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sentences.37 And these changes are supported by the U.S. Congress, which has encouraged 
federal judges to make sentencing decisions keeping in mind that imprisonment is not “an 
appropriate means of promoting correction and rehabilitation.”38

Privatization of Prisons
Although convict leasing systems in the United States theoretically ended approxi-

mately a century ago, a new form of incarceration benefiting from convict labor started 
in the 1980s: the privatization of prisons. Contracting out prison logistics such as food 
services, psychological testing, and health care is not new. Privatization of prisons simply 
takes small-scale privatization tasks a step further in that all aspects of a prison are managed 
by private agencies. In contrast to the convict leasing programs of the past, in which com-
panies paid the state for use of inmate labor, in the new system states pay private compa-
nies to oversee all aspects of incarceration. At year’s end 2014, it was estimated that 30,500 
federal prison inmates and 91,200 state prison inmates are housed in private facilities.39 
This accounted for 15.2% of federal prisoners, and 7.2% of state prisoners in the nation.

There are several disadvantages and advantages of private prisons. A significant prob-
lem is the way the public is charged for inmates in private prisons. Private prison compa-
nies are generally paid on a per-inmate basis, and contracts typically guarantee a minimum 
head count of inmates. If the prison is not filled, the state still pays for inmates that do 
not exist. These sorts of requirements lead to the perverse incentive to incarcerate as many 
individuals as possible because the state or federal government pays for it anyway. In 2001, 
Mississippi legislators paid $6 million for the incarceration of these so-called ghost inmates. 
In a public prison, empty beds lead to taxpayer savings. In private prisons, the opposite is 
true. This incentive has limits, though, because if the inmate head count exceeds a certain 
threshold (e.g., 90%), taxpayers are required to pay a higher per diem cost per inmate. 
Additional disadvantages of private prisons concern their handling of employees. In gen-
eral, private agencies hire less qualified staff, which increases danger to inmates and staff. 
Research shows that correctional officers in the public sector receive an average of 12 to 16 
weeks of training.40 In contrast, private prison correctional officers are offered an average of 
3 weeks of training. Dealing with poorly trained private correctional officers was the experi-
ence of Joshua Paul Benjamin, who stayed in a private prison during part of his sentence. 
Joshua found that the employees were woefully ill prepared and poorly educated, leading 
to inhumane conditions for inmates.

Poor training for private prison staff translates to increased danger for the officers, the 
inmates, and the general public. In one case, the private Northeast Ohio Correctional Center 
dealt with stabbings, assaults, the use of tear gas, and ultimately the escape of six inmates 
who were serving long sentences in response to serious and violent offenses. An investiga-
tion following this event found that supervisors, officers, and staff were inexperienced and 
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There was a larger percentage of non-Hispanic African Americans among male prisoners than any	 other group as of 2012. What could possibly account for this discrepancy? Is it greater levels of 
poverty? A lack of educational opportunities? Less opportunity overall? A racist criminal	 justice system? If you were a policymaker, would better understanding why this discrepancy exists be 
a priority for you? Why or why not?

Source: Carson, E. A. (2015). Prisoners in 2014, September, 2014. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of Justice Programs,	 U.S. Department of Justice.
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