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without the need for staff and without jeopardizing the safety of correctional officers or 
other inmates.

Associated with controlled sliding doors is electronic surveillance, which is widely 
used to enhance the ability to survey a correctional institution. With electronic surveil-
lance, correctional officers can view all areas of a facility without having to physically be 
present. Electronic surveillance (and other electronic detection devices) is not restricted 
to inside an institution. This technology is also used to monitor the perimeter of the facil-
ity. Newer cameras used for surveillance are bullet resistant and can survive the force of 
a sledgehammer. They also cannot be disabled during attempted escapes or fights in the 
facility.

Videoconferencing has changed much in institutional corrections. Prior to the use of 
this technology, inmates had to be personally escorted and transported to a variety of exter-
nal locations such as the courthouse. Taking an inmate to a court appointment required 
staff, transportation, and time. Now, inmates can hold appointments without leaving the 
institution. This technology is also changing the way inmates visit with family and friends. 
Video visitation allows inmates to visit others remotely instead of in face-to-face visits. This 
technology enables visitation when distance prevents it, and it removes all possibility of 
smuggling of contraband by visitors.

Relatedly, telemedicine has gained traction in institutional corrections. Using 
telemedicine and remote medical tools, an inmate can be examined by medical staff 
via electronic conference. Physicians can look down an inmate’s throat, listen to her 
or his heartbeat, and conduct a physical exam remotely.55 In one decade, electronic 
health records and telemedicine saved the Texas prison system approximately $1 billion. 
Telemedicine means that inmates can be examined and treated without leaving a facility, 
traveling, or interacting with medical staff in person. Again, this results in efficiency, cost 
savings, and increased security.

As seen in Chapter 10, biometric devices are used in the correctional field. Some 
prisons have adopted the used of biometric entry points that scan irises or fingerprints. 
While not widely used due to cost, this technology offers great promise for efficiency and 
security.

A relatively new technology used 
by a growing number of correctional 
institutions is body-imaging scanners. 
These scanners, once used in airports, 
are used to scan visitors and sometimes 
correctional officers entering correc-
tional facilities. Body-imaging scanners 
were removed from airports due to pri-
vacy concerns and are being relocated to 
prisons, where privacy is not an issue—
at least for inmates. Controversy sur-
rounds their use with correctional staff, 
but history shows that staff in these 
facilities have engaged in illegal acts of 
smuggling contraband. One California 
prison employee earned more than 
$100,000 by smuggling in and selling 
cell phones to inmates.56 Body-imaging 
scanners are more sensitive than metal 
detectors and can identify weapons, 
cell phones, and illegal contraband 
being smuggled in through clothing. 
Preliminary uses of these scanners show 

videoconferencing: 
Technology used 
in correctional 
institutions to facilitate 
visitation, meetings, 
and medical care.

telemedicine: New 
technology used in 
correctional institutions 
to provide medical care 
to inmates remotely.

body-imaging scanners: 
Technology recently 
adopted in prisons to 
detect contraband.

Technology has influenced visitation in prison. In some cases, this is as close 

as inmates get to their family and friends. What are the advantages and 

disadvantages to electronic visitation? Why do you feel that way?

©
 Bi

ll O
'Le

ary
/T

he
 W

as
hin

gto
n P

os
t/G

ett
y I

ma
ge

s


