hierarchical mod-

els, I estimate the likelihood that an ofi cer will reach out for help to 

resolve a work- related problem ( Figure 6.5 ). The nested structure of 

the models allows me to take into account that ofi cers have more 

similar experiences within particular prisons than across different 

institutions. In the i rst model, I estimate the likelihood that an ofi cer 

says he or she would contact the union. In the second model, I estimate 
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 Figure 6.5.      Predicting reliance on ofi cers’ union and supervisors. 

 Note : CCOS total sample;  N  = 5,468. HLM coefi cients with 95% CI. 
Controls include partisan identii cation, race, gender, age, education, tenure, 
gender of inmates, percent female ofi cers, percent white ofi cers, security level. 
Dependent variables range from 0 to 1.  
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the likelihood that an ofi cer will contact a supervisor. In each model, 

the dependent variable is regressed on the extent to which  ofi cers 

report experiencing work- related stress, the extent to which they feel 

unsafe at work, the percentage of inmates at their institution whom 

they describe as “very dangerous,” and three measures of experiences 

with violence in the past six months: whether they have been person-

ally assaulted, personally injured in an assault, and the frequency with 

which they have responded to violent incidents. In addition, I include 

a set of individual- level controls (partisan identii cation, race, gender, 

age, education, tenure at CDCR) and controls at the institution level 

(gender of inmates, percentage of ofi cers who are female, percentage 

of ofi cers who are white, security levels housed).       

 As  Figure 6.5  shows, concerns about and experiences with violence 

are negatively predictive of willingness to contact a supervisor. That 

is, ofi cers who report responding to violent incidents with greater 

frequency are less likely to say that they would consider contacting 

a supervisor to help resolve a problem at work ( p  < .05). The same 

is true of those who feel unsafe in the work environment ( p  < .001) 

and those who feel more stressed or under greater pressure while on 

the job ( p  < .001). In comparison, only reported feelings of stress  are 

associated with a decreased likelihood of contacting CCPOA to help 

resolve a work- related issue. In fact, recent experience with assault 

and the percentage of inmates considered to be “very dangerous” 

both appear  positively  correlated with the likelihood of contacting 

the union, although neither relationship is statistically signii cant at 

conventional levels.    

  Relationships Outside the Prison 

 The previous analyses suggested that features of the institutional con-

text are related to ofi cers’ relationships within the prison bureaucracy. 

Does prison culture likewise matter for their relationships at home? 

   Simple cross- tabulations suggest that prison work takes a 

 psychological toll on many ofi cers that can carry over to personal 

relationships outside the prison ( Table 6.2 ). A majority of ofi cers 

(70 percent) report feeling tense or stressed while at work, and about 

two- thirds (65 percent) report that they usually feel they are under a lot 

of pressure at work.  27   Not surprisingly, these attitudes correlate with 

perceptions of violence. Of those who report feeling relatively safe at 
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 Table 6.2.     Workplace Safety, Stress, and Work–Family  Conl ict 

 Total 
(%) 

 I rarely feel safe when 
I am at work. 

 Chi Sq. 

 Disagree 
 (%) 

 Undecided 
 (%) 

 Agree 
 (%) 

  Work- related stress  
 When I’m at work, I 

often feel tense or 
stressed. 

 70  56  64  83  527.80*** 

 I usually feel that I 
am under a lot of 
pressure when I am 
at work. 

 65  50  60  77  527.13*** 

  Work–family strain  
 I have become 

harsher or less 
trusting toward 
family members 
since I took this 
job. 

 48  38  42  55  180.01*** 

 What happens at 
work negatively 
affects my rela-
tionship with my 
spouse/partner or 
children. 

 50  39  45  59  249.69*** 

    Percentages include those responding “somewhat agree,” “agree,” or “strongly agree.” 

 N  = 5,468.  

  *** p  < .001  .    

work, about half indicate some amount of work- related psychological 

stress. Specii cally, 56 percent of ofi cers who feel safe report feeling 

tense or stressed while at work, and 50 percent report usually feeling 

under a lot of pressure when at work. By comparison, a much larger 

proportion of those who feel  unsafe  at work express these sentiments. 

Of this group, 83 and 77 percent experience high levels of psychologi-

cal stress and pressure, respectively.    

   Many ofi cers also report sizable difi culty in coni ning these work-

 related stresses to the workplace. About half of CCOS respondents 

(48 percent) report having become harsher or less trusting toward 
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family members since taking a job as a correctional ofi cer, and 

roughly the same proportion feel that what happens at work nega-

tively affects family relationships (50 percent). Of those who report 

feeling relatively safe at work, however, the proportion is somewhat 

lower than the mean. In this group, 38 percent feel they have become 

harsher or less trusting since taking their job, and 39 percent believe 

that what happens at work negatively affects relationships with family. 

Conversely, a signii cantly larger proportion of those who report feel-

ing  unsafe  at work express these sentiments. Of this group, a majority 

(55 and 59 percent) indicate that correctional work results in some 

degree of work–family strain and conl ict.   

   Again, institutional context appears to play a signii cant role in 

how ofi cers cope with prison work. In the CCOS sample as a whole, 

the security level at which ofi cers work is highly correlated with mea-

sures of both psychological well- being and social ties. Compared with 

60 percent of ofi cers at Level I, 67 percent of ofi cers at Level II and 

72 percent at Levels III and IV report that they often feel tense or 

stressed at work ( p  < .001). Ofi cers assigned to higher- security posts 

are similarly more likely to report that they usually feel they are under 

a lot of pressure while at work ( p  < .001).   

   This is not surprising, given the higher levels of violence at  these 

facilities and the link between ofi cers’ concerns about workplace 

safety and levels of anxiety while at work. The relationship between 

security level and strained work–family relationships is somewhat 

less consistent, however. Ofi cers at higher- security prisons are not 

more likely to report having become “harsher or less trusting” since 

they began correctional work. However, there is a marginally sig-

nii cant relationship ( p  < .1) between one’s security level and the 

belief that workplace experiences negatively affect relationships 

at home. The relationship between security level and work–family 

strain becomes stronger when those who are “undecided” about 

the effects of their work- related stress on family life are included 

among those who agree. Here, perceptions of having become 

harsher toward one’s family also look to be signii cantly related to 

prison context ( p  < .1) and the relationship between security level 

and the belief that “what happens at work negatively affects my 

relationship with spouse/partner or children” is fully signii cant at 

conventional levels ( p  < .05). 
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 These differences across security levels continue to obtain sig-

nii cance in hierarchical models (see  Figure 6.6 ). The setup of these 

models is the same as those described in the preceding section, and 

the results show a strong relationship between levels of work- related 

stress and both measures of work–family conl ict. Those who experi-

ence more stress and pressure at work are signii cantly more likely to 

report having become “harsher or less trusting” and are more likely 

to say that what happens at work negatively affects what happens at 
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 Figure 6.6.      Predicting ofi cers’ personal social ties. 

 Note : CCOS total sample;  N  = 5,468. HLM coefi cients with 95% CI. 
Controls include partisan identii cation, race, gender, age, education, tenure, 
gender of inmates, percent female ofi cers, percent white ofi cers, security level. 
Dependent variables range from 0 to 1.  
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home ( p  < .001). The same is true of ofi cers’ perceptions of workplace 

safety. Those who feel less safe at work experience more issues in their 

personal social ties ( p  < .001).    

 The relationship between work–family strain and recent experi-

ences with violence are somewhat more mixed. Ofi cers who have 

been assaulted at work at least once in the past six months are more 

likely to report that work negatively affects relationships with family 

( p  = .01), and the same is true of the frequency with which ofi cers 

have responded to violence in the institution ( p  = .05). These variables 

do not appear likewise correlated with ofi cers’ reports concerning 

how prison work has shaped their social orientations, though. Finally, 

neither the percentage of inmates an ofi cer deems “very dangerous” 

nor whether an ofi cer has been injured in a direct assault is  associated 

with either measure of work–family stress.     

  A Quasi-Experiment 

   These descriptive analyses suggest that ofi cers working in higher-

 security prisons hold different attitudes and have different relationships 

with others than those working in lower- security prisons. However, it 

may be that ofi cers working at different security levels differ on  some 

other factor that explains this divergence.     Existing research on the pro-

fessional norms of custody staff posits two sets of variables that pre-

dict ofi cers’ attitudes toward correctional goals: institutional context, 

but also individual demographics.  28   These are referred to as the work/

role model and the importation model, respectively. The importation 

model suggests that the professional norms of ofi cers correlate with 

stable attributes of the individual that precede correctional employ-

ment. For example, studies focusing on the demographics of individual 

ofi cers have examined whether characteristics like race,  29   education,  30   

gender,  31   and tenure  32   are related to ofi cer attitudes.   

 The work/role model, by comparison, argues that work- related 

experiences have a  causal  effect on ofi cers’ attitudes. Some studies 

suggest that work variables exert a stronger inl uence on attitudes 

than individual demographics, while others support a joint impact of 

imported and environmental factors.  33   As evidence, existing studies 

supporting a work/role model i nd strong correlations between ofi -

cers’ perceptions of correctional work and a variety of organizational 
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characteristics. For instance, working a late shift  34   has been shown to 

correlate with support for rehabilitation programs, but also to pre-

dict a custodial orientation.  35   Likewise, both having a lower rank and 

being assigned to inside picket duty have been shown to predict posi-

tive attitudes toward some treatment programs.    36   

 A simple comparison of how ofi cer attitudes vary across security 

levels cannot adjudicate between these competing explanations. This is 

because, as described in Chapter 4,   prison ofi cers may choose to work 

at the particular security level that best conforms to their existing pref-

erences and beliefs. Thus, while there may be a negative relationship 

between working at a higher security level and support for rehabilita-

tion, this may be purely due to selection.   This type of assignment pro-

cess – according to individual preference – makes it difi cult to assess the 

effects of occupational experience independent of pre- existing attitudes. 

 In order to address this concern, I leverage a feature of employ-

ment in the CDCR: in the California state prison system, correctional 

ofi cers who are still in their i rst two years of work are assigned to a 

particular prison and security level through a largely arbitrary process, 

one over which they have limited control. (This estimation strategy is 

described in detail in Chapter 4.) By comparing a matched sample  of 

apprentice ofi cers who are assigned to higher and lower security levels, 

it is therefore possible to obtain an unbiased estimate of the effect of 

the prison environment on new ofi cers’ attitudes and relationships.   

  Inmates and Correctional Work 

   Do apprentice ofi cers develop divergent attitudes toward rehabilita-

tion? Like among ofi cers as a whole, levels of support for rehabil-

itation programs are consistently high among new recruits. In fact, 

almost all apprentice ofi cers (97 percent) agree that at least one of 

the four types of rehabilitation programs should be offered to inmates. 

However, among these new ofi cers, those assigned to a higher- security 

prison support the provision of signii cantly fewer. Among apprentices 

assigned to Level III, about 70 percent believe all four types of pro-

grams should be offered to inmates who want them. By comparison, 

only 48 percent of new ofi cers assigned to work at Level IV agree that 

all four programs should be offered ( p  < .01). In particular, ofi cers 

assigned to the higher- security setting are less likely to support voca-

tional training (94 percent of apprentices at Level III agree that this 
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type of program should be offered, relative to 80 percent at Level IV;  p  

< .001) and education at the college level (74 percent at Level III and 

54 percent at Level IV;  p  < .001). 

 In contrast to attitudes toward specii c rehabilitation programs, 

there are no signii cant differences between the ideological orientations 

of higher-  and lower- security apprentice ofi cers. On all of the rehabili-

tation ideology statements – “Rehabilitation should be a central goal 

of incarceration”; “The job of a prison is to keep the public safe, not to 

help inmates”; and “The purpose of a prison is rehabilitation, punish-

ment, or both” – apprentice ofi cers assigned to Level III and Level IV 

hold statistically equivalent attitudes. These comparisons suggest that 

the security level to which an ofi cer is assigned plays a signii cant role 

in shaping his or her attitudes toward specii c rehabilitation programs, 

but that security level has little or no causal effect on broader orienta-

tions toward rehabilitation as a correctional philosophy. 

 In order to reduce any biases that might stem from even minimal 

differences between these two groups, I also create a matched dataset 

of apprentices. Using a genetic matching algorithm,  37   I match ofi cers 

assigned to Level IV with ofi cers assigned to Level III on all  observable 

covariates, as well as on a propensity score predicting the probability 

of assignment to a higher- security setting.  38   Essentially, I artii cially 

create a comparable set of apprentice ofi cers who have been assigned 

to higher and lower security levels, making sure that they are well bal-

anced on all observable characteristics that might potentially confound 

my analysis. The matched sample of apprenticed ofi cers improves the 

statistical balance between those who are assigned to Levels III and 

IV; after matching, no signii cant differences remain in the observed 

characteristics of the two groups (see  Figure 6.7 ).    

 I then assess the effects of prison context on ofi cers’  attitudes 

toward rehabilitation using the matched sample. The results of these 

estimates coni rm inferences from the unmatched data: prison context 

appears to have a signii cant effect on attitudes toward rehabilitation 

programs but no effect on attitudes toward rehabilitation as a profes-

sional ideology. On the question of whether “rehabilitation should be 

a central goal of incarceration,” the effect of assignment to Level IV 

rather than Level III is 0.01, or a difference of less than 1 percent of the 

scale ranging from 1, “strongly disagree,” to 6, “strongly agree.” This 

effect is not statistically signii cant ( p  = .96). The same is true when 
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I consider support for rehabilitation relative to punishment. On this 

question ofi cers assigned to Levels III and IV are statistically indis-

tinguishable. On the Rehabilitation Ideology Index, which combines 

these two questions, those at the higher and lower security levels are 

statistically equivalent. 

 In contrast, the security level to which an apprentice is assigned 

has a signii cant effect on his or her attitudes toward the provision of 

specii c rehabilitation programs; apprentice ofi cers assigned to lower-

 security posts adopt more supportive attitudes toward programs. 

In the matched sample, being assigned to the higher- security prison 

 

Mean IV

Estimated Treatment Efects (ATT)

Rehab Program Index

Rehab Ideology Index

Match Balance Statistics

White 0.43 0.45

Black 0.11 0.12

Latino 0.34 0.33

Male 0.86 0.87

Birth year 1970.4 1970.3

Tenure with CDCR 1.15 1.15

Education 2.34 2.4

Currently in school 1.91 1.92 

Democrat 0.28 0.29

Independent 0.1 0.09

Republican 0.38 0.36

Region 2.6 2.64

Propensity Score 0.72 0.73

Mean III P-values

0
.0

0

0
.0

5
0

.1
0

1
.0

0

 Figure 6.7.      Balance and effects for treated (Level IV) and control (Level III) 
groups in matched sample. 

 Note : Sample includes only ofi cers who are in their apprenticeship period of 
employment;  N  = 169 matched observations. Region is coded as a continuous 
variable, such that matching prefers the closest geographic area.  
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predicts a decrease of about 4 percentage points on the Rehabilitation 

Program Index ( p  < .1), a measure that combines support for the four 

program types. In particular, assigning ofi cers to work with higher-

 custody inmates makes them less likely to support offering either aca-

demic training at the college level or vocational training. The size of 

the effect of Level IV assignment on support for college education is 

a decline of about 7 percentage points, and the effect on support for 

vocational training is roughly equivalent. Both of these effects are sig-

nii cant at the 95 percent level.   

   Differences in ofi cers’ attitudes toward inmates are likewise signii -

cant when the CCOS sample is restricted to Level III and IV ofi cers who 

are still in their period of apprenticeship. Among these ofi cers, there is 

a marginally signii cant and negative effect of assignment to a higher-

 security prison on ofi cers’ evaluations of their own interactions with 

inmates ( p  < .1). The size of this effect is substantively small, however; 

20 percent of new ofi cers in Level IV prisons describe their relationship 

to inmates as more pleasant than that of most ofi cers, compared with 

22 percent of those at Level III, a difference of just 2 percentage points. 

The effect is more substantial where more  general evaluations of the 

ofi cer–inmate relationship are concerned. On this question, apprentices 

assigned to Level III are fully 18 percentage points more likely to describe 

the interactions between correctional ofi cers and inmates where they 

work as generally pleasant than those assigned to Level IV ( p  = .01). 

   Among apprentice ofi cers there is also an effect of assignment to 

Level IV rather than Level III on perceptions of how inmates socialize 

to prison. Among new ofi cers assigned to a lower- security Level III set-

ting, about 38 percent believe that time spent as an inmate in the prison 

where they work leads inmates to become more violent. The propor-

tion believing this to be true is 53 percent among new ofi cers assigned 

to the highest security level ( p  < .05). Similarly, 25 percent of appren-

tice ofi cers at Level III and 30 percent of ofi cers at Level IV believe 

that inmates actually leave the prison where they work less prepared to 

obey the law than they were when they entered ( p  < .01)  . These results 

remain signii cant in the matched sample.    

  Peers, Managers, and Family Ties 

   It is not only ofi cers’ attitudes toward inmates that are shaped by the 

correctional context, though; other relationships are likewise affected. 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:39, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Social Effects of Prison  Work 145

Among apprentice ofi cers, there is a strongly signii cant relationship 

between being assigned to a higher- security post and the resources 

ofi cers are likely to draw upon to help resolve work- related prob-

lems. Specii cally, new ofi cers assigned to Level IV facilities become 

less likely to consider contacting a supervisor than are those assigned 

to Level III, although the difference of roughly i ve percentage points 

is not statistically signii cant. New ofi cers at higher- security prisons 

also become somewhat more likely to consider contacting CCPOA, 

and this difference is slightly larger (about eight percentage points) 

and somewhat more robust ( p  < .1). This effect remains statistically 

signii cant in the matched subsample of apprentices.   

   Security level does not appear to translate into work–family conl ict 

early on in an ofi cer’s career, however. About a quarter of ofi cers 

assigned to both Levels III and IV report that what happens at work 

negatively affects relationships with family. Of course, this does not 

mean that security level does not ultimately have an effect on ofi -

cers’ social ties outside the prison. Rather, it may be the case that the 

 particular effect of prison context on personal relationships outside 

prison is not rel ected among apprentice ofi cers, because they have 

been on the job for a relatively short period of time. 

 Indeed, in the CCOS sample as a whole, those who have been 

employed with CDCR for longer report signii cantly more work-

 related stress and work–family conl ict than do ofi cers with less 

tenure (see  Table 6.3 ). This remains true in HLM models predicting 

 Table 6.3.     Work- Related Stress, Work–Family Conl ict,  and 
Ofi cer Tenure 

 When I’m at work, I often 
feel tense or stressed. 

 What happens at work 
negatively affects my 
relationship with my 
spouse/partner or children. 

 Years at CDCR 
 1–2  50  23 
 3–5  67  41 
 6–10  73  52 
 >10  72  56 

    Percentage includes those responding “somewhat agree,” “agree,” or “strongly agree.” 

 N  = 5,468.    
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work–family conl ict when other variables, including an ofi cer’s age, 

race, gender, and education, are accounted for. In these models, ofi -

cers’ tenure working for the CDCR is strongly correlated with both 

psychological stress and self- reported strain in relationships with fam-

ily and friends. These signii cant relationships may rel ect an accumu-

lation of pressure over time. Alternatively, the larger proportion of 

older ofi cers reporting stress and strain in personal relationships may 

be a response to aging while holding a physically demanding job. It 

may also be the case that ofi cers who have seen a great deal of change 

in the prison environment experience more stress; for ofi cers who 

undertook correctional work in the early 1980s, when California pris-

ons were somewhat less crowded, more rehabilitation- oriented, and 

less violent, adjusting to substantial changes in the work environment 

may have proved difi cult.      

     Conclusions 

 At the outset of this chapter, I discussed three ways that employment 

might shape the attitudes of correctional ofi cers: formal training, 

occupational experience, and peer socialization.   California correc-

tional ofi cers all receive the same training at the academy, irrespective 

of the institution and security level to which they will be subsequently 

assigned. If this foundational training fully accounted for ofi cers’ 

attitudes, we would expect to i nd little variation by security level. 

The effects found here therefore suggest that peer socialization and/

or occupational experience also play at least some role in determining 

ofi cers’ patterns of adaptation. In this regard, the i ndings presented 

here echo the supposition of others that, because of their relative 

intensity and duration, occupational experiences may have the most 

substantial effect. In 1974, David Duffee wrote:

  It is likely that an hour or two of lecture on a particular subject has a miniscule 

effect on even the best students listening to the best professor in a good uni-

versity. Such lectures are only effective as they counterpoint carefully selected 

readings and occur within the peculiar university atmosphere where foreign 

ideas, even in the least interested students, enjoy some prestige. Such is not the 

case in a correctional training academy where many ofi cers hold little respect 

for “book learning,” or for the men whose learning is from books rather than 

the real life of the cell block.  39     
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 While this quote is now somewhat dated, it remains true that sim-

ply offering better or different training may not, by itself, fully (re- )

orient the views of correctional staff.   If working norms are not only 

purposively inculcated by the prison administration but also acquired 

informally, ofi cers’ attitudes will come to rel ect the prevailing norms 

associated with the particular prison setting in which they work. 

This process of professional socialization makes prison culture self-

 reinforcing, as new ofi cers assimilate to the environments in which 

they are employed, rather than conforming solely to the formally 

stated mission of the correctional organization.  40   

   In addition, how safe ofi cers feel while on the job, and the sig-

nii cant levels of stress and strain that result, may have broader 

implications for ofi cers’ well- being that are worthy of consider-

ation. One study of corrections employees found that about a quar-

ter of those surveyed (nearly 26 percent) had symptoms suggesting 

a clinical diagnosis of post- traumatic stress disorder, rates com-

parable to  those found in combat veterans, prisoners of war, and 

disaster survivors.  41   And a number of recent studies suggest that the 

work experiences of correctional employees may frequently result 

in depression or other serious psychological disorders. In one such 

study, 25 percent of correctional ofi cers reported frequently expe-

riencing a lack of emotional responsiveness, 20 percent an inability 

to i nd pleasure in anything, and 13 percent a feeling of hopeless-

ness and/or worthlessness.  42     Another study found the relative risk 

of suicide to be 39 percent higher than that of the general working-

 age population.    43   

 Though it is difi cult to i nd rigorous studies of whether the psy-

chological stresses associated with prison work are also detrimental to 

correctional ofi cers’ physical health, high rates of stress among prison 

workers appear to be associated with increased risk of stress- related 

illnesses, such as hypertension, heart disease, and ulcers.  44   In fact, one 

newspaper article cites insurance data that suggest correctional ofi -

cers have a life expectancy of 59 years, compared with the 77 years 

that is the average for the U.S. population. That article, titled “Prison 

Horrors Haunt Guards’ Private Lives,” argues that many ofi cers 

“harden themselves to survive inside prison. . . . Then they i nd they 

can’t snap out of it at the end of the day. Some seethe to themselves. 

Others commit suicide.”  45      
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   Finally, the data shown here suggest that the experiences ofi cers 

have at work may affect the nature of criminal justice politics at the 

state level. Despite most unions across the country experiencing declin-

ing membership over the past few decades, the size of the CCPOA has 

grown signii cantly since its founding in 1957 ( Figure 6.8 ). Formed 

originally as a small “pizza and beer” organization of fewer than 2,500 

members, CCPOA has expanded to represent more than 31,000 mem-

bers and, although CCPOA is an open shop, 97 percent of California 

correctional ofi cers are members.  46     Under the leadership of Don 

Novey, and subsequently Mike Jimenez and Chuck Alexander  , the 

union has successfully negotiated salaries for state correctional ofi cers 

that are 58 percent higher than the national average,  47   and the union’s 

political action committee has become one of the largest sources of 

campaign contributions in California, employing an aggressive lob-

bying and public relations strategy.  48   Thus, to observers of California 

politics, the union is now generally regarded as a political powerhouse 

that can make or break proposals for criminal justice reform and  that 

has been instrumental in the election and removal of more than one 

state politician.  49   For instance, the Center on Juvenile Criminal Justice 

describes the union as “a powerful political machine that has had a 

dramatic effect on the state’s correctional system. . . . When the CCPOA 

exerts power, more people are incarcerated.”  50      

 There are several plausible explanations for the extraordinary 

growth of CCPOA. In part, the increase in membership has been a 

simple function of the exponential growth in the number of ofi cers 

employed by the state. As the number of prisons in California has 
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 Figure 6.8.      Growth in CCPOA membership and state prisons, 1980–2001. 

  Source : Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice; Data Analysis Unit, California 
Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation.  

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 8.9.95.224, on 07 Jul 2020 at 14:53:39, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139649681.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Social Effects of Prison  Work 149

grown, so has the number of correctional ofi cers. The union has also 

increased its membership by actively organizing related groups of pro-

fessionals, including parole ofi cers, psychiatric and medical techni-

cians, and correctional counselors.  51   In addition, the union likely also 

benei ts from several characteristics that are associated with higher 

rates of unionization more generally. First, union declines have been 

heavily concentrated in the private sector.  52   As CCPOA represents pub-

lic employees, it may not have been as susceptible to decline as unions 

representing market sector employees. Second, there has been more 

strength over time in female union membership relative to male,  53   and 

CCPOA has been particularly successful in helping to integrate the 

correctional ranks. In fact, about 18 percent of CCPOA’s membership 

is female, making it one of the most gender- diverse law enforcement 

unions in the country.  54   

 Perhaps the most compelling explanation for the high and  persistent 

unionization rates of California correctional ofi cers, though, may be 

the contentious relationship between ofi cers and the CDCR. As the 

data I have presented here make clear, a large proportion of ofi cers 

hesitate to contact their direct supervisors to resolve problems. In con-

trast, fewer say they would not go to the union if they needed help 

with work- related issues. This pattern is particularly stark among ofi -

cers who experience the threat of violence in the workplace. These 

data suggest that the union’s organizational strength is at least in part 

a response to the internal dynamics (and dysfunction) of the prison 

work environment itself. 

 CCPOA has been widely criticized for the substantial inl uence it 

has over criminal justice politics in California. Yet what often goes 

overlooked in discussions of the union is the considerable level of 

commitment the organization elicits from its members. To many of 

the rank and i le, the union is the lone actor on the political landscape 

that regularly advocates for them, the men and women who put their 

safety at risk every day in the state’s correctional facilities. If reliance 

on CCPOA to resolve grievances at work is indeed linked to percep-

tions of safety in the workplace, it is unlikely that – for better or for 

worse – the political power of the union will wane until the difi cult 

problems of prison safety have been successfully addressed.       
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   Your own safety is at stake when your neighbor’s wall  is ablaze.  
 Horace,  Epistles  (20–c. 8 BC)  

  In the preceding chapters, I have argued that the choices states make 

about institutions of punishment can play an important role in shaping 

how individuals perceive of and engage with one another. Specii cally, 

I have shown that   more   violent and punitive correctional institutions 

create a disjointed form of social community;   salient social ties are 

formed between some groups of individuals within these institutions, 

but such groups serve to bond rather than bridge. More important, 

these prison-based social groups foster attitudes among their members 

that discourage generalized trust and a broader sense of social con-

nection. For inmates, social ties in a more violent and punitive prison 

can promote an aggressive response to resolving interpersonal conl ict 

and may help to explain increased rates of recidivism. For correctional 

ofi cers, social dynamics within the punitive prison may foster a wari-

ness of others and a harsher orientation toward inmates, which can 

spill over to their personal lives  . 

 The focus of these analyses has been the individual ofi cer and 

inmate. However, I have suggested throughout the previous chapters 

that these individual-level effects may have wider consequences for 

American communities. In this chapter, I ask: To what types of com-

munities do prisoners return? 

      7 

 From Individuals to Communities    
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   As has already been well documented, concentrated surveillance in 

low-income and urban neighborhoods has led to wide geographic dis-

parities in the prevalence of incarceration. For instance, in a  study of 

incarceration in Chicago, Robert Sampson and Charles Loefl er note: 

“Large swaths of the city, especially in the southwest and northwest, 

remain relatively untouched by the imprisonment boom. . . . By con-

trast, there is a dense and spatially contiguous cluster of areas in near-

west and south-central Chicago that have rates of incarceration some 

eight times higher (or more).”  1   These patterns, and the intensii cation 

of this spatial dynamic over time, could not be explained by crime 

rates alone. Instead, communities with similar levels of crime had very 

different levels of incarceration, a variation that was signii cantly pre-

dicted by concentrated disadvantage.   

 In the analyses that follow, I explore the geographic dispersion of 

individuals returning to communities from prison, examining the social 

characteristics of the neighborhoods that ex-prisoners call home. I argue 

here that the areas to which ex-inmates predominantly return are not 

only distinct in terms of race and poverty, as has been shown in extant 

research. In addition, these communities are distinguished by their pat-

terns of social organization.   Using data from Los Angeles County in 

California, as well as from a variety of other states, I i nd a strong rela-

tionship between the spatial concentration of parolees and the social atti-

tudes and behavior of community residents. In particular, the evidence 

suggests that communities receiving large numbers of people returning 

from prison are marked by somewhat more informal social activities 

between families and friends, but lower levels of generalized trust. In 

this regard, these areas display social dynamics that echo the atomized 

social organization of America’s more punitive and violent prisons.   

   These results, I suggest, mean that disadvantaged neighborhoods are 

caught in a negative feedback loop. Within these communities, social 

disorder translates into lower levels of community cooperation and 

informal control. This, in turn, increases rates of crime and predicts 

higher rates of incarceration.  2   The notion of “addition by subtrac-

tion” posits that removing criminals from a community will thereby 

remove the problems these individuals caused. As Todd Clear writes, 

“The hard-and-fast assumption of incarceration as a tool of public 

safety is that removing these people from their communities subtracts 
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only (or primarily) the problems they represented for their places, and 

thereby leaves those places better.”  3   Through policing and imprison-

ment, undesirables and delinquents are removed  from the community, 

increasing the safety and security of neighborhoods and cities.  4   

 However, when large groups of individuals return from prison to 

these concentrated areas of disadvantage, the receiving community 

has limited resources to help them resocialize into community life. In 

fact, I suggest that the concentration of returning parolees may actu-

ally reduce community cooperation and collective problem solving. 

In addition, to the extent that incarceration is itself a criminogenic 

experience, areas that receive a disproportionate number of returning 

prisoners will only begin the cycle again, as they welcome these resi-

dents back home.    

  Punishment and Concentrated Communities 

   As California’s prison population has grown over the past few decades, 

so has its parole population. From 1995 to 2005 alone, the number of 

adult parolees in the state increased 21 percent.  5   California now has the 

largest population of parolees of any state in the country. Commensurate 

with the size of its prison population, nearly 15 percent of the nation’s 

total parole population was incarcerated in a California prison  . 

   With few exceptions, inmates released from prison in the state are 

returned to their county of commitment for supervision. For this reason, 

parolees are geographically concentrated in certain areas of the state, 

namely those areas that send the most individuals to prison. Almost 

two-thirds of parolees are returned to southern California, to areas 

like Los Angeles, San Diego, and San Bernardino.     As the most popu-

lous county in the country,  6   Los Angeles is home to the largest number 

of parolees of any county in the state – nearly 31 percent of all state 

parolees  7   – making it i rst among all counties in the nation in terms of 

the number of people who have been released there from prison.  8   

 Los Angeles County is made up of 88 separate localities that vary 

signii cantly in both their economic and racial composition. Not sur-

prisingly, then, even within the county’s roughly 4,000 square miles, 

parolees are highly concentrated within certain areas ( Figure 7.1 ). The 

city of Los Angeles accounts for the largest share of county parolees 

(about 40 percent), with Long Beach, Lancaster, and Compton ranking 
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second, third, and fourth, respectively. And even within each munici-

pality,  individuals released from prison are further concentrated in 

certain neighborhoods. Just a few adjacent zip codes in the south cen-

tral part of Los Angeles city host the highest concentrations of return-

ing prisoners. In fact, more than half of those released from prison to 

parole in the city of Los Angeles live in zip codes that, combined, are 

home to just 18 percent of adult Angelinos.  9      

     In order to examine community organization within Los Angeles 

County, I rely on data from the Social Capital Community Benchmark 

Survey.  10   The survey was conducted with a national sample of U.S. 

citizens, as well as additional samples of roughly 26,700 individuals 

residing in 42 communities (in 29 states) across the country.  11   Included 

in these community data is a random sample of 515 people in Los 

Angeles County. These individuals are drawn from 220 of the county’s 

487 residential zip codes.  12   

 To begin, I merge the Los Angeles subsample from the Social Capital 

Survey with data on the number and rate per 100 residents of individu-

als released from prison by county and zip code.  13   Using this combined 
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 Figure 7.1.      Concentration of parolees in Los Angeles County (per 1,000 
population) by zip code. 

 Source : California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation.  
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dataset, I can then examine the relationship between various  measures 

of individuals’ social ties and social attitudes, and the relative concentra-

tion of people released from prison to their particular geographic area. 

In order to control for other salient factors that vary among zip codes 

and also among individuals, I conduct a set of multiple regressions with 

robust clustered standard errors. In each model I control for the relative 

urbanicity and population density of the respondents’ zip code, as well as 

respondent demographics (race, gender, education, age, citizenship sta-

tus), economic well-being (whether currently employed, income below or 

above $30,000 per year, previous year’s household income), residential 

mobility (length of residence in a community, whether the respondent 

expects to be living in the community in i ve years), and household indica-

tors (whether the respondent’s home is owned or rented, his or her mari-

tal status, and number of children under 18 residing in the household). 

(Further information on these variables is provided in Appendix I.)   

  Community Organization and the Concentrated Return of Prisoners 

   The social attributes of individuals are distinct from the social attri-

butes of communities, and it is important to distinguish between the 

two levels of analysis. A given individual with extensive social net-

works and a high level of generalized trust may live in a community 

where the social landscape is otherwise sparse, and an individual may 

lack these social attributes despite living in an area that is marked by 

copious social connectedness.  14   In addition, the sample of respondents 

from Los Angeles County is small, and the survey asks no questions 

about criminal justice experience, so we cannot know whether these 

individuals have had a personal experience of incarceration. We also 

have no way of knowing whether they have a close friend or associ-

ate who has been incarcerated or who has worked inside a prison. 

Despite these limitations, however, the descriptive patterns evident in 

these models remain instructive. 

 I start by examining individuals’ evaluations of their personal social 

networks. I i nd no relationship between zip code parole concentration 

and whether individuals say they have a close friend or someone in 

whom they can coni de. Nor is parole concentration predictive of the 

number of close friends that individuals report or how many people 

in whom they say they can coni de. The rate of parolees returning to 

 one’s zip code is, however, positively predictive of the frequency of 

informal socializing over the past 12 months ( Figure 7.2 ). Specii cally, 
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those who live in zip codes with a higher parole concentration report 

that they  more often  have had friends visit them at home, have visited 

with relatives, have socialized with co-workers outside of work, have 

hung out with friends in public places, and have played cards and 

board games with others over the past year than those who live in zip 

codes with a lower parole concentration, all else equal ( p  < .05 for the 

scale of these i ve items). The magnitude of the predicted difference is 

sizable; holding other factors constant, an increase of 1 point in the 

parole rate (measured as the number of parolees per 100 adults) is 

associated with a 15-point increase in the informal socializing scale 

(ranging from 0 to 1).    
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 Figure 7.2.      Parole concentration by zip code and social organization in Los 
Angeles County. 

 Note : Results are from OLS regressions and linear probability models with 
robust clustered standard errors. Coefi cients with 95% CI. Additional con-
trols included in all models as described in text. 

 Source : Los Angeles County release rates from California Department 
of Corrections and Rehabilitation; attitudinal data from Social Capital 
Benchmark Survey.  N  = 376 individuals in 186 zip codes.  
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   Despite their more frequent informal social activities, however, 

individuals residing in high-parole areas are no more likely to express 

a sense of generalized trust. Compared with those who live in areas 

with fewer per capita parolees, those in high-concentration areas are 

no more or less likely to say that “most people can be trusted” rather 

than that “you can’t be too careful in dealing with people.”     Indeed, 

when this question is combined in a standardized index with other 

questions concerning interpersonal trust – whether individuals feel 

they can trust their neighbors, their co-workers, their fellow religious 

congregants, store employees where they shop, and the local police – 

individuals in higher parole concentration areas actually express  less  
social trust. Specii cally, every 1-point increase in the zip code parolee 

rate predicts an 11-point decline in trust of these various groups, all 

else equal. Nor is this effect driven solely by distrust of the police. The 

relationship remains signii cant when trust of local police is removed 

from the index ( p  = .01).   

 In sum, the social patterns in Los Angeles County mirror the atom-

ized communities that are evident in higher-security prisons, where 

violence is higher and resources are scarce. In zip codes that receive 

more returning inmates, informal social activities, such as visiting with 

family and hanging out with friends, is more frequent. Yet, in these 

same areas, feelings of generalized trust are signii cantly lower.  

    Communities and Parole Concentration across the  Nation 

 Do the patterns evident in Los Angeles County generalize beyond this 

one county and state? Just as there is sizable variation across states and 

regions in the rate and culture of imprisonment, there is a great deal of 

geographic variance in the proportion of residents who were released 

from custody in a given year.   For instance,   while California released 

roughly 4.15 prisoners for every 1,000 residents in 2000   and Louisiana 

released 3.25 per 1,000, the release rate for West Virginia in that year 

was only 0.70 per 1,000, and the rates for Maine and Massachusetts 

were just 0.53 and 0.46, respectively.     Within these states, parolees 

are likewise concentrated within particular localities. For instance, 

in the 10 states that experienced the most substantial prison  growth 

during the 1980s and 1990s – Texas, Florida, California, New York, 

Michigan, Georgia, Illinois, Ohio, Colorado, and Missouri   – 47 coun-

ties had 10 percent or more of their total population incarcerated in 
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2000, 13 counties had 20 percent or more incarcerated, and 2 counties 

had 30 percent or more residents in prison.    15   

   Using population numbers from the 2000 census and zip code data 

on the number of prisoners released from custody across 13 states,  16   

I calculate a rate of recently released prisoners for each zip code 

(per 100 residents). I then match individuals from the Social Capital 

Benchmark Survey with the rate of prisoners released to their local 

community. This provides a survey sample of 11,836 individuals resid-

ing in 2,083 unique zip codes. 

 On average, respondents to the benchmark survey live in zip codes 

that receive 0.35 released prisoners for every 100 community residents. 

However, in a given year about 2 percent of respondents receive no 

prisoners in their zip code, and nearly 30 percent of respondents’ local-

ities receive fewer than 0.1 returning prisoners for every 100 residents. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, about 2 percent of all benchmark 

respondents live in zip codes that receive more than four times the 

sample average (more than 1.5 ex-prisoners for every 100 residents), 

and two percent of respondents live in zip codes that receive fully 15 

for every 100 residents, or about 43 times the sample average. 

 In order to examine the relationship between the recent ex-prisoner 

release rate and individual social attitudes, controlling for other fac-

tors, I use these combined data to estimate multivariate models with 

the same set of both individual and zip code controls as in the Los 

Angeles County data. In addition, in these models I control for cen-

sus region, as well as local racial composition, mean education and 

income, median age, average household size, and housing vacancy 

rate, as well as the rate of reported serious crimes using three separate 

variables that measure the number of reported murders, the number of 

aggravated assaults, and the number of all Part I crimes (murder, rape, 

robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, motor vehicle theft, and 

arson) per 1,000 county residents.    17   

   The patterns that emerge in these multi-state models are similar to 

those evident in Los Angeles (see  Figure 7.3 ). Individuals who reside 

in zip codes with higher concentrations of recent ex-prisoners are no 

more likely than residents of lower-concentration zip codes to say  that 

they have close friends they “feel at ease with, can talk to about private 

matters, or call on for help,” nor are they less likely to say that they 

have someone in their life “with whom [they] can share coni dences or 
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discuss a difi cult decision.” However, the networks of friends and con-

i dants that individuals in higher-concentration areas report are some-

what smaller, on average, than those maintained by individuals who 

reside in lower-concentration areas; people who live in zip codes with 

high concentrations of returning prisoners report fewer close friends 

and coni dants overall.    

   In addition, the rate of   recently returned ex-prisoners in one’s com-

munity is negatively predictive of the extent of social and general-

ized trust. Despite being no less likely to report frequently socializing 

 with family and friends, individuals in high-concentration areas are 

less likely to agree that people can generally be trusted. Instead, they 
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 Figure 7.3.      Ex-prisoner concentration and social organization in 13 states, 
by zip code. 

 Note : Results are from OLS regressions with robust clustered standard errors. 
Coefi cients with 95% CI. Additional controls included in all models as 
described in text. 

 Source : Release rates from Justice Mapping and state correctional organiza-
tions; Attitudinal data from Social Capital Benchmark Survey.  N  = 10,151 
individuals in 1,942 zip codes.  
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are more likely to believe you should be careful in dealing with peo-

ple. Specii cally, a one-point increase in the rate of ex-prisoners (again 

measured as the number per 100 residents) predicts a 0.04 decline on 

this measure (scaled from 0 to 1).     Likewise, on an index that combines 

questions about the trustworthiness of various groups, including one’s 

neighbors, co-workers, religious congregants, store employees where 

they shop, and local police, higher-concentration residents are less 

likely to express a belief that these people can generally be trusted. On 

this index (again ranging from 0 to 1), a one-point increase in the ex-

prisoner rate predicts about a 0.02 decline in social trust.     

  Social Trust and Community Cooperation 

   The data suggest that   neighborhoods receiving a high concentration of 

returning prisoners have a particular set of social dynamics  , which in 

many ways parallel the densely knit and tightly bounded organization 

of higher-security prisons. These patterns are intriguing, but are they 

also potentially important for how these communities function?   Like 

other contextual features, such as poverty and residential instability, 

the concentration of ex-prisoners in a community may affect collec-

tive efi cacy and community cooperation by inl uencing patterns of 

social interaction at the neighborhood level  .   In essence, social organi-

zation might serve as a mediator between ex-prisoner concentration 

and community empowerment. 

 I have already established that ex-prisoner concentration has a sig-

nii cant relationship to social ties and social trust (Path  A  in  Figure 7.4 ). 

In order for mediation to be present, it must also be the case that social 

ties and trust have a signii cant relationship to cooperation (Path  B ), that 
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 Figure 7.4.      Mediation model of community cooperation.  
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ex-prisoner concentration has a direct effect on cooperation (Path  C ), 

and that the effect of ex-prisoner concentration on cooperation is 

diminished by the introduction of social ties and social trust. The indi-

rect effect of concentration on cooperation (Path  C ’) then tells us the 

portion of the context–cooperation relationship that is accounted for 

by social organization.    

   The benchmark survey asks only one question that gauges  perceptions 

of community cooperation, and it is a somewhat imperfect measure: “If 

public ofi cials asked everyone to conserve water or electricity because 

of some emergency, how likely is it that people in your community 

would cooperate?” Responses to this question are signii cantly pre-

dicted by the rate of released ex-prisoners in one’s zip code, all else 

equal. Those who reside in areas with higher ex-prisoner concentra-

tions are somewhat less likely to believe that people in their community 

would cooperate in the event of an emergency, if asked to do so by 

a public ofi cial. Specii cally, an increase of one released prisoner for 

every 100 community members predicts a decrease in perceived com-

munity cooperation of about two percentage points ( p  < .001).    

 However, the relationship between the local prisoner release rate 

and perceptions of community cooperation, controlling for the full set 

of covariates, is partially mediated by social trust ( Table 7.1 ). The data 

show that, in fact, levels of trust help to explain about a quarter of 

the relationship between ex-prisoner concentration and cooperation.  18   

Evidence is weaker for the mediating role of social ties, although the 

number of one’s close friends appears to partially mediate the effect 

of ex-prisoners on perceptions of community cooperation. Specii cally, 

 Table 7.1.     Mediation Models of Ex-Prisoner  Concentration 

 Effect of Social Variable 
on Cooperation, 
 Path  B  

 Mediated Proportion 
of Release Rate on 
Cooperation, 
 Path  C ’ 

 General trust  0.04 (.00)  0.05 
 Social trust  0.25 (.02)  0.25 
 Number of friends  0.06 (.02)  0.04 
 Number of coni dants  0.03 (.01)  0.01 

     Note : All models control for all covariates. Table entries are observed coefi cients 

with bootstrap standard errors in parentheses.    
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about 4 percent of the relationship between ex-prisoner concentration 

and community cooperation is explained by the extent of friendship 

networks ( p  < .1).    

  Crime, Social Organization and Community  Life 

 Clearly, this is only one measure of community cooperation. Moreover, 

this measure hinges on individual  perceptions  of cooperation on a 

single dimension rather than providing a more holistic or objective 

measure of community members’ propensity or ability to engage in 

  collective problem solving  . However, these data provide preliminary 

evidence that social trust helps to explain the relationship between 

parole concentration and community cohesion. 

   This is particularly troubling given the many pressing needs of 

returning prisoners.   According to recent estimates, 85 percent are 

chronic substance abusers and nearly 20 percent have mental health 

issues. For many, these issues either have never been addressed or are 

not actively being treated while they are on parole. In addition, about 

10 percent of all returning parolees are homeless, with rates reaching 

30–50 percent in cities like Los Angeles and San Francisco.  19   Many 

also have signii cant health problems, including tuberculosis and HIV. 

When a large number of these resource-intensive individuals return to 

a particular geography, it may strain local resources in ways that affect 

other members of the community.     As Susan Mayer and Christopher 

Jenks note, “Disadvantaged neighbors are a disadvantage.”  20   

   A high concentration of returning prisoners may likewise under-

mine local economic stability. Estimates suggest that between 70 and 

90 percent of people are unemployed when they are released from 

prison, and fully 50 percent are functionally illiterate.  21   This is  likely 

to make it difi cult for them to i nd employment.   In addition, as the 

work of Devah Pager and others shows, job seekers are signii cantly 

disadvantaged by a criminal record, especially if they are also African 

American.  22   Given this reality, it is likely that high concentrations 

of ex-prisoners serve to depress the economic situation of particular 

geographies. For instance, businesses may choose not to locate in these 

areas, both because they prefer to be nearer to potential hiring pools 

and also because high-unemployment areas offer fewer potential cus-

tomers with readily disposable income.     The appearance of so-called 

food deserts – geographic areas with limited access to grocery stores 
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and other sources of nutritious food – in low-income areas is just one 

example of this phenomenon. 

   In addition, to the extent that incarceration increases the likelihood 

of recidivism, receiving communities enter into an iterative feedback 

loop: disorder breeds crime, which leads to incarceration, which fur-

ther undermines community cohesion necessary for controlling crime. 

There are at least three distinct ways that a high ex-prisoner concen-

tration might increase social disorder and crime rates. First, and most 

obviously, individuals returning from prison bring back to their com-

munities the particular social attitudes and behavior that they develop 

while incarcerated. Anti-social attitudes acquired in prison are likely 

to be particularly durable among those former prisoners who remain 

embedded in prison social networks after release, such as might occur 

when prison-based gangs notify street-based afi liates that a parolee is 

coming home.   

   Second, living in an area that hosts a high concentration of peo-

ple returning from prison might predict individuals’ social ties and 

orientations, even if they themselves have not been to prison; prison 

socialization may have a spillover or contagion effect on friends and 

family.  23   Because individuals develop social norms from those with 

whom they have “frequent or sustained contact and interaction,”  24   

the geographic concentration of individuals with particular social atti-

tudes can inl uence the social attitudes of those around them. This can 

occur through explicit teaching from one’s role models and peers, as 

well as through the more subtle processes of behavior modeling of 

others in the community. 

   Moreover, if prisoners learn hostile or aggressive attitudes  while 

incarcerated, they may establish those attitudes as normative within 

certain segments of the community to which they return. For instance, 

the concentration of ex-prisoners may reduce the social stigma associ-

ated with serving time in prison, which will lessen the effectiveness of 

incarceration as a potential deterrent to criminal behavior.  25   In Robert 

Putnam’s work on social capital, he suggests that some communities 

may then become trapped in a “vicious circle, in which low levels of 

trust and cohesion lead to higher levels of crime, which lead to even 

lower levels of trust and cohesion.  ”    26   Youth may be particularly sus-

ceptible to the inl uence of these subgroup community norms, as they 

learn what social norms and “modes of behavior”  27   are valued and 
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embodied by those around them. In this way, social ties, particularly in 

disadvantaged communities, may help incubate an oppositional social 

culture – for instance, a “legal cynicism”  28   or the use of violence as 

a defensive posture.  29   Thus, social networks can actually contribute 

to the “contagion” of social deviance and other problem behaviors.  30   

Modern studies of gangs, for instance, often focus on the role of strong 

social networks in the diffusion of oppositional norms.  31   

   The “cultural transmission” of deviance is not a new idea.  32   Rather, 

scholars have long focused attention on the potential for dense social 

networks to promote “downward leveling norms”.  33   In his studies of 

labor and the underclass, William Julius Wilson suggests that commu-

nities lacking organizational resources will be characterized by strong 

social connectedness, but that their particular social structure will 

facilitate rather than inhibit the emergence of social problems.  34   This 

idea is echoed in other work that sees neighborhood ecology as an 

important determinant of whether social connectedness will have pro-

social or oppositional effects.  35     While in some contexts sturdy social 

ties can provide positive “capital,” in others a “protocultural tolerance 

of deviant behavioral adaptation emerges, resulting in the further dif-

fusion of violence, illicit drug use, early childrearing, and a host of 

other problem behaviors.”  36        

   Finally, the removal and return of individuals through imprison-

ment, what Dina Rose and Todd Clear call “coercive mobility,”  37   may 

also affect community social organization. Coercive mobility has a 

destabilizing inl uence on community social relations, as social net-

works are constantly disrupted and the roles that offenders i lled 

prior to their removal are not taken on by others. In particular, the 

 subtraction of a large number of individuals (primarily men) from 

communities weakens families, reduces the marriage prospects of 

women, strains parental involvement, weakens economic stability, 

and minimizes the ability of communities to form a stable and diverse 

social infrastructure.  38   Coercive mobility also decreases the supervi-

sion of young men in the area and strains the capacity of families and 

communities seeking to socialize and monitor youth.  39   In this way, 

hyper-imprisonment can actually damage the ability of communities 

to control crime; as Rose and Clear suggest, “Over reliance on incar-

ceration as a formal control may hinder the ability of some communi-

ties to foster other forms of control because they weaken family and 
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community structures. . . . Thus, these communities may experience 

more, not less, social disorganization.”    40   

   Certainly, the social effects of incarceration, particularly on fami-

lies, are not entirely straightforward. Many incarcerated people were 

likely involved in activities prior to imprisonment that strained their 

relationships and detrimentally affected their communities. However, 

numerous studies have concluded that the effects of incarceration for 

families are a “net negative”;  41   Clear argues, “When intimates are 

removed to prison, people often respond by isolating themselves in 

ways that undermine norms of cooperation and mutual support.”  42   

Removing residents quickly alters the density of social networks, 

which in turn “weakens attachment to the neighborhood and ties to 

neighbors.”    43   

 It is, of course, likewise true that former inmates can and often 

do have a positive impact on the communities to which they return. 

These individuals can provide positive examples of criminal desistance 

and sobriety, and many previously incarcerated people play a critical 

role in community-based organizations working to reduce community 

violence and strengthen community ties. Unfortunately, however, it is 

likely that most of these individuals are able to take on this social role 

in spite of, rather than due to, the experiences they have in prison.   

  Conclusion 

 Scholars have long been concerned with the relationship between 

crime and community social organization. In early “systemic” mod-

els of community social life, structural factors such as poverty, ethnic 

 heterogeneity, and residential stability were seen as undermining neigh-

bor networks and social bonds. This, in turn, reduced the capacity 

of communities to address issues of common concern.  44     More recent 

theories of social disorganization have also started from the idea that 

neighborhood well-being depends on a strong social infrastructure, 

which helps generate cohesion among community members.  45     For 

instance, the work of Robert Sampson and others suggests that “col-

lective efi cacy,” dei ned as the willingness of community members to 

get involved in enforcing shared norms and monitoring behavior, leads 

to lower rates of crime, even in communities with high poverty rates.  46   

  James Coleman, one of the i rst to articulate the importance of shared 
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norms of cooperation in maintaining order, wrote: “Effective norms 

that inhibit crime make it possible to walk freely outside at night in a 

city and enable old persons to leave their houses without fear for their 

safety.”  47   When people trust one another and feel a sense of solidarity, 

they are more likely to watch out for each other and for their collec-

tive interests  .    48     

 Conversely, neighborhoods that lack social cohesion are likely to 

experience higher rates of crime, which may further reduce levels of 

trust.   Putnam explores this notion in  Bowling Alone , where he posits 

that a lack of social connectedness may lead individuals to develop 

an individualistic “kill or be killed” attitude. In response to the ques-

tion “Do you agree or disagree with the following sentence: I’d do 

better than average in a i st i ght,” Putnam i nds that “citizens in 

states characterized by low levels of social capital are readier for a 

i ght (perhaps because they need to be), and they are predisposed to 

mayhem.”  49   These individual social attitudes have aggregate conse-

quences for communities, helping to explain why communities with 

“sparse” social networks and low rates of civic engagement have a 

greater risk of crime and violence.  50   In fact, Putnam concludes from 

a state-level regression analysis that “social capital is about as impor-

tant as poverty, urbanism, and racial composition as a determinant of 

homicide prevalence.”  51      

   The primary focus of these models is whether and how the social 

features of a community produce or undermine social solidarity and 

trust, thereby contributing to or detracting from community capacity. 

Poverty, unemployment, and similar contextual factors are discussed 

as salient predictors of social organization at the community  level; 

economic decline, population migration, and institutional ecology are 

all complicit. However, the emphasis in these accounts is primarily on 

cultural or structural rather than political forces. Even recent studies 

of gangs, which at one time portrayed these criminal networks as inte-

grally linked to the local political machine,  52   have generally abandoned 

this idea.  53   Thus, the state as purposive actor receives little mention. 

Instead, informal social control is considered mostly as a precursor to 

and catalyst for the dissemination of particular values, rather than as a 

consequence of specii c public policies or political institutions.    54   

 In this chapter, I have focused on the explicit role of the state in 

shaping social community.   The results I have uncovered suggest that 
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the types of social ties that are formed and maintained in America’s 

more violent and punitive prisons – a fragmented form of social orga-

nization marked by social groups that are both densely knit and tightly 

bounded – are also broadly characteristic of the communities to which 

ex-prisoners predominantly return.    

 It bears repeating that I am unable here to tell a causal story about 

prison effects at the community level, nor is that my purpose; my focus 

in this chapter has been purely descriptive. However, as Todd Clear 

cogently argues in a recent review of the literature:

  As we travel through the host of studies bearing on the ways in which incar-

ceration effects are felt through the range of human patterns in families, 

communities, and the polity, at some point the limitations of design begin 

to become less important than the sheer logical power of consistently prob-

lematic outcomes realized in domain after domain. What emerges is a tightly 

coupled system of effects, many small; but when these are aggregated, they 

make up an overwhelming dynamic of which incarceration is a signii cant 

part. . . . In another context, I referred to this system of effects as “death by a 

thousand cuts.”  55     

 Moreover, it is clear from the data that the disjointed social char-

acter of the communities to which inmates disproportionately return 

is likely to make it difi cult for these areas to address problems of 

collective concern. Instead, the social effects of prison are likely to 

only exacerbate the existing problems of community disorganization 

these areas face, as large and concentrated groups of individuals exit 

prison. 

 The results I have presented suggest that prisons are not hermetically 

sealed storage areas that exist outside our borders. Rather, they are 

small enclaves of violence, disorder, and “most complete  despotism”  56   

that are scattered throughout our cities and towns. A growing segment 

of society will spend at least some length of time steeped in the increas-

ingly harsh and often violent culture that dominates these micro-soci-

eties. For individuals leaving prison, social orientations are not likely 

to be coni ned there. Instead, individuals carry the prison experience 

with them when they emerge, in the form of social identities, networks, 

and attitudes that have the potential to further discourage generalized 

trust and cooperative engagement in the areas to which they return.  57       
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  The causal way of looking at things always answers only  the question, 
“Why?” but never     “To what end?” . . . However, if someone asks, 
“For what purpose should we help one another,     make life easier for 
each other, make beautiful music together, have inspired thoughts”   

  he would have to be told, “If you don’t feel the reasons, no one can 
explain them to you.”  

  Without this primary feeling we are nothing and had better not live 
at all.  

 Albert Einstein,  Collected Papers   1    

    Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, once called the “largest ghetto in the 

country,”  2   is home to more than 150,000 people. The area has under-

gone a great deal of development in recent years, but it still holds pock-

ets of extreme disadvantage. It suffers high rates of crime, poverty, and 

unemployment. Its residents are also disproportionately affected by 

incarceration. As the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, a 

43-year-old community non-proi t, notes: “The cycles of poverty and 

low academic achievement have seemingly been intractable, channel-

ing children into the cradle to prison pipeline. Bedford-Stuyvesant 

has the highest rate of adult prison admissions in Brooklyn.”  3   In 

“Bed-Stuy,” as in many other places around the country, prisons have 

become a central institution in the lives of an extraordinary number 

of people. 

      8 

 The Road to Reform     
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   In light of this, it is perhaps easy to understand why some took 

offense at the children’s play structure that the city erected behind one 

of the neighborhood’s public housing projects. The  play set was fairly 

typical, constructed in bright oranges and purples with a low silver 

slide. However, rather than depicting a castle or car or tree house, or 

one of a dozen other traditional children’s themes, the main feature of 

the playground was designed to resemble a jail, complete with a large 

painted lock and small barred windows on a festive blue, child-sized 

door. In a community where a large proportion of children have at least 

one parent who has served time behind bars, in a neighborhood that 

contributes a disproportionate number of its residents to state prison 

populations, behind a public housing project that was notorious for 

gang activity, the government installed an incarceration-themed play 

structure for kids. 

 Given how many families in this community must have harbored 

the legitimate fear that their children would someday have to acclimate 

to the realities of imprisonment, the choice of playground motif was 

perplexing. As the parent of one six-year-old who regularly played at 

the playground complained, “It’s a blatant message like, jail is where 

you’ll end up at. We want to see positive images in the playgrounds.”  4   

To many concerned parents and community members, the message 

sent by the play set was that playacting the part of The Convict or 

The Inmate was to be expected for this particular group of youth, and 

even encouraged. As another local parent noted, “It was like promot-

ing kids to go to jail.”  5   

 When asked about the play structure, a spokesperson for the New 

York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) reported that the city had 

received no formal complaints about it, despite at least one resident 

claiming that she had twice tried covering the word “JAIL” with spray 

paint, only to have it restored a few weeks later.  6   It was not until the 

national news media caught on to the story in 2010, prompting wide-

spread public interest and outcry, that city ofi cials ultimately painted 

over the large letters and replaced the theme of the structure with 

an outer-space motif.  7   This seemed to put an end to the sordid and 

slightly bizarre tale. 

 But what is notable about the bright orange play structure that stood 

for six years in this historically black, low-income neighborhood is not 

that public ofi cials were so quick to get rid of it when the wider public 
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i nally took note. Rather, what is remarkable is that the city seemed 

to consider it so completely  unremarkable  for so long. It is difi cult to 

imagine how the bureaucrat who ordered the playground – and  there 

was some evidence that the jail playground had actually been special 

ordered for the public housing unit – failed to anticipate the poten-

tial offense that the structure might convey. However, by all reports, 

administrators at NYCHA thought it to be such a mundane choice 

that they had no immediately available record of how the equipment 

had been selected in the i rst place; a  New York Times  article noted 

that the housing authority “was at a loss to explain how the decision 

to order the play set was made.”    8   

 Perhaps one explanation for how the playground came to be is that, 

in the United States today, the so-called cradle-to-prison pipeline has 

taken on a distressing inevitability. In a recent report, the Bureau of 

Justice Statistics estimated that if recent correctional trends persisted, 

  roughly 1 in every 9 young men born in 2001 could expect to spend at 

least some time in prison, but 1 in every 3  black  males growing up in 

the United States today could expect to serve time at some point dur-

ing his life. For a Latino boy, the lifetime risk is about 1 in 6.    9   The odds 

are even higher for the many minority youth being raised in America’s 

most impoverished urban ghettos, like sections of Bed-Stuy, where 

they attend failing schools, live in aging public housing stock, and are 

exposed to disproportionate rates of crime relative to kids raised in 

wealthier – and whiter – suburban and rural neighborhoods.    

 The results presented in this study suggest that the experience of 

incarceration can have real consequences for the kinds of people these 

youth will become and the types of communities to which they will 

return. As Beaumont and de Tocqueville opined in 1833 after witness-

ing prison conditions in the American South, “In locking up the crim-

inals nobody thinks of rendering them better, but only taming their 

malice; they are put in chains like ferocious beasts; and instead of being 

corrected, they are rendered brutal.”  10   It would appear that their assess-

ment of America’s more punitive prisons holds nearly as true today.  

  On Punishment and Community 

 In this book, I have argued that the choices states make about how to 

respond to crime play an important role in shaping the way individuals 
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engage with one another.   Both a period of incarceration as an inmate 

and days spent “behind the walls” as a correctional ofi cer result  in 

the separation of individuals from their family networks and familiar 

social supports for long and intensive periods  . Simultaneously, these 

individuals are immersed in a new institutional context that has pro-

found implications for the character of their social networks and the 

types of norms these networks foster. In particular, the level of threat 

individuals perceive as they go about their daily lives, as well as the 

resources they have at their disposal, will inl uence the social groups 

they are likely to join. 

 As the results presented in the preceding chapters have shown, 

adapting to incarceration in a higher-security prison can actually 

increase the scope of an individual’s social networks. However, these 

social ties may be largely criminal, as indicated by evidence that those 

assigned to higher-security prisons have more friends in gangs than do 

those assigned to less punitive prisons. Perhaps more important, these 

new social ties can alter social attitudes.   This is most evident in norms 

governing interpersonal relationships. Inmates assigned to higher-cus-

tody settings are signii cantly more likely to report aggressive attitudes 

toward others and are subsequently more likely to recidivate follow-

ing release.    

 Differences in the formal and informal culture of prison have 

consequences for correctional ofi cers’ adaptation processes, too. 

Prison work can strain ofi cers’ relationships with friends and fam-

ily, and shape social interactions and work-related problem solv-

ing within the prison context. In addition,   new ofi cers assigned to 

higher-security prisons become less supportive of rehabilitation pro-

grams and come to perceive inmates more negatively than ofi cers 

in lower-custody institutions; they are less likely to consider inmates 

“regular people” and more likely to perceive them as dangerous 

and deviant.   

   These i ndings add to a growing list of collateral consequences asso-

ciated with policies of mass incarceration. First, and most basically, it 

has not gone without notice that imprisonment in the United States 

is now a substantial site of public spending (see  Figure 8.1 ).   The Vera 

Institute of Justice puts the annual per inmate cost to taxpayers at 

an average of $31,307, ranging to as high as $54,865 and $60,076 

in states like New Jersey and New York, respectively.    11   In fact, much 

of the total growth in criminal justice costs over the recent period 
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can be accounted for by the rapidly rising costs of corrections; com-

pared with increases in per capita expenditures for police and judi-

cial/legal functions, which  grew by 241 and 321 percent, respectively, 

per capita spending on corrections increased fully 423 percent.  12   Joan 

Petersilia notes, however, that “these dollars have not funded more 

programs but rather prison staff, construction, and rising health care 

costs.”  13   Growth in spending on state corrections has likewise out-

paced increases in state expenditures for education and Medicaid. One 

out of every 15 general fund dollars is now spent on corrections; in 

some states, 1 in every 10 goes to this function.  14      

   In addition to its growing i scal burden, American prison policy 

levies a substantial non-monetary cost.  15   Scholars have convincingly 

shown that incarceration reduces job prospects,  16   harms health,  17   

and decreases political trust.  18   Moreover, these individual effects have 

aggregate consequences. Because low-income and minority individuals 

are over-represented among the currently and formerly imprisoned, 

mass incarceration exacerbates racial and income inequality, further 

stratifying American society.  19   For instance, Rucker Johnson and Steve 

Raphael i nd that higher incarceration rates among black men help 

to account for racial disparities in HIV transmission rates among 

women;  20   Devah Pager i nds a sizable effect of a criminal record on 

job prospects in the low-wage labor market, particularly for black 
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 Figure 8.1.        Direct expenditures for justice functions, 1982–2008. 
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Statistics.    
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men;  21   and Bruce Western and colleagues have shown that  racial dis-

parities in marriage rates would be halved without existing patterns 

of incarceration.    22   

     Mass imprisonment also has explicitly political consequences. 

Inmates, parolees, and probationers face a “complex network of invis-

ible punishments”  23   that include restrictions on welfare receipt, pub-

lic housing eligibility, federal education grants, professional licenses, 

and a host of other material benei ts and markers of social standing. 

Nearly all states also restrict voting rights to felons for some period of 

time. The result is that, across the country, almost 9 million U.S. citi-

zens, or about 1 of every 40 adults, are now restricted from voting due 

to a felony conviction. The proportion is signii cantly higher among 

black Americans. In this group, 1 of every 13 is disenfranchised, and 

in three states, more than 1 in every 5 blacks is denied the right to 

vote.  24       Elsewhere, in work that I conducted in collaboration with Vesla 

Weaver, we i nd that the increased prevalence of incarceration has also 

remade the nature of Americans’ subjective experience of government. 

When the most frequent or memorable experience citizens have with 

government is through its institutions of coni nement, they come to see 

politics as something to be avoided rather than participated in  . 

 This book adds one additional facet to this substantial list of incar-

ceration’s unintended consequences: the social effects of prison. As I 

have shown here, a prison is not a “deep freeze” and individuals do 

not enter and exit prison unchanged. Instead, time spent in prison can 

be deeply formative for individuals’ social attitudes and beliefs. 

 Of equal importance, however, my intention here has been to refo-

cus attention on what happens  inside  prison institutions. In this book, 

I have argued that scholars must not only attend to, and contend with, 

the proportion of Americans who experience prison, but also the types 

of prison they experience. The i ndings presented in this volume thus 

bring to light two important features of the prison experience. 

 First, these results make clear that prisons are  socializing  institu-

tions. As Betty Cogwell writes, “Socialization is the process by which 

individuals prepare for participation  in the society in which they live. ”  25   

Individuals adapt to the institutional and social dynamics of their sur-

roundings, in substantial part by transforming their own conceptions 

and practice of appropriate interpersonal interaction; prison culture 

creates “a psychological environment within the physical environment 
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provided.”  26   Variation in the way prison institutions are  constructed 

has signii cant consequences for the way prisons are experienced by 

those who pass through them. Thus, the type of society we promote in 

prison dictates the types of citizens these institutions produce.   

   Second, prisons are  social  institutions. Individuals do not experi-

ence prison alone. Rather, they become part of a highly structured 

social context. Learning to navigate more punitive prisons entails a 

process of social adaptation and integration, and the particular form 

of social organization that develops in prison can be predicted by 

the context in which it is created.   While the specii c forms of social 

connectedness that are adopted and entrenched in prison may serve 

inmates and ofi cers well within the culture of the prison, it does not 

create the types of social ties that are likely to help them reintegrate 

into the families and communities that will welcome them home. This 

explains, at least in part, the effects of higher-security prisons on the 

recidivism rates of inmates and on the work–family conl ict experi-

enced by ofi cers. 

   In the modern era of the punitive prison, it is therefore not only the 

case that fewer inmates receive rehabilitation services, despite larger 

numbers of inmates needing such help than ever before.  27   Nor is it 

only the case that ofi cers encounter more violence in the workplace, 

even as they report that they have no reliable place to turn for support 

when work-related issues arise. Certainly these are important conse-

quences of the punitive turn, which each result in more people exiting 

prison with unmet needs. At the same time, though, America’s harsher 

prison environments are creating  new  needs. That is, the experience 

of incarceration can  itself  become a factor in shaping social dei cits, 

producing individuals who are less capable of contributing to their 

communities in positive ways.    

  Mitigating Negative Effects 

   The most obvious way to mitigate the negative results I have described 

is to reduce the number of individuals sent to prison, irrespective of 

the culture of the particular institution. This could be accomplished 

by stemming the pipeline to prison, enacting policies that address the 

educational dei cits and acute poverty that are highly predictive of 

criminal offending. However, though it may be “easier to build strong 
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children than to repair broken men,”  28   it is often difi cult to  convince 

governments to do either.   Reducing the prison population can also 

be accomplished in the shorter term, through sentencing reforms that 

seek to “turn back” the criminal code and reduce the use of incarcera-

tion for non-violent and drug-related crimes.  29   Because low criminal 

history offenders seem particularly susceptible to the negative social-

izing effects of imprisonment, this would be an important i rst step. 

   In fact, California recently undertook a massive reform effort, 

termed “realignment,” designed to lower its non-violent prison popu-

lation and substantially reduce overcrowding in state prisons.  30   The 

reform, signed into law by Governor Jerry Brown in April 2011 under 

pressure from the California courts, stipulates that all newly convicted 

offenders as of October 1, 2011, who are “non-violent, non-serious, 

and non-sex offenders” will not be sent to state prison, but instead 

will be remanded to the custody of local jails or probation authori-

ties. The data I have presented in this study describe the condition of 

the state’s correctional system prior to the implementation of these 

new procedures. However, realignment will doubtless have important 

consequences for the way individuals experience the criminal justice 

system in California.     

   De-carceration is hardly a novel suggestion. However, as I have 

written elsewhere  31   and as others have similarly noted,  32     the danger 

in hailing declining incarceration rates as a singular sign of progress 

is that they may be accompanied by   declining expenditures for in-

prison services. Such is currently the case with recent prison reforms, 

as Robert Weisberg and Joan Petersilia report: “While prison and 

parole populations are decreasing across the United States, the very 

programs necessary for success in reentry are disappearing.     We can 

choose our favorite metaphoric clich é : this is a perfect storm, a rec-

ipe for disaster, a crash-and-burn scenario.”  33   If this is the case, then 

lowering the prison rate will decrease the total number of individuals 

who are exposed to a potentially criminogenic prison environment but 

will potentially increase problems for the many who will inevitably be 

left behind. 

 It is therefore critical that scholars, practitioners, and policymakers 

continue to take a serious look at the reigning culture and character 

of the modern American prison. Observers of criminal justice practice 

in the United States today have expressed grave concerns about the 
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effects of “heavy-handed attempts to reduce crime.”  34   As  such, calls 

for a reduction in the imprisonment rate have long been a central 

feature of the reform agenda. However, in the push to decrease the 

use of prisons, we must not lose sight of the need to simultaneously 

improve them. 

   This study provides a critical starting point for this task, by present-

ing substantial evidence that the prison is not a violent place solely, or 

even primarily, because inmates are violent. As Donald Specter, direc-

tor of the non-proi t Prison Law Ofi ce, rightly noted in his 2005 tes-

timony to the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons, 

“[T]he degree of institutional violence is not dependent on the pris-

oners. It is a direct product of prison conditions and how the state 

operates its prisons. . . . When [violent and mentally ill] inmates are 

placed together in overcrowded, antiquated facilities with inadequate 

mental health services and nothing constructive to do, violence is 

inevitable.”  35   Certainly, the results presented in the preceding chap-

ters lend sizable support to this assertion. Even holding constant the 

prior “criminality” of inmates entering prison, America’s increasingly 

punitive correctional institutions yield results that run counter to their 

crime-reduction mission.   

 This is not an intrinsic feature of the prison institution, though; 

rather, it results from a revocable choice.   As Bert Useem and Anne 

Piehl surmise, “the causes of disorder do not lie in the inherent defects 

of prison, [or] unalterable ‘structural’ conditions. . .This is implied by 

the fact that prisons and prison systems can turn from order to disor-

der, or the reverse, fairly rapidly. Agency looms large: people running 

prisons can change the conditions that produce order. It can be cre-

ated, or destroyed, by altering the  relationships  among prison man-

agement, staff, inmates, and outside authorities.”  36   In order to reduce 

the prevalence of prison violence, and thereby change the culture that 

helps motivate processes of negative socialization, corrections admin-

istrators would be wise to pay attention not only to the individual 

offender, but to how institutional context shapes the types of relation-

ships and communities that form within each prison.   

   First, a substantial reduction in overcrowding would go a long way 

toward alleviating the pressures of prison time. Tensions are bound to 

arise when people are forced to live on top of each other, triple-bunked 

in hallways and gymnasiums. As scholars of social connectedness have 
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increasingly come  to realize, “It turns out that what matters is not 

whether an environment  makes  people interact, but rather whether it 

gives residents the  option  to interact.”  37     On this issue, David Halpern 

writes:

  As an extensive study of neighbouring behaviour concluded: ‘good fences 

make good neighbors.’ In other words, positive social relationships rest on 

the ability to regulate your social interactions with others, so that you have 

some feeling of control over when, and how much, you interact with those 

concerned.  38     

   Addressing other institutional factors that contribute to negative 

prison culture – particularly the proliferation of prison gangs – is like-

wise essential. This is an issue that wardens and other prison admin-

istrators are already taking seriously in most correctional systems. 

Increasingly, however, suppression and isolation have been the primary 

tactics employed to control gang behavior inside prisons.  39     For example, 

many systems have attempted to decrease violence by creating special 

housing units where members or leaders of gangs are kept separate from 

the rest of the facility’s prisoners. Other prisons place gang-afi liated 

inmates or the leaders of prison gangs into isolation cells, where they are 

held in solitary coni nement. Describing what he refers to as severe con-

ditions inside one such segregated isolation unit, Phillip Kassel writes:

  Prisoners are released from their cell merely one hour per day during four 

days of every i ve day cycle. On the i fth day they do not leave their cells at 

all. Out-of-cell activities – showers, personal and legal telephone calls, medical 

care, and two brief non-contact visitation periods per week – are invariably 

scheduled during prisoners’ one hour release time. Library access, institutional 

canteen purchases, and outside property receipts are extremely restricted. 

Education, treatment and work opportunities are virtually non-existent.  40     

 This type of “supermax” prison has proliferated in recent years as a 

response to prison disorder; such prisons, which were “once a novelty, 

have become common.”  41   However, experts on the psychiatric effects 

of solitary coni nement have found that isolating people for long peri-

ods of time can result in agitation, psychotic disorganization, and even 

persistent mental illness. It can likewise erode the capacity for social 

engagement. In one study, Stuart Grassian argues that the long-term 

effects of solitary coni nement are “commonly manifested by a con-

tinued intolerance of social interaction, a handicap which often pre-

vents the inmate from successfully readjusting to the broader social 
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environment of the general population in prison and, perhaps more 

signii cantly, often severely impairs the inmate’s capacity to reintegrate 

into the broader community upon release from imprisonment.”  42     

While placing people inside “prisons within a prison” might be suc-

cessful at reducing short-term gang-related tensions, pursuing this goal 

might come at the expense of the long-term health of these individuals 

and their communities. 

 Moreover, practitioners have begun to question the efi cacy of the 

isolation model in actually suppressing gang activity.  43     In a national 

survey of prison administrators, more than half expressed their belief 

that segregating prison gang members is ineffective in reducing prison 

violence.  44   (Other surveys have found somewhat higher levels of sup-

port for this and similar approaches.)  45   For wardens and correctional 

ofi cers whose primary aim is securing safety and order, punitive gang 

suppression techniques may be seen as having the potential to back-

i re. In one case, separation of gang members led to “gangs seizing con-

trol of the prisons and resulted in increased levels of violence against 

both inmates and staff.”  46   In fact, segregation of gang members may 

actually lead to increased gang cohesiveness, as members experience 

greater solidarity through heightened self-identii cation and proximi-

ty.  47   Similarly, relocating gang members and leaders to other prisons 

may help to reduce violence at the sending facility, but it can result in 

the spread of gangs to new facilities.  48     

   In light of these concerns, some prisons have recently begun to 

switch gears. Rather than imposing isolation on suspected gang mem-

bers, they now “actively promote integration.”  49   Gang treatment pro-

grams that follow this model have been tried in a number of states, 

and several have been evaluated as effective.  50   For example, one pro-

gram in Massachusetts provided gang members with targeted training 

designed to help them safely reintegrate into the general population. 

It reported that after two years only 17 of the 190 participants had 

been returned to segregation for gang activity.  51   Likewise, the admin-

istrators of a gang integration intervention at California’s Pelican Bay 

Prison reported that just 5 percent of prisoners enrolled had failed to 

complete the program, only a small few had been sent back to segre-

gation, and program participants recidivated at one-third the rate of 

non-participants.  52   As more of these programs emerge, developing a 

theory of best practices and conducting randomized controlled studies 

to examine their efi cacy will be essential  .   
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   Many of the lessons learned from these gang interventions can also 

be applied to the general population. Providing all inmates with struc-

tured opportunities in which to build supportive, pro-social  networks 

is likely to be critical in channeling individual socialization during 

incarceration. There are three ways this could proceed. First, con-

tact with those in the general public might play an important role. 

Maintaining contact with family members outside prison might serve 

as one way that the pro-social norms of mainstream society can be 

communicated and maintained, helping inmates to (re-)engage with 

the norms and habits of the broader social and legal culture.  53   To facil-

itate this process, many correctional systems would need to alter their 

current practices in order to ensure that inmates, whenever possible, 

are imprisoned in geographic proximity to the spouses, partners, and 

children who might provide a positive social inl uence. 

 Second, correctional administrators might actively promote the 

regular (if controlled) movement of outsiders within the prison who 

can interact productively with groups of inmates. For instance, prison 

administrators might forge productive and ongoing partnerships 

with outside groups, making prisons systematically more accessible 

to non-proi ts, researchers, churches, and other visitors. Some prisons 

already do this through organizations such as Narcotics Anonymous 

and Alcoholics Anonymous, which form groups within prisons that 

are often facilitated by an outside volunteer. However, many more do 

not. For instance, according to data from the CCOS, fully 54 percent 

of California correctional ofi cers report that community members, 

excluding inmates’ friends and family members, either never enter the 

prison facility where they work or do so only rarely. 

 Finally, prisons might also think critically about how to safely 

foster positive social ties between incarcerated inmates. By allowing 

individuals to interact in controlled environments where cooperative 

behavior is encouraged, and by providing strong and clear incentives 

for this behavior, prison programs can encourage inmates to engage 

with others in shared and meaningful experiences. This, in turn, might 

help reduce conl ict between groups.  54   Peer tutoring programs, educa-

tion classes, AA meetings, group therapy, and inmate religious com-

munities might therefore serve as important counterbalances to other 

types of prison associations, such as gangs, that urge the adoption of 

violent and aggressive attitudes. These types of programs may also 
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help to provide “identity alternatives” to gang members and others 

with a criminal history,  55   giving individuals a source of self-iden-

tii cation  that is not rooted solely in their ties to the gang or their 

criminal past. 

 Reconceptualizing prison programs in this way would require us 

to expand our conception of rehabilitation to incorporate the role 

of the inmate community. Currently, prison-based interventions and 

their effects are most often studied and understood as being about 

the individual. They are designed to “i x” people who are deemed to 

be broken or l awed. However, when well-conceived, these programs 

might do more than address the needs of individual inmates; they 

might also help to create and bolster new social bonds through which 

positive norms can develop. As Specter reasons in his testimony before 

Congress: “Instead of creating a culture of suppression and isolation, 

[programs can] provide a transition to a more normal way of life, even 

if it is limited to the coni nes of the prison. Given time and help, the 

prisoners adapt to this culture and recognize its value.”  56   The promise 

of these programs is that the norms they cultivate within the group will 

be transferred to interpersonal interactions more broadly, inl uencing 

relationships throughout the prison and into the world beyond.       

  The Political Feasibility of Change 

   The reforms proposed in the preceding sections are ambitious; they 

require a fundamental reversion in our collective thinking about the 

purpose of imprisonment. But are they realistic? After all, countless 

studies have documented the “collateral consequences” of incarcera-

tion in the punitive era and there is no shortage of work citing the cor-

relation between rehabilitation programs and reductions in recidivism. 

Yet it is the  politics  of crime, not crime rates alone, that have largely 

driven America’s modern approach to crime control. As Michael 

Jacobson of the Vera Institute writes: 

 [A] powerful tautology is at work in the U.S. correctional system. New laws 

are constantly being passed and policies enacted that ensure more people will 

serve prison time each year. More people going to prison means more people 

coming out of prison. As greater numbers are released, almost half will wind 

up back in prison three years later. The result is that the politics of punishment, 

combined with the day-to-day workings of the correctional system, poses an 
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apparently insurmountable obstacle to the task of reversing present trends. . . . 

This self-perpetuating system seems almost unstoppable.  57     

 I (and others, including Jacobson) would argue that there is  reason 

to be tentatively optimistic that the time for change has come  58   and 

that rehabilitation i nally may be “back on the table.”  59     A clear har-

binger of this nascent change is that incarceration rates appear to have 

slowed over the past decade.  60     In fact, 2008 marked the i rst year since 

1972 that the state prison population decreased. The average size of 

the decline was small – just less than 1 percent – but notable nonethe-

less in contrast to the past four decades of growth.   And in 2011, 26 

states had declining incarceration rates, which ranged in size from 1 

to 16 percent.  61     

 Several explanations have been offered for the appearance of 

this “window of opportunity”  62   for policy change, if indeed one has 

appeared. First, states faced with severe budget dei cits have sensibly 

begun considering where to cut expenditures, and prisons are a prime 

target.  63     At least 15 states have already undertaken justice reinvestment 

strategies, which seek to identify cost-saving measures in corrections 

and “reinvest” some of these savings into recidivism reduction efforts. 

Notably, among the i rst to take such measures were the relatively con-

servative states of Texas and Kansas.  64   Scholars from the Center for 

Economic and Policy Research estimate that halving the incarceration 

rate of non-violent offenders alone would lower the cost of correc-

tions by $16.9 billion annually. They argue that “these savings could 

be achieved without any appreciable deterioration in public safety.”    65   

Importantly, several other studies point to states that have been able to 

successfully reduce their correctional populations  and  increase prison-

based programs in response to budget crises.  66   

   A second herald of reform is a relatively recent political movement 

by conservatives to soften their position on crime control. As in the 

1970s, when liberals and conservatives were momentarily aligned 

in calling for changes in the culture and practice of American cor-

rections, the most recent period has seen bipartisan coalitions re-

emerge. Indeed, a recent  Newsweek  article describes a remarkable 

dinner between the criminologist David Kennedy, Tea Party leader 

Mark Meckler (whose mother was formerly an ofi cer with the Los 

Angeles Police Department and then a California correctional ofi cer), 

civil rights leader Benjamin Chavis, “Texas oilman” Tim Dunn, and 
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the MSNBC host Dylan Ratigan to discuss criminal justice reform. 

Kennedy described the four-hour summit as “a meeting of the minds, 

and of what are usually opposing  cultures, that really represents the 

larger evolution going on right now.”  67   

 As  Newsweek  noted, “One rustic Italian dinner does not, of course, 

a revolution make.” However, this “revolution” is more broadly 

rel ected in a joint project of the conservative Texas Public Policy 

Foundation and the Prison Fellowship, called Right on Crime. In its 

public statement, the organization argues:

  Conservatives are known for being tough on crime, but we must also be tough on 

criminal justice spending. That means demanding more cost-effective approaches 

that enhance public safety. A clear example is our reliance on prisons, which 

serve a critical role by incapacitating dangerous offenders and career criminals 

but are not the solution for every type of offender. And in some instances, they 

have the unintended consequence of hardening nonviolent, low-risk offenders – 

making them a greater risk to the public than when they entered.   

 The organization cites an array of notable conservative voices – Rick 

Perry of Texas, Sam Brownback of Kansas, Tom Coburn of Oklahoma, 

and former president George W. Bush along with his brother, Jeb Bush, 

of Florida – calling for reductions in recidivism through rehabilitation 

programs, drug treatment, and the facilitation of post-release employ-

ment. Some of these individuals express concern about incarceration on 

economic grounds, but the conservative argument is often also framed 

as an ethical and religious one. As Chris Cannon, a former Republican 

member of Congress from Utah and co-founder of the Congressional 

Caucus to Fight and Control Methamphetamine argued, “The system 

has a very strong tendency to change them [offenders] for the worse. 

Everybody knows that, I think. Our current system is fundamentally 

immoral.”  68     

   Finally, however ironically, it may ultimately be the immense scale 

of the modern American prison system that will make possible its 

transformation. Prisons historically are relatively closed environments. 

Indeed, as Jonathan Simon points out, “the conditions of life in the 

vast expanse of male prisons in the US have become largely invis-

ible even to the best informed Americans.”  69   This has led scholars and 

activists to express considerable concern about the accountability of 

correctional systems,  70   even as they have documented a host of severe 

problems in American prisons, from overcrowding to abuse. These 
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trepidations have only grown over time, as prison systems have erected 

“ever-higher barriers for journalists attempting to cover what happens 

behind prison walls.”  71   By placing legal restrictions on communication 

between inmates, as well as between inmates and the broader public 

(including the media), prisons have  substantially undercut the public 

availability of information about the daily practice of criminal justice. 

This disturbing trend led Justice William O. Douglas to warn: 

 Prisons, like all other public institutions, are ultimately the responsibility of 

the populace. Crime, like the economy, health, education, defense, and the 

like, is a matter of grave concern in our society, and people have the right and 

the necessity to know not only of the incidence of crime, but of the effective-

ness of the system designed to control it. “On any given day, approximately 

1,500,000 people are under the authority of [federal, state, and local prison] 

systems. The cost to taxpayers is over one billion dollars annually. Of those 

individuals sentenced to prison, 98% will return to society.” The public’s inter-

est in being informed about prisons is thus paramount.    72     

 Yet there is one way in which the prison system has actually become 

less obscured to Americans over time:   in the modern era, the American 

prison system has reached such proportions that a majority of people 

now claim some type of personal or vicarious experience with it. In 

a 2006 survey by the National Center for State Courts (NCSC) of a 

representative sample of American adults, 54 percent of respondents 

said that they had either spent time in prison or jail or worked in a cor-

rectional facility, or knew someone who had. Of those who had some 

type of personal experience with corrections, more than half (57 per-

cent) reported that the experience had changed their “impressions of 

life behind bars.”  73   

 It is impossible to judge the degree to which public perceptions 

reported in a survey rel ect a true effect of personal experience on 

people’s attitudes. However, it is clear from the NCSC data that hav-

ing a personal connection to prison is signii cantly correlated with 

a variety of attitudes toward incarceration and crime control. First 

and foremost, those with personal or vicarious prison experience are 

more likely than those without such experience to believe that elected 

ofi cials, law enforcement and police ofi cers, prosecutors and dis-

trict attorneys, and judges are doing a poor job of serving the public. 

They are also more likely to believe that prison, probation, and parole 

authorities are failing (chi sq. 8.21,  p  < .05). 
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 People who have personal experience with the American prison sys-

tem also think somewhat differently about criminal offenders and the 

best ways to address crime. Specii cally, those with personal prison 

experience are more likely to believe that “given the right conditions, 

many offenders can turn their lives around and become  law-abiding 

citizens” (chi sq. 4.65,  p  < .05).  74   In addition, when asked to choose 

what they believe to be the top priority in dealing with crime, those 

with personal prison experience are more likely than those without 

to specify either prevention measures (e.g., youth education) or reha-

bilitation programs (e.g., job training and education for offenders) 

and less likely to specify either punishment (e.g., longer sentences and 

more prisons) or enforcement (e.g., putting more police ofi cers on 

the street). 

 These differences are equally pronounced when other character-

istics of these two groups are controlled for, including race, gender, 

age, education, income, partisan identii cation, and church attendance. 

In a multivariate model predicting one’s top criminal justice priority, 

having personal or vicarious prison experience predicts an increase 

of 10 percentage points in the likelihood of support for rehabilita-

tion and prevention relative to support for punishment and enforce-

ment ( p  < .001).  75   This is true even when one controls for whether the 

respondent or an immediate family member has been the victim of a 

violent crime in the past i ve years.  76   For a sense of the magnitude of 

this difference, it is worth noting that the predicted difference between 

Democrats and Republicans on this measure, holding other factors 

constant, is about 19 percentage points ( p  < .001).    77   As another point 

of comparison, being black relative to white predicts a decrease of 

about 8 percentage points (p<.001), all else equal. 

   Even more telling are data suggesting that a signii cant proportion 

of the public now doubts the ability of the criminal justice system to 

carry out its most fundamental responsibility: combating crime. One 

poll found that fully 33 percent of Americans felt that the courts and 

the prison system were the institutions most responsible for  increases  
in crime, more so than home and schools (27 percent), pop culture and 

the media (14 percent), the government (12 percent), or the law enforce-

ment system (8 percent).  78   In fact, a signii cant proportion of the pub-

lic believes that prisons may actually exacerbate criminal tendencies 

in individual offenders. About a third of the public (30 percent) say 
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that “putting offenders in prison may make them even more criminal 

because prisons are schools of crime.”  79   The results I have presented in 

this study suggest that, in many cases, the public is right: prisons can 

perpetuate criminal offending, building criminal networks and under-

mining the social values that predict legal compliance.   Perhaps it is this 

belief that will i nally urge the public to  begin demanding reform. 

  Correctional Ofi cers and Possibilities for Change 

   Prisons have long been regarded as isolated and even mysterious insti-

tutions. Yet as an increasing number of Americans, along with their 

neighbors, brothers, uncles, fathers, and mothers, are sent to prison for 

some period of time or i nd work inside these public institutions, pris-

ons may become less abstract and their negative effects more keenly 

felt. Knowing someone who has been inside a prison – or being there 

oneself as an inmate, correctional ofi cer, counselor, doctor, researcher, 

volunteer, or visitor – may for many irrevocably alter their thinking 

about the role of prisons in society. As a growing number of citizens’ 

attitudes change, the political feasibility of undertaking substantial 

prison reform may increase    , too. 

   Criminal justice researchers, policymakers, and administrators 

interested in reconceiving corrections would also be well advised to 

incorporate the legitimate concerns of correctional workers into their 

efforts. On the front lines of the prison system, correctional ofi cers, 

perhaps more than anyone else, directly affect the practice of incarcer-

ation in the way that they perform their jobs. Because of this, correc-

tional programs and policies can have little chance of success without 

their buy-in.  80   

 In fact, inattention to the attitudes and experiences of correctional 

ofi cers can actually exacerbate existing conl icts between the prison 

organization and its rank-and-i le staff. In one study, Nancy Jurik and 

Michael Musheno i nd that   when a correctional professionalization 

movement fails to follow through on promises of “professional train-

ing, upward mobility and formal services for inmates . . . many of the 

ofi cers hired in the reform era either   quit their jobs   or turned to union 

organizing to make their grievances known to the media and state’s 

policymakers.”    81     Likewise, when a prison system makes an ideological 

shift in prison management that is at odds with the traditional custo-

dial role, the resulting role ambiguity can lead to signii cant frustration 
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among ofi cers; a conl icted sense of the professional role has been 

shown to be correlated with a variety of undesirable individual and 

systemic outcomes, including levels of psychological stress, job sat-

isfaction, work–family conl ict, and burnout.  82   Role  conl ict can also 

have detrimental consequences for inmates, leading ofi cers to com-

pensate by becoming more likely to use their discretion punitively.    83   

   California provides a case study of these challenges. In May 2007   

Governor Schwarzenegger   and the California State Assembly passed 

Assembly Bill 900. According to former CDCR Secretary James E. 

Tilton, the legislation prompted the state to undertake “a seismic shift 

of focus that is geared toward . . . moving away from solely housing 

inmates in remote prisons until the date when they must be released, 

and toward a new model that seeks to rehabilitate offenders in custody 

so that [CDCR] can return them to their home communities better off 

than when they arrived.”  84   This “philosophical shift” was marked by a 

revised vision statement that placed reintegration front and center, as 

well as the   renaming of the prison system as the California Department 

of Corrections  and Rehabilitation    (emphasis added). 

 It is difi cult to assess how committed California’s correctional 

stakeholders are to the considerable work that must be undertaken in 

order to realize a “new day for corrections in California,”  85   and despite 

their stated commitment to systemic change, California’s prison admin-

istrators face a herculean battle in reforming a staggering set of deeply 

rooted dysfunctions. As I have already described, the most recent reform 

effort has been through “public safety realignment.”  86   The CDCR calls 

the reform bill “historic legislation that will enable California to close 

the revolving door of low-level inmates cycling in and out of state pris-

ons.”  87   Early critics of the program, however, including the American 

Civil Liberties Union of California, argue that too much of the associ-

ated funding is going toward the expansion of jail infrastructure rather 

than mental health services and drug treatment.  88   

   Despite these concerns, it is surely a positive sign that CCPOA 

appears to be supportive of this effort, or at least has not been actively 

opposed to it. In part, this appears to be because the state’s current 

governor recognizes that he cannot successfully reform the system by 

steamrolling the union; he must address its legitimate concerns about 

safety, benei ts, and job security.    89   Going forward, if reforms are to 

succeed, CDCR must also address the long-term needs of line ofi cers 
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who are currently employed in the state correctional system.   If the sys-

tem is to downsize signii cantly, this will include assisting some  ofi cers 

with training for and securing alternative employment. 

   In the meantime, correctional administrators will likely go a long 

way toward alleviating the stress and strain caused by prison work 

if they focus on reducing exposure to violence; on this dimension, 

inmates and ofi cers have a common interest. Working in a violent 

environment can take a substantial toll on ofi cers’ psychological 

health, and the results presented in this book add to the growing body 

of studies that report high levels of work-related stress and low levels 

of job satisfaction among correctional ofi cers. Prison administrators 

have a moral responsibility to ensure that everything possible is done 

to keep ofi cers protected in the workplace. This means ensuring that 

they have the appropriate training and the high-quality equipment 

they need to do their job safely and well. 

 Just as introducing real prison reforms will have positive conse-

quences that go beyond the health of individual inmates to affect the 

larger inmate community, so, too, might transforming the experience 

of ofi cers result in changes that will positively benei t the system in 

its entirety. California, like many states, faces   persistent problems in 

attracting and retaining correctional staff. In fact, despite salaries that 

are relatively high compared with those in other state systems, there 

are no prisons in California that have not been faced with at least 

some proportion of uni lled correctional ofi cer positions. In at least 

one prison, the vacancy rate was recently as high as 24 percent.    90     As a 

result of such elevated vacancy rates, not only are many ofi cers work-

ing a large number of overtime hours, but a signii cant portion of those 

hours are “forced,” mandated by the department in order to i ll open 

positions during each shift. Correctional ofi cers in California over-

whelmingly perceive low levels of stafi ng to be a signii cant contribu-

tor to problems of violence in California prisons: 72 percent believe 

that there are not enough staff working to provide for the safety and 

security of inmates, and 77 percent believe that there are not enough 

staff working to provide for the safety and security of staff.     To the 

extent that this exacerbates existing   problems of staff retention   and 

burnout, it will place even greater strain on the system in terms of staff 

retention,  91   adversely affecting the functioning of the California prison 

system as a whole.      
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  Politics, Punishment, and Social  Community 

     The importance of social communities has received a great deal of 

attention in recent years, yet substantial questions about it remain. 

For instance, the basic tenet of Robert Putnam’s classic book,  Bowling 
Alone , is simple: the institutions and traditions that are central to 

building social connectedness have declined rapidly since the 1950s 

and 1960s, and the country is the worse for it. As his title suggests, 

people are no longer bowling in bowling clubs and leagues, but are 

instead bowling alone. Book clubs, sewing circles, PTAs, and frater-

nal community groups are experiencing the same sorts of membership 

decay. People no longer join political organizations at the rate they 

once did, and associational membership has morphed from the local 

community meetings of yore to sporadic check writing spurred on 

by the direct mail campaigns of a bureaucratized non-proi t industry. 

Informal social activity has also declined. Family dinners and dinner 

parties are a dying tradition, commuting time and work hours are 

on the rise, and neighborhood trust is a relic.   For Putnam and others 

writing in this vein, declining social interaction means a reduction in 

the vital social resources it enables, including “networks, norms and 

social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual 

benei t.”  92         

     In these formulations, social connectedness is a means to an end; 

it is a potent resource “for the public good”  93   that “makes possible 

the achievement of certain ends,”  94   helping communities coordinate 

in pursuit of common goals.   Yet what is often neglected in existing 

debates is that social ties are neither good nor bad. Rather, like other 

forms of capital, social ties have contingent value;  95   the same social 

networks that are useful in one social context or in some ways – such 

as providing for individual safety in an otherwise violent and resource-

poor prison (or school, or neighborhood) – may have negative utility 

in another regard or when transferred to a different context.  96   In addi-

tion, the formation of social networks within a society may provide 

benei ts to some individuals or communities, while also detracting 

from the collective good.  97   For instance, strong social ties are com-

monly built within drug cartels, extremist political factions, terrorist 

organizations, and warring tribal societies.  98   The extent to which the 

social capital of these groups will be deployed for various purposes 
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depends on the needs of the individual and  the collective, needs that 

are determined by the context in which social ties are formed and 

maintained. 

 Put another way: relationships forged in different contexts, where 

different needs are felt and differing resources are available, will help to 

determine the various forms these relationships will take and the kind 

of value with which they are imbued.     Making friends as a volunteer 

at an interfaith soup kitchen might bring about greater multi-cultural 

understanding, but organizations like prison and street gangs that 

stem from the need for safety and competition over resources surely 

promote less normatively desirable results.   The i ndings presented here 

underscore the need to take seriously this issue of social communities’ 

contingent value and continue to carefully map the types of processes 

that produce social networks of differing forms. 

 Equally critical is the need to continue examining the role of govern-

ment in fostering social connections and in shaping citizen social orga-

nization in all of its varied forms. As Staffan Kumlin and Bo Rothstein 

write: “If governments want to invest in social capital, it is the quality 

of political institutions that must be increased, not least those that are 

responsible for the direct implementation of policies.”  99   Previous stud-

ies have examined the unequal distributions of social capital across 

economic groups  100   and the critical role of the distributive side of the 

state – the agents and institutions tasked with the provision of benei ts 

through social programs – in shaping individual social networks and 

social norms.  101   However, the social consequences of some of our most 

fundamental public institutions – those designed for surveillance and 

sanctioning – have largely escaped notice. 

 Prisons, like other public institutions, can produce salient social 

networks, consisting of meaningful social ties. However, it is difi -

cult to argue that more punitive prisons produce the type of social 

capital that Putnam describes when he suggests that “a community 

blessed with a substantial stock of social capital . . . might have power-

ful implications for many issues on the American national agenda – 

[for instance] for how we might overcome the poverty and violence of 

South Central Los Angeles.”  102   Not only does government allow for 

the conditions under which oppositional subcultures arise by failing 

to alleviate poverty and address disorder; it actively reshapes social 

networks in meaningful and sometimes unintended ways.    
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 What I have shown here is that, by cycling a large and  growing 

group of people through an increasingly punitive criminal justice sys-

tem, American prisons decrease levels of social trust, increase inter-

personal hostility and aggression, amplify the scope and strength of 

criminal associations, and increase criminal offending. It is therefore 

not only the case that individuals within a society choose the type of 

institutions they prefer.  103   Additionally, the particular choice of public 

institutions will, in turn, have an active hand in shaping the scope and 

quality of social connections. 

 Enforcing legal compliance is an essential function, and a necessary 

part, of organized governance. However, to the extent that charac-

teristics of modern prisons shape interpersonal ties in ways that have 

durable consequences for individuals and communities, it might not 

be only the decline of bowling leagues, political organizations, or even 

welfare supports that account for the changing social dynamics of 

the nation. Rather, America’s “punitive turn,” which has resulted in 

a growing number of citizens spending ever longer periods of time in 

increasingly harsh institutions, has also indelibly altered the American 

social landscape.  
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  ‘Who are YOU?’ said the  Caterpillar.  
  This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation.  
  Alice replied, rather shyly,  
  ‘I – I hardly know, sir, just at present –  

  at least I know who I WAS when I got up this morning,  
  but I think I must have been changed several times since then.’  
  ‘What do you mean by that?’ said the Caterpillar sternly. ‘Explain 
yourself!’  
  ‘I can’t explain MYSELF, I’m afraid, sir,’ said Alice, ‘because I’m not 
myself, you see.’  

 Lewis Carroll,  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland  (1865)  

  This was not the book I thought I would write. In fact, I had never 

thought much about prison before I went to graduate school. Frankly, 

I came to this work only accidentally, and somewhat reluctantly 

at i rst. 

 When I began working toward a Ph.D. at the University of California, 

Berkeley, I considered my research interests to be pretty mainstream 

social psychology and political behavior. I loved the scholarly life of 

graduate school and quickly adapted to the culture (and the weather) 

of the Bay Area. Hoping to learn the local politics and engage with my 

new community, I called the Oakland Public Library in the spring of 

my i rst year to ask whether they knew somewhere I could tutor for 

a few hours a week. The enthusiastic librarian offered to provide me 

the phone number of an area non-proi t that worked with city schools. 

      9 

 Epilogue (Or: How I Went to Berkeley and 
Wound Up in Prison)     
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Epilogue 191

However, she also knew of a college program at San Quentin  State 

Prison that was currently recruiting volunteers. 

   San Quentin is California’s oldest prison, built by inmates in the 

1850s. Convict-laborers were housed in large wooden prison ships 

during construction and were then relocated to the very cells they had 

built. Many of the original buildings are still in use, and the structure 

retains the look of a great cinderblock fortress overlooking the San 

Francisco Bay. Situated in wealthy Marin County, San Quentin occu-

pies what has become one of the most expensive pieces of real estate 

in California, and it remains one of the most notorious correctional 

institutions in the country.   It owes this reputation in large part to the 

many high-proi le inmates who have been housed there, from Sirhan 

Sirhan and Charles Manson to Eldridge Cleaver and George Jackson  . 

It is also familiar to many Americans as the place where Johnny Cash 

recorded his Grammy-nominated album “At San Quentin” in 1969, 

which went triple platinum and helped launch his career.   Designed for 

a capacity of about 3,000 incarcerated individuals, the facility recently 

reported its total population count as well over 5,000 men, more than 

600 of whom have been condemned to death.  1       

   Intrigued by what the librarian had told me, I scribbled down con-

tact information for the Prison University Project (PUP), which ran 

the college program at San Quentin. At the time – and still, as of this 

writing – this was the only on-site, accredited higher-education pro-

gram operating within the entire California state correctional system. 

Matriculation is open to any program-eligible inmate in San Quentin’s 

general population (colloquially called genpop) who has completed 

high school or has a GED. PUP’s student body at any given time totals 

more than 300 men, and every year since 2001 between 5 and 15 

students have graduated from the program with an associate’s degree. 

 I called PUP the next day and introduced myself to the   program’s 

executive director, a brilliant and seemingly indefatigable woman by 

the name of Jody Lewen. Like me, Jody had been a Berkeley gradu-

ate student when she started volunteering at San Quentin in the late 

1990s. Just a few years after she had begun teaching at the prison, the 

head of the college program had unexpectedly quit. Rather than watch 

the organization fall apart, Jody stepped in to serve as his temporary 

replacement and she has been there ever since. Over the years, Jody has 

doggedly built the Prison University Project into a fully independent 
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non-proi t, the mission of which is to support the college  program. 

PUP now has several full time staff members, including one former 

graduate of the program who has since been paroled, and it has earned 

a national reputation as a beacon of best practices. 

 On the phone that day, I told Jody   a little about my interests and 

experience, and mentioned that I was looking for opportunities to vol-

unteer. As it turned out, the program was looking for an instructor to 

teach its introductory politics course. I quickly agreed to show up the 

following week for training and to teach two nights a week during the 

coming semester. I would go on to teach there nearly every semester 

for the rest of my graduate career.  

  What I Taught (and Learned) at San Quentin 

 In training volunteers new to the college program, PUP staff stress that 

students in prison should be held to the same academic standards that 

dei ne good colleges anywhere. In practice, this means that, although 

most inmates at San Quentin have full-time jobs doing menial work to 

keep the prison running – janitorial, kitchen, or maintenance – or in 

prison ofi ces or on-site factories, often have no access to computers, 

never have access to the Internet, have no library, and cannot regularly 

i nd a quiet or private space where they can read, write, or complete 

homework assignments, they are still expected to show up prepared at 

every class and to turn in assignments on time. And somehow, incred-

ibly, most of them generally do. (Incidentally, I i nd that this has drasti-

cally lowered my tolerance for excuses from students at the Ivy League 

university where I now teach.) 

   In some undeniable ways, though, PUP students are distinct from 

other college students. Although they are more educated than the aver-

age state prison inmate, in most other respects college students at San 

Quentin are fairly representative of the state prison population over-

all. They are disproportionately black and Latino. Most grew up in 

economically disadvantaged homes and have struggled with poverty 

and homelessness into adulthood, and many have suffered long-term 

addiction or mental illness. They are the proverbial underprivileged 

and underserved, who hail from neighborhoods where most of us 

don’t live, won’t walk at night, and wouldn’t dream of sending our 

kids to school. As one longtime correctional administrator bitingly put 
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it, “On a scale of zero to one, in public opinion they’re zeros.  Nobody 

cares about them; they are convicted felons.”   

 These realities make the PUP classroom remarkable, both because 

it is so different from classrooms anywhere else and because it is so 

similar. The challenge of teaching in prison is to construct a course 

that does justice to the intellectual rigor of the material, while also 

acknowledging the unique and complicated context in which it is 

being taught. Navigating “Introduction to American Politics” inside 

prison, in particular, is a study in contradictions. How do you teach 

democratic theory to adult citizens of a democracy who are barred 

from voting? How do you describe the role of the free press as the 

fourth estate to a group of citizens whose media access is tightly con-

trolled by their government? What do students make of the nation’s 

“post-racial politics” when they look around their prison and see dis-

proportionately black and brown faces? 

   Inmates are certainly no strangers to government, but their point of 

reference is often markedly different from that of the typical college 

student. Many of my students had been involved in state institutions 

from a very young age, i rst in foster care, then in group homes, juve-

nile detention, and then on to jail. Indeed, many had spent much of 

their lives under the surveillance and supervision of one or another 

of a host of public institutions. They had generally known a long line 

of professionals – foster parents, social workers, counselors, juvenile 

probation ofi cers – who had, at best, come across as well-meaning 

but ineffective and, at worst, as uncaring, vindictive, or cruel. In our 

classroom discussions, students at San Quentin often referred to these 

experiences when they talked about “The State.” They drew on their 

time in prison, as well as their broader experiences with police, with 

jails, and with criminal courts, using them as background to inform 

their ideas about participation and citizenship in America. Most of the 

students with whom I spoke saw the state as both morally bankrupt 

and wholly punitive rather than as an agent for the fair and reliable 

distribution of goods or the provision of social supports.   This political 

learning, gleaned through citizens’ direct contact with punitive politi-

cal institutions, became the subject of a book that I and a colleague 

would eventually set out to write.  2   

   At the same time, though, it became clear to me that the prison expe-

rience also encouraged a more fundamental type of socialization. Prison 
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time had shaped my students’ consciousness not just as  democratic citi-

zens, but also as moral and social beings, and as members of families, 

friendship networks, and communities. In conversations before and after 

class, students would describe how, in prison, you had to be vigilant, 

to “watch your back,” because you never knew just by sight who was 

rational and who was prone to violence. They discussed the importance 

of keeping your wits about you and staying guarded. They repeated the 

famous allegory of the “new i sh” coming into prison who, on his i rst 

day inside, walks right up to the biggest guy on the yard and calmly 

knocks him out. The idea they conveyed is that you need to establish 

yourself right away as the kind of person who won’t be pushed around. 

The goal in prison is not to i t in; it is survival of the i ttest.   

 Students also talked about how important it is to have a few guys 

“in your car,” friends you can trust and whom you know you can 

count on. The bonds formed in prison are not just about companion-

ship; they are also about safety. Among this group of men, there was a 

deep sense of being alone in the world, of not having any institutions 

or organizations to serve or protect them. Many had been repeatedly 

failed by social service providers, families, police, and other agents 

and institutions that had been ostensibly responsible for protecting 

them as children and then as adults. Now, in prison, they found them-

selves coni ned by their government in an environment where they 

were surrounded by strangers and exposed to the grinding stress of 

constantly lurking violence. Most felt that they were on their own to 

protect themselves from harm, unless they could ally themselves with 

peers for mutual protection. I started the project that would become 

this book in order to understand the effects of this kind of environ-

ment on the way people learn to relate to one another and the kinds 

of people they become.   

  Seeing Both Sides 

   My i rst serious step toward conducting this research was aimed at 

mapping the contours of California prison culture across individual 

institutions. To do this, I decided to conduct a survey of correctional 

ofi cers at San Quentin and at other prisons in the state. My purpose 

was to examine whether ofi cers working at different prisons, and 

across various security levels, had distinct attitudes and behaviors  that 

might affect inmates’ experiences of incarceration. 
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Epilogue 195

 To get the survey off the ground, I drove to Sacramento to meet 

with the president and executive vice president of the California 

Correctional Peace Ofi cers Association (CCPOA), to ask if they were 

interested in partnering with me.   Mike Jimenez and Chuck Alexander 

greeted my proposal with a rather wry curiosity (and a fair bit of 

friendly sarcasm). They openly wondered why I was interested in the 

attitudes of law enforcement; after all, they goaded, I was studying for 

a “pocket protector” degree in the “People’s Republic of Berkeley.” 

After lengthy discussions, in which I assured them that I didn’t have a 

hidden agenda that entailed criticizing ofi cers or bashing the union, 

they agreed to allow me access to their members. In return, I offered 

to add some survey items that might be useful to them, such as ques-

tions designed to gauge ofi cers’ perceptions of their personal safety, 

levels of job satisfaction, and views on whether and how prison work 

had affected their family lives and mental health. Much to their credit, 

Mike and Chuck encouraged me to write honestly about whatever I 

found, no matter what the survey revealed.   

 In the cover letter that accompanied the correctional ofi cer ques-

tionnaire, I included contact information for a dedicated cell phone 

line I had established. I didn’t honestly expect many calls, but had 

set it up in case I heard from potential respondents who wanted to 

express reservations about the survey or needed to ask questions. My 

hope was that I could convince these reluctant callers to complete the 

survey and send it back. 

 To my surprise, the phone started to ring from literally the i rst 

day the survey landed in mailboxes around the state. Correctional 

ofi cers often work strange hours, assigned to shifts that end late 

at night or in the early hours of the morning, and ofi cers would 

sometimes call as they were getting into their cars, heading home. 

Over the ensuing weeks, that little red cell phone rang at all hours. (I 

began leaving it next to the bed at night, so I could grab it as soon as 

it rang. My long-suffering boyfriend, who is now my husband, was 

thrilled with this turn of events.) As I rubbed the sleep from my eyes 

and groped for a yellow legal pad to scribble notes, I could picture 

these ofi cers driving home through California’s long, low Central 

Valley or winding through the salt-air roads of the nearby Bay, their 

voices reaching out through the receding dark. The conversations 

that I had during  those few months, as spring eased into summer, 
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were truly fascinating. I began to think of it as my 1–800-corrections 

crisis line. 

   Like inmates, ofi cers would talk about the constant wariness neces-

sitated by the prison environment, as well as the detached, self-pro-

tective front that they gradually developed at work. They described 

this workplace persona as something like a heavy jacket that had to 

be donned at the start of every shift and hung up at the end of the 

day. Over time, though, this portative shield became a thick skin that 

was increasingly difi cult to shed, even when ofi cers returned to the 

relative haven of their private lives  .   One ofi cer told me that, as a new 

recruit, he had once been advised to rent an apartment that was at 

least a half-hour’s drive from the prison where he worked. This would 

give him enough time to “detox” on the way home, before having 

contact with his wife and kids.     Ofi cers sometimes also talked about 

the camaraderie they built with other prison staff. Like soldiers and 

police, they grew close to their brothers and sisters in arms, needing to 

trust and rely on those they would need to call should i ghts, riots, or 

other prison violence break out. Nowhere are bonds formed as tightly 

as in the foxhole.   

   Many ofi cers also wanted to express the feeling that outsiders, 

myself included, had no clue what went on inside prison or how isolat-

ing prison work could be. I spoke to one man who had been working 

in corrections for 14 years and who described the   things he had seen as 

“gut-wrenching” – three suicides, a stroke case, and more i ghts than 

he could count  . He told me that “nobody in the public knows what 

goes on.” Another particularly memorable phone call was from the 

wife of a longtime ofi cer. Her husband was at work when she called, 

but still she spoke softly, as if hesitant to break a coni dence. She told 

me how much stress her husband was under, having worked in prison 

for so many years, and how frustrating it was that he so rarely wanted 

to talk to her about it. She thought it would be good for him to i ll out 

the survey, to take this small step toward documenting what he’d seen. 

She wanted to know if I could give her the words to help encourage 

him to participate.   

 Over time, completed surveys began to arrive, piling up on my 

desk and spilling over into wobbly stacks on the l oor. In the margins 

of their surveys, and sometimes in multi-page letters they attached, 
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many ofi cers expounded on their closed-ended survey responses.    They 

wrote, “If you feel safe in a prison, you shouldn’t be there” and “There 

is never enough safety.” Someone confessed, “I try not to let my job 

interfere at home, but on occasion I have been snapping in a negative 

way.” Another ofi cer remarked, “It’s really very sad – is anywhere 

really safe?” 

 It quickly began to dawn on me that the experiences these ofi cers 

were reporting quite closely paralleled the stories I had been hear-

ing from inmates; from these two distinct groups, the same themes 

emerged. Among correctional ofi cers, as among inmates, the subjec-

tive experience of prison was characterized by intense and nearly con-

stant concerns about physical violence  ,   a sense that the public was 

both unaware and indifferent to their suffering, and a feeling that there 

was no one advocating for or protecting them. In fact, one seeming 

constant among the many ofi cers with whom I spoke was a strongly 

adversarial orientation toward the CDCR and a belief that ofi cers 

walking the “toughest beat in the state” were essentially on their own 

to take care of themselves and one another.   In hindsight, the similari-

ties between ofi cers’ and inmates’ experiences seem readily apparent. 

After all, the identities of these two seemingly opposed populations 

are, in a very real sense, formed and maintained by the same set of 

forces within the same institutional contexts. 

   At an early stage in this project, I was invited to attend an annual 

conference of the CCPOA and present some results from the correc-

tional ofi cer survey  .   During a break in the meeting, I talked to a young 

African-American ofi cer who had been elected the union representa-

tive of his prison. I told him about the project, and he shared a story 

about something that had taken place at the prison where he works. 

  As he described it, a relatively novice ofi cer had been working in the 

cell block when he heard screaming coming from a cell down the tier. 

He ran over to investigate the disturbance and saw an inmate stand-

ing in front of his bunk, his face covered in blood. The prisoner, who 

had been clearly suffering from some form of untreated mental illness, 

had used his i ngernails to claw at his own eyes. Both eye sockets had 

sustained grave damage. 

 The apprentice ofi cer hesitated, not knowing how to proceed. 

Protocol dictated that he could not open the cell door without i rst 
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asking the inmate to place his hands behind his back and put them 

through the bars, so he could be handcuffed. Only then could the 

 ofi cer go into the cell. The ofi cer knew that, if he deviated from the 

rules, he could lose his job. So he called repeatedly to the inmate to 

comply. The inmate staggered forward, but with blood in his eyes, 

he couldn’t i nd the door to his cell. In unimaginable pain, he could 

instead only continue to scream, as the young ofi cer stood momen-

tarily paralyzed on the tier. 

 The union representative who told me this story was trying to make 

me understand the kinds of impossible situations in which ofi cers fre-

quently i nd themselves. Taken out of context, it is difi cult to under-

stand how someone could be callously bound by bureaucratic rules in 

the face of such suffering. In the prison, though, where ofi cers learn 

quickly not to trust what they see, their conditioned reaction is often 

to wonder if they are being tricked and whether someone is actually 

trying to harm them. Indeed, most ofi cers have been  trained  to react 

in this way, to suspect that they are being fooled or taken advantage 

of. In addition, in a place where rules are strictly enforced and govern 

nearly every aspect of daily life, new ofi cers do not break lightly with 

protocol. Many ofi cers perceive the department as perfectly happy to 

throw them under the bus if they diverge from proscribed behavior 

when something goes wrong, even if they were trying their best to 

manage an unmanageable situation. Like inmates, they most often per-

ceive the institution that is supposed to supervise and protect them as 

being not only inept, but also as largely indifferent to their needs. 

 When I hear stories like this, what inevitably comes to my mind is 

Alice i nding herself in Wonderland. Being in prison every day must be 

like perpetually falling down the rabbit hole. None of the same rules 

apply; upside down becomes right side up; and your only choice is to 

i gure out how to sensibly respond to a nonsense world. It becomes 

easier, then, to imagine how people might slowly come to i nd them-

selves making decisions that in any other context would seem peculiar, 

irrational, or inhumane.   As I came to more fully understand the expe-

riences of correctional ofi cers, it became obvious to me that the effect 

of the prison environment on inmates was really only half of the story. 

If I wanted to give a full accounting of how prisons shape the social 

world, the ofi cers’ experience would also have to be a part of the story 

I was going to tell.   
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  Reimagining  Community 

   As I was completing this manuscript, I received a call from   Jody Lewen   

at   PUP  , to tell me that a student at San Quentin had taken his own 

life. He was 39 years old. He was survived by his mother, siblings, and 

nieces and nephews on the outside, but also by a group of friends, co-

workers, teachers, and classmates in prison. 

 Suicide is always difi cult for those who are left behind. However, 

the suicide of an inmate is made even more traumatic for everyone by 

the constraints that the prison places on the ability of individuals to 

grieve. The policy in a California prison when an inmate unexpectedly 

dies dictates placing his cellmate in administrative segregation until 

the situation can be examined, on the assumption that the cellmate is 

essentially a prime murder suspect. The policy leaves little room for 

recognition of any real and meaningful bonds that might have existed 

between the two men. For inmates who have lived together, coni ned 

in a small space for years on end, losing a cellmate to suicide would 

most likely be devastating. Yet the cellmate, per protocol, found him-

self in isolation, separated from his support network at a time when 

what he might have needed more than ever was the emotional support 

of friends and peers. 

 The institution’s suicide policy is a rel ection of its governing ideol-

ogy. That is to say, the policy is understandable if you take as your 

starting point the presumption of criminality: in prison, all harm or 

injury is assumed to have been deliberate, and everyone is imagined to 

be not just “criminal” but a potential murderer; the composite image 

of “The Criminal” is projected onto everyone, and every criminal 

therefore possesses the propensity to commit every imaginable kind 

of crime. Thus, when an unexplained death has occurred, everyone is 

a culprit until he is ruled out. The policies and practices of prison are 

predicated on a status quo of intense and consuming suspicion.   

   At the same time that I empathized with the student’s cellmate, I 

also had great sympathy for the ofi cer on duty, who would have been 

responsible for severing the rope with which this man had hung him-

self and for bringing his body down. That ofi cer may also have known 

the inmate for years, seen him every day, and gotten to know him in 

at least some capacity.     Indeed, despite being required by institutional 

policy to avoid fraternization with inmates, ofi cers sometimes form 
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meaningful relationships with those in their charge. When I was at  San 

Quentin, I not infrequently saw prisoners and ofi cers chatting ami-

ably, as inmates came or left the education building. 

 I was once talking to an older ofi cer, whom I had gotten to know 

fairly well over the course of a few semesters. As we were convers-

ing, an inmate came out of a classroom and walked over to where we 

stood in order to pick up his identii cation card. The two men, both 

gray-haired and in their 50s, said a particularly heartfelt good-bye to 

one another that day. As the inmate walked away, the ofi cer told me, 

somewhat nostalgically, “He’s i nally paroling. That guy’s been here 

forever. Hell, he and I practically grew up together here. We were just 

kids when we arrived.” 

 Inmates and correctional ofi cers have an intensely complicated rela-

tionship. Yet, in facing the unexpected loss of an inmate, prison staff are 

prohibited from openly grieving, prevented by norms and codes of con-

duct from expressing any personal sorrow that might suggest an overly 

familiar relationship. This, too, strikes me as l ying in the face of what 

we know about people’s need and ability to process what must be a dif-

i cult and potentially traumatic emotional experience. Again, the rules 

seem to enforce a code that keeps people from recognizing and nur-

turing their humanity. Rules like this help me understand why people 

inside prisons ultimately harden themselves against caring, rather than 

continue to feel emotions they aren’t allowed the resources or capacity 

to address. But if you assume that people are animals for long enough, 

and treat them accordingly, eventually that is how they will behave. 

     Moreover, the profound process of adaptation that many individu-

als go through in order to survive their time in prison does not wash 

away immediately when individuals leave. Instead, what emerges most 

clearly from my research and from my experiences at San Quentin is 

that prison culture burrows deep into the psyches of both prisoners 

and guards. When they pass back through the prison gate at the end 

of the day, or the years, or the decades spent inside, they often can-

not shake the person they have become. Many still view their social 

world – and the choices they face within it – through the murky lens 

of prison life. Like all of us, they are shaped and stymied by the history 

of their experiences, fully internalized and deeply held. The question, 

then, becomes how we create institutions that encourage the kinds  of 

thought and action we hope to achieve.   
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Epilogue 201

   From my own experience, I offer PUP as just one small example 

of how prison environments, and the people they produce, can be 

radically transformed.   Jody Lewen recently gave a lecture at the “Big 

Ideas Fest,” a three-day conference held annually in the rugged sea-

side town of Half Moon Bay, California, to discuss innovation in 

education. She talked there about the difi culty that new students at 

San Quentin often face in learning to trust their teachers. In their 

academic lives prior to prison, PUP students have most often encoun-

tered teachers whose time and patience were limited, and who gen-

erally failed to i nd the energy or resources to address their pupils’ 

often signii cant educational needs. School, for them, has historically 

been a place marked by feelings of failure and experienced as a site 

of profound rejection. Lewen therefore described the amazement and 

sometimes confusion that students express when they i nd out that 

PUP teachers work as volunteers, and when they see these teachers 

continue to come back to prison each week, despite regularly encoun-

tering institutional obstacles that often make the logistics of teaching 

in prison onerous. PUP students i nd it hard to believe that the pro-

gram is supported by donations, that there are people on the outside 

who are rooting them on, people they have never met but who want 

them to succeed. 

 Even more remarkable was the way Lewen described the commu-

nity ties that form between students themselves. She tells of how, early 

on in her time at PUP, she would occasionally stop a student on the 

yard to inquire after another classmate, someone who had stopped 

attending school. These students would often hesitate, concerned that 

they were being asked to “snitch” on their peers. But as the program 

slowly began to build a tentative trust within the community and even-

tually to develop a reputation among prisoners as being trustworthy, 

students began to grow more comfortable telling her what they knew. 

In fact, it didn’t take long before students were taking the initiative to 

check up on each other, encouraging those who were having a hard 

time in their classes to “stick with it” and actively recruiting their cell-

mates and friends into the program. Lewen speaks proudly of the cur-

rently enrolled students in the college program as some of her primary 

recruiting tools, and how inmates now “conspire” with program staff 

to help motivate those who are falling behind. She paints an eloquent 

picture of the i erce loyalty PUP students have to the program  and its 
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staff, and the transformative relationship that prison college students 

can have with one another:

  The more academically advanced and psychologically self-aware students in 

the college program have a spectacular capacity to reach the most fearful of 

men. They share their own stories; they offer support and encouragement; 

they model healthy dependency, both on us – program staff and teachers – and 

on each other. They are living proof that trusting others is not only possible, 

but life-sustaining. All these students bear living testimony to the extraordi-

nary resiliency of the human mind and the human heart. They form for me an 

endless chain of human beings who keep going back for those who have been 

left behind.     

 In the context of prison, the kind of community that the college 

program offers is a fragile resource, something that must be cared for 

and respected. In prison, the ability to trust someone can literally take 

on life or death meaning. Trusting a teacher or asking a peer for help 

means exposing the soft underbelly of one’s vulnerability, which is no 

small thing. When students admit that there is something they do not 

know, or that there is something they want and are striving to earn, 

they put enormous faith in us not to respond with mockery or disdain. 

In prisons, as in classrooms more generally, I think, trust is a sacred 

commodity. 

 One story I heard in my time at San Quentin has particularly stuck 

with me. This was i rst recounted to me by a fellow volunteer and later 

retold to me by a student. It reportedly happened some years back to 

a young woman who had only recently begun volunteering with the 

program as the teacher of an evening class. She was in the middle of 

a discussion with her students when the lights briel y went out. As the 

story goes, the minute the lights dimmed she heard movement: chairs 

scraping the l oor, inmates getting up and moving toward her. When 

the lights came back up just moments later, several of her students 

were standing by her desk, with their backs to her. They had come 

over to stand in front of her, just to make sure that no one had taken 

the opportunity to cause any trouble or mess with her in any way. Of 

course, nobody had. 

 I have no idea how much truth there is in this tale. I suspect that 

narratives like this, however apocryphal, quickly become as much 

shared legend and lore as they are recollection of fact. But this story,  it 

seems to me, holds nearly as much signii cance if it is taken as allegory, 
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a rel ection of PUP’s culture and of the shared understanding of the 

PUP community among its members. This is a story that both teach-

ers and students want to retell in order to communicate to the listener 

the kind of environment that is created within the college program; it 

serves somehow to embody the feelings they have for the program and 

the feelings they perceive in others. Equally signii cant is that, having 

been involved with the college program for nearly 10 years, I do not 

i nd this story at all implausible. One of the i rst questions people often 

ask when I say that I taught at San Quentin is whether I was concerned 

about my safety. (This is generally followed by the question: “Was 

there a guard in the room with you?” The answer is no.) I am not 

naive. I recognize the histories of violence that shadow some in that 

room. But my usual reply is that, in fact, I did not once feel physically 

threatened by a student during all my time there.   

 For me, therefore, trying to take stock of the modern American 

prison means trying to unravel the story of how people make choices – 

the choices they make that get them to prison and the choices they 

make once they get there. More deeply, it has been an ongoing struggle 

to precisely specify what we mean by “choice.”   In this book, I have 

tried to argue that people respond to the situations in which they i nd 

themselves, given the emotional and conceptual tools that are avail-

able to them at the time; they make choices and decisions in line with 

the constraints, opportunities, and incentives they perceive. These per-

ceptions, I propose, are a direct result of the institutions in which they 

i nd themselves. Understanding how and why people choose a par-

ticular path means trying to make sense of the context in which their 

decisions are made. 

     So in the end, this is also a story about the choices we make as a soci-

ety – choices about how best to prosecute crime, what form our insti-

tutions of punishment will take, and how to institutionalize our basic 

human predispositions for both retribution and forgiveness. And the 

i rst step in making informed choices about crime control, I believe, is 

to honestly assess the collateral costs of what we as a nation have tried 

so far. I have suggested here that our national choices about incarcera-

tion over the past half-century have had very real consequences. They 

have had real meaning for the lives of the millions of Americans who 

spend time in prison, as well as for the millions more to whom  those 

lives connect. And ultimately, the choices we make about how best to 
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respond to crime have consequences for us all.     As one PUP student 

writes, discussing the purpose of prison and the importance of the col-

lege program in shaping how he has come to see the world:

  I would like the world to know that getting tough on crime does not have to 

mean keeping those that do the crime stupid, or ignorant. Educating prisoners 

is not only good for the prisoner, it is good for society as a whole. . . . All you 

need to do is ask yourself, who would I rather be living in my neighborhood: 

someone who came out of prison and gained nothing from the experience 

other than being harder and more antisocial, or someone that has rehabili-

tated and educated himself to become better thinkers, more social, and under-

standing? Most of the prisoners will come home. Who would you rather be 

living in your neighborhood?  3     

 Through my work at PUP  , I began a year-long project of trying to 

understand the prison environment and its effects on those who pass 

through it. This book is the product of that research. For me person-

ally, though, this project has also been about recognizing the power 

and possibility of education. In the best incarnations of the classroom, 

be it in prison or outside, students and teachers can immerse them-

selves in the world of ideas and analysis. This means that the true joy 

of teaching and learning at San Quentin lies in the fact that the prison 

college, itself mostly just a few simple modular buildings tucked into 

a side of the rec yard and i lled with scratched desks and well-worn 

books, can be a place where rules apply that are different from those 

that govern the prison writ large. When we are in the classroom, we all 

get to exist in the “free world” for a while. 

 Studying incarceration in the United States has helped me to under-

stand what prisons are. Unfortunately, the realities of prison too often 

adhere to our worst imaginings. Thus, our imaginations are too often 

limited to envisaging prisons as hostile and threatening environments 

where allegiances to others become simultaneously crucial and cor-

rosive. But my experience has also helped me to envision what prisons 

 could  be, and allowed me to see i rsthand how caring groups of like-

minded individuals can help to change each other at the most funda-

mental level. How precious such a community can be, even – perhaps 

especially – in the darkest corners of the world.  
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  A.     California Adult Prison Facilities      

 Facility  Date Opened  Security 

Level  a   

 Rated 

Capacity 

 Number 

of Inmates 

 Annual 

Operating 

Budget 

(Millions) 

 California 

Substance Abuse 

Treatment 

Facility (SATF) 

 Aug. 1997  II, III, IV  3,324  7,628  230 

 Salinas Valley State 

Prison (SVSP) 

 May 1996  I, II, III, 

IV 

 2,224  4,555  177 

 High Desert State 

Prison (HDSP) 

 Aug. 1995  I, II, III, 

IV, RC 

 2,224  4,792  138 

 Valley State Prison 

for Women 

(VSPW) 

 Apr. 1995  I, II, III, 

IV, RC, 

SHU 

 1,980  3,810  125.2 

 Pleasant Valley 

State Prison 

(PVSP) 

 Nov. 1994  I, III, IV  2,208  5,188  195 

 Ironwood State 

Prison (ISP) 

 Feb. 1994  I, III  2,200  4,664  113 

 Centinela State 

Prison (CEN) 

 Oct. 1993  I, III  2,208  4,928  122.9 

 North Kern State 

Prison (NKSP) 

 Apr. 1993  I, III, RC  2,692  5,390  171 

 California State 

Prison, Los Angeles 

County (LAC) 

 Feb. 1993  I, IV, RC  2,200  4,764  100 

       Appendixes   
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 Facility  Date Opened  Security 

Level  a   

 Rated 

Capacity 

 Number 

of Inmates 

 Annual 

Operating 

Budget 

(Millions) 

 Calipatria State 

Prison (CAL) 

 Jan. 1992  I, IV  2,208  4,168  123 

 Wasco State Prison  

 (WSP) 

 Feb. 1991  I, III, RC  2,984  5,935  185 

 Central California 

Women’s Facility 

(CCWF) 

 Oct. 1990  I, II, III, 

IV, RC, 

Condemned 

 2,004  3,887  130.3 

 Pelican Bay State 

Prison (PBSP) 

 Dec. 1989  I, IV, SHU  2,280  3,461  180 

 Chuckawalla Valley 

State Prison 

(CVSP) 

 Dec. 1988  I, II  1,738  3,913  115 

 California State 

Prison, Corcoran 

(COR) 

 Feb. 1988  I, III, IV, 

SHU 

 3,016  4,867  115 

 Northern California 

Women’s Facility 

(NCWF) 

 Inactive  –  –  –  – 

 R. J. Donovan 

Correctional 

Facility at Rock 

Mountain (RJD) 

 July 

 1987 

 I, III, IV, RC  2,200  4,770  144 

 Mule Creek State 

Prison (MCSP) 

 June 

 1987 

 I, II, III, IV  1,700  3,832  135 

 Avenal State Prison  

 (ASP) 

 Jan. 1987  II  2,320  7,525  136 

 California 

State Prison, 

Sacramento 

(SAC) 

 Oct. 1986  I, II, IV  1,728  3,254  187.4 

 California State 

Prison, Solano 

(SOL) 

 Aug. 1984  II, III  2,610  6,047  158.4 

 Sierra Conservation 

Center (SCC) 

 1965  I, II, III, 

Camps 

 3,926  6,591  148 

 California 

Correctional 

Center (CCC) 

 1963  I, II, III, 

Camps 

 3,682  6,271  139 

 California 

Rehabilitation 

Center (CRC) 

 1962  I, II  2,314  1,626  118 
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 Facility  Date Opened  Security 

Level  a   

 Rated 

Capacity 

 Number 

of Inmates 

 Annual 

Operating 

Budget 

(Millions) 

 California Medical 

Facility (CMF) 

 1955  I, II, III  2,315  3,031  180 

 California Men’s 

Colony (CMC) 

 E 1954 

 W 1961 

 I, II, III, IV  3,884  6,586  151 

 Deuel Vocational 

Institution (DVI) 

 1953  I, II, RC  1,787  3,748  109 

 California 

Institution for 

Women (CIW) 

 1952  I, II, III, RC, 

Camps 

 1,026  2,443  62.5 

 Correctional 

Training Facility 

(CTF) 

 1946  I, II, III  3,281  6,997  150 

 California 

Institution for 

Men (CIM) 

 1941  I, RC  3,078  6,900  232.2 

 California 

Correctional 

Institution (CCI) 

 1954 

 1933 

 I, II, IV, RC, 

SHU 

 2,781  5,907  168 

 Folsom State Prison 

(FSP) 

 1880  I, II, III  2,072  4,023  115 

 San Quentin State 

Prison (SQ) 

 1852  I, II, RC, 

Condemned 

 3,283  5,222  210 

 Kern Valley State 

Prison (KVSP) 

 2005  I, IV  5,120  4,791  123.3 

      a    Roman numerals refer to security levels (Levels I–IV); SHU denotes security  housing 

unit; RC, reception center.  

   Source : Institutional Statistics 2006/2007 i scal year, California Department of 

Corrections and Rehabilitation website as of June 2007.        

    B.      CCOS Survey Instrument and Administration Details 

   I conducted a i eld test of the survey instrument in February 2006, 

at a board of directors meeting of the CCPOA. Those in attendance 

included correctional ofi cer representatives from every prison in the 

state. Each of the 90 attendees was invited to take the survey, after 

which a question- and- answer period was held to address any issues 

or concerns that participants had about the instrument. The survey 

was then signii cantly revised on the basis of these completed surveys 
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and the comments offered by participants. The i nal survey instrument 

included  68 closed- ended questions. 

 In the week preceding the initial survey mailing, a full- page adver-

tisement was placed in the  Peacekeeper , a publication of CCPOA, 

informing ofi cers about the survey, explaining its objectives, and 

inviting participation. A postcard and then a survey and cover letter 

were sent to each correctional ofi cer at the end of March 2006, along 

with a stamped and self-addressed reply envelope. The cover letter 

explained the goals of the survey, as well as providing information 

about coni dentiality. Two weeks after the initial mailing, a follow- up 

postcard was sent to every ofi cer, as a reminder to i ll out the survey. 

In addition, a second full- page advertisement ran in the  Peacekeeper . 
At the end of June, there was a second mailing of the survey to the 

full sample. The second mailing included a duplicate copy of the sur-

vey, a second cover letter, and another pre- addressed business reply 

envelope. 

 As nearly as possible, surveys were sent to every correctional ofi cer 

currently working in the California system. While a stratii ed random 

sample was considered, a focus group conducted with correctional 

ofi cers during the i eld test revealed a great deal of concern that past 

survey efforts had “handpicked” particular people to receive surveys, 

in order to obtain data that would paint the prison system in an overly 

positive light. For this reason, it was decided that the additional time 

and expense of including the total population were worthwhile.     
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◊1◊

2006 CALIFORNIA CORRECTIONAL OFFICER SURVEY 
This survey asks for information about you and your work with the California Department of Corrections and 

Rehabilitation. It also asks for your thoughts and opinions on a variety of issues concerning the prison where 

you are currently assigned. Please answer each question by filling in the circle next to the best choice: 

Examples of correct ways to respond:    Answer OR Answer

When you are not sure which answer to choose, please pick whichever seems like the best option out of the 

choices that are given.  All of your responses will be strictly confidential.   

WORK HISTORY 

1. In what year did you begin working for the California 

Department of Corrections? 

 _______ 

2. At what prison do you currently work? 
01  Avenal 15 Solano
02 CCC 16 SATF
03 CCI 17 CMF
04 CIM 18 Calipatria
05 CMC 19 Centinela
06 CRC 20 Chuckawalla Valley
07 LA County 21 CTF
08 Corcoran 22 Deuel Vocational
09 Sacramento 23 Folsom
10 High Desert 24 Ironwood
11 Mule Creek 25 North Kern
12 Pelican Bay 26 Pleasant Valley
13 RJ Donovan 27 Salinas Valley
14 San Quentin 28 Sierra Conservation
29 Wasco 32 CIW
30 NCWF 33 CCWF
31 Valley State 34 Other _____________

3. In what year did you start working at the prison 

where you currently work? 

_______

4. With which type of inmates have you worked most 

often during the past 6 months? 

 General population (including work cadre) 

Medical/psychiatric 

Segregation/administrative detention 

Holdover/in-transit 

Pre-trial/detention 

Protective custody 

 Drug therapy unit 

 Reception 

 Other  

5. With what security-level inmates have you worked 

most often during the past 6 months? 

I II III IV 

6. In your opinion, what percentage of the inmates at 

this security level do you think are: 

Very dangerous  ______ % 

Dangerous ______ % 

Not dangerous ______ % 

=   100 % 

PERSONAL SAFETY AND SECURITY 

The following questions ask you about your own 

safety and security while at work during the past 

six months. 

7. I rarely feel safe when I am at work.   

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree

8. I have the back up support I need if things get 

rough.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree

9. I feel safe when working among the inmates. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree

10. A. During the past 6 months, did you occupy a 

position that called for the issuance of a safety 

vest as directed by post orders? 

 Yes No Not sure

B. If yes, have you been issued a vest?  

 Yes No

Did not occupy a position calling for one 

C. How long ago was the vest issued to you? 

 # of months ago ______ 

Vest has not been issued 

Did not occupy a position calling for one 
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◊2◊

11. If there was a problem with the vest when it was 

issued, what was the problem? (Choose all that 

apply)

Poor quality 

 Ill-fitting 

 Not the right type of vest 

 Incompatible with other equipment or clothing 

 Expired 

 Other  

No problem with vest 

Vest has not been issued 

Did not occupy a position calling for one 

For the following set of questions, please indicate 

your evaluation over the past six months of the 

prison where you currently work. 

12. Do you think there are enough staff working to 

provide for the safety and security of staff? 

Yes No Not sure

13. Do you think there are enough staff working to 

provide for the safety and security of inmates? 

Yes No Not sure

14. How likely do you think it is that a staff member

would be assaulted in this prison? 

Not at all likely 

 Somewhat likely 

 Likely  

 Very likely 

 Not sure 

15. When a staff member has been assaulted, how 

often has any action been taken by the institution to 

discipline the inmate or inmates involved? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

16. When action was taken in response to an instance of

inmate-on-staff violence, how often do you feel 

that the action taken was adequate? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

 No action was taken 

17. Over the past six months, how often has any type of 

violent incident occurred at this prison? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

18. Over the past six months at this prison: 

A. How many times have you, personally, been 

the target of a direct assault against you?                 

         # of assaults against you _________ 

B. How many times have you, personally, been 

injured in a direct assault against you? 

# of times injured _________ 

C. How many times have you, personally, 

responded to any type of violent incident? 

       # of incidents responded to _________ 

D. How many times have you, personally, been 

injured while responding to any type of 

violent incident? 

      # of times injured _________ 

The following questions refer to various emergency 

situations, including riots, food strikes, fights, fires, 

escapes, hostage crises, and bomb threats. 

19. As far as you know, are there plans at your 

institution for what to do in the event of all of these 

types of emergencies? 

 Yes No Not sure 

20. Overall, how clear are the emergency plans at this 

prison?  

 Very unclear 

 Somewhat unclear 

 Somewhat clear 

 Very clear 

 Not sure 

JOB SATISFACTION 

21. A. I often experience a sense that I am positively 

influencing other people’s lives through my 

work. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 

B.   When I’m at work, I often feel tense or stressed. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 
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◊3◊

C. I have become harsher or less trusting towards 

family members since I took this job.   

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 

D. I make a difference in people’s lives through my 

work. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 

E. I usually feel that I am under a lot of pressure 

when I am at work. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 

F. What happens at work negatively affects my 

relationship with my spouse/partner or children. 

 Strongly disagree  

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 

Don’t have spouse or children

22. How many total hours of overtime have you worked 

in the past six months? 

 Hours 

23. What percentage of the overtime hours worked were 

mandated or holdover overtime, or were worked 

because you anticipated being held-over? 

 Percent 

INMATE BEHAVIOR AND ACTIVITY 

24. How likely do you think it is that an inmate would 

be assaulted in this prison?      

 Not at all likely 

 Somewhat likely 

 Likely 

 Very likely 

25. Do assaults on inmates usually happen to the same 

inmates, or are they equally likely to happen to 

anybody? 

 Almost always to the same inmates 

 Usually to the same inmates, but sometimes to 

others 

 Equally likely to happen to anybody 

26. What percentage of inmate-on-inmate violence 

that occurs in the prison would you say staff is aware 

of? 

______ Percent 

27. When staff have been made aware of instances of

inmate-on-inmate violence, how often was any 

action taken by the institution to discipline the 

inmates involved? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

28. When action was taken by management in response 

to an instance of inmate-on-inmate violence, how 

often did you feel that the action taken was 

adequate? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

The following questions ask you for information 

about gang activity at the prison where you work. 

29. What percentage of inmates would you say is 

involved in gangs or gang activity? 

______ Percent 

30. How many different gangs would you say operate 

within this prison? 

# of gangs  _______ 

31. How many of these gangs are: 

White    ______  

Black   ______ 

Northern Latino   ______  

Southern Latino   ______  

Other racial group   ______  

Mixed race or other type of gang ______ 

32. How often has any type of gang-related violence 

occurred during the past six months? 

 Never 

 A few times 

 Once a month 

 A few times a month 

 Once a week 

 A few times a week 

 Every working day 
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33. A. How often is gang-related activity motivated by 

problems between inmates and staff, or 

problems with prison conditions? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

No such group exists 

 B. Would you say that this type of gang-related 

activity, in response to inmate problems with 

staff or prison conditions, makes the prison 

safer, less safe, or is there no effect? 

 Much safer 

 Safer 

 Somewhat safer 

 No effect 

 Somewhat less safe 

 Less safe 

Much less safe 

No gangs are present at this prison 

The next two questions ask you what effect you 

think incarceration in this prison has on most 

inmates. 

34. Do you think that time spent as an inmate in the 

prison where you work makes inmates more violent, 

less violent, or is there no effect? 

 Less violent 

 Somewhat less violent 

 No effect 

 Somewhat more violent 

 More violent 

35. When inmates leave this prison, would you say that 

they are more prepared to be law abiding citizens 

than they were when they entered, or less prepared 

than when they entered? 

 More prepared than when they entered 

 Somewhat more prepared than when they 

entered 

 No difference 

 Somewhat less prepared than when they 

entered 

 Less prepared than when they entered 

WORK ENVIRONMENT 

36. I receive the kind of training that I need to perform 

my job well. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree 

37. Management communicates clear guidelines on when 

the use of non-lethal force is appropriate. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

38. Management communicates clear guidelines on when 

the use of lethal force is appropriate. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree 

39. I received the kind of training I need to keep myself 

safe on the job. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree

40. How would you describe your interactions with 

inmates at the prison where you work? 

Not as pleasant as most other officers 

 About the same as most other officers 

More pleasant than most other officers

41. In general, how would you describe the relationship 

between correctional officers and inmates at your 

institution? 

Very unpleasant

Unpleasant

Somewhat unpleasant

Undecided

Somewhat pleasant

Pleasant

Very pleasant 

FACILITIES 

For the following set of questions, please indicate 

your evaluation over the past six months of the 

prison where you work. 

42. Would you say that there have been enough visiting 

hours each week to accommodate visitation 

requests, or would you say that there have not been 

enough visiting hours each week? 

 Not enough hours each week 

 Enough hours each week 

 Don’t know 
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43. How crowded do you think it has been in the visiting 

areas during visiting hours?  

 Not at all crowded 

 Slightly crowded but not uncomfortable 

 Moderately crowded and becoming 

uncomfortable 

 More than moderately crowded and 

uncomfortable 

 Very crowded 

 Don’t know 

44. How noisy do you think it has been in the visiting 

areas during visiting hours?  

 Not at all noisy 

 Slightly noisy but not uncomfortable 

 Moderately noisy and becoming uncomfortable 

 More than moderately noisy and uncomfortable 

 Very noisy 

 Don’t know 

45. How often have dirt or litter been a major problem in 

the inmate dining hall or housing units?  

 Never 

 A few times 

 Once a month 

 A few times a month 

 Once a week 

 A few times a week 

 Every working day 

46. How often have rodents or insects been a problem in 

the inmate dining hall or housing units?  

 Never 

 A few times 

 Once a month 

 A few times a month 

 Once a week 

 A few times a week 

 Every working day 

47. In general, how would you describe the physical 

condition of the buildings at this prison? 

 Poor 

 Somewhat poor 

 Somewhat good 

 Good 

The following is a list of services and programs that 

may be provided to inmates at your prison.  Please 

indicate the quality of each service or program. 

48. A. Educational Programs 

 Very poor quality 

 Poor quality 

 Moderate quality 

 Good quality 

 Very good quality 

 Don’t know 

 Not offered at this institution 

 B. Vocational Programs 

 Very poor quality 

 Poor quality 

 Moderate quality 

 Good quality 

 Very good quality 

 Don’t know 

 Not offered at this institution 

 C. Psychological Services 

 Very poor quality 

 Poor quality 

 Moderate quality 

 Good quality 

 Very good quality 

 Don’t know 

 Not offered at this institution 

D. Drug and Alcohol Treatment 

 Very poor quality 

 Poor quality 

 Moderate quality 

 Good quality 

 Very good quality 

 Don’t know 

 Not offered at this institution 

GRIEVANCE PROCEDURES  

49. When I have a problem at work, there is someone I 

can talk to who will really help me solve it.

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Undecided

Somewhat agree

Agree 

Strongly agree

50. A.  Please indicate any of the following areas in 

which you have had work-related problems in 

the last six months.  (Choose all that apply) 

Harassment by a supervisor or 

management 

Job or work assignment/task

Training

Promotion/advancement

Performance feedback or recognition

Disciplinary action or misconduct 

allegation

Work schedule, attendance, leave, or pay 

issue 

Issue with inmate or inmates 

Problem with another staff member

 Other _____________________________
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B. If you were to have a work-related problem in 

the future, would you consider contacting a 

supervisor to resolve it? 

 Yes No Not sure 

C. If you would not contact a supervisor to resolve 

a problem at work, which of the following 

describes why you would not? (Choose all that 

apply)

Do not think it will help

Do not trust supervisor

Concerned about negative consequences 

from coworkers

Concerned about negative consequences 

from management

Think it would take too much time and 

effort

Other _____________________________ 

D. If you were to have a work-related problem in 

the future, would you consider contacting 

CCPOA to resolve it? 

 Yes No Not sure 

E. If you would not contact CCPOA to resolve the 

problem at work, which of the following 

describes why you would not? (Choose all that 

apply)

Do not think it would help

Do not trust CCPOA

Concerned about negative consequences 

from coworkers

Concerned about negative consequences 

from management

Think it would take too much time and 

effort

Not a member of the union 

 Other _____________________________ 

51. When individual inmates file complaints about prison 

conditions, how often does this result in a formal 

response from staff or management? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

All the time 

52. When individual inmates file complaints about staff 

behavior, how often does this result in a formal 

response from staff or management? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

All the time 

The following questions ask you to comment on the 

inmate advisory council, or any other inmate self-

government organization, at your institution.  

53. Are you aware of the existence of an inmate advisory 

council (a men’s or women’s advisory council or 

other governing body) at your institution? 

 Yes No Not sure

54. What percentage of inmates would you say are 

involved with this group in any way? 

_______ Percent 

55. A. How often are this group’s activities motivated 

by problems between inmates and staff, or 

problems with prison conditions? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

Don’t know/No such group exists 

B. Would you say that this type of group activity, in 

response to inmate problems with staff or prison 

conditions, makes the prison safer, less safe, or 

is there no effect? 

Much less safe 

 Less safe 

 Somewhat less safe 

 No effect 

 Somewhat safer 

 Safer 

Much safer 

Don’t know/No such group exists

 C. When this group communicates inmate concerns 

to staff, how often does this result in any kind of 

response from staff or management? 

 Never 

 Very rarely 

 Rarely 

 Now and then 

 Often 

 Very often 

 All the time 

Don’t know/No such group exists 

COMMUNITY LIFE 

56. Are you currently enrolled in school? 

 Yes No 

57. What would you say is the biggest obstacle to your 

continuing your education? 

 Lack of time 

 Cost 

 Lack of interest 

 Believe I don’t have the academic ability 

 Don’t have enough information 
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58. Do you consider yourself a 

 Republican 

 Independent 

 Democrat 

 Other party 

No party 

59. How aware do you think people in the community 

surrounding the prison are of its existence?  

 Not at all aware 

 Slightly aware 

 Moderately aware 

 More than moderately aware 

Very aware 

60. How would you describe the image of the prison in 

the surrounding community?  

 Very negative 

 Negative 

 Somewhat negative 

 Neutral 

 Somewhat positive 

 Positive 

Very positive 

61. How often have community members, excluding 

friends and family members of inmates, entered the 

facility, for example as program volunteers, on tours, 

etc? 

 Never 

 A few times 

 Once a month 

 A few times a month 

 Once a week 

 A few times a week 

 Every working day 

INSTITUTIONAL GOALS 

The next set of questions asks you to share your 

own thoughts about the goals of incarceration.   

62. Do you feel that the purpose of a prison is 

rehabilitation, punishment, or both?  

 Totally rehabilitation 

 More rehabilitation, but still punishment 

 Equally rehabilitation and punishment 

 More punishment, but still rehabilitation 

Totally punishment 

63. Do you think that most people who end up in prison 

are there because of personal failure, or because 

they did not have advantages like strong families, 

good education, and job opportunities? 

 Totally personal failure 

 Mostly personal failure, but also lack of 

advantages  

 Equally lack of advantages and personal failure 

  Mostly lack of advantages, but also personal 

failure 

Totally lack of advantages 

64. A. Rehabilitation should be a central goal of 

incarceration. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 B. The job of a prison is to keep the public safe, 

not to help inmates. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree 

 C. By the time most inmates enter prison, it is too 

late for rehabilitation programs to do them any 

good. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 D. Inmates who want it should have access to 

academic training at least up to and including 

GED preparation. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 E. Inmates who want it should have access to 

academic training at the college level. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 F. Inmates who want it should be given access to 

vocational training. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree 
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M. Inmates don’t deserve to get rehabilitation 

programs. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 G. High quality rehabilitation programs would pay 

for themselves in the long run with decreased 

crime and a smaller prison population. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 H. Inmates who want it should have access to drug 

and alcohol treatment. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 I. Most inmates are just regular people who have 

made some mistakes. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

 J. There are better ways for the state to spend 

money than on programs for inmates. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

N. The only way to keep people from committing 

crimes is to get to them while they are still kids. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

O. If I had met a lot of the inmates I work with on 

the outside rather than in prison, I might be 

friends with them. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

DEMOGRAPHICS  

65. What is your sex? 

Female Male 

66. In what year were you born? 

________

67. What is the highest level of education you have 

attained so far? 

GED or High School degree

Some college (no degree)

Associate’s Degree

Bachelor’s degree

Master’s degree

Ph.D. degree

Advanced professional degree (medical, law)

K. Rehabilitation programs don’t work because 

most inmates don’t want to change. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree
68. Which category best describes your ethnicity? 

(Choose all that apply)  

American Indian or Alaska Native

Asian

Black or African American

Hispanic/Latino

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

White/Caucasian

Other ____________________ 

L. It would cost too much to provide all inmates 

with high quality programs. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree 

◊8◊

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION 

Many thanks for your participation in this very important survey project.  Your input is extremely valuable. 

Please feel free to attach a separate piece of paper to write any additional comments you would like to share.

Case ID: _____________   

This ID does not allow the researchers to identify you.  It is strictly for administrative use, and to prevent against duplicate surveys.  
 Figure B.1.      CCOS survey instrument.  
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    C.   CCOS Response Rate by Institution      

 Institution  Estimated 
Positions 
Filled 

 Returned Surveys 
 (No.) 

 Response Rate 
 (%) 

 Avenal State Prison  671  161  24.0 

 CA Correctional Center  520  164  31.5 

 CA Correctional Institution  975  245  25.1 

 CA Institution for Men  888  236  26.6 

 CA Institution for Women  302  67  22.2 

 CA Medical Facility  526  190  36.1 

 CA Men’s Colony  748  249  33.3 

 CA Rehabilitation Center  605  138  22.8 

 CA State Prison – Corcoran  1057  220  20.8 

 CA State Prison – Sacramento  747  215  28.8 

 CA State Prison – Solano  597  123  20.6 

 CA State Prison – Wasco  703  172  24.5 

 Calipatria State Prison  564  157  27.8 

 Centinela State Prison  607  139  22.9 

 Central CA Women’s Facility  376  95  25.3 

 Chuckawalla Valley State 

Prison 

 331  77  23.3 

 Correctional Training Facility  728  182  25.0 

 CA State Prison – LA County  637  170  26.7 

 Delano II State Prison  751  136  18.1 

 Deuel Vocational Institution  549  157  28.6 

 Folsom State Prison  449  150  33.4 

 High Desert State Prison  671  214  31.9 

 Ironwood State Prison  587  150  25.6 

 Mule Creek State Prison  475  148  31.2 

 North Kern State Prison  653  137  21.0 

 Pelican Bay State Prison  805  271  33.7 

 Pleasant Valley State Prison  689  159  23.1 

 RJ Donovan Correctional 

Facility 

 683  184  26.9 

 Salinas Valley State Prison  725  181  25.0 

 San Quentin State Prison  805  198  24.6 

 Sierra Conservation Center  543  159  29.3 

 Substance Abuse Treatment 

Facility 

 872  203  23.3 

 Valley State Prison for Women  404  121  30.0 

   Note : Additional surveys were returned that did not specify an  institution.    
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          D.     CDCR Classii cation Score Sheet           

 

 Figure       D.1  CDCR classii cation score sheet  .  
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    E.     Features of CDCR Security- Level Assignment   

   All entering or returning inmates are initially processed at a reception 

center (RC). During the reception period, a correctional counselor uses 

a Form 839 in order to classify newly received inmates according to the 

department’s classii cation system.  1   The 839 is intended to be a com-

prehensive assessment tool:   Section 61010.9 of the Director’s Rules 

states: “The counselor shall review all relevant documents available 

during the RC process to complete the score sheet. Since the Placement 

Score usually determines the institution to which the inmate will be 

assigned, it is extremely important that the information considered be 

as complete as possible.  ” 

 As described in   Chapter 4  , the 839 records a series of items related 

to both background and prior incarceration behavior. The Background 

Factor Score is then combined with the Prior Incarceration Behavior 

Score to obtain the Preliminary Score. The Preliminary Score is equal 

 to the i nal Placement Score unless there is a factor in the inmate’s 

record requiring the addition of a Mandatory Minimum.   As dei ned 

in the Director’s Rules, “A Mandatory Minimum Score is a numerical 

value identifying the least restrictive security level for an inmate who 

has a case factor that requires he/she be housed no lower than a spe-

cii c security level.”  2   If the Mandatory Minimum is applied, the i nal 

Placement Score is either the Mandatory Minimum or the Preliminary 

Score, whichever is greater  . 

 In most cases, an inmate’s Final Placement Score is the primary 

factor in determining the security- level prison to which he or she will 

be sent. A caseworker can, however, apply an administrative determi-

nant to a case or otherwise suggest an irregular placement. An irregu-

lar placement is the assignment of an inmate to an institution that 

does not correspond to the security level of his or her Final Placement 

Score. A consultant’s report commissioned by the state in the late 

1990s concluded, “[A]dministrative determinants are ‘an integral 

part of the score process’… [and] they serve to ‘i ne tune’ the score 

system.”  3   An administrative determinant can include, among other 

things, youthfulness or immaturity; enemies; escape potential; family 

ties; gang involvement; need for medical attention; need to be housed 

close to a court jurisdiction; mental health condition; academic pro-

gram involvement; sexual orientation; or work skills.  4   System- wide, 
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about 25 percent of inmates are placed according to administrative 

determinants.  5   However, as administrative determinants introduce a 

degree of subjectivity into the placement process, all results exclude 

these cases.  

 Table E.1.     Factors Requiring a Mandatory Minimum 

 Factor  Details  Score 

 Condemned  Inmate sentenced to death  52 

 Life without possi-

bility of parole 

 Inmate sentenced to life without the possibility of 

parole 

 52 

 CCR 3375.2(a)(7) 

life inmate 

 Inmate excluded from placement in Level I or II 

facilities for 

•  commitment offense involved multiple murders, 

unusual violence, or execution- type murders 

•  history of multiple walkaways, escape from a 

secure perimeter or escape with force or threat 

of force 

 28 

 History of escape  Inmate 

•  with any history of escape or attempted escape 

from a secure perimeter 

•  who has a conviction for escape or attempted 

escape with force 

•  who verbalizes an intent to escape 

•  who has a history of walkaways without force 

from a non- secure perimeter facility 

•  who has a conviction for a walkaway within the 

past 10 years 

 19 

 Warrants “R” 

sufi x 

 Inmate with an R sufi x, designating a history 

of specii c sex offenses as provided in CCR 

3377.1(b)(1) 

 19 

 Violence exclusion  Inmate with a current or prior conviction for a 

violent felony or sustained juvenile adjudication 

that does not require case- by- case consideration 

 19 

 Public interest case  Dei ned in CCR 3375.2(b)(20) as “high notoriety 

of an inmate has caused public interest in the 

case and requires exceptional placement” 

 19 

 Other life 

sentences 

 Inmate serving a current life sentence commitment 

who is excluded from minimum- custody place-

ment until a release date is granted 

 19 

 Source : Section 61010.11.5 of the Rules and Regulations of the Director of 

Corrections.
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  Implications of Assignment Process for Estimating Prison Effects 

 In the data, the majority of inmates are placed into a security level 

according to the range in which their score falls (see Table E.2). (When 

those assigned a mandatory minimum are included in the sample, 

a larger proportion of  inmates at each security level are misplaced. 

This is due to the fact that most mandatory minimums either exclude 

inmates from a Level I facility or require inmates to be housed in a 

Level IV facility.) However, an individual’s classii cation score is not a 

perfect predictor of placement. Not all individuals with a score above 

the cutoff are placed in higher- custody institutions, and not all indi-

viduals below the cutoff are placed in lower- custody settings. The most 

common reason for placement outside the designated security level 

is a “population override,” used to accommodate a lack of available 

bed space.  6   

 The “fuzzy” nature of the regression discontinuity means that 

estimates presented from regression equations technically show the 

effect of having a classii cation score higher than the cutoff value 

rather than the effect of placement into a higher- security prison. The 

traditional way to account for this is by estimating a two- stage least 

squares model.  7   In this model, a linear probability model is employed 

as Equation 1, in order to estimate the likelihood of placement in a 

higher- security prison as a function of whether the classii cation score 

falls above (coded as 1) or below the cutoff (coded as 0) and other 

 Note:  Table excludes cases assigned a mandatory minimum, as well as those placed 

through administrative determinant. Rows may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

 N  = 10,951.

 Table E.2.     Percent in Dataset Placed in Each Security Level, by 
Classii cation Score 

 Percent Placed in Security Level 

 I  II  III  IV 

 Classii cation score 

 0–18   70   30  0  0 

 19–27  25   75   0  0 

 28–51  4  7   90   0 

 52+  16  8  12   64  
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relevant covariates. Equation 2 is then estimated similarly, but uses 

the coefi cient for security score from Equation 1 as an instrument for 

assignment to a higher-  or lower- security level. All results presented 

in Chapter 5 hold in these analyses, and the magnitudes of the effects 

remain relatively stable.                

    F.     Descriptive and Predictive COMPAS Scales      

 Scale Items (#)  Description 

  Descriptive scale 
type  

 Criminal and 

anti- social 

behavior 

 Criminal 

involvement 

 4  “Extent of involvement in the crimi-

nal justice system … and exten-

siveness of the criminal history” 

 History of 

non- compliance 

 4  “Focuses on the number of times the 

offender has failed when he or she 

has been placed in a community 

status” 

 History of violence  9  “Seriousness and extent of 

violence in an offender’s 

criminal history” 

 Current violence  8  “Degree of violence in the present 

offense” 

 Criminal associates  7  “Degree to which a person associ-

ates with other persons who 

are involved in drugs, criminal 

offenses, gangs” 

 Early socialization 

failures 

 13  “Family problems, early school 

problems, and early delinquency, 

all of which suggest … how the 

offender was socialized growing 

up” 

 Criminal 

opportunity 

 14  “Assesses criminal opportunity 

… time in high crime situation, 

afi liating with high risk persons 

… an absence of social ties, high 

boredom … and being in a high 

risk age group” 
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 Scale Items (#)  Description 

  Social and 

personal 

adjustment  

 Substance abuse  10  “General indicator of substance 

abuse problems” 

 Financial problems  5  “Degree to which a person experi-

ences poverty and i nancial 

problems” 

 Vocational/educa-

tional problems 

 11  “Degree of successes or failure in the 

areas of work and education” 

 Family criminality  6  “The degree to which the person’s 

family members have been 

involved in criminal activity, 

drugs, or alcohol abuse” 

 Social environment  6  “Focuses on the amount of crime, 

disorder, and victimization poten-

tial in the neighborhood in which 

a person lives” 

 Leisure problems/

boredom 

 5  “The degree to which the person 

experiences feelings of boredom, 

restlessness, feeling scattered in 

their leisure time, and an inability 

to maintain interest in a single 

activity for any length of time” 

 Residential 

instability 

 10  “Focus on whether the offender has 

a stable and verii able address, 

local telephone and long term 

local ties, as opposed to drifting 

and temporary living situations” 

 Social adjustment 

problems 

 15  “Degree to which a person is unsuc-

cessful and conl icted in his/her 

social adjustment in several of the 

main social institutions (school, 

work, family, marriage, relation-

ships, i nancial)” 

  Social and 

Criminal  

Psychometrics 

 Criminal personality  13  “Main dimensions identii ed as 

components of the criminal 

personality” 

 Criminal cognitions  10  “Brings together several cognitions 

that serve to justify, support, or 

provide rationalizations for the 

person’s criminal behavior” 

 Social isolation  8  “Degree to which the person has a 

supportive social network and is 

both accepted and well integrated 

into this network” 
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 Scale Items (#)  Description 

  Predictive scale 
type  

 Risk prediction 

scales 

 Violence  22  Risk of future violent activity 

 Recidivism  17  Risk of future recidivism 

 Failure to appear  14  Risk of future failure to appear 

 Community non-

 compliance   

 25  Risk of future technical violation 

    G.   Balance Statistics for Low Criminal History Subsample   

     As in the sample as a whole, the subsample of inmates with a low 

criminal history is comparable on observable covariates upon entry to 

prison. In terms of their level of education, type of controlling offense, 

number of current charges, score on a   Current Violence Scale (measur-

ing the “degree of violence in the present offense”)  , and term in years, 

the groups are on average indistinguishable. There is a slight differ-

ence in mean age between the two groups. However, as with the full 

sample, the difference occurs only within the two upper age cohorts: 

those between 31 and 40, and those older than 41 years. There is also 

a slight difference in the percentage of inmates incarcerated for rob-

bery. Neither of these differences on its own is a likely explanation for 

the discontinuity in outcomes.  

    Table G.1     Balance at Classii cation Cutoff 

 26/27  28/29  T- test  p  value  KS  p  value 

 Age (%)  .01 

 16–21  1  1 

 22–30  7  2 

 31–40  65  55 

 41+  28  42 

 Education (years)  10.6  10.8  .80 

 Current charge (%) 
 Homicide  0  1  1 

 Sex offense  1  2  .32 

 Assault  22  17  .36 

 Robbery  16  9  .02 

 Property  30  29  .70 

 Drug possession  20  15  .18 
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 26/27  28/29  T- test  p  value  KS  p  value 

 Drug trafi cking  10  15  .22 

 Domestic violence  5  3  .36 

 Weapons  28  33  .21 

 No. of charges or 

offenses 

 1.6  1.4  .17 

 Violence of current 

charge (decile 

score) 

 5.15  4.66  .65 

 Term length (years)  5.2  5.2  .76 

     Note : Data are for low criminal history offenders with classii cation scores of  26 

through 29.  

  Those placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed prior to 2003 are 

excluded.  

   N  = 278 (134 below the cutoff and 144 above).        

 There is likewise no apparent difference between those just above 

and just below the cutoff on three scales measuring past criminality. 

The History of Non- Compliance Scale measures an individual’s past 

failures at community- based corrections, such as violations of parole 

and failure to appear for court. The History of Violence Scale mea-

sures the number of past arrests and convictions for violent crimes, like 

domestic violence, assault, and homicide, as well as documented inci-

dents of violent activity against other inmates. The Family Criminality 

Scale describes the criminal history of an individual’s close relatives, 

including parents, siblings, and spouse/partner. On each of these three 

scales, average scores are indistinguishable between the two groups. 

 Items taken from the Early Socialization Failure Scale are also com-

parable. On average, those with classii cation scores just below and 

just above the cutoff are equally likely to have been charged with a 

violent felony as a juvenile and to have an equivalent number of juve-

nile felony charges. There is a slight difference between the two in the 

probability of having been incarcerated while a juvenile. However, the 

size of the difference is small and only marginally statistically signii -

cant. Finally, there is also little difference on measures of personal his-

tory. On measures of substance abuse, i nancial problems and poverty, 

and vocational and educational problems, the two groups are statisti-

cally equivalent.  
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    Table G.2     Balance on Criminal and Personal History 

 26/27  28/29  T- test 
  p  value 

 KS 
  p  value 

  Criminal history  

 History of 

non-

 compliance 

 Number of times has 

failed when placed in 

a community status 

 3.65  3.75  .99 

 History of 

violence 

 Seriousness and extent 

of violence in crimi-

nal history 

 4.67  4.83  .98 

 Family 

criminality 

 Degree to which family 

members have been 

involved in criminal 

activity, drugs, or 

alcohol 

 3.71  4.23  .71 

  Socialization failure  

 Juvenile 

 felonies 

 Number of times 

charged with felony 

as juvenile 

 0.56  0.69  .46 

 Violent 

 juvenile 

 felonies 

 Ever charged with vio-

lent felony as juvenile 

 1.21  1.22  .85 

 Juvenile incar-

ceration 

 Ever incarcerated as 

juvenile 

 1.20  1.34  .04 

  Personal history  

 Substance 

 abuse 

 Indicator of substance 

abuse problems 

 3.23  3.89  .55 

 Financial 

problems 

and poverty 

 Degree to which experi-

ences poverty and 

i nancial problems 

 4.50  5.02  .79 

 Vocational/ 

 educational 

problems 

 Degree of successes or 

failure in the areas of 

work and education 

 6.07  6.67  .15 

     Note:  Data are for low criminal history offenders in the COMPAS database with  an 

839 placement score less than two points from the cutoff points for classii cation: 26 

or 27 and 28 or 29. Those placed with an administrative determinant or classii ed 

prior to 2003 are excluded.  N  = 278 (134 below the cutoff and 144 above).       
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    H.     CDCR Gang Designation Form           

 

 Figure       H.1  CDCR gang designation form.    
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    I.      Questions from the Social Capital Benchmark Survey   

   Dependent Variables 

  Social Networks 

 Friends  

   FRIENDS 53. Number of close friends  

  1 No close friends  

  2 1–2 close friends  

  3 3–5 close friends  

  4 6–10 close friends  

  5 More than 10 close friends    

 Any Friends  

   recode of FRIENDS  

  (1 = 0) (2 through 5 = 1)    

 Coni dants  

   CONFIDE 54. Number of people you can coni de in  

  1 Nobody  

  2 One  

  3 Two  

  4 Three or more    

 Any Coni dants  

   recode of CONFIDE  

  (1 = 0) (2 through 4 = 1)    

 Socialize  

   Informal social interactions (SCHMOOZ) – Q56f, 56d, 56h, 

56i, and 56c (having friends visit home, visiting with rela-

tives, socializing with co- workers outside of work, hanging 

out with friends in public places, playing cards and board 

games). At least two of these questions had to be answered 

for a score to be calculated. The index is calculated as the 

mean of the standardized responses to the i ve questions, 

based on national survey norms: IFRNDHOM, IFAMVIS, 

IJOBSOC, IFRNDHNG, ICARDS. 

   The following variables request frequencies “in the past 

twelve months”:  

  CFRDVIST 56F. How often had friends over to your home  

  CFAMVISI 56D. How often visited with relatives  
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  CJOBSOC 56H. How often socialized with co- workers out-

side of work  

  CFRDHANG 56I. How often hung out with friends in a pub-

lic place  

  CCARDS 56C. How often played cards or board games 

with others       

  Social Trust 

 General Trust  

   TRUST2 Can trust others vs. be careful  

  0 Can’t be too careful  

  1 Depends  

  2 People can be trusted    

 Social trust (SOCTRUST) – Q6, 7a, 7b, 7c, 7d, 7f (general inter-

personal trust, trust neighbors, trust co- workers, trust fellow 

congregants, trust store employees where you shop, trust local 

police). At least three of these answers had to be provided for 

a score to be calculated. The index is calculated as the mean of 

the standardized responses to the 5 questions, using national 

norms to standardize: ITRUST, ITRNEI, ITRWRK, ITRREL, 

ITRSHOP, ITRCOP. (Note: SOCTRUST is SOCTRST with 

the polarity of the coding reversed so that higher values on 

SOCTRUST indicate higher social trust.)  

   TRUST 6. Whether most people can be trusted or …  

  0 Can’t be too careful  

  1 Depends  

  2 People can be trusted  

  TRNEI 7A. How much you can trust people in your 

neighborhood  

  1 Trust them a lot  

  2 Trust them some  

  3 Trust them only a little  

  4 Trust them not at all  

  TRWRK 7B. How much you can trust people you work with  

  1 Trust them a lot  

  2 Trust them some  

  3 Trust them only a little  
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  4 Trust them not at all  

  TRREL 7C. How much you can trust people at your church 

or place of worship  

  1 Trust them a lot  

  2 Trust them some  

  3 Trust them only a little  

  4 Trust them not at all  

  TRSHOP 7D. How much you can trust people who work in 

the stores where you shop  

  1 Trust them a lot  

  2 Trust them some  

  3 Trust them only a little  

  4 Trust them not at all  

  TRCOP 7F. How much you can trust the police in your local 

community  

  1 Trust them a lot  

  2 Trust them some  

  3 Trust them only a little  

  4 Trust them not at all      

  Independent Variables 

  Geographic Context  

   relative urbanicity of the respondents’ zip code 

   URBPCT90 Percent urban in zip code (1990)    

  population density of the respondents’ zip code 

   PO8PDNS97 Population density in zip code, 1997    

  racial composition of the community 

   CTYWHITE Percentage white in Respondent’s 

COMMUNITY  

  CTYBLACK Percentage Black in R’s COMMUNITY  

  CTYHISPN Percentage Hispanic in R’s COMMUNITY  

  CTYASIAN Percentage Asian in R’s COMMUNITY    

  mean education and income of the community 

   CTY_EDUC Mean EDUC in R’s COMMUNITY  

  CTYINCOM Mean INCOME in R’s COMMUNITY    

  and census region  

  CENSREG CENSUS REGION FROM SAMPLE.  
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  1 Northeast  

  2 Midwest 

   3 South  

  4 West    

 recoded into dummy variables, with South excluded  

  Respondent Demographics 

 race  

   HISPAN 62. Hispanic or Latino  

  0 No 

   1 Yes  

  RACE 63. Race of Non- Hispanics  

  1 White  

  2 African American or Black  

  3 Asian or Pacii c Islander  

  4 Alaskan Native/Native American  

  recoded into dummy variables, with white excluded    

 gender  

   GENDER Gender of respondent  

  1 Male  

  2 Female    

 education  

   EDUC_ALL Education including GED follow- up  

  1 Less than high school  

  2 High school diploma/GED  

  3 Some college  

  4 Assoc degree (2 years) or specialized technical training  

  5 Bachelor’s degree  

  6 Some graduate training  

  7 Graduate or professional training    

 age  

   AGE Respondent’s age 

   Computed from birth year provided by respondent.      

 citizenship  

   CITIZ 64. Citizenship status  

  0 No  

  1 Yes     
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  Economic Well- Being 

 current employment status  

   LABOR 40. Current employment status  

  1 Working  

  2 Temporarily laid off  

  3 Unemployed  

  4 Retired  

  5 Permanently disabled  

  6 Homemaker  

  7 Student 

        recoded into dummy variables, employed excluded  

       employed  

       laid off, unemployed  

       retired, disabled, homemaker, student      

 poverty  

   YP_1 66A. Household income < $30K or $30K+  

  1 Less than $30,000  

  2 $30,000 or more  

  previous year’s household income  

  INCOME 1999 Total household income  

  0 $20,000 or less  

  1 Over $20,000 but less than $30,000  

  2 Less than $30,000 unspecii ed  

  3 At least $30,00 but less than $50,000  

  4 At least $50,000 but less than $75,000  

  5 At least $75,000 but less than $100,00  

  6 At least $100,000 or more     

  Residential Mobility 

 length of residence in community  

   LIVCOM 12. Number of years lived in your local community  

  1 Less than one year  

  2 One to i ve years  

  3 Six to ten years  

  4 Eleven to twenty years  

  5 More than twenty years  

  6 All my life    

 future expected mobility  
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   STAY 13. Expect to be living in your community in 5 years  

  0 No  

  1 Yes     

  Household Indicators 

 whether home is owned or rented  

   OWN 15. Own or rent residence  

  0 Rent  

  1 Own  

  marital status    

 MARITAL 46. Current marital status  

   0 Never married  

  1 Widowed  

  2 Divorced  

  3 Separated  

  4 Currently married  

  PARTNER 46A. Living with a partner  

  0 No  

  1 Yes    

 recoded into dummy variables, married excluded  

        married  

       partner  

       widowed, divorced, separated  

       never married    

 number of children under 18 residing in the household  

   KIDS 47. Kids 17 or younger in household            
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  social isolation, feelings of.   
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  loneliness and,     8  
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community ties,     54–55  
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  social capital and,     13  ,   187–188  
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interaction,     56  
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connections,     188  
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      16–17  
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