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Prisons and Profits. There is money to be made by 
locking up prisoners. All prisons can be a source of 
jobs for the communities in which they are located. 
Traditionally run by local, state, or federal govern-
ments, for-profit companies operate increasing num-
bers of prisons. While privatization of prisons started 
in the 1980s, it has taken off in the last two decades. 
The number of people in private prisons has grown by 
1,664% in the past 20 years, and today approximately 
130,000 people are in for-profit institutions (Wade 
2013a). Seven states put more than 1 of every 4 of their 
prisoners in private prisons (Carson and Sabol 2012; 
Lee 2012). 

of prisoners in federal prisons were sentenced for 
drug offenses (Carson and Sabol 2012). Table 6.3 com-
pares incarceration rates among countries with the 
highest percentages of people in prison and among 
other industrialized nations.

Thinking Sociologically
Why do you think the United States has 5% of the 
world’s population but 25% of the world’s prisoners? 
Has this impacted your life? How and why? How do 
you think your age, gender, social class, and race 
influenced your answer? 

The Purposes of Prisons. What purpose do you 
believe prisons serve? From the structural-functional 
perspective, prisons serve several purposes for soci-
ety: (1) fulfilling the desire for revenge or retribution, (2) 
removing dangerous people from society, (3) deter-
ring would-be deviants, and (4) rehabilitating devi-
ants through counseling, education, and work training 
programs inside prisons (Johnson 2002). However, 
in prison, inmates are exposed to more criminal and 
antisocial behavior, so rehabilitation and deterrence 
goals are often undermined by the nature of prisons. 
According to a recent Bureau of Justice Statistics 
report, roughly 5% of prison inmates are sexually 
assaulted by other prisoners or prison guards, and 
12% of youth in juvenile detention facilities are victims, 
often in gang rapes (“New Federal Report” 2010). This 
ongoing problem of assault, rape, and threat of vio-
lence in prison so brutalizes inmates that it becomes 
difficult for them to reenter society as well-adjusted 
citizens ready to conform to societal norms (Fathi 
2009; Hensley, Koscheski, and Tewksbury 2005; 
Liptak 2008).

TABLE 6.2  Characteristics of People in Prison

Makeup of U.S. 
Prison Population

Makeup of U.S. 
Population*

Ratio of the 
Population 30–34 

Years Old in 
Prison 

Chance of 
Spending Time 
in Prison During 

Lifetime

Black 38% 12.6% 1:13 32%

Hispanic 21% 16.3% 1:36 17%

White 35% 63.7% 1:90 6%

Source: Sentencing Project 2014.

 Top 10 
Countries (a)

Other Industrialized 
Countries (b)

United States 716 England and Wales 148

St. Kitts 
and Nevis

649 Australia 133

Seychelles 490 Canada 118

Virgin Islands 539 France 103

Rwanda 527 Italy 100

Cuba 510 Switzerland 87

Russia 490 Netherlands 82

Anguilla 487 Germany 78

Georgia 473 Sweden 60

TABLE 6.3  World Comparative 
Rates of Incarceration (per 
100,000 People), 2013

Source: (a) Wing 2013; (b) International Center for Prison Studies 2014.




