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of offenders provides one method of control. 
Prison populations also can be controlled by 
incentives such as work, special privileges, or 
reduced sentences. Another method is the 
use of segregation to isolate problem inmates.

Often violent and mentally ill prison-
ers are placed in solitary confinement, also 
referred to as administrative segregation (see 
Chapter 11). These prisoners are isolated 23 
to 24 hours a day. Many of the mentally ill 
suffer from schizophrenia and depression. 
The increased use of solitary confinement for 
mentally ill inmates occurs in some prisons 
because of the scarcity of psychiatrists and 
psychologists who are available to provide 
treatment. Solitary confinement, however, 
often exacerbates preexisting conditions. In 
2012, the American Psychiatric Association 
noted that lengthy segregation (more than 3 
or 4 weeks) causes serious harm to ill prisoners and should be avoided.24 Investigations by 
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) have documented cases of mentally ill inmates 
in isolation attempting suicide, eating feces, and banging their heads against the wall.25 
From an administrator’s or a correctional officer’s perspective, keeping the mentally ill in the 
general population is problematic because of the disruptions, and without in-house special 
treatment facilities there are few alternative placements aside from solitary. Overcrowding 
and underfunding contribute to the lack of viable options, though the extended use of soli-
tary confinement is detrimental to inmates’ mental and physical health.

Numerous arguments are made against the use of solitary confinement. The practice, 
especially in a super-maximum facility, is expensive. The prisoners suffer from higher sui-
cide rates, depression, decreased cognitive abilities, and sometimes hallucinations. A 2011 
United Nations report noted that the practice is tantamount to torture and should be lim-
ited to 15 days.26 Often, gang-affiliated prisoners are routinely placed in solitary confine-
ment to avoid outbreaks of violence. All citizens should care about the plight of those in 
prison and those in solitary confinement, as many of these inmates are released back into 
the community. In 2013, after spending most of his 8 years in prison in solitary confine-
ment, Evan Ebel was released on parole in Colorado. While in prison, he became affiliated 
with the racist 211 Crew gang. Almost immediately, he obtained a firearm and murdered a 
pizza deliveryman named Nathan Leon. Then, taking his pizza delivery uniform, he went to 
the home of Tom Clements. Clements was the Colorado prisons director. When Clements 
answered the door, Ebel assassinated him. Ebel was eventually found in Texas and died in 
a shoot-out with police. In his car, authorities found a hit list with 20 names of officials 
he intended to kill. Ebel’s family contends that his long stay in solitary contributed to his 
increasing violence and erratic behavior. As a result of this incident, in 2014, Colorado 
banned the use of solitary confinement for mentally ill inmates and reduced the number of 
inmates released from solitary directly to the community (see Figure 12.5).

PRISON VIOLENCE

Prison Gangs
Prison gangs have a long history, with their presence being traced back to the 1950s. 

Gangs represent serious problems for prison administrators and correctional officers. 
Members of gangs are a higher security risk and tend to be less compliant. Gangs in prison 
are known to engage in trafficking contraband (e.g., drugs, cigarettes, pornography) and 
running protection rackets. Many inmates use race or ethnicity to establish an identity, 

The ACLU challenges the use of lengthy periods of solitary confinement. 

What are the advantages and disadvantages of solitary confinement?
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solitary confinement: 
Also known as 

administrative segregation, 
it isolates violent or hard-

to-manage prisoners from 
the general population.
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