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Aside from Albert Gonzalez, some widely known minimum-security inmates include 
Martha Stewart, Leona Helmsley (a businesswoman convicted of tax evasion), Lauryn Hill 
(a recording artist convicted of tax evasion), Sun Myung Moon (a religious leader con-
victed of tax evasion), and Piper Kerman (woman convicted of money laundering who later 
authored Orange Is the New Black).

Prison Populations
The United States incarcerates a considerable proportion of its population (Figure 11.4). 

At year end in 2014, it is estimated that 1,561,500 people were confined in a state or fed-
eral prison in the United States.32 In 2000, there were 1,394,200 persons held in prison.33 
The number of incarcerated in prison peaked in 2009 at 1,615,500 and has since declined. 
Variation in the prison population, and changes over time, is found among the states. 
Between 2013 and 2014, 24 states, and the federal system, experienced decreases in their 
prison populations. The largest percentage decline occurred in Mississippi (a 15% drop), as 
a result of policy changes that encourage community supervision versus prison for nonvio-
lent offenders.34 Vermont saw the second greatest percentage decrease in the prison popula-
tion (a 4.8% decrease). Some other states experiencing declines included Texas, New Jersey, 
Louisiana, South Carolina, Oregon, Massachusetts, Alabama, and New York.35 The prison 
population in California remained similar from 2013 to 2014 (a 0.1% increase). North 
Dakota’s prison population grew the fastest (9.0%) and Nebraska the second fastest (8.3%) 
from 2013 to 2014. Growth in prison populations was measured in several states, including 
Washington, Tennessee, West Virginia, Minnesota, Arkansas, and Hawaii.36

In many states, the prison population has declined for two primary reasons: first, 
because sentences handed out for less serious offenders are getting shorter, and second, 
because fewer serious offenders are being diverted to corrections in the community. Given 
technology and risk assessment tools, public safety is not jeopardized, and enormous cost 
savings are available. These changes enjoy the support of some members of the public who 
are proponents of sentencing less serious offenders to community corrections or shorter 

Figure 11.4  n  Prisoners in State and Federal Prisons, 2002–2014
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After increasing over time, in recent years the prisoner population has declined slightly. Do you 
believe this is good or bad news for offenders? For victims? And for society? Why or why not?

Sources: Carson, E. A., & Golinelli, D. (2013). Prisoners in 2012—Advance counts. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office 
of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice, Figure 1; and Carson, E. A. (2015) Prisoners in 2014. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. Figure 1.


