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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 investigation following this event found that supervisors, officers, and staff were 
inexperienced and lacked training.18,19 Likewise, an investigation into the private Santa Fe 
Detention Center in New Mexico was launched as the U.S. government filed suit against 
the facility for violating the constitutional rights of inmates housed there. Findings revealed 
more than 20 cases in which negligence, indifference, poor training, and irresponsible cost 
cutting had resulted in inmate deaths.20

The purported benefits of private prisons are that these facilities are run more efficiently 
and at less cost than public prisons and that they can reduce recidivism. Research fails to offer 
support for either the lower cost or lower recidivism claim. There is little evidence that public 
prisons have been run inefficiently and little evidence that private prisons do any better. As 
noted above, given the per diem nature of charging the government, private prisons are not 
necessarily less expensive. In addition, private companies have been caught billing the gov-
ernment for ghost employees. The lower cost claim is difficult to reconcile with the fact that 
private prison executives are paid 10 to 20 times the salary of those heading state departments 
of corrections. Finally, there is no evidence that recidivism in private prisons differs from that 
in public prisons. An early adopter of private prisons was Kentucky, which initially established 
a 300-bed minimum-security prison in Marion. As of 2013, for the first time in three decades, 
Kentucky completely abandoned the private prison model. Among its reasons for severing ties 
with the private prison world is that state officials estimate that they could save the state $1.5 
million to $2.5 million annually by using only public facilities.

Female Prisons and Prisoners
As noted earlier in the chapter, initially women were detained in the same facilities as 

men, suffering the same horrid conditions. Violence, especially rape and other sexual assault, 
was commonly perpetrated against female inmates, often resulting in pregnancy. The refor-
mation period and the creation of separate facilities for women provided improved condi-
tions. Since the opening of the Indiana Women’s Reformatory, many other institutions to 
house female inmates have been built. As the number of incarcerated women grew, attention 
to female inmates increased. Currently, females continue to make up a relatively small por-
tion of inmates in the nation. While relatively small compared with growth in the number of 
male inmates, growth in female inmates still has been explosive. In 2012, there were almost 
nine times more women in prison than in 1980 (Figure 11.3).

More than just facilities differ when considering incarcerated females. Research indicates 
that mental health issues, substance abuse, sexual victimization, drug use, and poverty are 
strong predictors of female incarceration. Most females are in prison for nonviolent crimes; one 
third of all women are incarcerated on a drug-related offense that was motivated by the desire 
to obtain more drugs. Most female inmates have been victims of childhood and adult physical 
and sexual abuse. Compared with males, female inmates are more likely to suffer from mental 

ghost employee: A 
nonexistent employee 
for whom private prisons 
have illegally charged 
the government.

Video: 
Becoming a correctional officer

Black Non-Hispanic,
37%

White Non-Hispanic,
32%

Figure 11.2  n  Percentage of Men in State and Federal Prisons by Race, December 2012

There was a larger percentage of non-Hispanic blacks 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 educa-
tional 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?
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