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At Pete’s sentencing hearing last

month, the judge sentenced him to four

years in the state penitentiary for posses-

sion of a controlled substance. He spent the

last three weeks in the hot and crowded

county jail waiting for transfer to reception

and diagnostics. He arrived at the reception

and diagnostics center today, where he will

spend the next two weeks taking various

tests to determine where he will spend the

greater part of the next four years. Over the

next two weeks, Pete will take an intelli-

gence quotient (IQ) test, a reading and

writing test of the English language, and a

questionnaire of his work abilities and

vocational skills. He will undergo a

thorough medical exam by a nurse and will

be tested for HIV and tuberculosis. Pete

will also be interviewed by a psychologist

about any previous mental illnesses or

suicidal ideations.This morning he was

questioned by an intake officer about his

tattoos and gang affiliations and was asked

about any incarcerated enemies he has.

Pete doesn’t want to be sent to a higher

security institution because of his

gang affiliation, so he downplays his

involvement in the hopes that he’ll be sent

to a medium-custody unit where some of

his homeboys are doing time.

c h a p t e r p r e v i e w

In this chapter, you will learn:

■ About people serving time on correctional supervision (how many
people are on supervision and demographic characteristics)

■ The various types of correctional institutions

■ How the people serving time are matched to the various types of
facilities (how it is determined who goes to which prison)
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120 CHAPTER 5 Offender Profiles, Correctional Supervision Levels, and Classification

I
n the previous chapter, we discussed the issue of sentencing by the courts. Fol-
lowing the sentencing phase, the offender is remanded under the custody of the
Federal Bureau of Prisons, the state department of corrections, the county jail,

or the local corrections entity in the community. Offenders sentenced to community
supervision must report to a community facility or a probation officer for their ini-
tial visit.

Correctional staff, whether they are in the community or in an institution, are
responsible for carrying out the court sentence. This chapter first describes offend-
er profiles, which provide a general idea of who is in the correctional system.
Second, we illustrate the various levels of correctional supervision available in the
community and within correctional institutions. Third, through “classification,” the
first postsentencing process, we match offender profiles with the level of correctional
supervision.

OFFENDER PROFILES

The most recent figures indicate that there are over 7 million people being supervised
in the corrections system (see Table 5.1). This number includes 747,529 held in
county jails; 1,328,339 in state prisons; 184,484 incarcerated with the Federal Bureau
of Prisons; and 101,228 in private prison facilities (Federal Bureau of Prisons 2006;
Harrison & Beck 2006). In addition to incarcerated prisoners, there were 4,151,125
probationers and 765,355 parolees being supervised in the community (Glaze & Palla
2005). Table 5.1 shows the breakdown for each state for all types of supervision 
(state and federal prisons, private prisons, local jails, parole, and probation).

Offenders in the Correctional System table 5.1

STATE OR
REGION AND FEDERAL PRIVATE LOCAL
JURISDICTION PRISONERS PRISONERSd JAILS PAROLEES PROBATIONERS

U.S. total 1,512,823 101,228 747,529 765,355 4,151,125
Federal 184,484 26,544e N/A 86,459 28,346
State 1,328,339 74,684 747,529 688,129 4,122,779

Northeast 173,125 3,214 97,503 180,069 614,825
Connecticut 19,744a 0 N/A 2,599 52,192
Maine 2,009 0 1,545 32 9,855
Massachusetts 10,511 0 12,619 3,704 127,135i,j

New Hampshire 2,483 0 1,728 1,200f 4,130f

New Jersey 28,213 2,437 17,621 13,248 124,281
New York 62,963 0 29,535 55,853 124,295j

Pennsylvania 40,545 403 34,455 102,244 137,206
Rhode Island 3,569a 0 N/A 392 25,929
Vermont 1,984a 374 N/A 797 9,802

Midwest 252,406 2,961 123,407 121,533 936,387
Illinois 44,186 0 20,066 35,008 144,454
Indiana 24,576 88 17,567 7,019 111,626
Iowa 8,395 0 3,637 3,099g 20,885
Kansas 9,009 0 6,904 4,145g 14,551
Michigan 49,524 480 18,118 20,233 176,392d

Minnesota 7,612 403 7,023 3,596 110,725
Missouri 31,066 0 10,461 15,220 55,610
Nebraska 4,103 0 3,098 650 18,412
North Dakota 1,168 57 944 226 3,502
Ohio 44,976 1,924 19,853 18,427 219,658f

South Dakota 3,059 10 1,432 1,944 5,236
Wisconsin 22,366 0 14,304 11,966 55,336
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121Offender Profiles

(Continued ) table 5.1

STATE OR
REGION AND FEDERAL PRIVATE LOCAL
JURISDICTION PRISONERS PRISONERSd JAILS PAROLEES PROBATIONERS

South 606,361 48,266 366,091 227,668 1,673,206
Alabama 28,440 257 15,143 6,950 39,652
Arkansas 12,378 0 6,125 13,694 28,126
Delaware 6,879a 0 N/A 529 18,921
District of Columbia — — 3,552 5,064f 7,231f

Florida 87,545b 5,423 63,620 4,952 287,641
Georgia 47,004c 4,625 44,965 22,135 424,385k

Kentucky 18,897 1,907 16,761 7,572g 28,696
Louisiana 36,091 2,924 31,867 25,065 36,677
Maryland 24,186 129 12,386 13,742 77,875
Mississippi 20,856 4,837 11,422 1,816h 19,116h

North Carolina 36,399 206 17,171 2,677 113,161
Oklahoma 23,702 5,812 9,585 4,047f 28,326f

South Carolina 23,896 15 12,226 3,210 40,047
Tennessee 25,409 5,142 24,233 7,967 42,836
Texas 171,338 15,414 66,534 102,271f 431,989
Virginia 34,733 1,575 26,424 4,834 41,663
West Virginia 4,703 0 4,077 1,143 6,864

West 296,447 20,243 160,528 158,859 818,970
Alaska 4,630a 1,365 65 927g 5,406
Arizona 32,664c 5,291 15,479 5,367 65,805f

California 166,532 2,470 82,138 110,338g 374,701f

Colorado 20,841 3,320 13,638 6,559 55,297f

Hawaii 5,635a 1,774 N/A 2,240 17,652
Idaho 5,825 1,283 3,787 2,329 32,220f,l

Montana 3,369 747 2,265 815g 6,914
Nevada 10,527 0 7,110 4,126 12,159
New Mexico 6,595 2,810 8,514 2,407 16,136
Oregon 12,422 0 6,549 19,769 44,825
Utah 5,594 0 6,739 3,299 10,379
Washington 16,284 406 12,693 105f 172,814f

Wyoming 2,026 777 1,551 578 4,662

This table contains important information. First, considering both communi-
ty-based and institutional corrections, the country’s largest correctional system is
the federal system, and then the state systems in Texas, California, Florida, New
York, and Pennsylvania. The federal systems have a high incarceration rate, but
tend not to use probation compared to state systems. While most states separate
prisons and jails, Alaska, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Rhode Island, and
Vermont combine prisons and jails as one system.

a Prison and jails form an integrated system. Data include jail and prison populations.
b Population figures are jurisdiction counts, not custody counts as in previous years.
c Population figures based on custody counts.
d Excludes inmates in publicly operated state or local facilities.
e Out of the federal inmates, 6,493 were in community correctional centers and 14,879 were in private
prisons.
f Data were estimated.
g Excludes parolees in one of the following categories: absconder, out of State, or inactive.
h Data are for the year ending December 1, 2004.
i Data are for June 2003.
j Due to change in reporting criteria, data are not comparable to previous reports.
k Counts include private agency cases and may overstate the number under supervision.
l Counts include estimates for misdemeanors based on admissions.
Sources: Lauren E. Glaze, & Seri Palla (2005). Probation and Parole in the United States, 2004. Washing-
ton, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 3, 4.
Paige M. Harrison, & Allen J. Beck. (2006). Prison and Jail Inmates at Midyear 2005. Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Justice, 3, 4, 9.
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122 CHAPTER 5 Offender Profiles, Correctional Supervision Levels, and Classification

Number on Correctional Supervision per 100,000 Citizens table 5.2

REGION AND STATE OR 
JURISDICTION FEDERAL PRISONa PROBATION PAROLE

U.S. total 480 1,884 347
Federal 51 13 41
State 429 1,871 307

Northeast 304 1,671 371
Connecticut 403 1,955 96
Maine 148 901 3
Massachusetts 235b 3,301 78
New Hampshire 193 431 122
New Jersey 327c 2,190 217
New York 343 833 372
Pennsylvania 328 1,747 806
Rhode Island 187 3,117 44
Vermont 226 2,000 190

Midwest 377 1,922 258
Illinois 341c 1,518 362
Indiana 363 2,511 162
Iowa 285 1,004 146
Kansas 331c 697 221
Michigan 491 2,323 276
Minnesota 150 2,959 100
Missouri 537 1,232 398
Nebraska 232 1,371 61
North Dakota 175 744 48
Ohio 401c 2,626 218
South Dakota 398 926 382
Wisconsin 393 1,308 330

South 541 2,196 305
Alabama 612 1,071 225
Arkansas 445 1,403 715
Delaware 500 2,940 85
District of Columbia n.d. 1,745 1,198
Florida 472 2,099 36
Georgia 541 n.d. 359
Kentucky 384 1,051 253
Louisiana 803 1,148 728
Maryland 427 1,842 345
Mississippi 688 990 92
North Carolina 348 1,737 45
Oklahoma 645c 1,068 163
South Carolina 561 1,224 104
Tennessee 435 1,051 186
Texas 692 2,643 629
Virginia 470 769 78
West Virginia 257 488 85

Texas is by far the most avid user of private prisons in terms of raw numbers, but
it had less than 10 percent of its inmate population under contract with private
agencies. In states such as Alaska, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Wyoming, one out of
five prisoners were in private facilities, and in New Mexico, it was one out of three.
Pennsylvania has the third largest number of parolees in the country—that is nearly
triple the number of people in Pennsylvania prisons.

On the flip side, states with smaller numbers of offenders on correctional super-
vision include North Dakota, Wyoming, Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire
(Harrison & Beck 2006). About eighteen states, the vast majority of which lie in the
Midwest and Northeast, have no prisoners in private facilities.

Table 5.2 shows correctional supervision rates per 100,000 U.S. residents. For
every 100,000 people who reside in the United States, there are 480 incarcerated
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prisoners, 357 parolees, and 1,876 probationers. The three columns in the table
list rates for prisoners, probationers, and parolees for each state. Southern states
tend to have the highest incarceration rates, while states in the country’s north-
eastern region have the lowest. Delaware, Georgia, Rhode Island, and Washing-
ton tend to use probation heavily as an alternative to incarceration. Pennsylvania
and the District of Columbia have the highest parole rates, while Florida, Maine,
Nebraska, North Dakota, and Washington have lower parole rates, primarily
because parole was abolished. States in the southern region generally use proba-
tion at the greatest rate and parole at the lowest rate compared to other regions
of the country.

The Challenge of Correctional System Data
Obtaining information about prisoner counts and offender characteristics is quite
challenging. The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), a component of the Office of Jus-
tice Programs that is linked to the Department of Justice, gathers and distributes most
of the statistical information related to corrections. Probation populations may be
inconsistent because some systems are under state jurisdiction while others are under
local (county) authority. Some government sources combine state and federal prison
data, making it difficult to separate profiles of state and federal prisoners. Race and
ethnicity are also inconsistently reported within various state systems. Hispanic peo-
ple are listed in some states as a separate category, and other states list a person of
Hispanic origin as Caucasian, African American, or Native American. Still other
states have coded Asians/Pacific Islanders or American Indians/Alaska natives as
“unknown” or “other” (Bureau of Justice Statistics 1999).

Despite the aforementioned problems, the BJS does its best to provide accurate
and informative statistics on corrections in the United States. Our intent here is to

123Offender Profiles

(Continued ) table 5.2

REGION AND STATE OR 
JURISDICTION FEDERAL PRISONa PROBATION PAROLE

West 416 1,620 324
Alaska 399 1,187 204
Arizona 502 1,652 135
California 455 1,463 419
Colorado 419c 1,698 216
Hawaii 311 2,224 238
Idaho 426 n.d. 232
Montana 375 1,005 113
Nevada 466 723 209
New Mexico 312 1,256 190
Oregon 349 1,620 761
Utah 234 621 201
Washington 262 2,654 3
Wyoming 361 1,134 145

a The number of prisoners with a sentence in state or federal prison of more than one year per 100,000
residents.
b The incarceration rate includes an estimated 6,200 inmates sentenced to more than one year but
held in local jails or houses of corrections.
c “Sentenced to more than one year” includes some inmates sentenced to one year or less.
Sources: Lauren E. Glaze, & Seri Palla. (2005). Probation and Parole in the United States, 2004. Washing-
ton, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 5, 7.
Paige M. Harrison, & Jennifer C. Karberg. (2005). Probation and Jail Inmates 2004. Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Justice, 3.
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124 CHAPTER 5 Offender Profiles, Correctional Supervision Levels, and Classification

Characteristics of Adults on Probation and Parole, 2004 table 5.3

provide a broad “snapshot” of characteristics of offenders with various types of cor-
rectional sentences. We begin with probationers and parolees.

Characteristics of Probationers and Parolees
The largest difference between probation and parole is the number of offenders who
have previously been incarcerated. Obviously, parole, by definition, is “early super-
vised release after a prison term.” However, only 8 percent of probationers have
served a period of short-term incarceration prior to going on probation (Glaze &
Palla 2005).

There are other differences as well. According to Table 5.3, most probationers
and parolees are men—only 23 percent of probationers and 12 percent of parolees
are women. Caucasians seem more likely to avoid prison through a probation sen-
tence (56 percent) than to serve time before early release on parole (40 percent). Pro-
portionally, 41 percent of parolees were African American, and 18 percent were
Hispanics; for probationers, 30 percent were black, and 12 percent were Hispanic.

CHARACTERISTIC PROBATION PAROLE

Total 100% 100%

Gender
Male 77% 88%
Female 23 12

Race/Ethnicity
White 56% 40%
Black 30 41
Hispanic 12 18
American Indian/Alaska Native 1 1
Asian/Pacific Islander 1 1

Community Sentence Length
One year or more 49% 5%
Less than one year 51 95

Most Serious Offense
Violent 19% 24%
Property 22 26
Drug and alcohol 41 38
Other 17 12

Adults Entering Probation
Without incarceration 76% N/A
With incarceration 14 N/A
Other types 10 N/A

Adults Entering Parole
Mandatory release N/A 52%
Discretionary parole N/A 31
Reinstatement N/A 8
Other N/A 9

Adults Leaving Probation and Parole
Successful completions 60% 46%
Returned to incarceration 15 39
Absconder 4 10
Other unsuccessful 20 4
Death 1 1

Source: Lauren E. Glaze, & Seri Palla. (2005). Probation and Parole in the United States, 2004.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics.
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Two other differences between probation and parole are the types of offenses
committed by the offender being supervised and the length of his or her supervision.
Significantly more alcohol-related, non-violent, and driving offenders serve probation
time, and about half of all probationers are serving less than one year of community
supervision. However, only 5 percent of parolees are under supervision for the short-
term (Glaze & Palla 2005).

Probationer Characteristics by Gender
About 20 percent of adults on probation are women (Olson, Lurigio, & Seng 2000).
Comparisons by gender found that women had less extensive criminal histories than
men, and women were more likely to be on probation for a property or drug offense,
whereas men were more often on probation for driving under the influence or for a
violent crime. While education levels were comparable between men and women, more
women than men were unemployed. Further, 77 percent of women and 60 percent of
men reported total household incomes of $15,000 or less (Olson, et al. 2000). Over
half of probationers (56 percent of women and 60 percent of men) were Caucasian,
and the average age was thirty-two.

Profile of Jail Inmates
Jail inmates are perhaps the most heterogeneous group of all, because they comprise
unconvicted pretrial detainees (28 percent), convicted persons (55 percent), and
people who have a mixed status (16 percent). This last category includes people who
were convicted of some charges and are pending on others. Pretrial detainees and pro-
tected witnesses are held in jail while they wait for various court proceedings and
hearings. Jails detain people who are waiting to transfer to other systems, such as the
military, mental health facilities, or to another state. Jails also hold convicted felons
awaiting transfer to overcrowded facilities at the federal or state level.

Jails are considered the “revolving door” correctional agency because of the
high daily turnover of people. Added to this are the nearly 60 percent of jail inmates
who have been in the system before, either on probation or for a previous incarcer-
ation (James 2004). Jails routinely admit violators and absconders of probation,
parole, and bail. Many convicted jail inmates serve less than one year for misde-
meanors.

According to nationwide statistics, a typical profile of a jail inmate is a Caucasian
or African American male who is young, single, and has completed high school or its
equivalent. As of 2002, women made up 11.6 percent of jail inmates nationwide. In
terms of race/ethnicity, black inmates accounted for 40 percent of jail inmates, Cau-
casians for 36 percent, Hispanics for 18.5 percent, and other ethnic groups were just
over 5 percent (James 2004).

James (2004) reported several social problems that jail inmates endured at some
time in their lives and prior to their arrest, such as physical or sexual abuse, unem-
ployment, homelessness, and drug use. These social problems are thought to be cor-
related with criminal behavior, but a true causal link has not yet been established.
Compared to the general population of Americans, though, jail inmates are signifi-
cantly more likely to have experienced one or more of these challenges. Over one-
third of men and women inmates reported that, before they were eighteen, they lived
with at least one parent or guardian who abused alcohol or drugs in the home, and
9.7 percent of males and 20 percent of females reported being physically or sexually
abused as a child. Women over eighteen are also more likely than men to have been
abused (or reported to have been abused).

When both childhood and adult abuse is considered together, 55.3 percent of
women and 13.4 percent of men in jail have been abused. In the month before their
arrest, almost half of all inmates who had participated in substance abuse treatment
used drugs or alcohol, and nearly one-third of inmates were unemployed (but some
of these inmates may include stay-at-home parents). In the year prior to their arrest,
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People of African-American
and Mexican-American
descent are overrepresented
in state prisons across the
nation, resulting in a notice-
able void within their own
families and neighborhoods.
While incarcerated,
prisoners tend to segregate
themselves according to
race or ethnicity.
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14 percent of inmates reported being homeless (James 2004). We address these social
problems again later in this chapter and throughout future chapters.

Characteristics of State and Federal Prisoners
The Bureau of Justice Statistics combines state and federal prisoners. However,
because state prisoners comprise 92 percent of all U.S. prisoners and federal pris-
oners comprise only 8 percent, the combined profile most accurately reflects state 
prisoners. We first present the combined data here, and then present data on federal
prisoners separately.

About 93 percent of the combined state and federal prison population in the Unit-
ed States is male, middle-aged (average age was 34.4 years), and of various ethnic
backgrounds. The average age of prisoners has been steadily increasing over the last
decade and there are a higher percentage of prisoners who are over age 50 (Camp,
Camp, & May 2003). We address this important point further in Chapter 12 when
discussing costs of correctional health care.

State Prisoner Characteristics by Gender. The number of women in the prison
population has always been disproportionately less than the percent of females in
the general population. Disproportionality occurs when the group under study has
a substantially greater or lesser percentage than exists in the larger population. For
example, to accurately reflect women’s general population percentage, we would
expect females to comprise about 51 percent of the prison population. However,
women accounted for only 7 percent of all prisoners nationwide, which makes
women disproportionately underrepresented in prison.

Like the gender comparison of probationers, women in state prisons were more
likely than men to be drug and property offenders, and less likely than men to be vio-
lent offenders. Public order offenses for both men and women accounted for just over
10 percent of felony crimes. Following drug crimes, fraud was the most common
property offense for which women were incarcerated in state prison, and murder was
the most common violent crime. For male felons in state prison, robbery, murder, and
assault (in that order) were the most common violent crimes, while burglary was the
most common property crime (Harrison & Beck 2005b).

The percentage of imprisoned females has been steadily increasing at rates slightly
higher than the increases in male prisoners. Bear in mind that these are percentage
increases rather than raw numbers. Between 1995 and today, most of the growth in

Disproportionality When a
group has a substantially
greater or lesser percentage
than exists in the larger
population.
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state prison populations accounted for longer sentences for violent crimes (64 percent
of growth for men and 49 percent of growth for women).

Increased numbers of drug offenders receiving prison sentences and a hefty
increase in immigration offenses have contributed to federal prison growth. Com-
pared to other felony offenses, drug offenses actually accounted for the smallest
growth in state prisons since 1995, which was 15 percent for men and 13 percent for
women (Harrison & Beck 2005).

Race and Ethnicity. There are a disproportionate number of African American and
Hispanic prisoners of both genders. For females, the national average was 33.4
percent African American, 44.2 percent white, 15.6 percent Hispanic, and 6.5 percent
all other groups. For men, 41.2 percent were African American, 33.6 percent were
white, 19.5 percent were Hispanic, and 5.7 were “other” (Harrison & Beck 2005).

National data comparing offense type and race/ethnicity in state prison are a
reflection of men’s felony offenses. For all race/ethnic groups, murder is either the first
or second most common violent crime. Sexual assault is a common violent crime for
white prisoners, while robbery is the most common violent crime for African Amer-
icans and second for Hispanics. The percentage of white offenders who have com-
mitted a public order offense (usually alcohol-related) is higher than for nonwhites.
However, the percentage of African American and Hispanic offenders convicted of a
drug offense is twice as high as that of white drug offenders (Harrison & Beck 2005).

Federal Prisoners
Federal prisoners are under the authority of the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) and
comprise 8 percent of all U.S. prisoners. As of April 2006, there was a grand total of
189,587 federal prisoners, 161,358 of whom were in a BOP prison facility; 18,013 were
in privately managed facilities; and 10,216 were in various other placements, ranging
from jails to community corrections centers (Federal BOP 2006). Despite being confined
in facilities spread across the
country, federal prisoners
are under a central authori-
ty and the data on them are
more consistently measured
than the data on state pris-
oners. Increases in the num-
bers of federal prisoners in
the last decade resulted
from reductions in good-
time allowances, elimina-
tion of parole, required
mandatory minimum sen-
tences for drug offenders,
and enhanced federal law
enforcement efforts for
drug offenders.

Although the number
of female offenders housed
in federal prisons has
increased at a faster rate in
the last decade than it has
for male inmates, women
still make up only 6.7 per-
cent of the total federal
prison population. This is
about the same as the
percent of women in state

Federal Bureau of Prisons
(BOP) Federal prisoners are
under the authority of the
BOP and comprise 8 percent
of all U.S. prisoners.

The influx of prisoners
arrested for drug offenses
has contributed to a larger
supply of smuggled drugs in
prison and an even greater
need for drug addiction
treatment. Prisoners incar-
cerated without drug treat-
ment remain addicted to
drugs.

For more information
about the Federal Bureau of
Prisons, visit their Web site
at www.bop.gov.
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prisons. Federal prisoners are older than state prisoners, with an average age of thirty-
seven. People of Hispanic origin account for 32 percent of all federal prisoners. The BOP
race category classifies Hispanics as being either white or black, depending on their cultural
heritage. In 2006, Federal BOP prisoners were reported as being white (56.6 percent), black
(39.9 percent), Asian (1.7 percent), and Native American (1.7 percent). Also, the income
levels of black and Hispanic inmates in the BOP show that these two groups originate from
low-income households, whereas a greater proportion of white prisoners originate from a
middle-class background (Jackson 1997).

Drug offenses are the largest category of crimes among the sentenced BOP offend-
ers, accounting for 53.4 percent of all federal offenses (Federal BOP 2006). The
actual percentage of drug-related offenders is likely higher, but the charging offense
may have changed due to prosecutorial discretion or negotiation. Table 5.4 expands
on this point by showing how the percentage of sentenced prisoners (in federal pris-
ons) who are formally labeled as drug offenders has changed over time. The dramatic
increase of prisoners since the 1990s is a direct result of law enforcement efforts to

Percent of Sentenced Federal Prisoners Who Are Drug
Offenders (1970–2006)

table 5.4

PERCENTAGE OF 
TOTAL SENTENCED TOTAL SENTENCED SENTENCED PRISONERS

YEAR POPULATION DRUG OFFENDERS WHO ARE DRUG OFFENDERS

1970 20,686 3,384 16.3%
1971 20,529 3,495 17.0%
1972 20,729 3,523 16.9%
1973 22,038 5,652 25.6%
1974 21,769 6,203 28.4%
1975 20,692 5,540 26.7%
1976 24,135 6,425 26.6%
1977 25,673 6,743 26.2%
1978 23,501 5,981 25.4%
1979 21,539 5,468 25.3%
1980 19,023 4,749 24.9%
1981 19,765 5,076 25.6%
1982 20,938 5,518 26.3%
1983 26,027 7,201 27.6%
1984 27,622 8,152 29.5%
1985 27,623 9,491 34.3%
1986 30,104 11,344 37.7%
1987 33,246 13,897 41.8%
1988 33,758 15,087 44.7%
1989 37,758 18,852 49.9%
1990 46,575 24,297 52.2%
1991 52,176 29,667 56.9%
1992 59,516 35,398 59.5%
1993 68,183 41,393 60.7%
1994 73,958 45,367 61.3%
1995 76,947 46,669 60.7%
1996 80,872 49,096 60.7%
1997 87,294 52,059 59.6%
1998 95,323 55,984 58.7%
1999 104,500 60,399 57.8%
2000 112,329 63,898 56.9%
2001 120,829 67,037 55.5%
2002 128,090 70,009 54.7%
2003 137,014 74,672 54.5%
2004 149,564 80,914 54.1%
2005 161,728 86,848 53.7%
2006 172,930 92,342 53.4%

Source: Federal Bureau of Prisons. (2006). Federal Bureau of Prisons QUICK FACTS. Retrieved annually at
different times of the year, with the most current retrieval being April 1, 2006, from: www.bop.gov.
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eradicate drugs through arrest and prosecution, particularly with the overrepresen-
tation of Latinos and African Americans in the federal system (Jackson 1997).

The revised federal sentencing structure was intended to punish high-level drug
offenders who operated sophisticated enterprises or distributed large quantities of
illegal drugs. The extent to which federal laws target drug offenders was the subject
of a research question that sought to determine crime roles of federal offenders who
were convicted of drug crimes or whose conduct was drug-related (Sevigny &
Caulkins 2004). Low-level drug offenders were defined as non-violent/non-gun
carriers or “mules” who sold to support a personal drug habit or who were in
possession of small quantities of drugs.

Compared to state drug prisoners, federal drug prisoners possessed an average of
twenty times more drugs. Powder cocaine and marijuana offenses are more prevalent
in federal prison, while crack cocaine offenses are more likely in state prisons. Only
about 25 percent of federal and 20 percent of state prisoners reported having an
armed weapon charge added to their sentence or having a weapon present during the
drug offense. Sevigny and Caulkins (2004) found that most drug offenders are not
low-level users: “In summary, very few people appear to be in prison as first-time,
nonviolent offenders simply because they used drugs. . . . This amounts to only 4.4%

129Offender Profiles

Detention and Removal
Operations of the U.S.
Immigration and Customs
Enforcement

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
was established in November 2002 and is
organized into four larger divisions: (1) bor-
der and transportation security, (2) emer-
gency preparedness and response, (3)
science and technology, and (4) information
analysis and infrastructure protection.The Bor-
der and Transportation Security Division has eight
federal agencies underneath it—the largest of which is the
United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

As an agency, ICE is primarily responsible for investigating
and enforcing all immigration and customs offenses, particu-
larly those involving foreign nationals and aliens with coun-
terfeit or altered documents.Part of this responsibility includes
detaining offenders in jail and removing illegal aliens. It is esti-
mated that ICE officers apprehend 1.5 million aliens every year,
most along the southwest border. While most aliens are
detained and removed without being arrested or charged,
some aliens are detained longer to investigate possible crim-
inal behavior, such as human trafficking, illegal drug distribu-
tion,and identity or benefit fraud. Aliens who have committed
a crime are separated into offenders who pose a threat to U.S.
citizen public safety and offenders who do not pose a threat.

The large number of arrests have exceeded the number of
jail beds available for this purpose, contributing to alternative
solutions to reduce overflow. Aliens who have committed a
crime and who pose a threat to safety are detained in jail,

while those who do not pose a threat are let out on
bail. Before conviction, pretrial solutions have

included release on recognizance, release on
bond, use of electronic monitoring, and the
Intensive Supervision Appearance Program.
ICE has its own fugitive unit to capture

illegal aliens who have failed to appear in
court for the immigration offense.

There are a total of sixteen ICE-operated
detention facilities, seven of which are used

for processing and nine for detention. These
facilities hold nearly 5,000 detainees and are locat-

ed in Texas, California, Arizona, and New York. In addition,
ICE contracts with private prison companies, the Federal
Bureau of Prisons, and state and local facilities to incarcerate
an overflow of over 16,000 aliens. Out of the 19,000 total
detainees, 51 percent had been convicted and 49 percent
were pretrial detainees. Convicted offenders had committed
a wide range of offenses, including violent (32 percent), drug
(30 percent), property (15 percent), and public order (14 per-
cent).

In your opinion, has the new infrastructure of the U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement improved the goal of
investigating immigration offenses? What effects (if any) have
the alien detention and removal policy had on public safety?
Do you feel safer? What about its effect on the crime rate?

Sources: Farlex. (2004).“Encyclopedia Entry: United States
Department of Homeland Security,” www.TheFreeDictionary.com;
Paige M. Harrison, Allen J. Beck. (2005). Prisoners in 2004.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice; U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement. (2004). Fact Sheet of the Detention
and Removal Operations: Alternatives to Detention (www.ice.gov).
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Prisoners in ICE facilities
who are in the United States
illegally are deported to
their country of origin after
they have served their
sentence here. This group of
prisoners is being pat
searched in preparation to
board a plane bound for
Nicaragua.
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of drug offenders in state and federal prisons (and 1.0% of all prisoners), which
suggests that decriminalizing drugs (in the sense of eliminating criminal sanctions for
drug users) would not greatly reduce prison populations” (pp. 421–422).

Compared to state prisoners, violent crimes committed by federal prisoners are
more likely to include bank robbery, kidnapping, explosives, or weapons offenses;
property offenses are more likely to be fraud, bribery, or extortion.

Immigration and Customs Enforcement. The BOP inmate population is
changing in composition as well as in number. In 2006, one out of every four
federal prisoners was not a U.S. citizen (27.8 percent or 52,601). Most BOP
prisoners who were non-U.S. citizens had citizenship in Mexico, Columbia,
Dominican Republic, or Cuba (Federal BOP 2006). Some non-U.S. citizens were
convicted of felony crimes for which they must serve time before being deported.
Others were detained or convicted for immigration offenses such as arriving
without proper documents or overstaying a visa. Immigration offenses comprised
11 percent of all federal offenses. In addition, several non-U.S. citizens are detained
by the government. Immigration and Customs prisoners and detainees are
monitored by the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), which was
formerly the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (“Policy Matters:
Detention and Removal Operations of the U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement,” p. 13).

ICE operates its own facilities and also contracts with the Federal Bureau of Prisons,
state and local facilities, and other private prison companies (Harrison & Beck 2005).

Since 9/11, the number of incarcerated and detained non-U.S. citizens has sig-
nificantly increased. Controversy on the rights of detained immigrants and enemy
combatants has resulted in greater access to the courts (see “Hot Topics: What Rights
Do Immigration Detainees and Enemy Combatants Have?” p. 15)

Our discussion of offender profiles suggests that probationers, jail inmates, state
prisoners, and parolees have many similarities when compared by gender, race/eth-
nicity, age, marital status, and challenges to overcome. The group most different from
the rest are likely federal prisoners who tend to be older, more likely to be married,
and more likely to possess education and employment skills that surpass the other
groups. Yet, many offenders in the corrections system experience similar social prob-
lems of alcoholism, drug abuse, anger control, parenting issues, and lack of skills that
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What Rights Do Immigration
Detainees and Enemy Combatants
Have?

Since 9/11, it has become more common to
detain immigrants and enemy combatants who
threaten public safety, and the federal courts
have had to decide how long they can detain
each of these groups without charges.
Immigrants are typically detained if they
have overstayed a visa, if they arrive in the
United States without proper documents, or
if they have ever been convicted of a crime.
Immigrants in any of these situations who were also deter-
mined to be a societal threat could be detained indefinitely.

Two acts passed in 1996—the Illegal Immigration Reform
and Immigrant Responsibility Act and the Anti-Terrorist and
Effective Death Penalty Act—have greatly increased the num-
ber of detainees for immigration offenses because the acts
expand the types of crimes for which deportation is manda-
tory. However, some native countries refuse to accept their
citizens back if the country learns that the citizen has com-
mitted a crime. The question is, What can be done with an
immigrant in this situation? A federal district court ruled
that holding an immigrant indefinitely without formal
charges is unconstitutional. As of today, this issue has not yet
gone to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Of a different but related issue is what happens to immi-
grants who have been convicted of a crime in the United
States and have finished serving their time, since the 1996
law mandates that they be deported? The U.S. 9th Circuit
Court of Appeals held in 2000 that immigrants who have
been convicted of crimes cannot be held beyond their prison
term when their home country won’t accept them back.
These immigrants must be freed from detention, but can

remain under community supervision of
Immigration and Customs Enforcement
until their native country reaches an
agreement with the United States.

Immigrants or Enemy Combatants?
Since 9/11, about 650 “enemy combatants”
have been detained at the U.S. military
base in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, for long

periods of time without charges, and some
did not have access to lawyers during their

interrogation. Enemy combatants are different
than immigrants. In the past, the military was to

detain enemy combatants in order to gather intelligence or
to keep them off the battlefield during war. At the war’s end,
the prisoners of war were released. Prisoners of war who
have committed crimes against humanity are detained to be
tried in accordance with international law.

The enemy combatants held at Guantánamo Bay were
not offered the right to have a court review whether or not
they should be held. Most of the enemy combatants were
Afghan, British, or Australian. However, two men (Yasir
Hamdi and Jose Padilla) were American citizens. The argu-
ment for denying these prisoners their rights had been
that no U.S. court has jurisdiction over areas that are not
specifically owned by the United States. In the 1930s, the
United States signed a treaty with Cuba that Guantánamo
Bay was to be leased by the United States but owned 
by Cuba. In 2004, the U.S. Supreme Court decided in 
Rasul v. Bush that prisoners held at Guantánamo Bay
have a right to U.S. judicial review of the legality of their
detention.

Source: Bruce Jackson. (2003). “Detained in America.” Progressive
News, December 15, 2003 (www.progressivetrail.org/articles/
031215Jackson.shtml).

are correlated to some degree to their crime. We leave this topic of offenders for the
moment and turn to a discussion of institutions.

LEVELS OF CORRECTIONAL SUPERVISION

There are about 1,364 adult correctional institutions across the country. Of that num-
ber, nearly 90 percent are designated for men, about 9 percent for women, and
around 1 percent are coed. North Dakota, a low-populated state, operates just three
institutions. More populous states require a greater number of institutions, but the
link is not direct because institution size is more relevant than number. For example,
California, Texas, New York, and Florida are our most populous states, but the
number of institutions they have varies: 86 in California, 112 in Texas, 70 in New
York, and 121 in Florida. Despite the differences in number of institutions, Califor-
nia and Texas have the largest prison populations.
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Percent of Inmates in State and Federal Facilities 
by Security Level

table 5.5

State Facilities
States with more than one prison for men and one for women are likely to designate
various institutions according to security level. Generally, prisons are classified as being
minimum, medium, maximum, or supermaximum security. The first three levels (mini-
mum, medium, and maximum) are for general population prisoners, who comprise
approximately 80 percent of all prisoners. Some facilities mix several security levels, while
others house a single level. Special population prisoners account for 15 percent and
include supermaximum, protective custody, administrative segregation, disciplinary
status, or prisoners who are severely mentally or medically ill. The remaining 5 percent
of prisoners are “unclassified” (Austin & McGinnis 2004). Prison institutions are built
to accommodate the behaviors expected of their prisoners (Bench & Allen 2003).

Six states currently have at least 90 percent of their correctional institutions classi-
fied as “multilevel”; this means that the unit houses more than one custody level of pris-
oner (lower custody may or may not be mixed with higher custody). Most other states
have about 20 percent of their units housing more than one custody level. Women’s pris-
ons are typically multilevel. Because fewer women are in prison, most states have just one
institution that contains every security level. California, Texas, and New York are among
the growing number of states that have more than one institution specifically for women.

Table 5.5 shows the percent of inmates, by gender and age, confined in each cus-
tody level.

PERCENT OF INMATES IN CONFINEMENT FACILITIES

FACILITY CHARACTERISTIC TOTAL MAXIMUMa MEDIUM MINIMUM/LOW

All Facilities 1,244,574 35.6% 47.8% 16.6%

Gender of Inmates
Males only 1,103,688 36.0% 47.7% 16.3%
Females only 63,619 37.2% 41.4% 21.4%
Both 77,267 28.2% 55.2% 16.7%

Facility Ageb,c

Less than 10 years old 399,864 32.6% 53.2% 14.2%
10–19 years old 319,356 36.7% 50.6% 12.7%
20–49 years old 223,298 30.2% 51.0% 18.8%
50–99 years old 223,114 34.1% 39.3% 26.6%
100 years or more 78,334 66.3% 24.4% 9.3%
Not reported 608 0.0% 0.0% 100.0%

Average Daily Population
Fewer than 100 inmates 6,404 10.8% 20.4% 68.8%
100–249 31,492 7.8% 30.1% 62.0%
250–749 159,337 23.1% 38.1% 38.8%
750–1,499 464,265 35.2% 48.0% 16.7%
1,500–2,499 329,031 35.8% 54.5% 9.7%
2,500 or more 254,045 47.9% 47.7% 4.5%

a Includes facilities with the physical security characteristics of “super maximum” and
“maximum/close/high.”
b Refers to the number of years between the original construction of oldest building currently used
and the census year.
c The age of one minimum-security facility was not reported in 2000.

Source: James J. Stephan, & Jennifer C. Karberg. (2003). Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities.
Washington, DC. U.S. Department of Justice.

General population
Prisoners who are able to
associate and mingle with
large groups of people of
their same security level.
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Minimum-security facilities typically look like campus-style buildings with few, if any,
fences. Pictured here is the Alderson Federal Prison Camp for Women in West Virginia.
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Minimum-Security State Facilities. Minimum-security facilities keep about 
37 percent of all state prisoners and are perhaps the most heterogeneous types of
facilities (Austin & McGinnis 2004). Minimum security includes both institutional and
community-based institutions, such as prerelease/work release centers, restitution
centers, trusty units, large drug rehabilitation centers, community corrections facilities,
forestry or wilderness camps, and honor camps.

Inmates assigned to these facilities have the most freedom and privileges afford-
ed any state prisoner. Facilities resemble community facilities, houses, or even college
campuses. Housing areas are typically dormitory-style, barracks, or small rooms for
which inmates have their own key. The absence of walls, fences, guarded towers, and
obvious physical barriers is not unusual. Such facilities are desirable for offenders who
have earned a transfer there based on good behavior and who show little threat to
themselves or others.

Inmates have considerable personal freedom and are often given opportunities on
a time-restricted basis for work furloughs and educational release outside the institu-
tion. Inmates inside the facility are under intermittent and more relaxed supervision.
This institution’s concern is preparing inmates for eventual release to the community.
About one-third of the community facilities are most likely to be coed, and farms/work
camps are least likely to be coed (less than 1 percent).

Montana, Virginia, and Washington are the heaviest users of minimum-security
facilities. Farms and work camps are still popular in the South, but western states also
take advantage of such facilities and even add the use of ranches. Inmates at prison
farms and ranches produce dairy products, grain, and vegetable crops, in addition to
raising hogs, cattle, poultry, and breeding horses. The most popular work camps in
California are forestry camps—where inmates maintain state parks and fight forest
fires—and road gangs that perform road construction and repair.

Medium-Security State Facilities. A nationwide average of between 32 and 45
percent of all state inmates are housed in medium-security prisons (Austin &
McGinnis 2004; Camp, Camp, & May 2003). Prisoners at this level are not allowed
to leave the institution grounds without an escort. Movement inside the institution
requires more supervision than minimum security, but inmates still have

Medium-security prisons
Institutions where inmates
receive more supervision
than at minimum-security
prisons, but still have consid-
erable freedom to move
around to work assignments
and programming activities.

Minimum-security facilities
Institutions where inmates
have considerable personal
freedom and more relaxed
supervision.
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Medium-security prisons may resemble higher security prisons from the outside, but
inmates in a medium-security facility have more freedom of movement inside the
walls.

134 CHAPTER 5 Offender Profiles, Correctional Supervision Levels, and Classification

considerable freedom to work their assignments and programming activities.
Because of the increased supervision, there is a higher staff-to-inmate ratio in
medium-security prisons. Although most prisoners spend most of the day outside
their housing area, they are still locked in their housing area at night after curfew.
Most prisoners at this level hope to earn a transfer to a minimum-level institution.

Recently, some states have restricted sex offenders from transferring to a minimum-
security facility, so a medium-custody institution is the lowest custody available to these
offenders. The other difference is that medium-security prisoners cannot keep as much
personal property in their possession as minimum-level prisoners. Newer medium-secu-
rity facilities have a campus design with housing areas consisting of single rooms or dor-
mitories. The perimeter is lined with chain-link fences, razor wire, and electronic sensors.

Maximum-Security State Facilities. Traditionally, maximum-security prisons
were built as fortresslike structures with high stone walls surrounding groupings of
buildings that serve as cell blocks, chow halls, auditoriums, laundry rooms,
gymnasiums, and chapels. Guard towers were attached to the walls at the corners
and other strategic places, such as at the front and back entrances. The “Big
House,” as the nineteenth-century maximum-security prisons were often called, was
the prototype maximum-security prison. Designed for the fullest possible
supervision, control, and surveillance of inmates, the Big Houses considered
individual needs as secondary to security requirements. According to Bench and
Allen (2003), “an offender classified as maximum security instantly obtains an
image of one who is hard to handle, disrespectful of authority, prone to fight with
other inmates, and at high risk for escape” (p. 371).

Prisons built between the mid-1800s and the 1930s were virtually all maximum-
security, largely because of the lack of ability to accurately classify prisoners. Today’s
maximum-security prisons often rely on a double-fence perimeter or an electric fence
rather than high walls. The fence is chain-link and about thirteen to twenty feet high,
topped with coiled razor wire (occasionally razor-wired from ground to top). Secu-
rity is increased by running a double fence, with several yards of ground in between
the fences, along the facility perimeter. Whereas maximum-security prisons with high

Maximum-security prisons
Designed for the fullest
possible supervision, control,
and surveillance of general
population inmates. Also
known as close-security
prisons.
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What was segregation like?

I n prison you have little control over other people’s
actions, and sometimes inmates are forced into situ-
ations that require a strong defense. Acts of vio-

lence, theft, attitude adjustments, or numerous punitive
infractions can result in solitary confinement, single cell
segregation, or strip cell segregation. The type of infrac-
tion determines which type of segregation you receive
and whether you walk to segregation, escorted by the
guards, or whether you are physically subdued and
dragged to confinement.

You may request segregation from general population
if you need to get yourself together. When my children’s
birthdays, my birthday, or holidays came around, I
would request administrative segregation so that the
other inmates did not see my pain. In each type of
segregation, the length of confinement is determined by
the administration and case managers. The guards can
make recommendations since they interact with you on a
daily basis.

The worst type of segregation is strip cell, where you
are put naked in a bare cell. There is a hole in the floor
for a toilet and no toilet tissue. You are not allowed per-
sonal items, and if you do not [know] someone who
works in the kitchen, you should fast until they move
you to a different level of segregation. Your food can be
tampered with by inmates who either don’t like you or
have received compensation from another inmate.

After a period of time in single cell segregation, you
can request television, radio, writing materials, or library
books. In this type of cell, you have a bed and combina-
tion water fountain, sink, and toilet. You leave the cell
for showers once a week and recreation amounts to one
hour a week. I requested recreation at night while the
“camp” was locked in their rooms so I could breathe
fresh air and look at the stars.

Solitary confinement has several cells in a pod with
women of infractions of a less serious nature. You can-
not see each other but can talk as long as the noise level
stays reasonable. It requires cooperation from each
inmate to achieve this form of communication. If you
need a guard, you must yell “guard” into a speaker
located in the ceiling of your cell. They get to you when
they get to you!

To keep track of the days without writing materials,
you can rub your toothbrush onto the wall to count the
days. Other women have usually already made marks on
the walls, and you can work out your own system so you
do not lose track of what day or how many days you
have been in segregation. Reflections of why you are in
segregation and struggling with the feelings of isolation
consume your thoughts. To pass the time you can also
count the bricks on the wall and floor. After a few days, a
few weeks, or in some cases months, most women leave
segregation and return back to general population. Some
inmates choose to repeatedly return to segregation as a
way of escaping the pressures of general population.

ARDITH “SUNSHINE” SMITH was incarcerated in several
institutions. She earned a bachelor of arts degree in
criminology/criminal justice from the University of

Missouri-Kansas City in December of 2005.
She has been accepted into the Master of 
Science program and plans to earn a Ph.D. to

help other women achieve acceptance back into society.

Voices
of the

System

walls rely primarily on human observation to monitor the perimeter, the newer pris-
ons use electronic sensing devices and video surveillance to alert officials about
breaches in the fence perimeter. The most expensive addition to perimeter security are
electric fences that can deliver a lethal jolt to prisoners attempting an escape.

Maximum-, high-, and close-security prisoners (different labels used to describe
a similar security level) comprise between 10 and 15 percent of all prisoner popula-
tions (Austin & McGinnis 2004; Camp, Camp, & May 2003). At this level of cus-
tody, there are more officers per prisoner to better control inmate movement and to
maximize officer safety. Prisoners are housed in single or double cells, and time out
of cell is structured and controlled with passes for a specific purpose. Because secu-
rity takes priority over rehabilitation (supervision is direct and constant), fewer pro-
grams exist for inmates to work and address special treatment needs. The theory
behind this is that maximum-security inmates have shown through their attitudes and
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behavior that they need more regulation in their daily lives. Inmates are allowed fewer
personal effects in their cells compared to their medium-security counterparts.

Maximum-security prisoners vary by type of offense and/or institutional behav-
ior. Some are on death row, have life without parole, or are serving long-term sen-
tences, and there are prisoners who have attempted or succeeded in institutional
escapes (Berk, Ladd, Graziano, & Baek 2003). Maximum-security prisoners also have
special housing units that temporarily separate predatory prisoners or that perma-
nently protect nonviolent prisoners who are frequently targeted by predatory inmates.

Short-term administrative segregation is a restricted housing area within a
medium- or maximum-security unit designed as a “cooling off” space for inmates
who have unexpectedly become dangerous or disruptive. Prisoners who continue to
be disruptive remain housed there until enough time has passed that they are reclas-
sified back to general population.

Disciplinary segregation or solitary is a temporary lockdown (usually no longer
than fourteen days at a time) for prisoners who have been found guilty of rule infrac-
tions. This type of housing is most frequently used in maximum-security prisons,
although some medium-security prisons have them. Prisoners in solitary eat, sleep,
and exercise within their cell and are not permitted to leave except for very specific
reasons, such as showering three times per week. Prisoners in solitary do not obtain
the same privileges as prisoners do in general population, such as visitation, recre-
ation, or television. Once their solitary sentence has expired, the prisoners rejoin the
general population section of the prison. Prisoners in administrative segregation and
solitary confinement account for a combined total of between 5 and 6 percent of all
prisoners (Austin & McGinnis 2004).

Protective custody is a permanent classification for prisoners who need protection
from aggressive or assaultive inmates. Prisoners who may need protective custody include
former police or correctional officers, high-profile celebrities, or prisoners who have been
sexually assaulted. Through their own initiative and concerns for their safety, they are
segregated from the general population and are allowed contact only with other pro-
tective-custody inmates. Their controlled movement means that many protective-custody
prisoners have access to less treatment programs and services than the general popula-
tion, but they still have more freedom than administrative-segregated or solitary inmates.
Protective-custody prisoners comprise between 1 and 2 percent of all prisoners and are
in maximum-security units because that is where they can best be protected.

Supermax Prisons. A small number of prisons at the highest security level are
known as supermax prisons, or what some states call “control units,” “secured
housing units,” and even “maxi-maxis.” The first supermax prison was the U.S.
Penitentiary at Marion, Illinois, which converted to permanent lockdown status in
1983 due to the murder of two correctional officers. Since then, many states have
followed the federal lead and have modified existing prisons or built new ones to
allow implementation of the control-unit philosophy. Because Marion was not built
as a lockdown facility (but was being used as one), the federal government
eventually constructed an administrative/maximum penitentiary (ADX) prison in
Florence, Colorado, that was specifically designed as a supermaximum facility.

A supermax facility can be either an administrative segregation housing unit
within a maximum-custody facility or the entire facility can consist of supermaxi-
mum prisoners who are isolated from the general population of prisoners and
from each other. There are about two hundred such units in thirty-six states. Think
of supermax as long-term administrative segregation or a prison within a prison.
Inmates assigned to these units pose a threat to other prisoners and/or correctional
officers based on gang membership or behavior while incarcerated. Supermax
prisoners may have killed someone while in custody, have a pattern of assaulting
other officers, have attempted or completed escape from a high-custody facility, or
have incited or threatened to incite a disturbance in a correctional facility (Riveland
1999, 6).
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For a history of
supermax facilities, visit
www-unix.oit.umass.edu/
~kastor/ceml_articles/
cu_in_us.html. For more
information about
supermax and maximum-
security prisons, visit
www.supermaxed.com/.

Supermax prisons Prisons at
the highest security level, also
known as “control units” or
“secured housing units.”

Long-term administrative
segregation For inmates
who pose a threat to others
and must be kept in a
supermax-level facility.

Disciplinary segregation or
solitary A temporary
lockdown for prisoners who
have been found guilty of
rule infractions while
incarcerated.

Protective custody A
permanent classification for
prisoners who need
protection from aggressive or
assaultive inmates.

Short-term administrative
segregation Restricted
housing areas within a
medium- or maximum-
security unit designed as a
“cooling off” space for
inmates who unexpectedly
become dangerous or
disruptive.
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In some states, such as Texas, prisoners who are confirmed as a security threat
and who have participated in gang violence or who have ordered another gang mem-
ber to perform a violent act are sent to supermax prison for the remainder of their
sentence. Per correctional policy, a substantial amount of indisputable evidence is
required to transfer prisoners to supermax for being a confirmed gang member or a
gang leader.

The following are distinguishing features of a supermax or control unit:

■ Prisoners are confined to a single cell for twenty-two to twenty-three hours per
day.

■ Isolation and control are achieved through securely designed cells in which the
prisoner eats, sleeps, and participates in severely restricted activities.

■ Any time the prisoner is moved to and from the cell, he or she is fully shackled
and led by two to three officers.

■ Visits are restricted in number and length and are “no contact,” which means
they are conducted between layers of plexiglass.

On the one hand, human rights organizations and other critics argue that super-
max prisons are primarily political responses and do not necessarily make other
prisoners safer. The use of sensory deprivation and restricted human contact is a con-
cern, since most prisoners will eventually be returned to society where they must inter-
act with others personally and professionally. On the other hand, proponents of
supermax prisons argue that separation is necessary for officer safety and the security
of other prisoners. (“What Works? Can Supermax Prisoners Effectively Transition
Back to the General Population of the Prison?” p. 21.)

Can Supermax Prisoners
Effectively Transition Back
to the General Population
of the Prison?

Administrative segregation and supermaximum
prisons are prison managers’ responses to
gang-related violence and other assaults that
may jeopardize the security and safety of
prison staff and other inmates. Prison man-
agers must decide if inmates in administra-
tive segregation should remain in high-custody
status permanently or if they can eventually transition back to
the prison general population.

The various programs of the restricted housing units at
the MacDougall-Walker Correctional Institution and the
Northern Correctional Institution in Connecticut were stud-
ied. The Connecticut Department of Corrections (CDC) has a
close-custody gang management program that keeps identi-
fied gang members who pose an institutional threat isolated
on lockdown status twenty-three hours a day. The CDC also
has similar housing for nongang members who are involved
in frequent violent incidents. Prisoners in administrative seg-
regation are permitted to have one hour of daily recreation
time. Every week they are also permitted three showers, three
monitored phone calls, and two non-contact visits.

In order to progress to the next phase that
offers more privileges and freedom, the gang
members must sign a letter of intent

renouncing their gang membership and
must be in Phase I for one hundred twenty
days. Phase II (sixty days) involves daily

living with squads of different (and histori-
cally rival) security threat groups. Phase III is
a transition phase consisting of conflict res-

olution and anger management techniques
that must successfully be completed and

reviewed by a classification committee. Phase IV is
reclassification back to general population. A study of this
transition phase showed that violent incidents have
decreased by nearly 50 percent since its implementation
(233 incidents in 1993 the year before the program began to
129 incidents in 2001). Since 1994, nearly 600 inmates have
transitioned out of supermaximum back to the general
population of the prison. As of May 2002, only 2.6 percent
of prisoners who were in administrative segregation before
return per year.

Source: James Austin, and Kenneth McGinnis. (2004).
Classification of High-Risk and Special Management Prisoners:
A National Assessment of Current Practices. Washington,
DC: National Institute of Corrections, U.S. Department
of Justice.

ALARMC05_0205494382.QXD  9/20/06  11:10 AM  Page 137



138 CHAPTER 5 Offender Profiles, Correctional Supervision Levels, and Classification

The growth of supermax facilities for troublesome inmates indicates a prison
management trend away from a dispersion approach and toward a concentration
approach. In the dispersion approach, prison administrators spread troublemakers
around the system or in various units of the prison. Sometimes they might even be sent
to other states or to the Federal Bureau of Prisons. The goal was to prevent trouble-
makers from collaborating, and it enabled officials to break up cliques and gangs. In
most cases, the dispersion approach backfired with administrators and assisted prison
gang recruitment—leaders started a chapter in each new location.

Under a concentration approach, prisoners are grouped together, and their
activities and movements are severely restricted and highly monitored. As a result, the
general prison population is more easily and safely managed because the most ardent
troublemakers have been removed.

In sum, custody level for most general-population prisoners is dynamic, in that
prisoners are constantly moving around various institutions over time as their custody
score is raised or lowered. Of course, in some states, this does not hold true for
protective custody, death row, life without parole, and identified security threat
group members who remain housed at secure levels. A general rule is that freedom
of movement and privileges are greatest at the lowest levels of custody. Also, the cost
of incarceration is directly related to the type of custody level. Costs increase as the
custody level is heightened. Table 5.6 shows the percentage of prisoners housed at
each security level in the federal, state, and private prison systems.

Most women prisoners are classified at minimum-security level (nearly three-fourths
of women in Texas) or special status (20 percent) because of being new, unclassified, preg-
nant, or mentally impaired. Only about 1 percent of women prisoners in Texas are at
maximum security, and just over 2 percent are at medium security (Lenhart 1995).

Federal Prisons
The Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) was established in 1930 as part of the Depart-
ment of Justice. The bureau had three goals: (1) to ensure consistent, centralized
administration of the federal prison system, (2) to professionalize the prison service,
and (3) to provide more progressive and humane care for federal inmates (Bureau of
Prisons 1991). For seventy-five years, the BOP has sought to achieve these goals and

Prisoners in supermaxi-
mum facilities are kept
locked in their cells
twenty-three hours a
day, barred from poten-
tially harming staff, hav-
ing contact with other
prisoners, or threatening
the overall security of
the prison.
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Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary, built in 1895 in Kansas, was one of the three original
institutions in the system that housed prisoners requiring high security. Surrounding
walls extend forty feet above and below the ground. The custody level of Leavenworth was
recently downgraded to a medium-security facility.

139Levels of Correctional Supervision

Number of Inmates in Federal, State, and Private 
Correctional Facilities, by Custody Level of Inmates

table 5.6

CUSTODY LEVEL OF INMATES ALL FACILITIES CONFINEMENT % COMMUNITY-BASED %

Inmates in Federal Facilities
Total 110,974 110,974 100.0% 0 0.0%
Maximum 12,369 12,369 100.0% 0 0.0%
Medium 29,475 29,475 100.0% 0 0.0%
Minimum 67,718 67,718 100.0% 0 0.0%
Not classified* 1,412 1,412 100.0% 0 0.0%

Inmates in State Facilities
Total 1,101,202 1,055,746 95.9% 45,456 4.1%
Maximum 228,713 228,308 99.8% 405 0.2%
Medium 441,479 434,331 98.4% 7,148 1.6%
Minimum 362,295 326,824 90.2% 35,471 9.8%
Not classified* 68,715 66,283 96.5% 2,432 3.5%

Inmates in Private Facilities
Total 93,077 77,854 83.6% 15,223 16.4%
Maximum 3,715 3,301 88.9% 414 11.1%
Medium 38,604 37,897 98.2% 707 1.8%
Minimum 44,340 32,793 74.0% 11,547 26.0%
Not classified* 6,418 3,863 60.2% 2,555 39.8%

Note: Custody level of inmate refers to the classification of inmate held and determines the level of restriction the inmate will be
subjected to within a correctional facility.
aNot classified includes unsentenced inmates or sentenced inmates awaiting classification.

Source: James J. Stephan, & Jennifer C. Karberg. (2003). Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities. Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Justice.
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in doing so has often served as a model for state correctional systems. We will look
at the history of the BOP and characterize its prisons.

Prior to the creation of the BOP, most offenders convicted of violating federal laws
were placed in state prisons and county jails. After the Civil War, the number of federal
offenders began expanding, and the states and counties increasingly complained about
the burden of housing federal criminals. In 1891, Congress responded by authorizing
the construction of three federal penitentiaries for men: one in Atlanta, Georgia; one in
Leavenworth, Kansas; and one in McNeil Island, Washington. Later, a detention cen-
ter, a youth facility, and the first federal women’s reformatory opened as part of the fed-
eral prison system under the authority of the Justice Department.

First Women’s Reformatory. The first federal women’s reformatory officially
opened in 1928 in Alderson, West Virginia. Dr. Mary B. Harris was the first warden
who insisted that this showcase prison’s goal was not to punish but to maximize
rehabilitation. The prison architecture and layout were modeled after Bucknell
University, which is located in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania. Sixteen redbrick cottages,
each with separate kitchens and sewing areas, were situated in the mountains of
rural West Virginia on beautiful grounds that resembled a college campus. The
prison had no fences, no walls, and no armed guard towers, but successful escape
was difficult because of the remote location. Davis Hall was the single maximum-
security building and kept unruly prisoners and potential escapees.

Until the 1960s, babies born at Alderson were allowed to remain with their
mothers for up to one year before finding a home or giving up for adoption. In 1970,
a new cafeteria was built to feed all prisoners rather than allowing the cooking to be
done in each individual cottage. Over time, as the redbrick cottages became too expen-
sive to keep repairing, a new four-story facility replaced the cottages. Alderson now
holds approximately one thousand women and remains a minimum-security facility.
Famous female criminals who have been incarcerated at Alderson include Tokyo Rose
(treason), jazz singer Billie Holiday (narcotics), Katherine Kelly (wife of Machine Gun
Kelly), Loleatha LeBraun (plotting to overthrow the government), Lynette “Squeaky”
Fromm (Manson family leader who pointed a gun at President Gerald Ford), Sandra
Goode (Manson family member who mailed threatening letters), and most recently,
Martha Stewart (lying to government officials about sales of stock shares).

Rise in Prison Populations. Cahalan (1986) reported that the number of federal
prisoners housed in federal institutions significantly jumped in the late 1920s. In
1910 there were 1,904 federal prisoners, and by 1923 there were 4,664 and in 1930
there were 12,964. The nearly threefold increase in numbers from 1923 to 1930 is
partly attributed to new laws that made more offenses federal crimes. Especially
important was the Volstead Act (or Prohibition), passed in 1919; its enforcement
alone caused crowding in the handful of federal prisons existing at the time.

In addition to crowding problems, federal prisons in the 1920s were plagued by
inconsistent, haphazard administration (Bureau of Prisons 1991). Much to blame for
this were the wardens, who were political appointees operating with no central direc-
tion as they applied their individual policies and procedures. Finally, in 1930, Congress
provided the needed centralization by establishing the BOP to manage and regulate all
federal prisons. The new bureau quickly began to build or acquire new institutions in
an attempt to relieve the crowding. That expansion continues today as the BOP builds
new facilities, reconditions older ones, and contracts with private facilities.

The BOP Today. From the bureau’s central office in Washington, DC, the director
and assistant directors oversee BOP activities around the nation. For management
purposes, the country is divided into six geographic regions, each with a regional
director. Within these regions, the federal prison system has a total of 166 prison
institutions and 28 community corrections management offices that correspond to
a custody level system similar to that used by the states. Following is the percentage
of prisoners housed in each type of federal facility:
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PERCENT OF 
PRISONERS NUMBER OF 

PRISON TYPE HOUSED UNITS

Minimum-custody prison camps 19 60
Low security (between minimum and medium) 39.5 30
Medium custody 26 25
High-security U.S. penitentiaries (USP) 10 17
High-security unclassified/administrative 4.5 23

We have discussed all types of prisons except for the last type called “adminis-
trative.” Administrative detention centers and prisons must be very secure because
they house prisoners who have not yet been classified, and there are many prisoners
entering and exiting the system. About half of all detention centers are coed, and the
other half house men only. All of the centers in metropolitan areas (e.g., Brooklyn,
Chicago, New York City, and San Diego) are coed.

Another type of administrative facility is the medical center, which keeps
prisoners with severe mental health disorders, special medical problems, and/or
terminal illnesses. There are five medical facilities for men and one for women. The
federal transfer facility in Oklahoma City is administrative because all the inmates are
in temporary transition from one prison to another through the U.S. Marshall.

Florence, Colorado, is the site of an entire federal correctional complex that
contains four correctional facilities of four different security levels:

■ A minimum-security federal prison camp with 512 inmates, double-bunked in
open dormitories with no perimeter fencing

■ A medium-security federal correctional institution (FCI) designed campus-style
with razor wire protecting its perimeter. The 744 inmates are housed in four
separate units and move about the FCI campus as they go to the dining unit,
gymnasium, visiting area, classrooms, chapel, and work areas

■ A U.S. penitentiary/high-security (USP/HS) facility with a capacity of 744
prisoners and surrounded by seven guard towers

■ A U.S. penitentiary/administrative maximum (USP/ADX) facility housing 484
inmates who are the greatest security risks in the system. Therefore, this is the
most secure prison in the country

Today’s Federal Prisons for Women. There are fifteen federal prisons exclusively
for women, and an additional ten administrative coed facilities where women and
men are in the same unit but kept separate. Most women are eligible for low- and
minimum-security level prisons based on the current classification instruments
used to assess potential for violence and predatory behavior inside the walls. Of the
female-only units, there are twelve minimum-level prison camps, three low-security
facilities. Two of these female-only minimum-security facilities exist in Illinois,
while the remainder lie on the West and East Coasts and in the South (Texas and
Florida).

Women in the federal system do not seem to pose enough threat to deem it
necessary to have any special prisons designed specifically for dangerous female
offenders. Thus, no medium- or high-level penitentiaries exist for women. There are
a number of administrative coed detention facilities (e.g., in Honolulu, Miami, Los
Angeles, Seattle), and there is only one medical facility exclusively for women in Ft.
Worth, Texas.

In this section, we began by discussing offender profiles so we could understand
who is in the corrections system. We pointed out how similar prisoners are to
probationers and people in jail, and also how they differ. Then, we examined custody
levels of facilities, so we could appreciate that correctional facilities are built and
operated for different purposes and populations. How do correctional officials
determine, then, who is appropriate for which facility? The answer is through the
classification process, which we explore in the final section of this chapter.
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CLASSIFICATION

When the courts sentence offenders to a term of incarceration, the judge has no con-
trol over the facility at which the offender will serve time. This assignment responsibility
belongs to a team of correctional experts who specialize in classifying the needs and risks
that each individual offender poses. Aas (2004) conveys that in today’s information age,
classification is a form of “categorical thinking” that bases individuality on fixed bina-
ry qualities in a way that reduces or “deconstructs” one’s identity into a numerical score.
We begin first by discussing how classification began as a subjective procedure, and then
how it later developed into the more objective categories Aas described. We will also
differentiate between external and internal methods of classification.

History of Classification
Separating prisoners into groups based on certain common characteristics dates back
to the 1500s, whereby minor offenders were separated from the more serious ones.
Although housing men and women offenders in different parts of the same facility
was common in the early houses of correction and hospices, authorities realized that
more distinct separation was necessary.

In 1773, the Maison de Force at Ghent reserved each of its housing units for a
specific type of offender. In eight self-contained, trapezoid-shaped units, which togeth-
er formed a giant octagon, prisoners were first separated by gender. Within each
gender, prisoners were separated by age, degree of criminality, and length of sentence
(Johnston 1973). By the mid-nineteenth century, separation of younger and older
offenders was fairly well established worldwide.

Prisons at that time were all maximum security Big Houses. When prison custody
levels became more diversified into maximum-, medium-, and minimum-security units
in the 1920s, classification began to be viewed as a crucial element in operating a penal
system. Classification was used both when offenders entered the system and as a tool to
determine probability of parole success in the community. For purposes of this discus-
sion, classification’s modern history in the United States began with the efforts of F. Lovell
Bixby, a psychologist in charge of the classification division for New Jersey’s prisons.

First Use of Standardized Testing. In the late 1920s, Bixby developed a
classification procedure that standardized the testing of newly sentenced offenders
throughout New Jersey’s diverse prison facilities. He prepared various reporting
forms in order to standardize information that had been gathered on each new
arrival and tried to identify some of their personality traits, work skills, and
educational needs. Using the collected data for each prisoner, Bixby divided them
into groups requiring minimum, medium, or maximum security (McKelvey 1977).
Bixby’s work became known to Sanford Bates, who was head of the federal BOP. In
1934, Bates hired Bixby as an assistant director for the BOP and charged him with
developing a federal classification program.

Bixby used classification committees composed of professionals representing
psychiatry, psychology, social work, religion, education, and security in each of the
federal prisons. Because of the great distances separating the federal institutions, each
facility had to handle prisoners who had a variety of needs and different security levels.
Shortly after their arrival at the prison, offenders were individually interviewed by the
committee members. When all examinations and interviews were completed, the
committee members met and subjectively decided work area, educational level,
vocational training, and security level for each inmate. In this way, individualized
treatment programs were developed for each offender based on the clinical judgments
of experts, as the medical model in the 1940s and 1950s proposed (Yepsen 1975).

Early Reception and Diagnostic Centers. By the 1960s, many states expanded the
number and type of prisons and thus began using centralized reception and diagnostic

Classification committees
Groups composed of
professionals (representing
psychiatry, psychology, social
work, religion, education, and
security) in federal prisons
that determine the type of
treatment and security levels
for each inmate.
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centers (R&D) to perform classification tasks that included medical, educational,
vocational, and psychological testing. After R&D staff gathered information about the
offender, a classification officer determined which institution would be most appropriate
according to each prisoner’s individual needs. Classification procedures remained
primarily subjective in nature. Decisions about which prisoners needed what services
were made in the “professional opinion” of treatment personnel, whereas decisions
about segregation of offenders were based on the “experiences” of the security staff.

Increasing Objectivity in Classification. As the concept of rehabilitation was
increasingly criticized and as the focus shifted to public safety and victim’s rights,
classification was also modified to better fit the changing penal philosophies.
Classification procedures used in prison and in community corrections were increasingly
concerned with the risk that offenders posed to public safety and to other prisoners.

In the latter half of the 1970s, court decisions directed prison officials to make
significant changes in the classification process. Federal courts ruled that classifica-
tion, though not constitutionally required (French v. Heyne 1977), must be rational
and reasonable rather than arbitrary and capricious (Kelley v. Brewer 1975; Laaman
v. Heigemore 1977; Pugh v. Locke 1976).

In the 1980s and 1990s, the courts continued to agree that there was no consti-
tutional requirement for a classification system, but they also recognized that there
may be times when classification is necessary to ensure inmates’ constitutional rights
to a safe and secure living environment (Grubbs v. Bradley 1982). The rational and
reasonable requirement did not provide specific criteria that prison officials could use
to meet those conditions. The variation in prisons, jails, and community supervision
both within and among the states required flexibility for officials to control the way
that classification criteria and procedures were designed (Belbot & del Carmen 1993).

In the spirit of flexibility, state departments of corrections tried various rational
and reasonable classification schemes to meet management and treatment objectives.
These objective classification systems based decisions on explicitly defined criteria
known to be associated with prisoner misconduct while incarcerated (Austin &
Hardyman 2004). These criteria were organized into a classification instrument that
was accompanied by procedures for systematically applying the instrument to inmates
based on risk and needs. Assessment of risk helps officials in the community decide
an appropriate level of probation or parole supervision, whereas prison officials can
determine the appropriate security level and specific facility during incarceration.
Assessment of needs, on the other hand, helps officials identify “criminogenic” areas
that are likely to contribute to recidivism if they are not addressed.

Redesigned risk-assessment instruments include the Client Management Classi-
fication (CMC) system; the Adult Internal Management System (AIMS), developed
by Dr. Quay; and the Salient Factor Score (SFS), developed for the Federal Bureau of
Prisons (see Table 5.7, p. 28 for a summary of various classification instruments).

The criteria were validated by research, but most of the items of second-generation
instruments consisted of static factors that were unchangeable because they occurred in
the past (i.e., age at first arrest, prior drug use, previous escape attempts, etc.).

More recent classification instruments, such as the Level of Service Inventory-
Revised (LSI-R), were developed to capture both static and dynamic factors that focus
on future offender behavior. The LSI-R is more applicable to community settings and
has been tested successfully with a variety of non-prison populations. Studies with
prisoners have been mixed. The LSI-R was not reliable when it was applied to
Pennsylvania prisoners who appeared before the parole board (Austin 2003). How-
ever, another study found that seven of ten subscales within the LSI-R reliably
distinguished recidivists from nonrecidivists for long-term offenders (Simourd 2004).

Contemporary Classification
Classification today continues to play an important role for both institutional and
community-based corrections. There are 173 institutional facilities and 5 community-

Reception and diagnostic
centers (R&D) Centralized
state centers that perform
evaluations of inmates to
determine classification levels.

Dynamic factors Factors that
focus on future offender
behavior.

Static factors Unchangeable
factors such as age at first
arrest, prior drug use,
previous escape attempts,
and so on.

Objective classification
systems Risk-assessment
tools that base decisions
about classification on
criteria known to be
associated with prisoner
misconduct while
incarcerated.
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Description of Internal Risk-Assessment Instruments table 5.7

• Adult Internal Management System (AIMS). AIMS relies on two instruments to
identify inmates who are likely to be incompatible in terms of housing and those
who are the most likely to pose a risk to a facility’s safe and secure operation. The first
instrument, the Life History Checklist, focuses on the inmate’s adjustment and stability
in the community. The second instrument, the Correctional Adjustment Checklist, is
designed to create a profile of an inmate’s likely behavior in a correctional setting.

• Prisoner Management Classification System (PMC). PMC uses a semistructured inter-
view supplemented by ratings of eleven objective background factors that assess an
inmate’s social status and offense history. The system also provides detailed
guidelines for safe and appropriate management of inmates within their designated
housing units after they are classified and highlights programming approaches to
prepare inmates for readjustment to the community.

• Level of Service Inventory-Revised (LSI-R). This instrument primarily assesses the
respondent’s social situation within the community. It is best suited for use with
practitioners and parolees as opposed to those who are incarcerated.

• Correctional Offender Management Profiling for Alternative Sanctions (COMPAS).
COMPAS includes four major risk-assessment scales (violence, recidivism, flight, and
community noncompliance) for both assessing an offender’s appropriateness for
community corrections and making decisions regarding release and case manage-
ment supervision. It also evaluates psychosocial stressors—such as residence in a
high-crime community, poverty, vocational problems, social isolation, and a scarcity of
social supports—that may be useful in designing case plans.

• U.S. Board of Parole Salient Risk Guidelines. These guidelines include an additive
point scale to classify inmates by their risk level. The “salient factor score” is based on
two sets of factors associated with recidivism rates for inmates released from federal
prisons: the seriousness of the offense committed and the likelihood of success or
failure under parole supervision.

• Client Management Classification (CMC) System. Developed for use in probation and
parole services, CMC is essentially the same as the PMC system. It is based on a ques-
tionnaire completed by probationers and parolees to determine both the level of
supervision they should receive and the types of services they may require.

• Risk of Reconviction (ROC) Scale and Criminogenic Needs Inventory (CNI). New
Zealand’s ROC scale and CNI (which is a further development of the ROC) include
assessments of an inmate’s emotions, propensity toward violence, intimate relation-
ships, alcohol- and drug-related behaviors, impulsivity, and criminal associates.

• Community Risk/Needs Management Scale (CRNMS) and Case Needs Identification
and Analysis (CNIA). The CNIA was designed to assess inmate needs at admission. The
CRNMS built on information included in the CNIA and streamlined its design in order
to evaluate criminal history risk, case needs, and likelihood of reoffending, and the
level of community supervision necessary per offender.

Source: James Austin, & Kenneth McGinnis. (2004). Classification of High-Risk and Special Management Pris-
oners: A National Assessment of Current Practices. Washington, DC: National Institute of Corrections, xii–xiii.

based facilities devoted to classification, reception, and diagnosis of offenders. Of the
173 institutional facilities, 165 are state level, 5 are private, and 3 are federal (Stephan
& Karberg 2003). Contemporary classification serves two functions: that of man-
agement and that of programming needs. Each function is tied to a specific type of
classification (see Figure 5.1, p. 29).

External Classification for Management. Following prison sentencing, felony
offenders are transferred to a reception and diagnostic unit, where they remain for
a few weeks for external (or system-wide) classification. External classification
involves the initial assignment of an offender to a prison institution or to an initial
level of community supervision based on the level of risk the prisoner poses.
Assessment of risk also helps officials in the community decide an appropriate level

External classification
Involves the initial assignment
of an offender to a prison
institution or to an initial level
of community supervision
based on the level of risk that
the prisoner poses.
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of probation or parole supervision, whereas institutional officials can determine the
appropriate security level and specific facility for individual offenders.

Various tests at the reception and diagnostic center may include an intelligence
quotient (IQ) test, a reading comprehension test, a complete medical exam, an inter-
view with a psychologist, and an interview with a classification officer. The IQ and

Initial Classification
Custody assessment

••
•• Facility designation

Internal Classification
Housing assignment

••
•• Work assignment

Admission to prison

Reclassification
••

–
•• Internal classifica

– –Fac–
– –

Overview of External and Internal 
Classification Systems

figure 5.1

Source: Patricia L. Hardyman, James Austin, Jack Alexander, Kelly Dedel Johnson, and Owen C. Tulloch.
(2002). Internal Prison Classification Systems: Case Studies in Their Development and Implementation.
Washington, DC: National Institute of Corrections, U.S. Department of Justice.
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Screening for Various Factors at Initial Assessment table 5.8

MALE INMATES FEMALE INMATES
NUMBER OF STATES STATES THAT SCREEN NUMBER OF STATES STATES THAT SCREEN

FACTOR ASSESSED RESPONDING NUMBER PERCENT RESPONDING NUMBER PERCENT

Security threat groups 
membership 42 37 88 40 34 85

Escape risk 42 40 95 41 39 95

Witness protection 42 36 86 41 34 83

Sexual assault protection 42 35 83 41 34 83

Potential violence in prison 42 34 81 41 33 81

Enemies 42 37 88 41 36 88

Predatory sexual behavior 42 35 83 41 34 83

Suicide risk 40 40 100 39 39 100

Mood disorders 40 40 100 40 40 100

Psychotic disorders 40 40 100 39 39 100

Personality disorder 38 32 84 37 31 84

Mental retardation 38 36 95 37 35 95

reading comprehension tests are administered to every prisoner to measure the
tendency to be victimized by other prisoners and to measure the ability to understand
the English language, both written and verbal. A complete medical exam includes a
tuberculosis test and a check-up to determine general physical health. An AIDS test
is given upon inmate request. A psychological exam covers previous suicide attempts
and a full record of medications, hospitalizations, and traumas experienced from
physical and/or sexual abuse. The classification interview covers any other issue that
may affect imprisonment, such as criminal history, behavior during the last incar-
ceration, previous escape attempts, gang membership, and known enemies in the
system (see Table 5.8, p. 30, for number of states that screen for various factors).

Internal Classification for Programming Needs. Once an offender has been
assigned to a unit or a level of supervision, internal classification is conducted to
assess cell assignment, work assignment, and any other programming needs such as
education, vocational skills, and counseling. Internal classification instruments are
commonly personality typologies such as the Adult Internal Management Systems
(AIMS) or the Client Management Classification (CMC), both used to classify
adults in prison.

The AIMS identifies five different types of individuals: the aggressive psychopath,
the manipulator, the situational, the inadequate–withdrawn, and the neurotic–
anxious. Two checklists are prepared for each prisoner. One is completed by a trained
correctional officer after observing a newly admitted prisoner. Another is prepared by
a caseworker after interviewing the offender and reading supplemental reports such
as the presentence investigation. The information is then used to assign the offender
to one of the five types. After staff learn more about the offender, they can make living
and working assignments based on that knowledge. For example, aggressive
psychopaths and manipulators might be safely put together, but it could be undesir-
able to have a manipulator sharing a cell with a neurotic–anxious.

Source: James Austin, & Kenneth McGinnis. (2004). Classification of High Risk and Special Management Prisoners: A National Assessment of Current
Practices. Washington, DC: National Institute of Corrections, 45.

Internal classification
Housing and work assignment
once the prisoner arrives at
the correct prison unit.
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The CMC is used specifically for distinguishing offenders into one of five typolo-
gies and recommending differential supervision strategies based on those differences.
The CMC has been shown to be a valid tool for correctional intervention (Harris,
Gingerich, & Whittaker 2004).

Classification can help identify characteristics of the prison population that can
in turn be used to make decisions about what treatment programs might be most
appropriate at the facility. Another reason to conduct internal classification is to
screen out offenders who have medical issues, psychological problems, or learning
disabilities that first must be addressed before they can participate fully in treatment.

What was the classification process like for you when
you first entered prison? What are the different custody
levels like?

C lassification for women prisoners, whether it is
in a state or a federal institution, is basically the
same. Upon entering the institution, you are tak-

en to the infirmary and dressed in a hospital-type gown
with shower shoes. First, you are taken to the shower
area, given a small cup of lice solution, which must be
used on all areas of your body that contain hair. You are
then taken to a waiting area to be processed by the nurse
who takes your medical history and information about
current medications. The doctor does a body cavity
search. A tuberculosis test, pelvic examination, and vagi-
nal specimen are taken for laboratory review. A guard is
present during the entire process.

You are then taken to a dormitory room with several
beds and a very old small television for the new inmates
to watch while in medical segregation. Several other
women are present who are in different stages of being
processed for entry into the general prison population.
Inmates stay in this staging area for up to two weeks,
depending on when the results of the medical tests come
back. Overcrowding can move you to general population
sooner if space is limited and you appear to be healthy.
While in medical segregation, you receive meals on trays;
most of the time the meals are either cold or nasty—
consisting of sandwiches with fruit, milk, or Kool-Aid. If
you know someone at the “camp,” they can get “wham
whams” and “zoo zoos” (candy, cookies, or soda) to you
through other inmates or inmate-friendly guards.

If you leave the medical segregation room for any
reason and your commodities are missing when you

return, the only way to get them back is to confront the
person who took them with physical violence. This
action can lead to a single segregation cell if the guards
have to break it up. If you do not attempt to have your
items returned, you will be labeled as weak by the other
inmates and the number of victimization incidents
increase. If you depend on guards to keep you safe, you
will be labeled as a “snitch” and ostracized by other
inmates. Your “jacket” (reputation) is determined by
your actions in medical segregation if you have not
previously been to that particular institution.

Just before being moved to general population, you
are classified according to your crimes, prior criminal
history, and prior institutional record. A brief interview
with a counselor determines your housing assignment
and work “detail” (your job). Maximum custody keeps
you restricted to your room for everything but meals. 
If you cause problems in the dining hall, you will be
restricted to meals in your cell/room served by the
guards or minimum-security inmates. You are not
allowed a “detail,” commissary privileges, outside phone
calls, recreation time, your mail can be restricted, and
you get one visit per month behind glass as long as no
infractions occur.

Medium custody enables you to go to a detail, but
you still have no recreation time, get one phone call a
month, two visits per month, and commissary privileges.
Minimum security enables you to have a detail and
move around the “camp” to all but “restricted inmate
areas.” You can make four outside phone calls, have
four visits a month, commissary privileges, and recre-
ation time are available with no infractions. Moving to a
lower custody level is earned over time by not having
write-ups or infractions with other inmates or guards.

ARDITH “SUNSHINE” SMITH was incarcerated in several
institutions. She earned a bachelor of arts degree in
criminology/criminal justice from the University of

Missouri-Kansas City in December of 2005.
She has been accepted into the Master of
Science program and plans to earn a Ph.D. to

help other women achieve acceptance back into society.
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148 CHAPTER 5 Offender Profiles, Correctional Supervision Levels, and Classification

With these data, officials can allocate programs among state correctional institutions,
make specific and justified budget requests for programs, or identify the need for
problem-specific programs such as ones for sex offenders or those who are severely
mentally ill. In addition, classification can provide administrators with information
about current and projected populations that can be useful in facility and program
planning. An offender’s custody and security risks generally supersede their treatment
and programming needs.

Initial Classification vs. Reclassification. The classification process is fluid and
constantly adapting to the changes in human behavior. When offenders are first
placed on probation or go to prison, they are classified for the first time for a type
of base level score. As we discussed, this initial score is based on several factors,
including severity of the current offense. The level of supervision in the community
or the type of prison facility is determined based on a numerical score that considers
the level of risk posed and the treatment needs.

Every three to six months, the offender is reclassified (rescored) as adjustments
are made according to positive or negative behavior while under correctional 
supervision. Characteristics that predict prisoner behavior while incarcerated are
age, gender, history of violence, mental illness, gang membership, involvement in
prison programs, and recent disciplinary reports. Factors that are less valid in pre-
dicting behavior are current offense severity, sentence length, escape history, and use
of drugs and alcohol (Austin 2003).

As the risk and needs scores increase, so, too, does the level of supervision. In other
words, noncompliant behavior or an escape attempt at the current level of supervision
means that an offender may need more structure and security; the offender is conse-
quently reclassified to a unit with a higher security level. For example, if prisoner
Victor is assaulted by predatory Pete, both prisoners will need to be reclassified to more-
secure units for different reasons. Victor will be reclassified for increased protection from
future incidents, while Pete will be reclassified as a disciplinary measure. In the com-
munity, a reclassified probationer with a higher supervision score may be required to
see his or her probation officer more often or have additional conditions to meet.

On the other hand, offenders are reclassified to lower levels of supervision
through good behavior or through involvement in correctional treatment programs.
Therefore, over a number of years, it is possible that an offender who committed a
violent crime and who initially started in maximum security may be transferred to a
medium- or minimum-security prison with more freedoms and privileges. A proba-
tioner in the community who has been reclassified to lower security may be moved
from intensive supervision probation to regular probation where contact with a pro-
bation officer is less frequent.

Classification of Women Offenders
Classification systems were undeniably initially developed for male offenders. Little
had changed when Morash, Bynum, and Koons (1998) surveyed administrators and
found that a commonly mentioned management problem was that existing classifi-
cation procedures were not relevant to the needs of women offenders, nor were they
useful in matching women with appropriate programs. In thirty-five states, women
with different custody levels are housed together (nineteen of these states have only
one facility in the entire state). A common observation by prison administrators was
that “women with high custody scores are not necessarily more dangerous than
women with low custody scores” (Van Voorhis & Presser 2001, x).

Differences in Classification by Gender. In some states, the system-wide
classification process—that is, initial classification at a central location—remains
the same for both men and women. But the internal classification process is different
among the state’s male and female prisons. When women offenders are classified
using the same external instrument as men, the vast majority of women score at
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“minimum” security, which is the same as not classifying them at all because very
little distinction is made among the women.

Many states extensively use overrides when making classification designations for
women. Most classification systems lose validity when overrides exceed 15 percent,
because the decision becomes largely subjective. In these situations, women offenders
are classified using the same classification instrument as men, and then prison staff
override the resulting classification score (e.g., maximum security) according to the
staff’s subjective impression of the woman (e.g., medium security). Ten states routinely
“overrode” between 18 and 70 percent of classification scores for females, which made
the instrument used invalid, potentially opening the door for bias and inconsistency.

In a varied modification, four states legitimized the overrides by holding women
to identical classification policies and procedures but then using different “cutoffs”
for risk. This assumes that “high-risk females” are different than “high-risk males.”
The problem with doing this is classification was not useful in matching women with
treatment options in a way that is gender-responsive—to respond to women with
options unique to them that men may not necessarily need or share at the same rates
(Hardyman 2001). Thus, Harer and Langan (2001) argue in favor of separate clas-
sification instruments for women and men.

The majority of female offenders do not need to be incarcerated in high-security
units. Because most classification systems are heavily influenced by the crime for
which the offender was convicted, a serious crime is likely to result in a high-security
designation. But when women are involved in serious crimes, their involvement is
often the result of a relationship with a man—either as an accomplice or instigator—
or with the man being the victim of violence following an abusive relationship 
(Alarid et al., 1996; Richie 1996). The woman who commits a serious crime may not
actually be as violent, dangerous, or as prone to escape as is a man who committed
a similar crime. But the typical classification system will result in each being identi-
fied as a high-security risk because of the similarity of their crimes.

Other variables present on classification instruments that artificially raise the
custody levels for women are escape history, employment status, and number of
misconduct reports (Van Voorhis & Presser 2001). Walkaways from minimum-
security facilities (common among women) are not differentiated for reporting
purposes from an escape from secure facilities (which is very rare for members of
either gender). Classification instruments assume that a prior escape or walkaway
qualifies an offender for no less than maximum security. Also, classification instru-
ments don’t consider a full-time parent as “employed.” Finally, most classification
instruments consider the total number of misconduct reports rather than focusing
on only the most serious acts of violence. Women are more likely than men to ask
questions and challenge authority, which can be a reason for inexperienced staff
to issue a misconduct report. Too many incidents of misconduct inflates the reclas-
sification scores, resulting in some women being placed at too high of a security
level. Incidences of childhood and adult sexual victimization, physical abuse, sui-
cide attempts, and economic marginalization or reliance on public assistance pro-
grams all need to be considered when classifying women offenders (Van Voorhis
& Presser 2001).

A different issue arises for reclassification of women offenders, who serve, on
average, a shorter sentence than men. Most men and women are reclassified every
three to six months. In fourteen states, women are reclassified every year, which
means that for most women, they are not reclassified at all because they have virtu-
ally completed their sentence by the time their reclassification is complete (Van
Voorhis & Presser 2001).

Legal Issues with Separate Classification Systems. Four states (Idaho, New York,
Massachusetts, and Ohio) have separate classification systems by gender. Many
prison officials question the use of separate classification systems developed for men
and women because that approach might raise parity issues and generate gender
discrimination lawsuits by prisoners (Van Voorhis & Presser 2001). Is a

Gender-responsive To
respond to women with
options unique to them that
men may not necessarily
need or share at the same
rates.

For more information on
factors leading to increased
security classification of
women offenders, go to 
www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/
rsrch/reports/r98/
r98_e.shtml#4.
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■ Offender profiles provide a general idea of the 7
million offenders under institutional or community
supervision in the correctional system. The largest
number of offenders are on probation, with the
second largest group residing in the prison system. 

■ State prisoners comprise 92 percent of all U.S. pris-
oners and 8 percent are federal prisoners. Offend-
ers in the system are primarily young men who
lack skills and education. Women account for a
disproportionately small group of offenders com-
pared to men.

■ Jail inmates are perhaps the most heterogeneous
group of all, because they comprise unconvicted
pretrial detainees (28 percent), convicted per-
sons (55 percent), and people of mixed status 
(16 percent), where they are convicted of some
charges and pending on others.

■ A growing number of non-U.S. citizens and aliens
have been detained in special units under
jurisdiction of the U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement.

Chapter
Summary

classification system that is procedurally the same but has different outcomes that
recognize men’s needs but not women’s equal or valid for women? When
classification is based less on an actual risk assessment of the offender and more on
what a particular facility emphasizes, such issues are less likely to be raised. Because
most women’s institutions have lower incidences of violence and predatory behavior
among inmates, classification that emphasizes rehabilitation needs can be used.
Other institutions that present greater safety risks, meaning most prisons for men
and some for women, can use a classification system that places great weight on a
prisoner’s risk assessment.

Women’s needs during their short-term stay in prison should be more focused on
community transition than on long-term institutional programming. Van Voorhis and
Presser (2001) therefore suggest using community risk-assessment instruments for
women in prison as an alternative to traditional prison custody classification versions
that emphasize institutional risk.

Classification Research
As classification differences are recognized for women, there is also a need around the
country to improve the validity of various classification instruments for men. A small
number of randomized experiments have been conducted, two of which we discuss
here. The first experiment was conducted in Utah where maximum-security inmates
were assigned randomly to either medium- or maximum-security prisons to determine
whether the institutional assignment could predict institutional misconduct (Bench &
Allen 2003). It was hypothesized that the group assigned to maximum security would
have more incidents of misconduct than the medium-security group. However, no sig-
nificant differences of institutional misconduct were found between the two groups.
These findings suggest that the classification instrument in Utah may have a tenden-
cy to overclassify or label inmates as maximum security when they would function
just as well at a lower and less expensive security level.

The second experiment took place in California and tested the validity of existing and
brand-new classification instruments by administering both instruments to 20,000 male
offenders (Berk, et al. 2003). Half the group was randomly assigned to a facility using the
existing instrument and the other half using the new instrument. The revised instrument
removed static variables such as education level, employment, military experience, and
marital status because these were unrelated to institutional misconduct. These variables
were replaced with a greater emphasis on age, age at first arrest, prior incarceration, gang
activity, and mental illness. The revised instrument was better able to distinguish and sort
offenders by security levels, particularly when minor acts of misconduct were ignored and
attention was redirected to serious forms of misconduct (Berk, et al. 2003).
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Classification committees, p. 144
Disciplinary segregation, p. 138
Disproportionality, p. 128
Dynamic factors, p. 145
External classification, p. 146
Federal Bureau of Prisons, p. 129
Gender responsive, p. 151
General population, p. 134

Internal classification, p. 148
Long-term administrative

segregation, p. 138
Maximum-security prisons, p. 136
Medium-security prisons, p. 135
Minimum-security facilities, p. 135
Objective classification systems, p. 145

Protective custody, p. 138
Reception and diagnostic centers, p. 143
Short-term administrative

segregation, p. 138
Solitary, p. 138
Static factors, p. 145
Supermax prisons, p. 138

1. How are offenders who are supervised in the com-
munity characteristically different from incarcerated
prisoners?

2. What differences did you note between state and
federal prisoners?

3. Explain why jail inmates are the most heterogeneous
population of all the groups in the corrections sys-
tem.

4. What did you notice about the differences by gender
when looking at the characteristics of prisoners, pro-
bationers, and jail inmates? What about differences
by race/ethnicity?

5. Are prison security levels built to accommodate the
behavior of prisoners or do prisoners act according
to the level of custody in which they are placed?

6. What are some concerns, if any, about having
women of all different custody levels mixed in one
unit?

7. What long-term effects, if any, do you see with hous-
ing prisoners in supermaximum security?

8. Do you think objective classification is an improve-
ment over subjective opinions of experts? Why or
why not?

9. When making classification decisions for custody
levels, what factors do you believe are most impor-
tant? Housing? Work? Programming?

10. What would you do to resolve the classification
instrument quandary for women so that it also
remains equitable for both genders and avoids
lawsuits?

Key Terms and
Concepts

Discussion
Questions

■ Prior to being arrested, a disproportionate number
of offenders in the correctional system experience
prior physical or sexual abuse, unemployment,
homelessness, and drug use.

■ Levels of correctional supervision available in the
community and within correctional institutions
include minimum-, medium-, and maximum-
security facilities.

■ Eighty percent of prisoners are in general popula-
tion, and the remainder are in administrative or
special-needs status. Special-needs status includes
administrative segregation, solitary, and protective
custody. Special-needs inmates might be those who
are predatory (such as security threat groups) or
targets (such as mentally ill inmates).

■ Through “classification,” the first postsentencing
process, offender profiles are matched with a
certain level of correctional supervision.

■ The medical model’s version of treatment sought to
rehabilitate the offender within the prison walls.

■ External classification assigns offenders to a
facility or type of custody based on risk level.
The best objective instruments have been validated
using both static and dynamic factors.

■ Internal classification assigns offenders to housing,
work, and other programmatic needs assignments.

■ Classification instruments for women are currently
being developed o consider gender differences
and necessary gender-responsive strategies in an
equitable manner.
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