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P R E F A C E

The publication of the twelfth edition of a textbook is a cause for celebration. This is especially 
true if the book is American Corrections, which has been a leader in the field for more than 30 
years and has introduced more than half a million students to this most interesting portion of 
the U.S. criminal justice system.

The first edition of American Corrections was inspired by our shared belief that undergrad-
uate students must be exposed to the dynamics of corrections in a manner that captures their 
attention and encourages them to enter the field. The twelfth edition continues this tradition.

We celebrate this milestone, but we also recognize that, as authors, we have a responsibility 
to provide readers with the most up-to-date factual material, policy trends, and changes in cor-
rectional practices.

Since 1986, when American Corrections was first published, this dynamic field has under-
gone many revolutions of both policy and practice. For example, the shift to mass incarceration 
was already under way then, with state and federal prisons holding 463,000 people—equal to a 
rate of 188 per 100,000 Americans. At that time, few policy makers would have dreamed that the 
rate would continue to rise to more than 600 per 100,000 in 2010, until it began to decline as a 
result of declining crime and changes in correctional policy. We also note the shift away from 
the goal of rehabilitation, dominant in the 1970s, to the primacy of crime control goals since the 
1980s. During the past quarter-century, corrections has also seen the rise and fall of boot camps, 
the growth of privately owned and operated prisons, interest in community and restorative jus-
tice, and the present emphasis on evidence-based decision making. American Corrections has 
kept pace with these and countless other shifts.

Corrections is so rich in history, innovative in practice, and challenged by societal prob-
lems that it deserves to be taught in a way that is both interesting and accurate. Fortunately, our 
teaching and research cover different areas of corrections so that each of us can focus on our 
strengths while challenging the other to do his best work. We hope that this book reflects our 
enthusiasm for our field and the satisfaction we have found in it.

The 2008 economic recession placed great fiscal burdens on public agencies, and many have 
been slow to recover. At all levels of government—federal, state, and local—budgetary deficits 
have greatly affected corrections. As criminal justice students know, corrections has little to no 
control over the inflow of people to community corrections, jails, and prisons; nonetheless, cor-
rectional budgets also often face cuts imposed by fiscally strapped governments. To operate 
with the resources mandated, some corrections systems have had to release prisoners, cut back 
rehabilitative programs, expand community supervision caseloads, lay off staff, and take other  
actions to save money.

To address these problems, correctional professionals and the public are increasingly focus-
ing their attention on research by scholars who have demonstrated the shortcomings of cor-
rectional practices and have urged alternatives. In the twelfth edition, we thus not only examine 
the history of corrections and the exciting changes that have occurred to make the field what it 
is today, but we also look to the future of corrections by examining research-based solutions to 
current problems.

In American Corrections, twelfth edition, we offer an accurate analysis of contemporary  
corrections based on up-to-date research. By acknowledging the problems with the system, we 
hope that our exposition will inspire suggestions for change. We believe that when human free-
dom is at stake, policies must reflect research and be formulated only after their potential effects 
have been carefully considered. In other words, we hope that any changes we inspire will be 
good ones. We also hope that a new generation of students will gain a solid understanding of all 
the aspects of their complex field.
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The Approach of This Text
In learning about corrections, students gain a unique understanding of how social and political 
forces affect the way that organizations and institutions respond to a particular segment of the 
community. They learn that social values come to the fore in the correctional arena because the 
criminal sanction reflects those values. They also learn that in a democracy, corrections must 
operate not only within the framework of law but also within the boundaries set by public opin-
ion. Thus, as a public activity, corrections is accountable to elected representatives, but it must 
also compete politically with other agencies for resources and “turf.”

Two key assumptions run throughout the book. One is about the nature of corrections as a 
discipline; the other concerns the best way to analyze correctional practices:

 ■ Corrections is interdisciplinary. The academic fields of criminal justice, sociology, psy-
chology, history, law, and political science contribute to our understanding of corrections. 
This cross-fertilization is enriching, yet it requires familiarity with a vast literature. We have 
structured our text with a strong focus on coherence to make this interdisciplinary ap-
proach comprehensive yet accessible.

 ■ Corrections is a system. In our book the concept of a system serves as a framework 
for analyzing the relationships among the various parts of corrections and the interactions 
between correctional professionals and their clients. The main advantage of this perspective 
is that it allows for dispassionate analysis of correctional practices.

Organization
Correctional officials and political leaders are continually asking “Where is corrections headed?” 
In this twelfth edition of American Corrections we explore the context, practices, and special 
issues of corrections in three major sections. Each part opens with a guest perspective by a rec-
ognized expert who discusses correctional innovations and ideas related to the topics presented 
in that part. Marc Mauer, Executive Director of the Sentencing Project, opens Part 1: The Cor-
rectional Context by assessing criminal justice reform. Mauer notes that we are currently on the 
cusp of significant changes in corrections, changes that could result in a major policy reformu-
lation for the entire corrections system. Part 2: Correctional Practices opens with a guest per-
spective by Glenn Martin, founder of JustLeadershipUSA (JLUSA). Among the most respected 
correctional reformers in the nation, Martin explains why it is crucial to have people who have 
been affected by the justice system engaged in reform debates. To open Part 3: Correctional 
Issues and Perspectives, Fatimah Loren Muhammad, Director of the Trauma Advocacy Initia-
tive, Equal Justice USA, describes the importance of understanding how trauma affects both 
the victims of violent crime and the people who engage in that violence. Each of these guest 
perspectives lays the groundwork for the chapters that follow.

In Part 1 we describe the historical issues that frame our contemporary experience of cor-
rections. We examine the general social context of the corrections system (Chapter 1) and the 
early history of correctional thought and practice (Chapter 2). We also focus on the distinctive 
aspects of correctional history in the United States (Chapter 3), analyze current theory and evi-
dence regarding methods of punishment (Chapter 4), and survey the impact of law on correc-
tions (Chapter 5). In Chapter 6 we portray the correctional client. We consider the correctional 
client in relation to criminal legislation, criminal justice processing, and larger societal forces 
that are associated with crime. Part 1 thus presents the foundations of American corrections: 
context, history, goals, organizations, and correctional clients.

In Part 2 we look at the current state of the major components and practices of the system. 
The complexity of correctional organization results in fragmentation and ambivalence in cor-
rectional services. Jails and other short-term facilities are scrutinized in Chapter 7, probation 
in the community, by which most correctional clients are handled, in Chapter 8, and the new  
focus on intermediate sanctions in Chapter 9. Because imprisonment remains the core symbolic 
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and punitive mechanism of corrections, we examine it in detail. We discuss incarceration 
(Chapter 10), the prison experience (Chapter 11), the incarceration of women (Chapter 12),  
institutional management (Chapter 13), and educational, industrial, and treatment programs in 
correctional institutions (Chapter 14). In being both descriptive and critical, we hope to raise 
questions about current incarceration policies. In Chapters 15 and 16 we examine the process 
of releasing people from incarceration and the ways that formerly incarcerated people adjust to 
supervised life in the community. In Chapter 17 we describe the separate system of corrections 
for juveniles. Thus, in Part 2 we focus on the development, structure, and methods of each area 
of the existing corrections system, portraying them in light of the continuing issues described 
in Part 1.

In Part 3 we analyze those current correctional issues and trends that deserve individual 
attention: incarceration trends (Chapter 18), race, ethnicity, and corrections (Chapter 19), the 
death penalty (Chapter 20), immigration (Chapter 21), and community justice (Chapter 22). 
In Chapter 23, “American Corrections: Looking Forward,” we take both a retrospective view of 
American corrections and a view of its future. These chapters are designed to raise questions in 
the minds of readers so that they can begin to grapple with important issues.

Special Features
Several features make this book an especially interesting introduction to corrections. Each of 
these features has been revised for the twelfth edition.

 ■ Opening vignettes: Each chapter opens with a description of a high-profile correctional 
case. Taken from today’s headlines, each vignette dramatizes a real-life situation that draws 
the student into the chapter’s topic. Instructors find these “lecture launchers” an important 
pedagogical tool to stimulate interest. We have made special efforts to provide new vignettes 
for this edition. For example, Chapter 17, “Corrections for Juveniles,” describes Connecti-
cut’s impending changes to its juvenile justice laws. This leads into a discussion of the dis-
tinctions applied to the juvenile corrections system.

 ■ Critical Thinking: Each chapter includes critical-thinking boxes that pose questions 
linked to the opening vignette. We believe that this feature will prompt students to reexam-
ine their initial thoughts about the vignette.

 ■ Focus on . . . : In this feature the real-world relevance of the issues discussed in the text 
is made clear by vivid, in-depth accounts by correctional workers, journalists, formerly 
incarcerated persons, people on parole, and relatives of those who are in the system. In 
this twelfth edition we have increased the number and variety of these features, which are 
placed into three categories: People in Corrections, Correctional Policy, and Correctional 
Practice. We believe that students will find that the material in each feature enhances their 
understanding of the chapter topic.

 ■ Thinking Outside the Box: Corrections needs new ideas, and some of the most sig-
nificant new ideas propose major changes to the way that the corrections system does its 
work. This feature draws attention to today’s most innovative evidence-based practices 
or programs, designed to get students thinking beyond traditional aspects to new possi-
bilities. Examining these new ideas provides fresh insight regarding the future prospects of 
corrections.

 ■ Do the Right Thing: Correctional workers are often confronted with ethical dilemmas. 
In each of these boxes we present a scenario in which an ethical question arises. We then 
provide a writing assignment in which students examine the issues and consider how they 
would act in such a situation.

 ■ Evidence-based practice: Correctional professionals are being encouraged to base deci-
sions on research evidence. This is especially true in probation, intermediate sanctions, and 
parole. Implementation of this approach is presented in the relevant chapters.
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 ■ Myths in Corrections: Faculty have told us that they spend much of their classroom time 
debunking popular myths about corrections. In this new edition, most chapters contain a 
special boxed feature presenting research that challenges correctional myths.

 ■ Careers in Corrections: In appropriate chapters throughout the book, students will find 
one or more boxes in which a particular correctional occupation is described. The material 
includes the nature of the work, required qualifications, earnings and job outlook, and a 
source of more information.

 ■ Glossary: One goal of an introductory course is to familiarize students with the terminol-
ogy of the field. We have avoided jargon in the text but include terms that are commonly 
used. Such indispensable words and phrases are set in bold type, and the term and its defini-
tion have been placed in the margin. A full glossary with definitions of all terms is located 
at the back of the book.

 ■ Graphics: We have created tables and figures that clarify and enliven information so that 
it can be perceived easily and grasped accurately. For this twelfth edition, tables and figures 
have been fully updated wherever possible.

 ■ Photographs: The twelfth edition contains an enlarged program of dynamic photographs 
spread throughout the book. These reveal many aspects of corrections ordinarily concealed 
from the public eye. The photographs provide students with a real view of correctional  
policies and practices.

 ■ Other student aids: The beginning of each chapter includes an outline of the topics to be 
covered, followed by a set of learning objectives. These tools are designed to guide students 
as they progress through the chapter. Many chapters also offer brief biographies of people 
who have made an impact on the field of corrections. At the end of each chapter, students 
can find a summary keyed to the learning objectives, a list of any key terms presented in the 
chapter, discussion questions, and suggestions for further reading.

Other Changes in the Twelfth Edition
As textbook authors, we have a responsibility to present current data, provide coverage of new 
issues, and describe innovative policies and programs. Toward this end we have completely 
updated and rewritten this edition, line by line. We have been assisted by the comments of an 
exceptionally knowledgeable team of reviewers who pointed out portions of the text that their 
students found difficult, suggested additional topics, and noted sections that should be dropped. 
Among the new or expanded topics found in this twelfth edition are the following:

 ■ Death penalty: Public support for the death penalty is declining, partly because the regu-
lar exonerations of people on death row erode public confidence in the accuracy of death 
penalty verdicts. Juries in many states now seem to prefer life imprisonment without the 
possibility of parole. Still, 2016 saw 20 executions. But many problems with the death pen-
alty remain, including difficulties with lethal injection, effectiveness of counsel, execution 
of people with mental illnesses and developmental disabilities, execution for crimes not  
involving murder, and erroneous convictions (issues examined in Chapters 4 and 20). The 
death penalty continues to provide a major source of debate.

 ■ Incarceration trends: After rising almost continuously for the past four decades, incarcer-
ation rates have dropped over the last seven years. This seems not to be related to a drop in  
violent crime—which for many years has been at 1973 levels—but rather because of doubts 
about the wisdom of mass incarceration and budgetary pressures at all levels of government. In 
many states, prisons have been closed, and judges are under pressure to incarcerate fewer people 
convicted of a felony. One result is that parole is having to deal with higher supervision caseloads.

 ■ Reentry: Each year more than 600,000 people are released from prison and returned to 
their communities. Disturbingly, the largest group of new admissions to prison in some 
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states is made up of recidivists. A concerted effort by both liberal and conservative policy 
makers is now focused on ways to reduce recidivism. Assisting people convicted of a felony 
in the reentry process has become a major focus of correctional policy, and a plethora of 
new programs are being proposed to make reentry more successful. The problems encoun-
tered by people on parole as they adjust to the community are dealt with extensively in 
Chapters 15 and 16.

 ■ Evidence-based practice: There has been a growing movement for “evidence-based” 
practice in dealing with those under community supervision. Probation and parole officers 
are encouraged to make decisions based on methods that have been shown to be effective 
by well-designed research methods. Public statements by former U.S. Attorney General Eric 
Holder and the development of programs within the U.S. Justice Department’s Office of Jus-
tice Programs have spurred this thrust. The Justice Department maintains a website called 
“Crime Solutions” that contains information and research on “what works” for all aspects of 
the criminal justice system.

 ■ Incarceration of women: Reflecting important ongoing research on the impact of  
maternal incarceration on children, correctional administrators have revisited the impor-
tance of programs for women. In particular, several states have devised programs to provide 
opportunities for women to maintain contact with their children. Chapter 12 describes the 
“Residential Parenting Program” at the Washington Corrections Center for Women.

 ■ Privatization: Since the advent of private prisons in the 1970s, questions have been raised 
about whether they are more cost-effective than public prisons. Until recently, research on 
this question has been lacking. As states deal with severe budgetary problems, the future of 
private prisons remains uncertain. However, the privatization movement has now carried 
over into nonprison areas, with proposals for private contracts for community-based cor-
rectional methods. Chapter 22 discusses the advent of social impact bonds, which attempt 
to create fiscal incentives for privately funded innovation in corrections.

 ■ Corrections as a profession: With all these changes in correctional policy and practice, 
there is a need for a “new correctional professional.” Throughout this book we describe the 
challenges that the changes in corrections pose for people who work in the field, and we 
offer new ideas about the skills and knowledge that correctional professionals will have to 
bring to their work in order to be successful.

 ■ Immigration justice: No issue has been more at the forefront than problems related to  
immigration. The corrections system is called upon to deal with immigration issues, of course, 
but the response to immigration illustrates the systems aspect of all justice actions—we  
describe how law enforcement and adjudication interact with corrections to produce an immi-
gration justice system. We also show how evidence bears on policies regarding immigration.

 ■ Language: In this twelfth edition we have made a shift in language. People who have been 
caught up in the corrections system—people whose voices we repeatedly turn to in this 
book—tell us that terms such as “inmate” and “offender,” even though they are commonly 
used, promote painful stereotypes and make reintegration to society harder. To the extent 
we can, we have edited our language in this edition to move away from these labels and  
refer to those caught up in the justice system as “people.”

Ancillary Materials
For the Instructor
MindTap for American Corrections MindTap from Cengage Learning rep-
resents a new approach to a highly personalized online learning platform. A fully online 
learning solution, MindTap combines all of a student’s learning tools—readings, multimedia, 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



xxviii P R E F A C E

activities, and assessments—into a singular Learning Path that guides the student through the 
curriculum. Instructors personalize the experience by customizing the presentation of these 
learning tools for their students, allowing instructors to seamlessly introduce their own con-
tent into the Learning Path via digital applications that integrate into the MindTap platform. 
Additionally, MindTap provides interoperability with major learning management systems 
(LMS) via support for open industry standards, and fosters partnerships with third-party edu-
cational application providers to provide a highly collaborative, engaging, and personalized 
learning experience.

Online Instructor’s Resource Manual and Lesson Plans for American 
Corrections Revised to reflect new content in the twelfth edition, the instructor’s manual 
includes learning objectives, key terms, a detailed chapter outline, a chapter summary, lesson 
plans, discussion topics, student activities, “what if ” scenarios, media tools, and a sample syl-
labus. The learning objectives are correlated with the discussion topics, student activities, and 
media tools.

Online Test Bank The expanded test bank includes 30 percent more questions than the 
prior edition. Each chapter of the test bank contains questions in multiple-choice, true/false, 
completion, essay, and new critical-thinking formats, with a full answer key. The test bank is 
coded to the learning objectives that appear in the main text and includes the section in the 
main text where the answers can be found. Finally, each question in the test bank has been care-
fully reviewed by experienced criminal justice instructors for quality, accuracy, and content cov-
erage so instructors can be sure they are working with an assessment and grading resource of the 
highest caliber.

Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero This assessment software 
is a flexible, online system that allows you to import, edit, and manipulate test-bank content 
from the American Corrections test bank or elsewhere, including your own favorite test ques-
tions; create multiple test versions in an instant; and deliver tests from your LMS, your class-
room, or wherever you want.

PowerPoint® Lectures for American Corrections Helping you make your 
lectures more engaging while effectively reaching your visually oriented students, these handy 
Microsoft PowerPoint® slides outline the chapters of the main text in a classroom-ready presen-
tation. The PowerPoint® slides are updated to reflect the content and organization of the new 
edition of the text, are tagged by a chapter learning objective, and feature additional examples 
and real-world cases for application and discussion.

For the Student
MindTap for American Corrections MindTap from Cengage Learning rep-
resents a new approach to a highly personalized online learning platform. A fully online 
learning solution, MindTap combines all of a student’s learning tools—readings, multimedia, 
activities, and assessments—into a singular Learning Path that guides the student through the 
curriculum. Instructors personalize the experience by customizing the presentation of these 
learning tools for their students, allowing instructors to seamlessly introduce their own con-
tent into the Learning Path via digital applications that integrate into the MindTap platform. 
Additionally, MindTap provides interoperability with major learning management systems 
(LMS) via support for open industry standards, and fosters partnerships with third-party 
educational application providers to offer a highly collaborative, engaging, and personalized 
learning experience.
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P A R T  O N E

Part 1 of American Corrections—“The Correctional Context”—describes 

the corrections system, its history, the way people are punished for crimes, 

the law as it relates to prisons and correctional workers, and the clients 

of corrections. As you study these chapters, consider the new ideas for 

sentencing reform offered by Marc Mauer. What do you think these reforms 

might accomplish? What are some of the difficulties that must be overcome 

for these reforms to be put in place?

Making Meaningful  
Headway on Corrections 
Reform

MARC MAUER
Executive Director, The Sentencing Project

In 2016 the Bureau of Justice Statistics reported that state 
prison populations had declined by 5 percent over the previ-
ous five years. Notably, this development came after nearly 
four decades of record prison expansion that had seen the 
total incarcerated population in the United States grow from 
300,000 to 2.2 million. The recent reductions in the prison 
population are a product of several factors, including de-
clines in crime, fiscal imperatives facing state governments, 
and growing policy-maker interest in evidence-based sen-
tencing and correctional initiatives. Although these develop-
ments have the potential to challenge the world-record rate 
of incarceration in the United States, it remains to be seen 
whether the change in the political climate on these issues is 
significant enough to produce substantial long-term reduc-
tions in imprisonment.

Changes in sentencing and correctional policy can be 
traced back to the late 1990s, a moment when the emerg-
ing concept of “reentry” first gained attention. Based on the 
simple premise that 95 percent of the people in prison will 
one day come home, the idea quickly gained traction and has 
now come to be broadly embraced by corrections systems 

around the country. Coincident with those developments 
was a growing critique of the law enforcement focus of the 
“war on drugs,” and in particular the dramatic rise in incar-
ceration of individuals convicted of lower-level involvement 
in the drug trade. This led to growing public support for a 
range of diversion and treatment options, most notably the 
drug-court movement, now with some 3,000 such programs 
nationally.

Policy change in sentencing has been slower to de-
velop but has made significant strides in recent years. At the 

Correctional Context

G U E S T  P E R S P E C T I V E
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federal level the notorious sentencing disparity between crack  
cocaine and powder cocaine offenses was substantially  
reduced with bipartisan support in Congress in 2010. Simi-
larly, New York’s “Rockefeller Drug Laws,” a forerunner of the 
mandatory sentencing movement, were significantly scaled 
back in 2009, as was California’s “three strikes and you’re out” 
policy through a ballot initiative in 2012. California voters 
also approved Proposition 47, a measure that reclassified cer-
tain low-level property and drug crimes from felonies to mis-
demeanors, so that persons convicted of these offenses will 
no longer be sentenced to state prison.

Significant as these changes are, they have still had only 
a modest impact on the scale of mass incarceration. The 
U.S. rate of incarceration remains at five to eight times that 
of other industrialized nations. Although many factors con-
tribute to this situation, a key issue regards the severity of 
sentences. Persons sentenced to prison for both property and 
violent crimes spend considerably more time behind bars 
than in comparable nations. This has led to a situation where 
159,000 people—one of every nine people in prison today—
are serving a life sentence, and nearly a third of them have no 
possibility of parole. Such sentences are both costly and con-
tribute little to public safety. Research has demonstrated that 
excessively lengthy sentences provide little additional deter-
rent effect and have a diminishing impact on public safety as 
individuals “age out” of crime.

What would it take to achieve a substantial and sustain-
able reduction in the use of imprisonment in the United 
States? Continuing the momentum on day-to-day policy 

and practice changes is clearly important. This includes such 
initiatives as enhancing the diversion potential of drug and 
mental health treatment programs, establishing sentence-
reduction incentives for program participation in prison, 
and providing a range of graduated sanctions to reduce the 
numbers of people sent back to prison for technical parole 
violations.

But fundamentally, mass incarceration represents the 
outcome of an enormous imbalance in our approach to pro-
ducing public safety. Creating safe communities is a complex 
process, one that involves family support, social networks, 
economic opportunity, treatment for those in need, and also 
criminal justice interventions. But in recent decades, political 
initiatives have championed harsh criminal justice policies, 
often to the exclusion of these other areas, and particularly 
in regard to the problems of disadvantaged communities of 
color. Changing this political environment is therefore key to 
both reducing mass incarceration and lifting up opportunity 
for all. A newly energized movement to challenge mass in-
carceration, with leadership emerging from formerly incar-
cerated individuals, the Black Lives Matter movement, and 
many others, holds the potential for creating a new dialogue 
on crime and justice. In addition, the developing concepts of 
restorative justice and justice reinvestment provide us with 
the beginning of a framework to shift from punishment to 
problem solving and from penal institutions to community 
building. The challenge going forward is to build on these 
ideas and to create a new approach to public safety that is 
both effective and compassionate.

CHAPTER 1
The Corrections System

CHAPTER 2
The Early History of Correctional Thought  
and Practice

CHAPTER 3
The History of Corrections in America

CHAPTER 4
Contemporary Punishment

CHAPTER 5
The Law of Corrections

CHAPTER 6
The Correctional Client

3
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The Corrections 
System

C H A P T E R  1

Oklahoma has one of the nation’s highest incarceration 
rates. Like most other states, Oklahoma’s elected leaders 
have been looking for ways to reduce the number of people 
in prison.
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 ■ THE PURPOSE OF CORRECTIONS

 ■ A SYSTEMS FRAMEWORK  
FOR STUDYING CORRECTIONS
Goals
Interconnectedness
Environment
Feedback
Complexity

 ■ THE CORRECTIONS SYSTEM TODAY

 ■ KEY ISSUES IN CORRECTIONS
Managing the Correctional Organization
Working with People
Upholding Social Values

WITH THE SECOND-HIGHEST 
INCARCERATION RATE IN THE 
UNITED STATES, Oklahoma has been at the forefront of the 

nation’s “tough-on-crime” agenda. The state’s elevated incarceration rate is now 78 per-

cent higher than the national average and is projected to grow another 25 percent in the 

coming decade. Oklahoma already spends half a billion dollars annually on corrections, 

and the projected growth will more than double the state’s yearly operating budget for 

prisons and cost more than $1.2 billion in new construction, on top of that. The state is 

now changing course. Seeking a Better Return on Investment, a 21-member, bipartisan 

and multi-sector select group, was appointed by Governor Mary Fallin to “develop com-

prehensive criminal justice and corrections reform policy recommendations designed to 

alleviate prison overcrowding and reduce Oklahoma’s incarceration rate while improving 

public safety.”1

Oklahoma is not alone in wanting a more cost-effective corrections system. Political 

leaders all over the country, once the loudest voices for ever-tougher penal policies, are 

suddenly instead looking for ways to control the cost of the corrections system. One cen-

sus of prison-related reforms found that 46 of the states have passed legislation designed 

to reduce the number of people going to or returning to prison and jail.2 This pattern 

is true in traditionally conservative states, such as Texas, which has actually closed three 

prisons,3 to more-liberal states such as Michigan, which reduced the prison population 

by 12 percent and closed more than 20 prisons.4 During 2015 almost half the states in 

the United States had actual reductions in the number of people in prison.5 Since 2010, 

in fact, more than half the states have reduced both their imprisonment rates and their 

crime rates.6

These changes come after nearly four decades of uninterrupted prison growth (see 

“The Great Experiment in Social Control” on pages 6–7). The scope of America’s long-

term commitment to a big corrections system has been described as one of the greatest 

policy experiments in modern history. In 1973 the prison incarceration rate was 96 per 

100,000 Americans. For 38 consecutive years after that, the number of people in prison 

increased—during periods when crime went up, but also during periods when crime 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After reading this chapter, you 

should be able to . . .

1 Describe the range 
of purposes served 
by the corrections 
system.

2 Define the systems 
framework and 
explain why it is 
useful.

3 Name the various 
components of the 
corrections system 
today and describe 
their functions.

4 Identify at least five 
key issues facing 
corrections today.

5 Discuss what we 
can learn from the 
“great experiment 
in social control.”
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6 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

Almost two-thirds of the members of the current U.S. pop-

ulation, including most of the readers of this book, were 

born after 1971. For them it has been entirely normal to 

see yearly increases in the number of Americans in prison, 

in jail, and under correctional supervision. This group of 

citizens has seen corrections grow every year—in good 

economic times and bad, during periods of rising crime 

and of dropping crime. This growth trend began with the 

“baby boom” generation: When Americans born in the 

two decades after World War II hit their twenties and thir-

ties, the peak crime-prone age, they clogged the criminal 

justice system.

The large and growing correctional populations that 

seem so normal have not always been so. From 1900 until 

about 1970, U.S. prison populations were quite stable, 

hovering between 90 and 120 per 100,000 citizens. 

After more than 35 years of steady growth, the rate of 

incarceration is now five times as high as it was in 1973. In 

2007 the correctional population reached its highest point 

in U.S. history—by most accounts the largest correctional 

population in the world, with more people in prison than 

China, which has four times more citizens.

This period of U.S. history could be called the “great  

experiment in social control,” for it has defined a generation 

of Americans who have witnessed the greatest expansion 

in government control ever undertaken by a democratic 

state. Researchers have tried to explain the sources of this 

growth. Some of it stems from increases in crime, but most 

of this crime growth occurred during the first half of the 

“experiment.” Some is because of increased effective-

ness at apprehending, arresting, and convicting criminally  

involved people. But this aspect of the “experiment” is minor  

compared with changes in punishment policy. In the United 

States the chances of a person convicted of a felony get-

ting a prison sentence instead of probation have increased 

steadily for several decades, to the point where the chance 

of getting a probation sentence is now a fraction of what 

it used to be.

Therefore, more people are going to prison, and they 

are serving longer terms as well. Further, the strictness of 

postrelease supervision has also increased so that more peo-

ple on probation than before are being sent back to prison 

because of a failure to abide by strictly enforced rules. This 

triple whammy—less probation, longer prison terms, and 

stricter postsentencing supervision—has fueled a continuing 

increase in correctional populations, especially prison popula-

tions, even when crime rates are dropping.

Some scholars have tried to explain the unprecedented 

punitiveness of the late-twentieth-century U.S. policy 

(see “For Further Reading” on page 28). They discuss the 

importance of U.S. politics and culture, and they expressly 

point to the effects of two decades of the “war on drugs.” 

This is certainly a part of the explanation, but nationally 

only 16 percent of people in prison are there for a drug 

crime.7 Yet why this punitiveness occurred is far less inter-

esting than what its results have been. Over the coming 

years, researchers, scholars, and intellectuals will begin to 

try to understand what we have learned from this great 

experiment.

The effects of this experiment in social control fall into 

three broad categories: its effects on crime, on society, and 

on the pursuit of justice. First, and most important, how 

has the growth of corrections affected rates of crime?  

Because so many factors affect crime, we cannot easily dis-

tinguish the effects of a growing corrections system from 

those from other factors, such as the economy or times 

of war. Researchers who have tried to do so have reached  

divergent conclusions, but even the most conservative 

scholars of the penal system now seem to agree that fur-

ther growth will have little impact on crime.8 Others note 

that because the crime rate today is about the same as 

it was in the early 1970s, when the penal system began 

to grow, the corrections system has not likely had a large  

effect on crime.9

Second, there is a growing worry that a large corrections 

system—especially a large prison system—damages families 

and communities, and increases racial inequality. For exam-

ple, almost three million children have a parent in prison or in 

jail, including more than 10% of African American children.10 

How do these experiences affect their chances in life? And 

what does it mean that more than one in four male African 

Americans will end up in prison?

Third, how does a large penal system affect the pursuit 

of justice? Do people feel more confidence in their justice 

system? Is it right to have people who break the law end up 

punished the way that America punishes them? In this great 

experiment in social control, have we become a more just 

society?

One theme in this book is that things are not as sim-

ple as they look. New laws and policies seldom achieve ex-

actly what they were intended to do, and they often have 

unintended consequences. In this text we explore the most 

important issues in penology, from the effectiveness of reha-

bilitation to the impact of the death penalty, with the knowl-

edge that each has more than one side.

We begin with a seemingly simple question: What is the 

purpose of corrections? In exploring the answer to this ques-

tion, you will discover a pattern that recurs throughout the 

book. Any important correctional issue is complicated and 

controversial. The more you learn about a given issue, the 

FOCUS  ON

CORRECTIONAL POLICY: The Great Experiment in Social Control
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 7

declined; during good economic times and bad; during times of war and times of peace. 

(See “Myths in Corrections.”) By 2010, the U.S. prison incarceration rate had grown to 

exceed 500 per 100,000 Americans—more than a fivefold increase—and many people 

thought that this generation-long trend had become a more or less permanent feature of 

U.S. penal policy.

During this time, correctional budgets grew by over 600 percent. The United 

States now has almost 3,000 people on death row11 and another 206,000 serving 

life sentences, nearly a third of them ineligible for any parole.12 Counting prisons 

and jails, almost 2.3 million citizens are incarcerated, making the total incarceration 

rate more than 920 per 100,000 citizens, a stunning 1 percent of all adults.13 When 

all forms of corrections are taken into account—including probation, parole, and 

community corrections—nearly 3 percent of all adults are under some form of cor-

rectional control.14 The extensive growth of the correctional population since 1980 is 

shown in Figure 1.1.

High U.S. Crime Rates 

THE MYTH: The United States 
has such a large prison system, 
compared with the prison sys-
tems of other countries, because 
it has much more crime.

THE REALITY: Based on surveys 
of citizens conducted at the 
height of the U.S. prison popula-
tion, the rates of burglary and 
robbery in Australia, England, 
and Canada are all higher than 
in the United States. When it 
comes to crimes reported to the 
police, U.S. rates of burglary and 
robbery have been falling faster 
than those in Australia, England, 
and Canada, and fall in between 
the highest and lowest of those 
countries. The U.S. incarceration 
rate is at least four times higher 
than any of those countries.

Source: David P. Farrington, Patrick  

A. Langan, Michael Tonry, and Darrick 

Jolliffe, “Introduction,” Cross-National 

Studies in Crime and Justice 

(Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of  

Justice Statistics, 2004).

MYTHS  in Corrections

prison An institution for the 
incarceration of people convicted 
of crimes, usually felonies.

jail A facility authorized to hold 
pretrial detainees and sentenced 
misdemeanants for periods 
longer than 48 hours. Most 
jails are administered by county 
governments; sometimes they are 
part of the state government.

more you will see layers of truth, so your first findings will be 

bolstered by evidence and then challenged by further investi-

gation and deeper knowledge.

In the end, we think you will see that there are few 

easy answers but plenty of intense questions. Near the 

beginning of each chapter we present questions for  

inquiry that each chapter will explore. We hope that these 

will help focus your exploration of corrections and serve  

as a study guide, along with the summary at the end of 

each chapter.

FIGURE 1.1 Correctional Populations in the United States, 1980–2015

Although the increase in prison population receives the most publicity, a greater proportion of  

correctional growth has occurred in probation and parole.

Sources: Latest data available from the Bureau of Justice Statistics correctional surveys, www.ojp.usdoj.gov: Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, Annual Probation Survey, Annual Parole Survey, Annual Survey of Jails, Census of Jail Inmates, and 
National Prisoner Statistics Program, 2000 and 2005–2015.

1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994

Year

1996 1998 20022000 2006 2010 2012 201420041980 2008

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

s
e

n
te

n
c

e
d

 o
ff

e
n

d
e

rs
 (

m
ill

io
n

s
)

1

2

3

4

5

Probation

Prison

Parole

Jail

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



8 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

Some say that when prison populations grow, crime rates decline because prisons 

prevent crime. But between 1973 and the early 1990s, we saw both imprisonment 

growth and increases in crime. Most observers concluded that when more people com-

mit crime, more people end up behind bars. This suggests that as crime declines, so 

will correctional caseloads. But studies show that, aside from the 1970s, there has been 

little relationship between the nation’s crime rate and the size of its prison population. 

Since 1990, for example, the swelling prison population seems to be entirely caused by 

tougher criminal justice policies rather than changes in crime rates.15

In 2010 the U.S. government announced that for the first time in more than 

30 years, the corrections system, including prisons, held fewer people than the year 

before.16 By 2015, the prison incarceration rate had fallen to 480 per 100,000, a 5 per-

cent reduction from the peak a few years earlier.17 The number of people in local jails 

had also dropped about 1 percent each year since 2007.18 For the first time in more than 

a generation, then, it seems that the long-term pattern of correctional growth may be 

changing. (See “If Crime Starts to Rise, Then What?”) And by any measure, the U.S. cor-

rections system has seen a sustained period of remarkable, steady growth for more than 

a generation.

There are many indications that the corrections system is 

undergoing historic changes. After nearly four decades of 

correctional growth in all its sectors—jails, prisons, and the 

community—the trend line is edging down. There is a political 

consensus on the left and the right that we have too many 

people behind bars. A growing movement supports reentry 

programs to help people succeed after they have been to  

prison, and policy makers have been expanding treatment  

alternatives to prison for people convicted of drug crimes.

The impetus for this change comes from several sources. 

State and local governments are straining to deal with the 

fiscal realities of corrections costs. A growing literature has 

questioned the effectiveness of prison, and growing public 

attention to the problems that people face in reentry has 

softened attitudes about people with criminal records. Public 

polls show that the number of people who think the justice 

system is “not tough enough” has been declining for more 

than a decade and that this is now a minority view.

In some ways, the most important trend is that crime has 

been dropping for more than two decades and is now the 

lowest it has been in a generation—about what it was in the 

late 1960s. The sustained drop in crime rates has meant that 

fear of crime lost its usual place at or near the top of the 

list of public concerns, having been replaced by other factors 

such as the economy and terrorism. As fear of crime waned, 

the prospects for major reform in the justice system improved.

Some people now believe this long-term pattern is 

changing. Nationally, murder rates rose more than 10 percent 

in 2016, although most of this increase was concentrated 

in a few large cities. Nevertheless, misleading claims about 

a new crime wave in America during the 2016 presidential 

election have driven a new public unease about safety, and 

a strong majority of Americans now falsely believe that crime 

is up over the last ten years. Perhaps it is no surprise that the 

most recent opinion poll shows concern about crime to be 

rising again, and is today at a 15-year high. Will the national 

mood that seems to have supported so much correctional  

reform suddenly change?

Possibly. Social scientists point out that the last couple 

of years may be a “blip” in what has been a 25-year, sus-

tained drop in crime, especially violent crime. They empha-

size that the big story is how much safer we are now than a 

generation ago. But people are starting to get worried again,  

despite this long-term trend.

What will happen to correctional policy?

Sources: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Preliminary 2015 Crime Statistics 
(Washington, DC: Author, 2016). Gallup, “Americans’ Views Shift on 
Toughness of Justice System,” October 20, 2016; Gallup, “In US, Concern 
About Crime Climbs to a 15-Year High,” April 6, 2016; Matthew  
Freidman, Ames C. Grawert, and James Cullen, Crime in 2016: A Prelimi-
nary Analysis (New York: Brennen Center, 2016); Ryan J. O’Reilly and Atiel  
Edwards-Levy, “Most Americans (Incorrectly) Believe Crime Is Up. That’s 
Great News for Donald Trump,” Huffington Post Politics, August 8, 2016.

FOCUS  ON

CORRECTIONAL POLICY: If Crime Starts to Rise, Then What?
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 9

Yet things are changing, as a new liberal–conser-

vative consensus emerges. A conservative coalition 

led by former Congressman Newt Gingrich recently 

produced a series of recommendations about criminal 

justice reform called Right on Crime.19 A few months 

earlier, a more-liberal coalition of 40 organizations had 

released its report, called Smart on Crime.20 These two 

groups could be expected to differ on justice priorities, 

but their reports reflected strong consistencies. Both 

groups think that most people who are convicted of 

nonviolent crimes need not end up in prison. Both 

groups see a need for expanded treatment programs 

and strong community-based sentences as options for 

judges.21

This new consensus centers on a growing idea 

that the penal system, especially prisons, has grown 

too much. Some believe that “mass incarceration” has become a problem in its own 

right, but concerns about burgeoning probation caseloads and high jail counts have 

arisen as well. Both liberals and conservatives rightfully worry that the expansion of cor-

rections has affected some groups more than others. African Americans are five times 

more likely to be in prison than whites; in some states, 5 percent of all black men are 

in prison.22 Nearly 12 percent of all African American men 20–40 years old—the age 

of most fathers—are now locked up. One in six male African Americans has been to 

prison.23

Both liberals and conservatives also share a concern that the cost of corrections, 

nearly $80 billion per year, is out of line. Prison budgets—by far the most expensive 

portion of the penal system—grow even when monies for education and other ser-

vices lag.24 Probation caseloads and daily jail populations have also grown, and they 

cost money, too. With growing public concern about the quality of schools and health 

care, people of all political persuasions are tempted to ask if so much money is needed 

for corrections. They are especially leery about continuing to invest in what many 

political leaders, especially conservatives, see as a system that is not as effective as it 

ought to be.25

Corrections, then, is a topic for public debate as never before. A generation ago, 

most people knew very little about corrections. Prisons were alien “big houses,” infused 

with mystery and located in remote places. The average American had no direct knowl-

edge of “the joint” and no way of learning what it was like. Most people did not even 

know what probation and parole were, much less have an opinion about their worth. 

However, more than 6.7 million Americans are now in the corrections system. This num-

ber includes one-third of all African Americans who have dropped out of high school; 

in fact, 70 percent of this group will go to prison during their lifetime.26 Add to these 

numbers the impact on fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, and 

husbands, wives, and children, and you have an idea of how pervasive corrections is 

today—especially for poor Americans and people of color.

Further, crime stories dominate our news media. Read any local newspaper or 

watch any local nightly newscast, and you will encounter a crime story that raises ques-

tions about corrections: Should the person have been released? Is the sentence severe 

▲ One out of every  
43 Americans is under 
some form of correctional 
control. Most of them 
live among us in the 
community.
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10 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

enough? Should laws for this type of crime be tougher? In short, corrections now main-

tains a profound place, not only in the public eye, but also in the public experience. But 

are the images we form—based on media reports and our own experiences—accurate? 

Do they tell us all we need to know about corrections?

The coming years will be an exciting period for people interested in corrections. A 

growing consensus, crossing the political divide, places us on the verge of a new era in 

correctional policy, characterized by a search for innovative strategies to deal with crime 

that are more effective and less costly—financially and socially—than the policies that 

have dominated the landscape for almost 40 years. This is a time when those who study 

corrections can help shape a new generation of policies and practices. The demand 

for correctional professionals will continue to grow, but openness to new ideas will be 

greater than ever before.

People who study corrections want to learn more about the problems that rivet 

attention. They want to see beyond the three-minute news story, to understand what is 

happening to people caught in the system. And they suspect that what seems so simple 

from the viewpoint of a politician arguing for a new law, or from the perspective of a 

news reporter sharing the latest crime story, may in fact be far more complex for the 

people involved.

The Purpose of Corrections
It is 11:00 a.m. in New York City. For several hours, a five-man crew has been picking up trash 
in a park in the Bronx. Across town on Rikers Island, the view down a corridor of jail cells shows 
hands gesturing through the bars as people converse, play cards, share food—the hands of people 
doing time. About a thousand miles to the south, almost 400 people sit in isolated cells on Flor-
ida’s death row. In the same state a woman on probation reports to a community control officer. 
On her ankle she wears an electronic monitoring device that tells the officer if she leaves her 

▲ Nearly two million children have a parent in prison. What message does this fact 
send to the younger generation?
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 11

home at night. On the other side of the Gulf of Mexico, sunburned Texans in stained work clothes 
tend crops. Almost due north in Kansas, a grievance committee in a maximum-security prison 
reviews complaints of guard harassment. Out on the West Coast, in San Francisco, a young man 
on his way to work checks in with his parole officer and drops off a urine sample. All these activi-
ties are part of corrections. And all the central actors are under correctional authority.

Punishing people who break society’s rules is an unfortunate but necessary part of social 
life. From the earliest accounts of humankind, punishment has been used as one means of 
social control, of compelling people to behave according to the norms and rules of society. 
Parents chastise their children when they disobey family rules, groups ostracize individuals who 
deviate from expected group norms, colleges and universities expel students who cheat, and 
governments impose sanctions on those who break the law. Of the various ways that societies 
and their members try to control behavior, criminal punishment is the most formal, for crime is 
perhaps the most serious type of behavior over which a society must gain control.

In addition to protecting society, corrections helps define the limits of behavior so that 
everyone in the community understands what is permissible. The nineteenth-century sociolo-
gist Emile Durkheim argued that crime is normal and that punishment performs the important 
function of spotlighting societal rules and values. When a law is broken, citizens express out-
rage. The deviant thus focuses group feeling. As people unite against the law violator, they feel a 
sense of mutuality or community. Punishing those who violate the law makes people more alert 
to shared interests and values.

Three basic concepts of Western criminal law—offense, guilt, and punishment—define the 
purpose and procedures of criminal justice. In the United States, Congress and state legislatures 
define what conduct is considered criminal.

The police, prosecutors, and courts determine the guilt of a person charged with a criminal 
offense. The postconviction process then focuses on what should be done with the guilty person.

The central purpose of corrections is to carry out the criminal sentence. The term correc-
tions usually refers to any action applied to people after they have been convicted and implies 
that the action is “corrective,” or meant to change them according to society’s needs. Corrections 
also includes actions applied to people who have been accused—but not yet convicted—of crimi-
nal offenses. Such people are often waiting for action on their cases and are under supervision—
sitting in jail, undergoing drug or alcohol treatment, or living in the community on bail.

When most Americans think of corrections, they think of prisons and jails. This belief is 
strengthened by legislators and the media, which focus much attention on incarceration and lit-
tle on community corrections. As Figure 1.2 shows, however, more than two-thirds of all people 
under correctional supervision are living in the community on probation or parole.

EMILE DURKHEIM
(1858–1917)

Important French scholar, 

known as the “Father 

of Sociology,” who 

argued that criminally 

involved people and their 

punishment are functional 

in society, helping define 

norms and demonstrating 

to the public the nature of 

societal expectations for 

conformity.

B I O G R A P H Y

Probation

56.21%

Prison

22.65%

Jails

10.80%

Parole

12.91%

FIGURE 1.2 Percentage of People in Each Category of Correctional Supervision

Sources: Latest data available from the Bureau of Justice Statistics correctional surveys, www.ojp.usdoj.gov: Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, Annual Probation Survey, Annual Parole Survey, Annual Survey of Jails, Census of Jail Inmates, and 
National Prisoner Statistics Program, 2000 and 2005–2015.

corrections The variety of 
programs, services, facilities, and 
organizations responsible for the 
management of individuals who 
have been accused or convicted 
of criminal offenses.

social control Actions and 
practices, of individuals and 
institutions, designed to induce 
conformity with the rules and 
norms of society.
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12 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

Corrections thus encompasses all the legal responses of society to some prohibited behav-
ior: the variety of programs, services, facilities, and organizations responsible for managing 
people accused or convicted of criminal offenses. When criminal justice researchers, officials, 
and practitioners speak of corrections, they may be referring to any number of programs, 
processes, and agencies. Correctional activities are performed by public and private organiza-
tions; involve federal, state, and local governments; and occur in a variety of community and 
closed settings. We can speak of corrections as a department of the government, a subfield of 
the academic discipline of criminal justice, an approach to the treatment of those who have 
broken the law, and a part of the criminal justice system.

Corrections is all these things and more.

A Systems Framework  
for Studying Corrections
Because it reflects social values, corrections is as complex and challenging as the society in 
which we live today. Corrections is a legal intervention to deter, to rehabilitate, to incapacitate, 
or simply to punish or achieve retribution.

Having a framework will help you sort out the complex, multidimensional nature of cor-
rections. In this book we use the concept of the corrections system as a framework for study. A 
system is a complex whole consisting of interdependent parts whose operations are directed 
toward common goals and are influenced by the environment in which they function. For exam-
ple, interstate highways make up a transportation system. The various components of criminal 
justice—police, prosecutors, courts, corrections—also function as a system.

Goals
Corrections is a complicated web of disparate processes that, ideally, serve the goals of fair pun-
ishment and community protection. These twin objectives not only define the purpose of cor-
rections but also serve as criteria by which we evaluate correctional work. Correctional activities 
make sense when they seem to punish someone fairly or offer some sense of protection. The 
thought of an unfair or unsafe correctional practice distresses most people.

When these two functions of punishment and protection do not correspond, corrections 
faces goal conflict. For example, people may believe that it is fair to release people on parole 
once they have served their sentences, but they may also fear any possible threats that the person 
poses to the community. Further, such goal conflicts can cause problems in the way the system 
operates.

system A complex whole 
consisting of interdependent 
parts whose operations are 
directed toward common 
goals and are influenced by 
the environment in which they 
function.

In 2015 the number of people in jail—as opposed to prison—

decreased nationally after three years of fluctuation and is 

now the smallest total in more than a decade. This continues 

a national trend of reducing jail incarceration numbers, even 

after accounting for the additional people in jail in California, 

where the Public Safety Realignment Act resulted in large 

numbers of people moving from the state prison system to 

the county corrections system (see “The Big Three in Cor-

rections” on pages 17–19). As the nation’s jail populations 

continue to drop, there will be a natural tendency for prison 

populations to also decline, as the flow into prison from  

jail wanes.

FOCUS  ON

CORRECTIONAL POLICY: The Interconnectedness of Jail and Prison  
Population Counts
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 13

Interconnectedness
Corrections can be viewed as a series of pro-
cesses: sentencing, classification, supervision, 
programming, and revocation, to name but a 
few. Processes in one part of the corrections 
system affect, in both large and small ways, 
processes in the rest of the system.

For example, when a local jail changes 
its policies on eligibility for work release, this 
change will affect the probation caseload. 
When a parole agency implements new drug-
screening practices, the increased number of 
violators uncovered by the new policy will 
affect jails and prisons within the system. 
When writers fail to check their facts for a 
presentence investigation report, poorly rea-
soned correctional assignments may result.

These processes all affect one another 
because people pass through corrections in a 
kind of assembly line with return loops (see 
“The Interconnectness of Jail and Prison 
Population Counts”). After a person is convicted, a selection process determines which ones go 
where, and why. This sifting process is itself uncertain and often hard to understand. Most, but 
not all, people convicted of a violent crime are sent to prison. Most, but not all, people who vio-
late probation or parole rules receive a second chance. Most, but not all, people who are caught 
committing crimes while supervised by correctional authorities will receive a greater punish-
ment than people who were not under supervision during the crime. Figure 1.3 shows examples 
of interconnections among correctional agencies as they deal with people who have been given 
different sentences.

Environment
As they process people through the system, correctional agencies must deal with outside forces 
such as public opinion, fiscal constraints, and the law. Thus, sometimes a given correctional 
agency will take actions that do not seem best suited to achieving fairness or public protection. 
At times, correctional agencies may seem to work at odds with one another or with other aspects 
of the criminal justice process.

Corrections has a reciprocal relationship with its environment. That is, correctional prac-
tices affect the community, and community values and expectations in turn affect corrections. 
For example, if the prison system provides inadequate drug treatment, people return to the 
community with the same drug problems they had when they were locked up. When citizens 
subsequently lose confidence in their corrections system, they tend not to spend tax dollars on 
its programs.

Feedback
Systems learn, grow, and improve according to the feedback they receive about their effective-
ness. When a system’s work is well received by its environment, the system organizes itself to 
continue functioning this way. When feedback is less positive, the system adapts to improve its 
processes.

Although feedback is crucial for corrections, this system has trouble obtaining useful feed-
back. Success in corrections is best indicated by absence, such as no new crimes or no prison 
riots—that is, something that might have occurred but did not. Recognizing these absences is 
difficult at best. By contrast, when corrections fails, everybody knows: The media report new 

▲ Corrections links with other criminal justice agencies. The police, the 
prosecution, and the judiciary all play roles with regard to the clients of 
corrections. What are some of the problems that develop out of these 
necessary links?
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14 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

crimes or expose scandals in administration. As a result, corrections systems and their environ-
ments tend to overrespond to correctional failure but remain less aware of success.

Complexity
As systems grow and mature, they tend to become more complex. Thirty years ago, the “three 
Ps”—probation, prisons, and parole—dominated correctional practice. Today, all kinds of activi-
ties come under the heading of corrections, from pretrial drug treatment to electronically moni-
tored home confinement, from work centers, where people can earn money for restitution, to 
private, nonprofit residential treatment programs.

The complexity of the corrections system is illustrated by the variety of public and private 
agencies that compose the corrections system of Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, as Table 1.1 
shows. Note that correctional clients are supervised by various service agencies operating at dif-
ferent levels of government (state, county, municipal) and in different branches of government 
(executive and judicial).

Department of
Parole Supervision

Department of
Corrections

Warden

Sheriff’s
office

Jail
administrator

Parole release Parole supervision

Judiciary

Judge

Parole
board

Parole revocation

Resentence

Parole officer

Community Corrections, Inc.,
a nonprofit organization

Department of
Probation

Probation
officer

Sheriff’s
office

Jail
administrator 

Drug treatment Community service

Judiciary

Judge

Contract

PSI

Case 1: Two years of probation, drug treatment, and 50 hours of community service.

Case 2: Two years of incarceration to be followed by community supervision on parole.

FIGURE 1.3 Interconnectedness of Correctional Agencies in Implementing Sentences

Note the number and variety of agencies that deal with these two cases. Would you expect these agencies to cooperate 

effectively with one another? Why or why not?
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 15

The Corrections System Today
The U.S. corrections system today employs more than 700,000 administrators, psychologists, 
officers, counselors, social workers, and others. The federal government, the 50 states, more 
than 3,000 counties, and uncounted municipalities and public and private organizations admin-
ister corrections at an average annual cost of more than $81 billion, according to one recent 
estimate.27

Corrections consists of many subunits, each with its own functions and responsibilities. 
These subunits—probation offices, halfway houses, prisons, and others—vary in size, goals, 
clientele, and organizational structure. Some are administered in institutions, others in the 
community. Some are government agencies; others are private organizations contracted by gov-
ernment to provide specific services to correctional clients. A probation office is organized dif-
ferently from a halfway house or a prison, yet all three are part of the corrections system and 
pursue the goals of corrections.

However, there are important differences among subunits of the same general type. For 
example, the organization of a five-person probation office working closely with one judge in 
a rural setting differs from that of a more bureaucratized 100-person probation office in a large 
metropolitan system. Such organizational variety may either help or hinder the system of justice.

Federalism, a system of government in which power and responsibility are divided 
between a national government and state governments, operates in the United States. All levels 
of government—national, state, county, and municipal—are involved in one or more aspects of 

federalism A system of 
government in which power 
and responsibilities are divided 
between a national government 
and state governments.

TABLE 1.1 The Distribution of Correctional Responsibilities in Philadelphia County, 

Pennsylvania

Note the various correctional functions performed at different levels of government by different 

agencies. What correctional agencies does your community have?

Correctional Function
Level and Branch  
of Government Responsible Agency

Adult Corrections

Pretrial detention Municipal / executive Department of Human Services

Probation supervision County / courts Court of Common Pleas

Halfway houses Municipal / executive Department of Human Services

Houses of corrections Municipal / executive Department of Human Services

County prisons Municipal / executive Department of Human Services

State prisons State / executive Department of Corrections

County parole County / executive Court of Common Pleas

State parole State / executive Board of Probation and Parole

Juvenile Corrections

Detention Municipal / executive Department of Public Welfare

Probation supervision County / courts Court of Common Pleas

Dependent / neglect State / executive Department of Human Services

Training schools State / executive Department of Public Welfare

Private placements Private Many agencies

Juvenile aftercare State/executive Department of Public Welfare

Federal Corrections

Probation / parole Federal / courts U.S. courts

Incarceration Federal / executive U.S. Bureau of Prisons

Sources: Taken from the annual reports of the responsible agencies.
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16 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

the corrections system. The national government operates a full range of correctional organiza-
tions to handle people convicted of breaking federal laws; likewise, state and local governments 
provide corrections for people who have broken their laws. However, most criminal justice and 
correctional activity takes place at the state level. Less than 3 percent of individuals on probation 
and parole, and 9 percent of those in prison, are under federal correctional supervision.28 (See 
“The Federal Corrections System Dials Back on Its Agenda of Reform.”)

Despite the similarity of behaviors that are labeled criminal, important differences appear 
from state to state among specific definitions of offenses, types and severity of sanctions, and 
procedures governing the establishment of guilt and subsequent treatment. In addition, many 
variations in how corrections is formally organized appear at the state and local levels. The 
corrections systems in California, Florida, and Texas handle almost one-third of all people in 
state prisons and about one-fourth of all those who are under correctional control in the United 
States, but each state has developed different organizational configurations to provide correc-
tions (see “The Big Three in Corrections”).

The federal corrections system is larger than any of the 

state systems, and it handles all violations of federal 

law. Community corrections, including pretrial services, 

probation, and parole, are provided by the U.S. Probation 

and Pretrial Services, which is a part of the U.S. court system. 

Institutional corrections is operated by the Federal Bureau 

of Prisons, a part of the U.S. Department of Justice. There 

are 92 federal probation offices serving district courts; the 

U.S. Bureau of Prisons has 110 institutions and 25 residential 

reentry facilities.

Unlike the situation with state corrections systems, un-

til very recently there has been little pressure to stem the 

growth of the federal corrections system. Today there are 

128,400 people under the supervision of U.S. probation 

officers, an increase of 10 percent over the last four years. 

People on parole represent less than 10 percent of the total 

number supervised by probation. There are 209,600 people 

incarcerated in the federal system, and since 1990 the fed-

eral prison system has grown more rapidly than almost any of 

the 50 state systems. Just under 20 percent of those who are 

confined in federal prisons are housed in private facilities or 

local jails under contract with the federal system.

Concerned about this growth, former U.S. Attorney 

General Eric Holder announced in 2013 the first significant 

reform of the federal justice system since the establishment 

of sentencing guidelines in 1984: “We need to ensure that 

incarceration is used to punish, deter and rehabilitate—not 

merely to convict, warehouse and forget.” Under these 

guidelines, federal prosecutors asked for lower penalties for 

people convicted of drug crimes, enabling judges to impose 

less severe sentences. The number of people in federal pris-

ons dropped nearly 10 percent.

Under President Trump, with Jeff Sessions as attorney 

general, this has changed. When he was a U.S. senator from 

Alabama, Sessions opposed many of the changes that Holder 

put into play. In his first major policy announcement as the 

new attorney general, Sessions directed his federal prosecu-

tors to pursue the most-severe penalties possible, including 

mandatory minimum sentences for people convicted of drug-

related crimes. Overturning his predecessor’s policy directives 

signals a return to more of a “get-tough” ethic in the federal 

justice system.

Sources: Dannielle Kaeble and Lauren E. Glaze, Correctional Populations in 
the United States, 2015 (Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
2016); Sari Horwitz and Matt Zapostosky, “Sessions Issues Sweeping New 
Criminal Charging Policy,” Washington Post, May 12, 2017.

FOCUS  ON

CORRECTIONAL PRACTICE: The Federal Corrections System  
Dials Back on Its Agenda of Reform

▲ Since Jeff Sessions became the U.S. Attorney 
General, some federal criminal justice reform  
proposals have been put on hold.
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 17

Three states from three different regions in the United 

States dominate the corrections scene: California, Texas, 

and Florida. They account for 30 percent of all people in 

state prisons and one-fourth of those under any form of 

correctional control (see Table 1 for a breakdown of the key 

numbers).

TABLE 1 The Big Three by the Numbers

Prison Probation Parole

California 129,593 285,681   63,919

Florida   94,481 227,540     5,140

Texas 149,501 388,101 100,699

Sources: Bureau of Justice Statistics, most recent reports for each state.

CALIFORNIA

California used to have the largest state prison system in the 

country, by far. No longer. The state has undertaken a histori-

cally unprecedented policy designed to reduce dramatically 

the number of people incarcerated in the state’s prison sys-

tem. In the process, California has dropped its prison count 

by more than one-fourth since the peak in 2007, a reduction 

of almost 46,000 people—more than the entire state prison 

populations of all but seven states. The California story is not 

only an exemplar in what is possible from a prison-reduction 

standpoint, but it also offers a lesson in the public-policy con-

sequences of a change of this magnitude. The system is still 

large, housing about one in every ten people in state prisons, 

but the state has gone from an incarceration rate well above 

the national average to one of the lowest rates in the West 

(329 people in prison per 100,000 adult residents, as com-

pared to the national average of 402).

The California adult corrections system is administered 

by the Adult Authority, and juvenile institutions are admin-

istered by the Youth Authority. Both the Adult Authority 

and the Youth Authority are part of the state government’s 

executive branch. Adult and juvenile probation services are 

provided by the executive branch at the county level and 

administered by a chief probation officer. For many years, 

a portion of the county probation costs was subsidized by 

the state, but the size of these subsidies started declining in 

the 1980s. Local taxes pay for jails and probation services, 

but these taxes have been capped for more than a decade.  

Local corrections capacity became overloaded when case-

loads grew without increases in funding. State correc-

tional facilities were no better off, overcrowded at more 

than 180 percent capacity. Californians seemed to want to 

be tough on law violators but didn’t want to pay for the 

repercussions.

In 2006, with every aspect of the corrections system des-

perately overcrowded, operating with daily chaos, Governor 

Arnold Schwarzenegger declared a “state of emergency.” Yet 

his proposed reforms faced intractable political resistance,  

especially from law enforcement. So in 2009 the federal 

courts stepped in and declared the California system un-

constitutional, citing chronic overcrowding, woeful health 

care, and routine violence. The courts ordered newly in-

stalled Governor Jerry Brown to reduce the California prison 

population by at least 40,000, a requirement affirmed by 

the U.S. Supreme Court (Brown v. Plata). In response, the 

legislature enacted the California Public Safety Realignment 

Act in 2011, which devised a new system of sentencing and 

correctional policies designed to strengthen local correc-

tional capacity and divert a large number of people from the 

prison system.

Realignment has changed California’s correctional 

numbers. The prison population has dropped by more than  

20 percent since 2011. But probation, parole, and local jail 

counts have also decreased, and the system’s overall numbers 

are down 43 percent since Schwarzenegger’s original decla-

ration of emergency.

Critics of realignment argue that it has made the pub-

lic less safe, having put some 18,000 people on the streets 

who would otherwise have been in prison or jail. These fears 

have fueled by a small, statewide increase in crime in 2016 as 

well as a handful of heavily publicized new crimes commit-

ted by people released from custody because of realignment. 

Even so, several careful studies show that violent crime has 

not been affected by realignment and that the only change 

seems to be a small (2 percent or so) increase in auto thefts 

stemming from the changes. Overall, crime is down since 

realignment took effect, and Californians appear to support 

it. Momentum for cutting down on prisons is so strong that 

in 2014 Californians overwhelmingly passed Proposition 47, 

which reduced a list of nonserious felonies to misdemeanors 

so that people found guilty of them cannot be sent to prison. 

The fact that felony arrests dropped by more than 50,000 

(almost 30 percent) in 2016 foretells continuing reductions in 

the number of Californians who end up behind bars.

TEXAS

Texas supplanted California with the nation’s largest prison 

system in 2012. Not only is the Texas prison system the big-

gest; everything about Texas criminal justice is “big.” The 

rate of Texans under correctional control is higher than that 

of any other state in the Union except Georgia. Nearly one 

in nine of the nation’s people on probation lives in Texas. 

But the story in Texas is changing, and Texas is among the 

FOCUS  ON

CORRECTIONAL PRACTICE: The Big Three in Corrections

(continued)
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18 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

vanguard of states that seek to reduce the number of people 

in their prisons.

All adult corrections in Texas are housed under the  

Department of Criminal Justice, which is supervised by 

a nine-person board appointed by the governor. This 

department administers corrections through three separate 

divisions: institutions, parole supervision, and probation. In 

addition, the parole board reports to the Board of Criminal 

Justice. The Institutional Division manages all state custodial 

facilities and monitors the local jails. The Texas Youth 

Commission handles all juvenile institutions and aftercare. 

Organized on a county basis, adult probation and juvenile 

probation are run separately by chief probation officers 

locally appointed by the county judiciary. Standards for both 

probation functions are established and monitored by state 

authority. Adult probation is monitored by the Department 

of Criminal Justice; juvenile probation is monitored by the 

Juvenile Probation Commission. Because Texas has more than 

200 counties, coordinating the work of these commissions is 

extremely complicated.

The Texas imprisonment rate was roughly stable during 

the 1980s. Then, because of a round of punitive sentencing 

reforms, the Texas incarceration rate doubled between 

1990 and 1996, leading the nation. During this time, Texas 

corrections operated under something of a siege mentality. 

After losing a series of lawsuits, Texas prisons had a tight 

population cap, forcing the rest of the system to absorb 

growing numbers. But decision-making fragmentation 

made it nearly impossible to develop a coordinated response 

to the prison overcrowding problem. A federal judge 

eventually threatened to fine the state more than $500,000 

per day if it failed to comply with court-ordered standards. 

In 2010, when Texas’s prison population peaked, the Texas 

Department of Corrections floated a plan to add 17,000 

more prison beds at the cost of almost $1 billion. That led 

conservatives around the state to take the lead in a broad 

agenda of criminal justice reform. Since then, the Texas 

prison population has declined each year, and is now down 

about 5 percent from the 2010 peak—a number that many 

Texans are proud of but is roughly the national average 

drop for that same period. For juvenile justice, though, the 

numbers are almost astonishing: a 76 percent reduction in 

confinement in the last decade. Texas has now closed four 

adult prisons and almost all of its juvenile prisons.

Reforms continue to be on the table in Texas, growing 

from a coalition that includes the “right-on-crime” 

conservatives and the ACLU liberals. Recent public opinion 

surveys show strong support for rehabilitation instead 

of punishments and nonprison alternatives for people 

convicted of drug crimes and other nonserious felonies. A 

bipartisan “Cut50” campaign advocates for reducing Texas 

prison numbers by half. The campaign will try to reduce 

penalties for low-level drug crimes, and there is talk of 

raising the age of juveniles from 17 to 18. As oil revenues 

continue to decline, pressure to constrain the costs of 

corrections remains high. There is strong public support for 

reform, which has been helped by substantial drops in Texas 

crime rates. Texas is “big,” not just in size but also in ideas.

FLORIDA

Florida’s age demographics make it a bellwether state, mean-

ing the age profile of Florida’s residents looks like where 

the nation is headed: a large number of retirees and a large 

number of young people. In terms of imprisonment, Florida 

is certainly following the broader national trend. Since the 

peak year of 2010, Florida’s prison population has declined 

about 3 percent, as is true for many states. Yet there are two 

differences for Florida. First, Florida makes prison a prior-

ity in sentencing more than other states do. It ranks ninth 

in prison incarceration rates, but in total correctional popu-

lation, including probation, parole, and jail, Florida is well  

below the national average. Second, Florida policy mak-

ers have been latecomers to the national debate on how to  

reduce incarceration.

The state of Florida administers all institutional and 

community-based correctional services regionally, and 

regional directors have considerable autonomy. The five 

regional administrators for adult corrections report to the 

secretary of the Department of Corrections and manage all 

institutional and field services. Juvenile corrections is housed 

within the Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services 

and operates in 11 districts. Thus, Florida unifies corrections 

under the executive branch, with separate adult and juvenile 

functions. Parole supervision was all but abolished in 1984, 

when Florida enacted its determinate-sentencing system.

Florida’s incarceration rate grew steadily between 1980 

and 2010, more than doubling. To stem the growth, Florida 

administrators created the Community Control Project, pro-

viding close supervision (often with electronic monitoring) 

to divert people from prison. That may be one of the rea-

sons why Florida’s prison admissions have been dropping 

for almost two decades. Yet prison populations have stayed 

stubbornly high because, without parole, people are serving 

much longer prison terms than before. 

Florida Governor Rick Scott was elected on a platform 

of fiscal responsibility. Fiscal conservatives in Florida have 

now started to confront the expensive implications of their 

burgeoning prison system. The Charles Koch Institute, a 

conservative think tank, has been publicizing recent polls in 

Florida that show strong support for prison reform: Three-

quarters of the respondents believe that the prison system 

is too expensive; two-thirds think that too many nonviolent 

CORRECTIONAL PRACTICE: The Big Three in Corrections (continued )
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 19

people are behind bars. The realization that most Floridians 

are ready for significant changes in the way the justice system 

works has created momentum for reform. There has been 

something of a moratorium on new get-tough legislation 

that would add to the prison population, and in 2016 the 

legislature removed aggravated assault from the list of crimes 

subject to the state’s mandatory 10/20-life sentence statute. In 

2017 the Senate passed a bill that would eliminate mandatory 

prison sentences for people convicted of nonviolent crimes.

Sources: California: Most recent data available from the U.S. Bureau of  
Justice Statistics; U.S. Department of Justice; Public Policy Institute of  
California; California’s Historic Corrections Reforms (San Francisco: Public 

Policy Institute of California, 2016); Jody Sundt, Emily J. Salisbury, and Mark  
G. Harmon, “Is Downsizing Prisons Dangerous? The Effect of California’s   
Realignment Act on Public Safety,” Criminology & Public Policy,  
15 (no. 2, 2016): 315–41; Brown v. Plata, 563 US 2011. Texas: Prison Policy  
Initiative, www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/TX.html, 2016; Scott Henson, 
“Raising the Bars: What’s Next for Texas Criminal Justice Reform? The 
Observer, www.texasobserver.org/raising-the-bars-criminal-justice-reform, 
March 21, 2016; Angela Thielo, Frances T. Cullen, Derek M. Cohen, and 
Cecilia Chouhy, “Rehabilitation in a Red State: Support for Correctional  
Reform in Texas,” Criminology & Public Policy, 15 (no. 1, 2016): 137–71. 
Florida: Charles Koch Institute, New Poll: Strong Majority of Floridians Agree 
the Time for Criminal Justice Reform Is Now, www.charleskochinstitute.org 
/majority-floridians-agree-criminal-justice-reform-now, September 19, 2016; 
Prison Policy Initiative, www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/FL.html, 2016; Mary 
Ellen Klas, “In Major Tallahassee Reversal, Mandatory Sentences Called a 
Waste of Taxpayer Money,” Miami Herald, February 21, 2017.

The extent to which the different levels of government are involved in corrections varies 
by state. The scope of the states’ criminal laws is much broader than that of federal criminal 
laws. Almost 200,000 adults are under federal correctional supervision in more than 100 federal 
prisons.29 The last official count of U.S. prisons listed 110 federal prisons and about 1,000 state 
prisons. Jails are operated mainly by local governments, but in six states they are integrated with 
the state prison system.

As noted in Figure 1.4 on the next page, criminal justice costs are borne by each level 
of government, with well over 90 percent of correctional costs falling on state and local 
governments. In most states the agencies of community corrections—probation and interme-
diate sanctions—are run by the county government and are usually part of the judicial branch. 
However, in some jurisdictions the executive branch runs them, and in several states this part 
of corrections is run by statewide organizations.

That the United States is a representative democracy complicates corrections. Officials are 
elected, legislatures determine the objectives of the criminal law system and appropriate the 

▲ Correctional policies and practices are affected by a number of outside forces. 
Supreme Court decisions can impose major changes on corrections, for example, and 
those changes take place immediately. 
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20 PA R T  1  Correctional Context

resources to carry out those objectives, and political parties channel public opinion to office-
holders on such issues as law and order. Over time the goals of correctional policies have shifted. 
For example, between 1940 and 1970, corrections was oriented toward liberal rehabilitative poli-
cies; since about 1970, conservative, get-tough crime control policies have influenced correc-
tions. Questions of crime and justice are thus inescapably public questions, subject to all the 
pressures and vagaries of the political process.

Clearly, corrections encompasses a major commitment on the part of U.S. society to deal 
with people convicted of criminal law violations. The increase in the number of people under 
supervision in the past decade has caused a major expansion of correctional facilities, staff, and 
budgets; some might say that corrections is now a big business.

Key Issues in Corrections
Like all other government services, corrections is buffeted by frequently shifting social and 
political forces that greatly complicate administration. These forces are also part of what make 
corrections so interesting to examine. In this section we describe some of the controversies, 
issues, and themes that arise in the study of corrections. These are divided into three main areas: 
managing the correctional organization, working with people, and upholding social values.

Managing the Correctional Organization
The ways in which different correctional organizations are managed depend on various factors, 
including goals, funding, bureaucracy, and interagency coordination.

Goals The theory inherent in the term corrections, the assumption that people who have bro-
ken the law can be “corrected,” faces much dispute. For example, some people believe that most 
of them can never be rehabilitated, that only social maturation can convince most people to 
abide by the law. Others argue that the penal system should not be concerned with the future  
behavior of people who have committed a crime, that the only appropriate response to wrong-
doing is punishment. Yet from the end of World War II until the 1970s, the corrective function 
was so widely accepted that treatment and reform were virtually the only issues in criminal jus-
tice deemed worthy of serious attention.

Corrections has constantly faced the challenge of deciding which goals to emphasize. Con-
flict over goals stems precisely from the shifting forces that directly influence corrections. For 
example, political ideology often colors the analysis and development of correctional policy. 
Liberals believe that corrections should follow one path; conservatives prefer another. Goals set 
by conflicting interests do not usually mesh.

In response to conflicting political forces, correctional leaders offer conflicting (or at least 
divergent) justifications for a given policy in order to maintain an appearance of consensus. For 
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FIGURE 1.4 Distribution of Justice System Expenditures by Level of Government

State and local governments bear the brunt of the costs of correctional activities.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Percentage Distribution of Expenditure of the Justice System by Type of Govern-
ment, Fiscal 2012 (preliminary findings).
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C H A P T E R  1  The Corrections System 21

instance, a program of private-industry employment for people in prison can be commended to 
liberals as rehabilitative training, to free-enterprise advocates as expansion of the private sector, 
and to conservatives as a get-tough policy designed to make people put in prison pay the costs of 
their incarceration. Although this tactic helps preserve support for the prison’s industrial opera-
tions, it also creates managerial problems for correctional leaders because when the program is 
implemented, the goals of treatment, profit, and punishment may well conflict.

Further, correctional leaders who state precise objectives risk alienating various impor-
tant groups or constituencies. Thus, they tend to frame goals as vague generalities, such as “to 
protect” or “to rehabilitate.” The effects of this vagueness extend well beyond public relations; 
often it is difficult for correctional staff members to make goal-oriented choices because they are 
unsure of what the leaders want. This conflicted situation has led some observers to argue that 
corrections does not work to achieve an overriding goal but rather seeks to balance stated and 
unstated goals so that no single goal is sacrificed.

Funding At all political levels, corrections is only one of many services operated by gov-
ernment and paid for by tax revenues. Thus, corrections must vie for funding not only with 
other criminal justice agencies but also with agen-
cies supporting education, transportation, social  
welfare, and so on (see “For Critical Thinking”). 
Per capita spending on all criminal justice activi-
ties ranges from less than $100 in West Virginia to 
more than $400 in Alaska and New York.

Understandably, corrections does not always 
receive the funding it needs; people may want 
garbage collected regularly more than they want 
quality correctional work performed. Recall, too, 
that corrections is largely invisible until a problem 
occurs, such as when a person on parole commits 
a heinous crime or a prison riot breaks out. An 
even greater difficulty stems from the perceived 
undesirability of those corrected; it is not easy to 
win larger budgets to help people who have broken 
the law.

FOR CRITICAL THINKING
For many people, the huge cost of corrections, especially 

prison, is the main reason that it seems like the time has come to reduce 

the corrections system. But is money alone a sufficient justification for 

this view? After all, the corrections system is an important public invest-

ment through which we achieve justice and promote public safety.

1. Is it fair to let financial pressures determine how much we are willing 

to spend to promote justice and public safety?

2. Do we need to consider other issues to determine whether the U.S. 

corrections system is too large?

3. What might some of those reasons be? Are they more important 

than money?

▲ Corrections operates under a system of values, and these values can vary 
from one corrections system to another. How is policy affected by having 
different values guide different corrections systems?
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Conflict among the branches and levels of government also creates problems for correc-
tions. Local governments are often responsible for correctional programs for people convicted 
of minor crimes; state governments handle those who will be longer term because of their more-
serious crimes. Often the two levels vie for operating funds, and each seeks to avoid responsi-
bility for people supervised by the other. Given this fragmentation, correctional services and 
programs may overlap.

Officials of the executive branch often complain that legislatures enact correctional codes and 
prescribe operational responsibilities without providing sufficient funds to carry them out. Both 
branches complain that court rulings set unfair constraints on their ability to handle assigned 
caseloads. In developing and implementing policies, correctional agents must consider not only 
the sociopolitical environment but also the government setting in which corrections functions.

One result of funding squabbles is dispute over organizational “turf.” Most probation offices 
are attached to the judiciary and funded by county governments. Do they then fall within the 
domain of corrections, or do they belong to the judiciary? Should the sheriff be in charge of 
transporting people from jail to prison, or should the prison administrators be responsible? To 
what extent should social service agencies become involved with the needs of correctional cli-
ents in a halfway house? Should parole officers or the police be responsible for tracking people 
down who have violated the conditions of their release?

Struggles for resources also occur between corrections and related social service agencies. A 
department of corrections may vie with a department of mental health for funds to set up a drug 
rehabilitation program; both departments may view the new resources as a way to expand. Often, 
correctional departments take such empire-building actions to keep themselves strong and viable.

Bureaucracy Michael Lipsky has provided perhaps the most vivid portrait of the prob-
lems facing correctional workers. He coined the term street-level bureaucrats to refer to the 
following:

Public service workers who interact directly with citizens in the course of their jobs, [includ-

ing] teachers, police officers and other law enforcement personnel, social workers, judges, 

public lawyers and other court officers, health workers and many other public employees 

who grant access to government programs and provide services within them.30

Lipsky’s provocative generalizations about street-level bureaucrats apply to virtually all individ-
uals who have face-to-face contact with people under the authority of the corrections system. 
They work with inadequate resources and face ever-increasing demands. Frequently, they find 
themselves theoretically obligated to provide higher-quality treatment for their clients than they 
can afford. Thus, street-level bureaucrats soon learn that “with any single client they probably 
could interact flexibly and responsibly. But if they did this with too many clients, their capacity 
to respond flexibly would disappear.”31 For example, probation officers may feel obliged to find 
jobs for their clients. If they took time to do so, however, they could not provide other services. 
An officer may genuinely desire to work hard for those who show promise, but not for others. 
Officers facing such conflicts may become alienated from their clients because they cannot sat-
isfy their clients’ needs: Maintaining a working relationship proves too frustrating.

Limited resources force administrators of service bureaucracies to carefully monitor the 
way workers apply their time and energies. Bureaucracies that process people develop categories 
for their clients, seeking to use personnel or agency resources in the best way and to succeed 
with some clients, even though they cannot succeed with all.

Lipsky concludes that delivering street-level policy through bureaucracy presents an inher-
ent contradiction. One person delivering service to another suggests human interaction, caring, 
and responsibility. But delivering service through a bureaucracy suggests detached, inflexible 
treatment based on limited resources. Conflicting, ambiguous goals, combined with difficulties 
in measuring work performance, may reduce effectiveness and commitment to the work. Thus, 
the bureaucratic model guarantees that services are delivered only up to a point and that goals 
are never fully achieved.

Is Lipsky’s conclusion too pessimistic, or just realistic? Certainly, correctional workers and 
their clients face formidable obstacles. Workers must make daily decisions under conditions 
of technical uncertainty and sporadic negative feedback; clients must comply both with legal 

street-level bureaucrats  
Public service workers who 
interact directly with citizens in 
the course of their work, granting 
access to government programs 
and providing services within 
them.
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mandates and with less explicit parameters established by the needs of the correctional orga-
nization. Yet bureaucratic worker–client relationships offer benefits as well. As their time and 
tasks grow more structured, workers have less discretion and thus less capacity to abuse their 
positions. Further, limited organizational resources force agencies to clarify their goals and to 
direct services toward those people who most need staff time. Given the extensive power of cor-
rectional agencies, conditions in bureaucracies may restrain abuse of state power.

Interagency Coordination Managing correctional agencies is further complicated by 
the fact that most corrections systems comprise several loosely related organizations that are 
themselves bureaucracies. Thus, decision making is dispersed—no one person can implement 
the full range of correctional practices. For example, the sheriff who runs the jail and the proba-
tion officer who runs the pretrial release program are both affected by jail crowding and delays in 
sentencing hearings. Even so, they may resist working together because each is busily protecting 
an area of managerial control. Furthermore, line workers in corrections, those in direct contact 
with the system’s clients, seldom influence organizational policies, even though they must imple-
ment those policies daily. Corrections itself cannot determine the type and number of its clients. 
Others in the criminal justice system, primarily judges, do that, and correctional officials can-
not halt or regulate the flow. Thus, the efforts of correctional workers are sometimes sporadic, 
uncoordinated, or inconsistent merely because various bureaucracies are loosely interconnected.

Within the corrections system a great deal of policy is formally interconnected. In some 
states as many as half or more of all people who go to prison do so because they have violated 
a requirement of probation or parole; in other states these rule violators are less frequently sent 
to prison. In other words, the enforcement policies of the supervising agencies help determine 
prison intake. In most systems, however, prison authorities have little control over policies for 
enforcing probation rules. Similarly, a probation officer’s caseload is determined by the number 
of people on probation and the length of their probation terms: Even though officers have a 
finite amount of time for supervision, they generally have little or no con-
trol over their caseloads. As people flow through the system after being con-
victed of a crime—from probation to revocation to prison to work release 
to parole—one agency determines the workload of the next.

These informal interconnections create an uneasy tension. Agency 
directors understandably may take steps to protect their piece of the sys-
tem from encroachment by the rest of it. Each correctional unit commonly 
insulates itself from the pressures faced by the other units because the oth-
ers often produce unwanted caseload increases; for example, crowded jail 
conditions may encourage judges to put more people on probation.

This isolation makes it more likely that the other units will run into 
problems resulting from a lack of cooperation and that these problems will 
haunt all the units when the corrections system as a whole is criticized.

Working with People
“People work” is central to corrections because the raw material of the sys-
tem consists of people—those who work in the system and those who are 
under the system’s authority. In doing their work, correctional staff must deal 
with uncertain technologies, engage in exchange relationships with their cli-
ents, and follow uncertain correctional strategies.

Professional Versus Nonprofessional Staff The 
term staff in the corrections system refers to probation officers, correc-
tional officers, counselors, and others responsible for the daily manage-
ment and supervision of people under correctional control. Correctional 
staff includes both professional and nonprofessional employees. For 
example, psychologists, counselors, and administrators usually hold 
at least one college degree. They view themselves as members of vari-
ous professions, with all the rights that adhere to such callings. They  Ir
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“People work” is central 
to corrections. Staff must 
work closely with clients, 
use new technologies, 
engage in exchange 
relationships, and follow 
uncertain strategies. ▼

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208


